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COMMENTS WELCOME – DL

THE FUTURE WITHIN THE PRESENT:

SEVEN THESES FOR A ROBUST 21ST-CENTURY SOCIALISM

I must begin this talk by saying something about David.  And I know you don’t need to hear yet another summary of his many innovations in radical economics and teaching, or his concern for students and colleagues, or his varied contributions to this organization.  So instead I will add an item to Gordon lore, by relating a hitherto unreported incident.  The truth will be known!


In (I think) 1978, David drove to the summer conference at Camp Caesar in West Virginia, together with his young family friend Liam, Herb Gintis, my daughter Leslie and myself.  We had to leave the camp at 5 a.m. on the morning of the last day, to make an air travel connection.  Bundled into the car, before sunrise, we discovered that a chain had been locked in place across the main entrance to the camp.   David, who was driving, exemplified the spirit of the time by assuming that revolutionary will alone could conquer all obstacles.  He drove the car around the posts and the chain SS and directly into a ditch by the side of the entrance.  Fortunately, a local farmer, who was already up and about, had a tractor and cable, and was able to extract the car from its embarrassing predicament and send us on our way.  David, of course, swore us to secrecy about this incident, after expressing great relief that all the other URPErs at the conference were sound asleep, after the revelries of the night before.  (In those days we knew how to revel!)  Well, now you know.  I don’t believe David ever “came clean” about this little episode, but if it got him to think about the objective side of the human equation, that may have been the start of his inquiries into periodization leading to the stages of accumulation analysis that blossomed a few years later.


David’s projects SS social structures of accumulation, together with Sam Bowles and Tom Weisskopf; his econometric model of the U. S. economy (never completed); the work on the labor process and organizing; the analysis of the “fat and mean” corporation, and its place in the international economy SS all point toward a central concern of the left, but one that, so far as I am aware, David never addressed in a formal way: the nature of a new society, one that embodies the ideals of all who are oppressed and exploited and alienated in today’s conditions.  For want of any better word, and to defend the honor of everyone who has lived and fought under this banner, we should, I think, continue to call the new society “socialism.”  By its very nature, however, this term requires ongoing re-definition.  Its content must always be refreshed, its continuities questioned SS precisely so they can continue to be meaningful.  This summer conference is devoted to the overall theme of “alternatives.”  My talk, which I hope David would have appreciated, is my contribution to this discussion.


Mindful of how our attention spans can falter in this summery camp environment, I will state all of my seven theses at the outset, before returning to each one and explaining it more carefully.  The main message is simple: in the present, when the vise of capitalist domination and destruction is tightening around the globe, a robust image of a socialist alternative, both realistic and inspiring, is an absolute necessity!  We need to use every drop of our intellect and moral sensibility to promote a vision of a society in which people are fulfilled, spiritually enriched, able to explore the challenge of their own personal development in relation to others; in which work and leisure, productive contribution and consumption, are increasingly inseparable; in which, truly, in Marx’s memorable phrase, the “free development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”  I sometimes think the best definition of socialism is: a society in which everyone wakes up in the morning joyfully looking forward to the day ahead.  Against all of the shit SS please excuse this non-academic term SS piled up to oppose that vision SS“there is no alternative,” “there is no such thing as ‘society’,” and so on SS we must find the courage to uphold a standard of democratic intentionality.  The alternative to this is the “inevitability of ‘the market,’” the 21st-century equivalent of those age-old ideologies of domination and control, “natural law” and “God’s will.”  But to uphold this standard, we need to develop a model SS yes, with suitable cautions I don’t mind calling it a “model” SS of socialism that is robust, in the sense I intend.


In particular, it will have to go beyond the insipid hybrid,“market socialism.”  This idea, as for example developed in John Roemer’s A Future for Socialism, is little more than what was once called “people’s capitalism”; it surrenders to the belief that  society “is too complicated” to be placed under democratic and envisioned control.  Projecting a robust socialism is nothing more SS or less SS than building a movement with its own vision, capable of resisting and transcending the capitalist status quo that currently dominates all aspects of social and personal life.


So: here are my Seven Theses:

1.
All markets are not capitalist, but the capitalist market is totalizing, and must be transcended.

2.
The 20th-century post-capitalist experience contains essential lessons, both positive and negative, for our 21st-century project, and only the left can recuperate that experience.

3.
Non-market economic coordination is possible and essential, but it cannot be democratic unless it is both central and decentral.


4.
The socialist market is not abolished; it withers away.

5.
Bureaucratic­authoritarian distortion is functional for capitalism, and dysfunctional for socialism.

6.
There is a critical turning point, at which life-enobling qualities become the precondition for efficiency and productivity growth.

7.
The more radical our vision, the more practical it is; the greater its potential impact on present-day struggles.

Now I will explain each of these, in turn.


