"A THEORY OF

I.EN DOYAL A



A Theory of Human Need




By the same authors A Theory of Human Need

Len Doyal (with Roger Harris), Empiricism, Explanation
and Rationality
Ian Gough, The Political Economy of the

o \
Welfare State Len Doyal and Ian Gough

J

| M

MACMILLAN




© Len Doyal and Tan Gough 1991

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission
of this publication may be made without written permission.

No paragraph of this publication may be reproduced, copied or
transmitted save with written permission-or in accordance with

the provisions of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988,

or under the terms of any licence permitting limited copying

issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency. 90 Tottenham Court Road,
London WI1P 9HE.

Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to
this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and
civil claims for damages.

First published 1991 by

MACMILLAN EDUCATION LTD
Houndmills. Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 2XS
and London

Companies and representatives

throughout the world

4-9 hardcover

ISBN 0-333-3832
33-38325-7 paperback

ISBN 0-33

A catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library.

Copy-edited and typeset by Povey/Edmondson
Okehampton and Rochdale, England

Printed in Hong Kong

To Lesley Doyal and Margaret Jones




“The absurd is born of this confrontation between human need and

the unreasonable silence of the world’.—Albert Camus Contents

List of Tables xi
List of Figures xii
Preface xiii
Acknowledgements Xvi
Introduction 1

I RELATIVISM AND THE PROBLEM OF HUMAN

NEED 7
1 Who Needs Human Needs? 9
Orthodox economics: needs are preferences 9
The New Right: needs are dangerous 10
Marxism: needs are historical 12
Critiques of cultural imperialism: needs are group
specific 13
Radical democrats: needs are discursive 16
Phenomenological arguments: needs are socially
constructed 19
2 The Inevitability of Human Needs 22
Orthodox economics: circularity of evaluation 22
The New Right: universality after all 24
Marxism: the cynical gaze of determinism 27
Critiques of cultural imperialism: the objectivity of
oppression 29
Radical democrats: romanticising group morality 30
Phenomenological arguments: social realities kick back 31

vii



VIl

3

H |

III

Contents

The Grammar of ‘Need’

Needs as drives

Needs as goals and strategies
Needs, relativism and morality

A THEORY OF HUMAN NEED

Physical Health and Autonomy: the Basic Needs of

Persons

Needs as the preconditions for human action and
interaction

Survival/physical health as a basic need

Autonomy as a basic need

Problems in comparing need-satisfaction

Societal Preconditions for the Satisfaction of Basic
Needs

The social dimension of individual autonomy

Four societal preconditions

Human Liberation and the Right to Need-Satisfaction

Duties, rights and moral reciprocity

Special obligations and the optimisation of
need-satisfaction

Relativism and the prospect for human liberation

Appendix: the rights of enemies to need-satisfaction

Optimising Need-Satisfaction in Theory
Habermas and rational communication

Rawls, justice and optimal need-satisfaction
Revising Rawls

Critiques of Rawls

Internationalism, ecology and future generations

HUMAN NEEDS IN PRACTICE

Measuring Need-Satisfaction

Social indicators and other direct measures of human
welfare

Satisfiers and ‘intermediate needs’

