Theory of Hope.” Ergo, an Open
https://doi.org/10.3998/ergo.124

Is of the American Academy of

Chapter Fourteen

Hope for Material Progress
in the Age of the Anthropocene

Darrel Moellendorf

Growth in our capacity to produce has resulted in prosperity unimaginable to
earlier generations.! But such prosperity is hardly generalized. Poverty still
afflicts billions of people. And although that suggests that dismantling seri-
ous injustice requires egalitarian political movements, the pursuit of general-
ized prosperity could not be achieved merely by redistributing the fruits of
production. The current global gross domestic product (GDP) per capita is
approximately $11,000 (World Bank 2019). So, even if equalizing at current
levels of production would create gains for many people worldwide, it cer-
tainly would not result in prosperity for everyone. Justice may be best served
by much more equality, but massive productive growth is still needed if
prosperity is to be generalized across the globe. So, we have good reason to
promote growth in productive capacity in order to overcome the scourge of
poverty and to provide the material basis for generalized prosperity or so it
seems. Such growth could fundamentally transform our lives for the better.
As productive capacity grows, human labor power could be transformed
from a means for the production of the goods that sustain our lives, often now
realized by various means of compulsion, into a capacity for free expression.
Accounts of such progress are the foundation of materialist accounts of histo-
Iy in many Marxist writings, and hope for future abundance under commu-
nism is a central theme in Ernst Bloch’s writings (Bloch 1986). I am not,
however, going to assume the traditional Marxist path of exit out of capital-
ism into socialism and from there into communism. I don’t think we know
enough to be confident about how such generalized prosperity might come
about, and in particular whether socialism would be needed to achieve it, as
Marx thought. My concern here is with a source of anxiety about the path
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pound accounts do with two or three. In short, I no longer see a reason to
favor compound accounts on grounds of parsimony.

Hopes seem to exist within the space of reasons. They are attitudes that
we endorse or criticize in ourselves and others based on reasons. Regarding
reasons for attitudes, there are at least two kinds. Some reasons serve as
permissions, others as requirements. Take belief. Given sufficient evidence.
argument, or explanation and lack of compelling counterevidence, argument,
and explanation we might be permitted to believe a claim. And given even
more of the evidence, argument, and explanation, we might be reguired to
believe the claim. In the case of intentions to act, there may be some that are
permitted but not required given the circumstances, such as to make great
personal sacrifices to help another in need, and others that are reguired, all
else being equal, such as to honor a promise. With respect to hoping, it seems
clear that reasons sometimes permit justified hoping. Insofar as that is the
case, reasons could also then rule out unjustified hoping. Whether hoping is
ever required by reasons is less clear to me. But that is not my concern in this
paper. Instead, I focus on what might provide permission for hoping for a
specific kind of material progress.

Hope has both an epistemic and an evaluative character. First a word
about the epistemic character. Hope includes a belief or a belief-like aspect
about the possibility of the object of hope. One way in which particular hopes
might be criticized has to do with the extreme unlikelihood of the object
coming to pass. In the shared space of reasons for assessing the possibility of
an outcome or event, the evidence for the belief counts, rather than facts
beyond evidential warrant, since only evidence is available to us, We have
access to the evidence that points to the fact or the possible fact that we can
assess, share, and dispute. The space of reasons in which hope comes under
scrutiny, then, is evidence-relative (Parfit 2011, 150-51). One question is,
whether in relation to the evidence, hope is rational? That question suggests
an evidence-relative threshold of improbability for the object of hope, at the
limit the object’s impossibility, beyond which hope is unjustified. Hope,
however, does not tightly parallel belief. Justified hope is far more tolerant of
doubt than is belief (Moellendorf 2006, 417). Hope naturally arises when an
€vent or outcome is uncertain, because either it has not yet occurred or if it
has occurred its occurrence is not known. Doubt is a typical part of such an
€xperience. As the credence in the occurrence increases, hope seems to get
Squeezed out by confident belief,