Thesis 1: “All markets are not capitalist, but the capitalist market is totalizing, and must be transcended.”


Capitalist ideology works overtime to enshrine an abstract conception of “the” market, asocial, ahistorical, eternal and inevitable.  But this notion is spontaneously reproduced in people’s ordinary experience.  In its very “dailiness,” that experience occurs on the surface of its own reality; it is, quite literally, superficial.  This point cannot be overstressed: market ideology acquires its dominance not mainly through the activities of capitalist “ideological apparatuses” (state, media, educational); it bubbles up spontaneously out of everyday life.  It is disappointing, therefore, to find the ideology of “the” market echoed on the left, in numerous learned treatises that confound the market with its specifically capitalist historical forms.  This misses the crucial insight: markets are socially embedded realities that evolve, with precapitalist, capitalist, and postcapitalist forms.  Mixing up the market with capitalism, as for example by imposing on Marx the idea, utterly foreign to him, that the study of commodities and valorization belongs immediately and entirely to the theory of capitalist society, and it alone, serves a simple purpose: it turns socialism into a millennial ideology, a forecast of a Biblical event.  This apocalypse means the sudden overthrow of not only the capitalist ruling class SS as if that weren’t enough SS but also of everything associated with market relations: money, prices, wages, etc.  This is a romantic, ultimately mystical, way of thinking.  It makes socialism less, not more, attractive, by lessening people’s sense of socialism as based in reality and worthy of serious consideration.


The historically unique totalizing quality of the capitalist market is the material ground for a robust socialism.  Unlike all manner of simple (precapitalist) market relations, market forms within capitalism play a vital part in making capitalist exploitation work.  The power to extract surplus depends on that surplus appearing in a value form, along with all of the elements of capitalist production, especially labor power.  It is the capitalist process that forces market logic to imperialize every sector of social life.  The capitalist market SS not “the” market SS invades family life, personal relations, community life (“civil society”).  It promotes possessive individualism SS  the antithesis of the real, richly constituted human individual.  Above all, it creates the reality of an elemental (this means “like the weather”), or non-intentional social process: things just happen, independently of human will.  The reality then promotes the ideology: “you can’t change human nature,” “homo homini lupus est,” and so on.  “Markets” do not necessarily generate polarization, alienation, elementality.  But capitalist markets do!  And they do this not by accident, but because all of these aspects of life in capitalist society are functional SS they are essential conditions for the reproduction of capitalist power.  This, I believe, should be our answer to “market socialism” SS not just the usual critique of “market failure,” but the need for comprehensive political transcendence of the web of pathologies that stems from the valorization of social life.  This web is capitalism’s legacy to us, and it can only be opposed politically, that is, by putting forward democratic intentionality as an alternative guiding principle.


Thesis 2: “The 20th-century postcapitalist experience contains essential positive and negative lessons, and only the left can recuperate that experience.”


We need to bite this bullet.  If you think, for example, that the question of the nature of the Soviet Union is now just history, it will come back and haunt you.


The relative weakness of the left in the last century, thrust prematurely into leadership of popular movements by war and depression, made the great schism, if not inevitable, at least very hard to avoid.  The Russian Revolution split us apart.  Those who supported it SS I come from that tradition SS saw, as the capitalist ruling classes also saw, that the USSR had made a decisive breach in the world capitalist system.  Support for that breakthrough, however, came at considerable cost.  Reeling from the suffocating blows of TINA, the pro-Soviet left now embraced this new reality in an uncritical fashion, abandoning along the way the idea of socialism as a theoretical project, the basis on which independent judgment could be secured.  The hegemonic power in the capitalist world, in turn, put its considerable cultural, psychological, informational, religious and educational resources to work creating a massive anti-Soviet mindset, almost a foundational paradigm linking the USSR and its allied states in Europe and Asia to almost every conceivable evil.  It is time for those from the pro-Soviet left to acknowledge the dangers of cultural isolation and uncritical allegiance to parties and states that speak in the name of revolutionary working-class movements, especially where those parties and states are burdened with cultural and economic underdevelopment and imposed isolation from the capitalist world.  But it is also time for those in the opposite, anti-Soviet, tradition to acknowledge the extent to which their thinking reflects the massive hegemony of mainstream anti-Sovietism, which inserted itself into the fibre of their consciousness long before they were old enough to be political.


Whichever “side” we come from, the current task seems clear.  We need to grasp and learn from everything in the 20th-century postcapitalist experience, both positive and negative, confronting our individual demons as we go along (whatever they may be).  The brief for the negative view, however, is much better known (for obvious reasons).  The Stalin-era deformation, the mass killings and incarcerations, the pall of ideological conformity, the elevation of the power and personality of a single leader, the hyper-politicization of cultural, scientific and academic life, the bureaucratism, authoritarianism, careerism SS all of this needs to be analyzed, concretely and historically.  But what is not known about the Soviet experience (even within URPE!) is the Soviet Union’s positive achievements SS social as well as technological.