35
35
39
42

47

49

50
56
59
69

76
76
80

91
92

104
108
112

116
120
126
132
135
141

149

151

151
155

10

11

12

Contents

Standards of basic need-satisfaction

Standards of intermediate need-satisfaction

Problems in devising social indicators of
need-satisfaction

Physical Health and Autonomy

Survival and disability

Physical disease

Autonomy and mental illness

Learning and cognitive skills

Social roles and opportunities to participate

Critical autonomy

Intermediate Needs

Food and Water

Housing

A non-hazardous work environment

A non-hazardous physical environment

Health care

Security in childhood

Significant primary relationships

Economic security

Physical security

Education

Safe birth control and child-bearing

Societal Preconditions for Optimising Need-Satisfaction

More on the universality of human rights

Procedural preconditions for negative freedom

Material preconditions for positive freedom

Economic sustainability and the rights of future
generations

Charting Human Welfare: Need-Satisfaction in the
Three Worlds

Charting objective welfare

Basic and intermediate needs

Societal preconditions

Gender differences in need-satisfaction

Conclusion: global patterns of welfare

ix

159
161

164

171
172
176
180
181
184
187

191
194
196
199
200
201
204
207
210
212
214
217

222
222
225
230

242

247
247
249
261
265
269



x  Contents
IV THE POLITICS OF HUMAN NEED

13 Towards a Political Economy of Need-Satisfaction

Economic development and need-satisfaction in the

Third World

State socialism and need-satisfaction in the
Second World

Advanced capitalism and need-satisfaction in the
First World

Global dilemmas

Towards a political economy of need-satisfaction

14 A Dual Political Strategy
The dual strategy in theory
The argument for centralisation
The argument for decentralisation
The dual strategy in practice

Notes
Bibliography

Index

275

277

277

283

287
293
294

297
298
300
306
309

313
328
349

List of Tables

9.1
9.2
10.1
11.1

12.1
12.2

12.3

12.4
13.1

Frequency of complaints causing disability, UK
Suggested indicators of basic need-satisfaction
Suggested indicators of intermediate need-satisfaction

Suggested indicators of societal preconditions for
optimisation
Substantive need-satisfaction in the Three Worlds

Numbers of global deaths in major categories of
cause, South and North

Societal preconditions for need-satisfaction in the
Three Worlds

Gender differences in need-satisfaction

Comparative need-satisfaction in three Western
countries

Xi

177
190
219

245
250

254

261
267

288



List of Figures

8.1

8.2
9.1

9.2

10.1

11.1
13.1

The relation between intermediate and basic need-
satisfaction

The theory in outline

The relation between participation, health and
autonomy

Proportions of mortality and disease prevalence of
the major infectious diseases and malnutrition, in
Africa, Asia and Latin America, 1977-8

Social components of depression
A model of material production

The relationship between life expectancy and per
capita incomes, 1979

Xii

163
170

171

179

192
232

278

Preface

Talking in front of a coal fire in 1982, we discovered that we both
had strong views about the existence of universal human needs and
the inconsistencies of those who didn't. Although we come from
different academic backgrounds — philosophy and political econ-
omy — we both believed that without a coherent theory of human
need to back them up, many of the political causes to which we were
committed made little sense. This belief was underlined by the
political successes of the New Right in the early 1980s which fed
upon the theoretical confusion of its opponents.

Our initial attempt at clarification was in an article with the same
title as this book which was published in Critical Social Policy in
1984. Expanding these ideas has taken much longer than we and
many others hoped and expected. This has been because of the
enormity of the topic itself, the pressures of busy professional lives
and the difficulties of academic collaboration over long distances.
In some ways we regret the delay. For example, many of the
changes which we argued in early drafts would have to come in the
Eastern Bloc and Russia have actually occurred. Indeed, this
change has occurred with such a vengeance that we have
postponed plans for a second volume on the political economy of
needs until the dust settles.

Yet the long gestation of our work has had two important
advantages. First, we have been able to benefit from some fine
research on human needs published since 1984 and have had time
properly to contemplate the work of earlier writers. We have tried
in all cases to give credit where credit is due but in a work of this
size and complexity we may have left someone out. If so, we
apologise in advance.

Second, the years have also led to the primary joy of our work —
the evolution of our friendship and that of our families. A project
of this duration is inevitably a burden for the partners. The simple
fact is that our book could not have been completed without the
labour and love of Lesley Doyal and Margaret Jones. Lesley edited
two drafts of the entire book and made invaluable suggestions on
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both substance and style. Margaret also provided consistent
intellectual support. Both gave emotional and material help on
many weekends of intense — and sometimes pretty obscure -
discussion and writing. Most important of all, in constant dialogue
and debate, they both kept us honest with ourselves and with the
ideals which the four of us share. We dedicate it to them both with
our love and thanks.

