Capitalism creates ‘tax justice’ which levels income inequality – progressive taxes are good broadly. 
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For over two centuries, since the emergence of capitalism, its socialist critics and opponents have advocated ‘progressive taxation’, as a means for transforming it to an egalitarian system, by replacing private with social or common ownership of the means of production. The term socialism originated due to its advocates’ support for this socialisation of ownership, while ‘communism’ generally came to refer to the type of society which was its aim; in the classic formulation: ‘socialism … is communism in course of construction’ (Bukharin and Preobrazhensky 1919, 334). This paper focuses on socialism in this sense, especially the strand developed by Marx and Engels and their followers, and while it discusses revisionism it does not deal with social-democratic theories that defend private ownership of the means of production.1 In the Communist Manifesto of 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels included ‘a heavy progressive or graduated income tax’ as the second on their list of measures to be adopted in the ‘radical rupture with traditional property relations’ of the communist revolution (Marx and Engels 1968, 52). This was based on Marx’s post-Hegelian view of the need to transform and transcend the state and end its autonomisation from civil society. However, wide differences emerged within socialism, especially in the first decades of the 20th century, on the aims and means for revolutionary transformation, in which the form and role of progressive taxation continued to be viewed as ancillary. Views coalesced around the two poles of communism and social democracy, which were rooted in divergences underlying the philosophical, economic, and political perspectives of different strands of socialism. The gap between these perspectives grew very wide. Marxists prioritised revolutionary transformation based on the socialisation of property, but this became focused on state ownership and planning. They viewed social-democratic taxation programmes as ameliorative reformism, while social democrats retreated from viewing socialism as an alternative system, especially with the retreat from state ownership under neoliberalism and with the collapse of the Soviet bloc. The recent emergence of new anti-capitalist movements has reopened debates about progressive taxation on the left, challenging both perspectives. A few Marxists have begun to re-examine the arguments for progressive taxation made by the founding fathers (Ireland 2019), and others have begun to attempt analyses of contemporary tax issues, although hampered by the lack of any developed Marxist perspective on the forms of taxation (Prokla 2009). Meanwhile, social democrats have begun to focus more on ‘pre-distribution’, and the ways in which state policies, including taxation, have generated increasingly wide and structural economic inequalities, rooted in private ownership. Indeed. it is now increasingly recognised that taxes not only help to legitimise the acceptance of private property as natural, the tax system also helps to create and define private property, as Murphy and Nagel have pointed out (Murphy and Nagel 2002, 8). These shifts were strengthened by the impact of the great financial crash of 2009 and the ensuing austerity policies in the main capitalist countries, which gave momentum to the nascent campaigns around the world for ‘tax justice’.
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