Regarding its evaluative character, hope includes either desire or a desire-
like aspect for the event or outcome. In the space of reasons, we may endorse
Or criticize our hopes in this regard as well. Hope, whether our own or
another’s, for that which is wrong or bad, is itself wrong or objectionable.
Such a standard applied to hope seems simply to rely on a justified axiologi-
cal or normative understanding. If it is wrong to act in some way, or if an
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outcome would be bad, then hoping for the success of the act or the existengs
of the outcome also seems wrong. This second basis for evaluating hope &
seems to tightly parallel the assessment of actions and outcomes,
The space of reasons is shared. To the extent that there are reasons for
evaluating the permissibility of hoping, these must be, in principle, intelli-
gible to others. If hoping is constrained by both a threshold of evidence of
probability and an axiological or normative evaluation of the object, then

person has some basic responsibility to modify her hopes in light of ﬂ-,e'

reasons that can be marshalled for or against them. In the shared space of
reasons, we appeal to the evidence accessible to each of us for the facts and
to accounts that seem to explain the evidence, as well as to the values and
norms that evaluate outcomes and actions. Evidence and their explanations
serve as reasons that permit beliefs. Such evidence and explanation might be
called “belief-makers,” and with respect to hope, we might call them “hope-
makers.” Given sufficient hope-makers, hope is permissible. This idea fea-
tures in the following discussion of hope for prosperity in the Anthropocene.
Attitudes that are sensitive to reasons seem to involve a complicated
dispositional structure. That structure is central in evaluating the permissibil-

ity of attitude. T. M. Scanlon’s description of the dispositional structure of
beliefs and intentions is instructive:

[A] person who believes that P will tend to have feelings of conviction about P
when the question arises, will normally be prepared to affirm P and to use it as
a premise in further reasoning, will tend to think of P as a piece of counterevi-
dence when claims incompatible with it are advanced, and so on. Similarly, a
person who intends to do A will not only feel favorably disposed, on balance,
to that course of action, but will also tend to look out for ways of carrying on
out this intention . . . and will think of this intention as a prima facie objection
when incompatible courses are proposed. (Scanlon 1998, 21)

The dispositional structure that Scanlon identifies for both beliefs and actions
includes the following: (1) pro-feelings, (2) readiness to act, and (3) prepar-
edness to object in the face possible attitudes that are incompatible. These
dispositions are justified, if they are, considering evidence and explanation of
putative facts, in light of attitude-makers.
Now suppose that hope-makers are sufficiently present to make hope for
H permissible. Scanlon’s account of the dispositional structure of attitudes
applied to this case would have it that the following is the case. A person
would be permitted (1) to enjoy the anticipation of H; (2) to act positively in
some way, either by contributing to H or in positive planning for the occur-
rence of H; and (3) to reject attitudes, such as anxiety about H or demoraliza-
tion in regards to H, that are incompatible with hoping that H. Notice then
that hoping for H involves some personal commitment to H. If one hopes for
the success of a political campaign, it would be irrational to fear its success,
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to knowingly act to undermine it, and to be demoralized by the prospects of
its success. Some feelings, actions, and attitudes are ruled out by hoping for
an outcome or action. If there were no dispositional implications to hoping, if
hoping were completely idle, this would not be the case and there would be
little reason to assess its permissibility. But insofar as hoping for H involves
the possession of certain dispositions, it rules out the possession of certain
other ones, and therefore also other attitudes to the contrary, among them
other hopes to the contrary.

The active or psychic commitments of attitudes entail personal opportu-
nity costs. Some feelings, actions, and attitudes are ruled out. This is the case
with hoping, and it may distinguish hoping from idle wishing. Because my
hoping for the success of a campaign normally involves some active or
psychic commitment to its success, | cannot simultaneously hope for the
success of a rival campaign. That hope has personal opportunity costs is
relevant to assessing the strength of possible hope-makers. For the acquisi-
tion of these opportunity costs requires justification in the shared space of
reasons, and the justification is made by appeal to hope-makers. When one
appeals to evidence and explanations in the shared space of reasons to justify
the permissibility of one’s hope, one is also by implication justifying the
permissibility of others hoping similarly in similar circumstances. The li-
cense provided by reasons is not issued only to one person. It is held by all
who are similarly situated. Still, even if hope-makers are constituted by evi-
dence and explanation, reasonable persons may disagree about how much
credence to give these because one’s epistemic access to hope-makers may
differ. Consider how Rawls talks about the burdens of judgment, the source
of reasonable disagreement about beliefs. He cites six categories of sources
of reasonable disagreement, including the complexity of determining the
relevance of the evidence for claims, disagreement about how to weigh the
relevant evidence, conceptual vagueness, differing perspectives produced by
a multitude of life experiences, competing normative considerations, and
finally the inability to realize all moral and political values in any institution-
al framework (Rawls 1993, 55). Taken together these factors might produce
different assessments among reasonable people examining the same set of
evidence for the existence of reasons to believe and to affirm political values.
If this is broadly correct, then the claim that hopes require justification in the
shared space of reasons does not entail that agreement will vield a verdict
more demanding than a permission to hope. The burdens of judgment seem
particularly to cast doubt on a requirement to hope.