There are so many other colleagues and friends who have joined
in our effort and who merit our public thanks that we hardly know
where to begin. At Middlesex Polytechnic and Manchester Uni-
versity, Jonathan Powers and Paul Wilding have been staunch in
their support, though they must oftén have doubted at times
whether anything would result from it. It is no longer straightfor-
ward to write a book, let alone one as ludicrously ambitious as this,
at a British institution of higher learning, but thanks to Jonathan,
Paul and members of the School of Philosophy and Religious
Studies at Middlesex and the Department of Social Policy and
Social Work at Manchester, it has not proved impossible. Ian
Gough is grateful, too, to the ESRC for the relief offered by a two-
month personal research grant way back in the winter of 1984-5.

We are especially indebted to Roger Harris, Harry Lesser, lan
Miles, Raymond Plant, Jonathan Powers, David Purdy, Laurent
van der Maesen and Grenville Wall, who read and commented on
earlier drafts of the entire book, and to Meghnad Desai who did the
same for the almost-final version. Warm thanks also to Paul
Cammack, Roy Carr-Hill, Pat Devine, Diane Elson, Ian Forbes,
Caroline Glendinning, Geoff Hodgson, Phil Leeson, Elena Lieven,
Peter Osborne, Rosemary Pringle, Sophie Watson and Daniel
Wilsher — all of whom have assiduously read and criticised various
parts of the book. We have also benefited from the comments of no
fewer than six anonymous readers commissioned by our publishers.
It is safe to say that no one agreed with all of what they read. We
learned a lot from their help. but of course bear sole responsibility
for what remains.

We are grateful to Martin Baldwin-Edwards, who gave invalu-
able research assistance in compiling and computing the data in
Chapters 12 and 13, to Sarah Jane Evans, who meticulously copy-
edited the typescript, to Jackie Butterley, who prepared the index,
and to Ben Jones, who did an excellent job checking the biblio-

graphy.
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editing. We will always be grateful to him for his friendship and his
concern about our basic needs.

LEN DOYAL
IAN GOUGH



Acknowledgements

The authors and publishers wish to acknowledge the following for
permission to reproduce copyright material:

Figure 8.1 from Peter Warr, Work, Unemployment and Mental
Health, Oxford University Press, 1987, p. 10, figure 1.1.

Figure 9.2 from U205 Course Team, The Health of Nations, Open
University Press, 1985, p. 19, figure 3.3.

Figure 10.1 from G. W. Brown and T. Harris, Social Origins of
Depression, Tavistock Publications, 1978, p. 46.

Figure 13.1 from Frances Stewart, Planning to Meet Basic Needs,
Macmillan, 1985, p. 61, figure 4.2.

Table 12.2 from Howard Jones, Social Welfare in Third World
Development, Macmillan, 1990, p. 110, table 5.3.

XVi

Introduction

The idea of human need is widely used. Sometimes it is employed in
attempts to justify social policies (e.g. ‘The frail elderly need more
sheltered housing’) and to criticise them (e.g. ‘British schooling does
not meet the needs of its children’). So general is this use that it is
hard to imagine how we could function without it. Are not decisions
inevitable which prioritise some things and not others on the basis
of need? Yet the idea of need has also been widely abused. On the
grounds of their expertise about the satisfaction of human need,
planners have justified and implemented disastrous social policies.
Examples are unpopular public housing or the sometimes officious
and meddling managers of welfare benefits. This abuse was most
notable in the Eastern bloc system, labelled in a recent book ‘a
dictatorship over needs’ (Feher et al., 1983). Indeed, such perceived
abuses have become so extensive that many have rejected the
existence of common human needs, the satisfaction of which can
be planned for in a uniform and successful way.

This rejection has gone hand in hand with a more general
scepticism about the coherence of conceptions of rationality or
reality which purport to be universal and objective. Stressing the
impact of differences in language and culture on the way in which
the world is theorised and perceived, such critics have either denied
or minimised the importance of theories which contend that the
needs of all humans are fundamentally the same. Economists,
sociologists, philosophers, liberals, libertarians, Marxists, social-
ists, feminists, anti-racists and other social critics have increasingly
regarded human need as a subjective and culturally relative concept,
a credo which has contributed to the intellectual dominance of the
New Right in the 1980s. For if the notion of objective need is
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2 Introduction

groundless, then what alternative is there but to believe that
individuals know what is best for themselves and to encourage
them to pursue their own subjective goals or preferences? And what
better mechanism is there to achieve this than the market?

One thing is clear. A wide range of concepts concerning the
evaluation of the human condition seems inextricably linked to the
view that universal and objective human needs do exist. For
example, it is difficult to see how political movements which
espouse the improvement of human welfare can fail to endorse
the following related beliefs:

1. Humans can be seriously harmed by alterable social circum-
stances, which can give rise to profound suffering.

2.Social justice exists in inverse proportion to serious harm and
suffering. .

3. When social change designed to minimise serious harm is
accomplished in a sustained way then social progress can be
said to have occurred.

4. When the minimisation of serious harm is not achieved then the
resulting social circumstances are in conflict with the objective
interests of those harmed.

Of course, the concept of serious harm is not the only place we
could begin. Theory and practice which are critical of the poli_ti'cal
and moral status quo could equally well start with the more positive
image of fundamental human flourishing and refer to the differex?t
sorts of social environments which encourage and sustain this
process. ‘

Either way, the most significant arguments supporting social
equality focus on the extent to which humans have the same
potential to be harmed or to flourish. Assuming that such potential
exists, it is often argued that it is wnjust and therefore wrong to
favour one individual or group to the arbitrary disadvantage of any
other. The history of socialist, reformist, anti-capitalist and anti-
communist writing is, of course, full of both negative and positive
images. The main point is that the theory and practice which they
articulate are essentially critical and embody a range of standards
with which morally to assess human affairs.

Introduction 3

So the clarity of the preceding inter-related concepts presupposes
that it is possible to identify objective and universal human goals
which individuals must somehow achieve if they are to be able to
optimise their life chances — that all humans have basic human
needs in these terms. Similarly, when people express outrage at
injustice, somewhere in the background is the belief that basic
human needs exist which should have been satisfied but were not. It
is the belief that the satisfaction of basic needs has normative
precedence over the satisfaction of wants that generates condemna-
tion when such needs are not satisfied. Generally speaking. we are
morally more concerned when what we believe to be basic needs
rather than wants go unsatisfied — free speech rather than free
sweets. Yet without the concept of objective human need and the
moral work of which it alone seems capable, this move from ‘is' to
‘ought’ would not be possible.

We might therefore expect considerable agreement, at least
among critics of the status quo, about what basic human needs
are and how they should be satisfied. Yet as we have said. this is not
the case. We are thus faced with the paradox that an idea which is
still regularly used in the practice of social policy and in much
political discourse is regularly rejected in the domain of theory. The
result can only be confusion for providers of welfare and for those
who are committed to the political struggle for the increased
provision of welfare.

In order to correct this situation, we believe that a coherent.
rigorous theory of human need must be developed to resurrect an
acceptable vision of social progress and to provide a credible
alternative to the neo-liberalism and political conservativism which
have caused serious harm to so many within the capitalist world.
However, such a theory must be informed by the mistakes — some
terrible, some foolish — of welfare state paternalism, Stalinist
collectivism and other political practices which have been premised
on the existence of common needs. A credible and morally
attractive theory of human need must draw upon both liberal and
socialist thought. It will need to chart a third way forward which
rejects both market individualism and state collectivism. We hope
that this book will provide such a theory and will suggest how it
should be applied in practice.