Some threshold of evidence and explanation is required to make sense of
the permission to hope. Immanuel Kant is well known for adopting the
lowest possible threshold. In his “Theory and Practice” essay he asserts this
minimal position as follows: “History may well give rise to endless doubts
about my hopes, and if these doubts could be proved, they might persuade
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me to desist from my apparently futile task” (Kant 1970, 89). For Kant, §
seems, hope for historical progress is justified as long as it is not demop
strably impossible. This, I think, is too permissive a standard for justified
hope. Because there are opportunity costs to hoping, it is implausible that one
is justified in hoping despite the costs. The threshold must be higher than the
lack of demonstrable impossibility. When we hope for H, we foreclose the
possibility of cultivating feelings, pursuing actions, and adopting attitudes
that may be incompatible with H. The costs associated with hoping for H
justify the demand that there be more reason for hoping for H than merely
that it is not demonstrably impossible. Consider the analogous case of inten-
tions to act. Working in one political campaign, we rule out actively support-
ing another campaign. The decision of which campaign to pursue will be
based partially on the weight of the values, but not only. The longer the odds
are for one campaign, the more rational it would be to support another that is
more likely, but less valuable. As the likelihood drops to merely not impos-
sible, so the case diminishes for pursuing it at the expenses of other valuable
campaigns. What’s true of intentions, I believe, is true also of hopes, and for
roughly the same reasons. If there were no opportunity costs for hoping,
Kantian minimalism about hope-makers might be reasonable. The greater the
costs assumed, however, in hoping for H, the greater credence we would
need to make hoping for H rational. The credence will always be substantial-
ly below justified belief, but it will surely be above the absence of impos-
sibility.

The two points about the existence of reasonable disagreement in hoping
and the need for more than mere minimalism about hope-makers work to-
gether to support the idea that hope for the achievement of valuable social
and political commitments is bolstered to the extent that the credence in the
realization the ends of the cause is bolstered.

2. THE ABUNDANT SPRINGS OF COOPERATIVE WEALTH

The above discussion of hope generally informs my discussion of hope for
generalized prosperity. The idea of this kind of prosperity features promi-
nently in the works of Karl Marx and other Marxists. It’s role often seems to
be to offer a hopeful vision of human liberation in which our productive
capacity is not dictated by any form of social compulsion. Marx and Engels
imagine that “in communist society . . . nobody has one exclusive sphere of
activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes” (Marx
and Engels 1947, 22). Generalizing freedom of that sort, Marx and Engels
thought, would be possible only if prosperity had also become generalized.
And that would be accomplished by means of a massive increase in produc-
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tive capacity. Liberation, according to this view, requires dramatic material
progress.

From his early writings through to some of his final polemics, Marx
maintained that the development of productive capacity was necessary for
human liberation. A passage in 7he German Ideology, which was a favorite
of Leon Trotsky’s (Trotsky 1987, 56), Marx and Engels hold that the “devel-
opment of productive forces . . . is absolutely necessary as a practical prem-
ise: firstly, for the reason that without it only want is made general, and with
want the struggle for necessities and all the old filthy business would neces-
sarily be reproduced” (Marx and Engels 1947, 56). Despite appreciating
capitalism’s unprecedented productive power, Marx and Engels famously
claim in The Communist Manifesto that under capitalist property relations
there occurs “an epidemic that, in all earlier epochs, would have seemed an
absurdity—the epidemic of overproduction” (Marx and Engels 1972, 478).
Marx, of course, cannot be confused for an advocate of de-growth. The
“absurdity” of overproduction is not that more is produced than is necessary
to meet needs, but rather that more is produced than can be profitably sold.
The productive capacity unleashed cannot be fully utilized because of capi-
talist property relations. In order “to increase the total of productive forces as
rapidly as possible” to make possible generalized prosperity, of which capi-
talism provides only a glimpse, The Manifesto asserts that working-class
control over finance and heavy industry would be necessary (Marx and En-
gels 1972, 490). Later in the Critigue of the Gotha Programme Marx ima-
gines that in “a higher phase of communist society,” there will occur “the all-
round development of the individual,” which is made possible because “the
springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly” (Marx 1938, 10).