In general, we shall argue that basic human needs can be shown
to exist, that individuals have a right to the optimal satisfaction of



4 Introduction

these needs and that all human liberation should be measured by
assessing the degree to which such satisfaction has occurred. Yet in
extolling the plausibility and importance of the concept of basic
human need, we will not forget how its use has sometimes caused
serious harm. Any acceptable concept of need must be designed so
that it cannot be used in authoritarian and paternalistic ways.
Welfare states must somehow combine the individual right to need-
satisfaction with the right to participate in deciding how such
satisfaction is to occur in practice. It is for this reason that the
problems of welfare provision and effective democracy are inex-
tricably linked. A successful theory of human need must show why
and how. In other words, in developing such a theory and
demonstrating its use in practice, our approach will be both
substantive and procedural. ;

Part 1 introduces the issue of individual and cultural relativity
through examining and rejecting arguments that human needs are
reducible to individual or collective preferences. In doing so, we
explore the grammar of ‘need’ in ordinary discourse, illustrating its
relationship to more general arguments about relativism.

Part II argues that ‘health’ and ‘autonomy’ constitute the most
basic human needs which are the same for everyone. It is further
argued that all humans have a right to optimum need-satisfaction.
For this to occur, it will be shown that that certain societal
preconditions — political, economic and ecological — must be
fulfilled.

The theory of need that emerges is then operationalised in Part
HI. The distinction between universal needs and culturally-relative
satisfiers is clarified. Indicators of basic and ‘intermediate’ needs are
identified and used to chart human welfare in the First, Second and
Third Worlds.

Human needs, we argue, are neither subjective preferences best
understood by each individual, nor static essences best understood
by planners or party officials. They are universal and knowable, but
our knowledge of them, and of the satisfiers necessary to meet
them, is dynamic and open-ended. We conclude the book in Part IV
by endorsing recent proposals for a mixed economy which also
combines elements of both central planning and democratic
decision-making - a ‘dual strategy’ for the optimisation of need
satisfaction.

Introduction 5

In exploring these ideas, we face a dilemma with regard to the
significance of the individual in the politics of human need. When
the moral importance of the needs of individuals is politically
minimised, it is sometimes argued that the collective will benefit as a
result — through, for example, a forced redistribution of wealth and
income. Yet at the same time, if individual liberty and privacy are
too much ignored in the name of the collective then we risk
discarding what is valuable with what is not. Without understood
and secure parameters of individual self expression and personal
ownership, the raison d'étre for redistribution — the maximum
development of the individual as a person - becomes lost.

In articulating the theory of human need which follows we
cannot be satisfied with just highlighting this tension: it will be
necessary somehow to resolve it. In attempting to do so. we hope to
add our voices to those who argue that the long-accepted antipathy
between many of the classical principles of socialism and liberalism
are illusory. As the continuing collapse of state socialism has
revealed, without respect for the rights of the individual socialist
principles become dangerous abstractions. Yet as the plight of the
exploited and deprived throughout the Western world also shows,
formal guarantees of political and economic freedom which ignore
the material preconditions for their individual expression can
undermine the principles of liberalism in a similar way.
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Relativism and the Problem
of Human Need




1
Who Needs Human Needs?

Abuses of the concept of objective and universal human need have
led to disillusionment and scepticism. This has contributed to the
collapse of confidence in the prospect of successful socialist politics,
the threat to welfare citizenship rights, the fragmentation of
political struggle against varied forms of oppression, and, gaining
strength from all of this, the intellectual influence of the New Right.
Many argue that it is morally safer and intellectually more coherent
to equate needs with subjective preferences — that only individuals
or selected groups of individuals can decide the goals to which they
are going to attach enough priority to deem them needs. The aim of
this book - the demonstration that we all have the same needs — is
obviously inconsistent with such relativism. Therefore, we must
begin by exploring some of its more representative forms.

Orthodox economics: needs are preferences

For the orthodox economist, the ‘objectivity’ of need is suspect.
Against the background of disagreement among consumers and
producers about who needs what, ‘preferences’ and ‘demand’ are
regarded as sufficient for the purposes of much positive and
normative economic theory. So just because a majority might rank
their preference for food higher than, say, that for fashion does not
mean that a clothes-conscious minority might not legitimately make
the opposite choice. Such choices have the same ontological and
moral status — they are consumer demands which either can or
cannot be acted upon through the expenditure of income. The idea

9




10 Relativism and the Problem of Human Need

of need signifies no more than a preference shared by many people
which they persuade the government requires special attention.
‘Social needs are demands which have been defined by society as
sufficiently important to qualify for social recognition as goods or
services which should be met by government intervention’ (Nevitt,
1977, p. 115; cf. Williams, 1974).

Orthodox welfare economics thus enunciates two fundamental
principles. The first is the subjective conception of interests: the
premise that individuals (or, frequently, households) are the only
authorities on the correctness of their interests, or more narrowly,
their wants. Following from this, the second is the principle of
private sovereignty: that what is to be produced, how it is to be
produced, and how it is to be distributed should be determined by
the private consumption and work preferences of individuals (Penz,
1986, pp. 55; cf. p. 40). While numerous criticisms have been made
of both principles over the last century, they still form the
normative basis for the inattention paid to the concept of need by
neo-classical economics.

A variety of approaches have been adopted to translate the first
principle into an operational method of evaluating well-being. Early
theories relied on utilitarian thinking and the contribution of
objects to an assumed equal capacity for subjective pleasure or
happiness'. Later this was modified to assess desire-fulfilment as
indicated by choice expressed in market situations. From here it is
but a short step to the direct equation of well-being with opulence
or the real income of people as measured by the vector of
commodities they consume (Sen, 1985, ch. 3; 1987, pp. 5-17). In
this way it is claimed that subjective want satisfaction can be
measured scientifically and thus be used to evaluate states of affairs
or policies. Despite the differences between these approaches they
all have in common the implicit rejection of an objective and
universal notion of need.

The New Right: needs are dangerous

Related to this implicit equation of needs with preferences is the
argument of recent conservative political theorists that once it is
accepted that some have a right to legislate for others about what
they need then the slippery slope to authoritarianism does seem
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more likely. If the voice of the people is regarded by government as
damaged goods to begin with — blemished either by ignorance or
self-interest — then it is hardly surprising that abuses of power and
intrusions into individual liberty will follow. These can range from
the reiatively minor, like small increases in taxation for purposes
which have not been democratically approved. to the major, like
substantial restrictions on political freedoms in the name of meeting
the real needs of the the public (Flew, 1977, pp. 213-28; cf.
Mclnnes, 1977, pp. 229-43). Writers of the New Right all argue
that it is the market rather than extensive state welfare to which we
should turn to avoid these problems, maintaining that it is a morally
superior as well as a more efficient method of allocating resources
and defining goals (Green, 1987, Part I).

A major consequence of accepting this argument is that there is
no basis for collective agreement on principles of justice, no
consensual norms which would allow us to identify one pattern of
the distribution of wealth, say, as the correct one. Conservative
theorists like Hayek and Nozick argue. for example, that at the end
of the day welfare must take the form of charity if it is to be morally
justified. Individuals must, more or less or in toto, be left to choose
what they need and what they should spend on what they perceive
others as needing. Gray, another representative of the New Right,
underlines this argument: ‘The objectivity of basic needs is equally
delusive. Needs can be given no plausible cross-cultural content but
instead are seen to vary across different moral traditions. .. One of
the chief functions of the contemporary ideology of social justice
may be, as Hayek intimates, to generate an illusion of moral
agreement, where in fact there are profound divergencies of values’
(Gray, 1983, p. 182). In other words, basic human needs are
nothing but a dangerous and dogmatic metaphysical fantasy.