The Marxian vision is one in which humanity generally, and not merely a
minority ruling class, is not constrained by the roles that producers must play
in the reproduction of the necessities of life. The “all-round development of
the individual” for everyone is possible only if productive capacity is so great
that little time has to be spent producing goods necessary for survival. The
realization of the vision requires the springs of cooperative wealth flowing
more abundantly. So, the Marxian account of generalized prosperity rests on
the hope that productive forces can be developed sufficiently to permit a
generalized and massive reduction in the amount of time and effort required
to reproduce the necessities of life. Support for that hope is provided by a
Marxian account of the historical development of productive forces, which
may be the most important aspect of the account of historical materialism,
even if it is often neglected. G. A. Cohen offers an especially sophisticated
interpretation of that aspect of historical materialism, and it is to his interpre-
tation that I turn in the next section.
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3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF PRODUCTIVE CAPACITY AS
A HOPE-MAKER

In Karl Marx’s Theory of History, Cohen reconstructs and defends the cep-
tral claim of Marx regarding the historical development of productive forces,
This Cohen calls the Development Thesis. The thesis is stated as follows:
“The productive forces tend to develop throughout history™ (Cohen 2000,
135). Cohen takes productive forces to consist in labor power and the meang
of production, the latter includes the instruments of production, raw materi-
als, and the space in which production can occur (ibid., 55). Productive force
or capacity can be thought of as the amount of labor required to produce a
given amount of product. Growth in productive forces is measurable and
identifiable as either an increase is the size of the product of the labor for a
given amount of labor or the maintenance of the size of the product but
produced with less labor (ibid., 56). These could also be combined; some-
what more could be produced with somewhat less labor. Growth in produc-
tive capacity understood in this way would seem to count as progress toward
the Marxian vision of liberation. Perhaps, it’s more accurate to say that it is
necessary for progress since growth in productive capacity is merely the
material precondition. It does not ensure that people in fact spend less time
working; they might instead spend the same amount of time producing more.
Still, for those who are broadly sympathetic to the Marxian vision of libera-
tion, material progress is valuable as a necessary means.

Cohen does not take the Development Thesis to be an empirical general-
ization. On the contrary, he claims that it identifies the existence of a fenden-
cy for productive forces to develop. As such, it is consistent with productive
forces not developing or developing due to some other causes in some partic-
ular epoch. To be clear, the existence of a tendency to X does not always
explain the existence of X, when it exists, since something else could also
cause it to exist. The existence of a cancer that tends to produce death rapidly
does not necessarily explain the death of a patient. Moreover, the existence
of a tendency is only weakly predictive of X; for unless it is an undefeatable
tendency, other causal factors could intervene. The tendency of the tree out-
side my window to bloom in early April can be defeated by prolonged
drought.

If historically productive forces have in fact developed, an account of a
tendency toward such development is a general explanation of the events, not
in every case as explained in the previous paragraph, but as a default expla-
nation. If the tendency is to be accounted for adequately, the cause that
produces the growth in product force must be identified. But, as Jon Elster
points out, appealing to a cause does not necessarily involve appealing to a
law like relation. Causal laws generally apply when the necessary and suffi-
cient conditions are made explicit. In such cases, we expect the effect to
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follow without exce

ption given the cause. Appealing to causal mechanisms is
far less robust than

appealing to a causal law. Because no conditions are set
out, the invoking of a causal mechanism does not entail that the effect fol-
lows with strict necessity (Elster 1986, 10). When a mechanism is invoked to

Cohen accounts for the tendency of productive forces to grow by appeal-

ing to three alleged facts about human nature and our historical circum-
stances:

1. The historical situation of humanity is one of scarcity. I call this “the
fact of scarcity,”
- Humans possess sufficient intelligence to enable them to make im-
provements on their situations. I call this “the fact of intelligence.”
3. Humans are sufficiently rational to seize the means to make improve-
ments. I call this “the fact of rationality.”