To the extent that the preferences of the well-off are seen as
carrying with them the same moral legitimacy as those of the poor,
then this will reinforce a social system which encourages individual
capital accumulation. For the utilitarians of the Right, it is the
wealth and consumer power of the majority which has moral
priority. For libertarian followers of Nozick, moral power trans-
lates into the right of individuals to dispose of their property in any
way they like, even if this leads to widespread poverty and suffering.
However, for both, what humans do and do not need is something
that can only be determined by themselves.
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Marxism: needs are historical

It is not surprising that those who support an unbridled capitalism
should endorse such views. What is more surprising is that some
socialists could embrace the cultural relativism which follows from
them. To explore this paradox, we must begin with Marx. On the
one hand, there seems no question but that he believed in the
existence of objective human needs. Marx railed eloquently about
the costs to working people of providing the labour power for the
development of capitalism via the industrial revolution: ‘oppres-
sion’, ‘degradation of personal dignity’, ‘accumulation of misery’,
‘physical and mental degradation’, ‘shameless direct and brutal
exploitation’, ‘modern slavery’, ‘subjugation’, the ‘horrors’, ‘tor-
ture’ and ‘brutality’ of overwork, the ‘murderous’ search for
economy in the production process, capital’s ‘laying waste and
squandering’ labour power, ‘exacting ceaseless human sacrifices’
{Lukes, 1985, p. 11). The same can be said of those who further laid
the foundations of revolutionary Marxism in the twentieth century.
Ostensibly, such denunciations of capitalism cut little moral ice
without the belief that there are some requirements which all
humans have in common and which lead to unacceptable levels of
individual impairment when they are not met.

Yet on the other hand, Marx was equally convinced that attempts
to limit human nature to the dictates of either biology or culture
were both misconceived and politically dangerous. Anticipating a
range of contemporary philosophical and sociological approaches
to the same question, he argued that the formation of individuality

was inexorably linked to language and to the way in which we learn -

a wide range of normative rules and mental and manual skills
(Doyal and Harris, 1986, pp. 80--8; Elster, 1985, pp. 62-4). It is from
the social application of these that self-consciousness and individual
identity evolve. For Marx, the economic aspects of the social
environment were by far the most important in shaping human
identity. If such conditions differ, then so will the individual
conception of self — what is natural or unnatural, possible or
impossible, harmful or beneficial, good or bad, normal or
abnormal. This will mean that individual perceptions of need will
also differ in the most profound ways for the same reasons.

The attractiveness of such a position for Marx and all socialists is
understandable. To fix the boundaries of human nature biologically
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or anthropologically seems unnecessarily to freeze human con-
sciousness at particular points of time and culture. In other words,
if human needs are reified — imbued with a thing-like, static or
physical quality — then individuals are arbitrarily constrained in
changing those aspects of their physical, personal and social
environment which inhibit their self-exploration. Prioritising al-
terations in the ‘economic base’ of society as the central dynamic of
such change opens the way to radical changes in the superstructure
of the entire spectrum of human expectation and imagination,
especially in what humans believe that they need and have a right to
demand. Marx thought that the social relations of capitalism are
uniquely constituted to lead to a veritable explosion in human
productivity and material expectation, bringing in their train a
‘constantly enriched system of needs’.? These new needs are not
only testimony to the creativity of the human spirit. In the midst of
large-scale poverty and exploitation, they also sow the seeds of
revolt through underlining whar might be — the prospect of
abundance and the injustice of a social system where the needs of
those who produce the wealth remain unmet.

Heller has taken this scepticism about universal human needs to
its logical extreme. She argues that precisely because of the holistic
impact of society on human consciousness and on the formulation
of what is and is not a basic need, it is impossible to compare
cultures with respect to their progress in maximising need-satisfac-
tion: ‘The structure of needs in capitalist society belongs therefore
exclusively to capitalist society. It cannot be used to judge any other
society in general and least of all that of the “‘associated producers™’
(Heller, 1976. pp. 96-7; cf. Springborg, 1981, pp. 198-213). In short,
human needs are socially relative and stipulate only what some
groups of humans prefer over others. Attempts by those in one
culture or social formation to impose their conception of basic needs
onto any other is no more than cultural imperialism — the pursuit of
specific group interests.