[S9]

Taken together these three clajms comprise a mechanism of the kind that
Elster discusses. These alleged facts would explain a historical tendency
toward replacing less productive forces by more productive ones roughly as
follows: insofar as it is the case that existing productive forces are insuffi-
cient to satisfy their needs (the fact of scarcity), humans will set about dis-
covering and testing the means to improve upon existing productive forces
(that fact of intelligence), and once appropriate means of improvement are
found, humans arrange things and themselves to employ the means (the fact
of rationality). As the previous sentence suggests, | take the fact of rationality

serious collective action problems are, with sufficient time, resolved. A
shorthand statement of this mechanism is the following: the facts of human
intelligence and rationality tend to produce changes in productive forces
when doing so responds to human needs.

So stated, however, the mechanism is clearly implausible. Human prehis-
tory during the Pleistocene suggests this. If the three facts to which Cohen
appealed sufficed to explain growth of productive forces, we should expect
periods of stagnation or decline to be the exception. Appealing to a tendency
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to produce any sustained growth in productive forces. The mechanism come
prising Cohen’s three claims is inconsistent with this record.

There is a debate among those studying the available evidence aboyt ‘
whether what is referred to as “behavioral modernity” arose suddenly. Some

scholars defend a so-called “human revolution,” perhaps accompanied by
genetic change that occurred about fifty thousand years ago, a revolution
characterized by the development of tools, greater dissemination of art, and
the development of complex languages (Klein 1995 and Tattersall 2009).
Other scholars claim that these changes were the result of tens of thousands
of years of very slow development (McBrearty and Books 2000). In either
case, for more than one hundred thousand years there was hardly any growth
in productive forces. And as developments occurred, they were slow for tens
of thousands of years thereafter. An additional reason to think that there was
little progress in the development of productive forces during the Pleistocene
is that the available evidence suggests no significant population growth
(Hawks 2000).

The reason for this stagnation seems to be that the environment of the
Pleistocene, in which humans hunted and gathered, made survival exceed-
ingly difficult and time consuming. It was not particularly hospitable for
preserving the gains of knowledge and passing them on from one generation
to the next. The Pleistocene was beset with repeated glaciation and warming
in roughly one-hundred-thousand-year cycles. But around eleven thousand
years ago, as Holocene began, the global mean temperature increased and
climatic variations became comparatively mild. The Holocene climate was
conducive to human flourishing. Circumstances for passing on improve-
ments in productive forces improved. In several locations groups of people
transitioned from hunting and gathering to settled agricultural communities.
Over time civilizations emerged in several places—Mesopotamia, Egypt, the
Indus River basin, China, and Mesoamerica. The fortuitous coincidence of a
stable and relatively mild climate and human intelligence and rationality
permitted material progress.

Consideration of the account above suggests that the mechanism that
explains the tendency of productive forces to grow must include a fourth
element (Moellendorf 2017):

4) Environmental circumstances are sufficiently favorable that when humans
labor, improvements can be passed on to at least some successor generations. I
call this “the fact of climatic favorability.”

Cohen’s three claims and my amendment comprise a more plausible mecha-
nism of the growth of productive forces. The mechanism is the application of
human intelligence and rationality to a natural environment that is inhospit-
able enough to require work but not so inhospitable that the fruits of labor
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cannot persist. Development Occurs when the application of human powers
to the natural environment yields gains and both the gains and the increased
powers are passed down,