Critiques of cultural imperialism: needs are group specific
This concern about cultural imperialism is both understandable and

widespread in a variety of forms. Its popularity reflects an acute
sensitivity to the fact that those in positions of power can always
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legitimate its arbitrary exercise through arguing that they know
what is in the best interests of the powerless. That is to say, the
preferences of the dominated are downgraded as inferior to their
‘real’ needs as defined by those in authority. Indeed, such arguments
have constituted one of the ideological means by which capitalism
has frequently ravaged the traditional societies which it has
economically and culturally colonised. Colonialists have legitima-
ted their economic domination through encouraging a sense of
inferiority and helplessness in the face of Western ‘progress’. The
rejection of the concept of universal needs is also part of the
background to more contemporary struggles against oppression.
Here, human liberation is equated with reclaiming the right of
oppressed groups to determine what preferences rhey will designate
as needs. Against this background, it is sometimes argued, the
concept of universal needs inevitably favours the dictatorial oppres-
sor (Rist, 1980, pp. 233-53).

The argument shifts from an equation of need with the sovereign
preferences of the individual to an acceptance that objective needs
exist but of a sort which can only be determined by specific
oppressed groups. Truth claims are made about human need but
truth is perceived as varying from group to group. It is but a short
step to identify group preferences with group need. What on the
face of it appears as an endorsement of the objective need of specific
groups collapses into subjectivism of a collective rather than
individual variety. This collapse can be illustrated by three further
examples of the politics of need: versions. of radical anti-racism,
anti-sexism and anti-scientism. .

Beginning with anti-racism, the basic message is clear. Black
people from many different backgrounds are discriminated against
in a host of well-documented ways. The classic examples of racism
are well known and do not require further description here. Yet in
abhorring all of these manifestations of racism, some contemporary
writers — both black and white — go much further and appear to
reject any common foundation of human need between all races and
nationalities. This is suggested by Shah when she writes: “Whenever
white people...have attempted assessments of black people they
have come out with a distorted analysis. Because black people’s
ways are different, and white people cannot be bothered to work at
a proper understanding, black experience is distorted and dismissed’
(Shah, 1989, p. 183; cf. Smith and Smith, 1983, p. 113).
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The blanket of inescapable cultural/biological determination does
not just affect those who we all knew were racists by their overt
actions. It contaminates all whites ~ even those who might
ostensibly seem to be allies. For example, many feminists criticise
some cultural practices such as arranged marriages, purdah and
female circumcision as oppressive and objectively harmful to the
black women involved. Such arguments have been attacked by
some radical anti-racists, however, as ethnocentric and damaging to
the dignity of both the black women and the black men whose life
styles are seen to be under attack. Implicitly or explicitly, it is said
to be the ‘whiteness’ of these critics which lies behind their adoption
of such prejudiced views and the basic needs to which they
implicitly refer are really no more than their own cultural
preferences. Such arguments suggest but one conclusion: only
blacks can ever know what they need in a white-dominated world.>

With some ‘radical feminist’ arguments against sexism, we have a
similar picture. There is no doubt that throughout history and in a
variety of cultures, women have been exploited and abused by men.
In struggling against all of these inequities, some feminists have
argued that men are naturally agressive and prone to violence,
domination and exploitation. Such tendencies are explained in
different ways depending on the theorist. Contenders for primary
causation are biology and the patriarchal cultures within which
male consciousness is formed. This combination of cultural
determination and psycho/socio-biology is said to account for
what is regarded as the universality of patriarchy and the apparent
inability of men to behave otherwise.

Dworkin (1980. p. 288) takes this to its logical extreme in arguing
that: *One can know everything and still at bottom, refuse to accept
that the annihilation of women is the source of meaning and
identity for men’. Daly (1984, p. 363) is equally pessimistic in
claiming that in the ‘phallocracy’ in which men and women live, the
former are ‘radically separated from the natural harmony of the
universe’ and motivated by ‘the dynamics of demonic possession’.
The argument has even been carried so far as to suggest that there is
a female ‘rationality’ and a ‘feminist methodology’ which must be
used instead of traditional approaches to scientific inquiry which
are also contaminated by their patriarchal background. Stanley and
Wise (1983, p. 117) maintain, for example, that ‘women’s exper-
iences constitute a different view of reality, an entirely different