The most recent period of the Holocene had produced rapid growth in
productive capacity under capitalist property relations. The Industrial Revo-
lution constituted a major advance in material progress. The economist
Thomas Piketty reports that global economic growth per capita from 1700 to
2012 was on average 0.8 percent annually, which amounts to more than a
1,000-percent increase over the entire period. According to Piketty, “Aver-
age global per capita income is currently around 760 euros per month; in
1700 it was less than 70” (Piketty 2014, 86). This growth has brought many
benefits. Increased longevity is one. In the United Kingdom at the dawn of
the Industrial Revolution, life expectancy at birth was about forty years. It is
now about eighty years. Longevity has increased even in many poorer parts
of the world. For example, at the turn of the twentieth century, life expectan-
¢y in India was about twenty-four years, and it’s now about sixty-five years
(Roser 2013a). Better education is another benefit. At the time of the Indus-
trial Revolution, over 80 percent of the global population was illiterate; now
it is less than 15 percent (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina 2016). And increased
leisure time is a third benefit. Retirement has only recently been possible on a
wide scale. In 1850, the majority of the male population sixty-five and older
living in the United States was still working. Today, less than a quarter of
that population is working (Roser 2013b). Freedom from toil has long been a
Utopian dream of those who must spend at good portion of their day engaged
in work that is not valuable for its own sake. As technological developments
improved productivity, working-class movements were able to struggle for a
shortened working day and for old-age pension schemes.

Even the revised mechanism comprising the four claims stated above can
offer no insurance against exogenous shocks. War, pestilence, and famine
remained threats throughout the Holocene. But insofar as the general expla-
nation for growth employs a plausible mechanism, there is reason to hope for
continued growth in productive capacity. The sufficient conditions may be
lacking, or exogenous shocks may still occur. So, no confident prediction of
developmental growth is possible,

The mechanism, in its revised version, is a hope-maker. It establishes
reason to hope that productive capacity will continue to grow as long as
humans are compelled to ingenuity as a result of scarcity. Why is it not
instead sufficient reason to believe in such growth? Why is it not in other
words a belief-maker? The ever-present possibility of exogenous shocks
raises doubts about the future continuance of growth. Pandemics and gigantic
meteor strikes cannot be ruled out. But for the present discussion a more
important source of grave doubt is due the problems that growth causes. The
industrial, chemical, and technological means by which prosperity is pro-
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4. ANTHROPOCENIC THREATS

The environmental costs of much of the recent remarkable growth in produc-
tive capacity have been high. So high in fact, that many natural scientists
argue that the Earth has been fundamentally altered by human activity and
that it has entered a new geologic epoch, the Anthropocene (Crutzen and
Stoermer 2000; Waters et al. 2016). Recent industrial, agricultural, commer-
cial, and military activities have so profoundly affected basic planetary sys-
tems that scientists have begun to warn that we risk crossing planetary boun-
daries that could place the planetary stability of the Holocene in doubt
(Rockstrom et al. 2009). This suggests that the mechanism for continued
growth and prosperity appealed to in the previous section could be under-
mined. The Anthropocene, brought into existence by tremendous technologi-
cal advances causing rapid growth in productive capacity, could undermine
the very environmental basis of that capacity. Rather than ushering into
existence generalized prosperity, continued productive growth by could be
courting disaster.

In the previous section I discussed the mechanism that, according to
Cohen, produces growth in productive capacity. That mechanism is the appli-

cation of human intelligence and rationality to a natural environment that is

inhospitable enough to require work but not so inhospitable that the fruits of

labor cannot persist. 1 suggested the mechanism could be thought of as a
hope-maker. The threats of the Anthropocene suggest that the mechanism
may invite anxiety instead. One plausible way to think about this is that the
mechanism is in an important sense self-defeating. The growth that the
mechanism explains has produced conditions that may undermine continued
material progress by degrading an aspect of the mechanism itself, the fact of
climatic favorability. Put that way, it is far from obvious that the mechanism
is a hope-maker. It instead issues an invitation to anxiety.

If, however, the facts of intelligence and rationality are taken seriously,
permission to hope may still be warranted. The anxiety is that production and
consumption is undermining the environmental conditions for the pursuit of
material progress. But the mechanism is constituted by, among other things,
the facts of intelligence and rationality applie
hope, then, is that these can be marshalled to
mental destruction, which is itself becoming a productive problem. Even if
we are not confident that catastrophic environmental destruction can be
avoided. and indeed it seems very hard to have such confidence, taking the

facts of intelligence and rationality seriously,

solve the problem of environ-

d to productive problems The
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the mechanism in historical explanation, provides the basis for hope. Insofar
as the tools for defeating the threats posed by the unintended consequences
of productive growth are our own motivated intelligence and rationality,
which have been so successful in solving productive problems in the past,
hope seems permissible.

It doesn’t follow from the analysis above that the problem of pursuing
generalized prosperity while avoiding environmental destruction is merely a
matter of hoping. Hope is not the solution, even if hope may play an impor-
tant role in getting us there, If hope in progress is necessary for solving the
problems that confront us, it surely isn’t sufficient. Motivated rationality and
intelligence may confront serious social obstacles. Consider an additional

argument adapted from Cohen about the problems of capitalist growth (Co-
hen 2000, 302-7):

1. Under capitalist property relations economic competition between
firms requires continual productivity gains.

2. Improvements in productivity can be used either to reduce labor while
maintaining outputs or output may be increased while labor stays the
same (or some combination of both).

3. Capitalist production tends to promote output production since the
other threatens profits garnered from sales, and therefore loss of com-
petitive strength.

4. Output production depletes resources and creates pollution and is a
fundamental contributor to stress placed on planetary systems.

5. Therefore, capitalism tends to deplete resources, creates pollution, and
contributes in a fundamental Way 1o stress of planetary systems.

This is an argument for the existence of another tendency. This tendency
consists not in features of human nature under specific environmental condj-
tions but in capitalism’s tendency to use productivity gains to promote output
production. Insofar as massive increases in production tend both to deplete
natural resource and pollute the environment, stresses to planetary systems
are the expected results.

Insofar as productivity gains could also be used to reduce toil and approx-
imate generalized prosperity, capitalism rather than human nature might be
thought to be the source of the problem of the stress placed on planetary
boundaries in the Anthropocene. But since growth in productive capacity is
still needed, merely changing property relations to achieve more egalitarian
entitlements, even if incentives to produce were not diminished, would not
result in generalized prosperity. Output growth is still needed, and historical-

ly we have witnessed no better way to achieve that than by means of market
competition,

WY
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Market competition has produced huge growth in human productive ca-
pacity. It has also had the unintended consequence of creating environmental

destruction that threatens the very basis of that growth. It threatens to undeg.

mine that fact of climatic favorability and other fundamental planetary prg-
cesses. There is the need for continued growth of the kind that market come

petition has been capable of producing, but there is also need for a reduction

of the risks disrupting the environmental stability that makes abundance
possible (Moellendorf 2019). Our reasons for hoping that the course of sus-
tainable growth can be found rest in the facts of intelligence and rationality,
our capacities to intelligently devise and to rationally pursue solutions to the
problems of human production.

The Development Thesis is standardly understood, even by Cohen him-
self, as a claim about the engine that drives growth in productive forces. Still,

if there is in fact a tendency in capitalism toward environmental destruction,

perhaps the facts of intelligence and rationality can be called upon to mitigate
that tendency. Whether that requires reforming capitalism and redirecting its
productive capacity or replacing it but preserving the capacity for production
under broader public control is unclear. In either case, the solution is beyond
the standard interpretation of the Development Thesis since it involves mat-
ters of political and social policy and contestation.

5. CONCLUSION

I have argued that hope is rationally permitted given the existence of suffi-
cient hope-makers, evidence, and explanatory theories that provide reasons
to hope. The mechanism offered by Cohen that explains the tendency of
productive forces to grow, amended with the addition of the fact of climatic
favorability, is a hope-maker for the achievement of eventual generalized
prosperity. But that mechanism risks being self-defeating as growth in con-
sumption and production erode the fact of climatic favorability. Moreover,
the very social processes that seem best suited to producing such prosperity,
namely market competition, also threaten to undermine the fact of climatic
favorability by depleting resources and creating pollution that threatens plan-
etary boundaries. Hope for the creation of generalized prosperity, without
disrupting the planetary stability, is directed then not only to technological
advancement, but also to the solving of a serious social problem. The aim
must be either to harness capitalist growth while preventing further environ-
mental destruction or to transition to a different form of property relations
with more egalitarian entitlements, a form of property relations that is ca-
pable of maintaining growth incentives but that is better able to prevent
environmental destruction.
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NOTE

1. An earlier version of this PApEr was presented at the conference “Karl Marx’s Theory of
History: 4 Defence, 40 Years On,” at Goethe University, Frankfurt, Oct. 25-26, 2018. 'm

thankful to the participants for the feedback and to the editors of this volume for their helpful
comments,
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