I don’t have time to go into this in detail, but I will briefly mention just a few points.  A 1979 Brezhnev-era resolution on the economy set in motion vast transformations toward a deepened economic democracy: team councils were formed within enterprises, with responsibility for creating and executing their own plans and managing their own budgets; direct election was installed, for both team leadership and enterprise managers; participatory systems determining “bonuses” (the variable part of the wage) were developed, along with new “normative” evaluation criteria for the work of enterprises, teams and individuals.  Direct election of enterprise leadership took on the character of a mass movement, and was fully in place throughout Soviet industry by 1985.  Needless to say, it was abolished about four years later, when it came into conflict with the prerequisites of “private property,” as understood by the privateers who would blossom into today’s Russian “mafia.”  This brief moment of flourishing industrial democracy was unique.  It had no counterpart in other countries in Eastern Europe, or Asia.  (Cuba is a special case, with important contributions under conditions of underdevelopment and embargo, and requires separate consideration.)  The Soviet system put completely into the shade all of the West European and North American pretensions: “quality of work life circles,” “co-determination,” etc.  (Have you noticed how, now that the Soviet Union is gone, no one is talking about that stuff anymore?)  It was, unfortunately, a brief moment.  The accumulated, unresolved anger at the abuses of power under Stalin and later burst forth, drowning the tender shoots of socialist democracy in its wake.  This massive explosion, reflecting the insufficiency of early socialism, was too powerful for the positive potentials in Soviet society to overcome, and we know the result.  But while they existed, these potentials were embodied in unique socialist institutions, and it is now possible and necessary for the entire left worldwide to acknowledge that fact, and learn from it.


Thesis 3: “Non-market economic coordination is possible and essential, but it cannot be democratic unless it is both central and decentral.”


We are accustomed to thinking in terms of binary oppositions: planning (or “command”) versus the market, central control versus local autonomy, and so on.  This is superficial; it is an all-too-common substitute for serious thinking about what really matters: the actual social content, at all levels of economic coordination.  It is therefore so deeply embedded in our consciousness that it takes major effort, a “long, hard struggle to escape,” to overcome it.  We are, for example, so accustomed to talking about “Soviet central planning” that this has become almost a mantra, a phrase that cannot be avoided.  But the opposition “central planning vs. the market” is, I believe, a major error, both conceptual and empirical.  Empirical, because at no time in the USSR’s history was more than a small minority of goods and services centrally planned: the number of material balances SS detailed accounting of sources and destinations of goods SS at the central level never rose above about 1500.  That may sound like a lot, but it is not.  Most goods that were subject to planning at all were produced in enterprises that reported to much lower levels of administration: republic, region, city.  There was, in other words, a large degree of devolution and decentralization.  (This does not, of course, mean that decision-making was either efficient or democratic: local tyrannies abound in history, and efficiency has many preconditions).


But it is the conceptual aspect, as usual, that gets to the heart of the matter.  Let’s start by distinguishing planning from coordination.  We use the term “planning” when we really mean “economic coordination”: envisioning and then executing a consistent pattern of production, exchange and distribution of goods among institutions and individuals.  The word “planning,” I think, should be reserved for what it really is: working out paths of future development, of the built environment, resource use, the relation between residential and productive spaces, the ecological balance.  Planning is, in fact, the real deal: to the extent it is democratic, it means people finally taking control of their own destiny and shaping the course of human development.  I will focus here, instead, on the less grandiose matter of coordination in the present.


Coordination can be spontaneous and “elemental,” as with most historical forms of market relations.  In their capitalist guise, markets conceal and magnify the power of private capitals, and these can be highly centralized and concentrated.  There is nothing “small” about markets as such, and nothing inherently “large” about non-market coordination.  Non-market coordination also exists at various levels, from central SS the political level comprising the entirety of a political­territorial entity SS to the most decentral: individual enterprises, or teams within enterprises.


In a capitalist context, more centralized market coordination tends to displace more decentral coordination over time; this is an inherent dynamic of capital accumulation.  Antagonism between central and decentral levels reflects the conflict at the core of the social process.  In a socialist context, the story is, I believe, very different.  When spontaneous coordination is replaced by political coordination, the levels SS central, decentral SS acquire a symbiotic relation to one another, rather than a conflictual one. 
Put simply: good, effective central coordination is a precondition for good, effective decentral coordination, and vice versa.  The mutual necessities are clear: the central level provides stability and visibility SS prices, norms, general structural conditions determining needs for and sources of goods.   This stable framework enables decentral units to calculate, compare, act.  In place of the random statistical chaos of the elemental market, local enterprises and collectives receive a principled and informative macro environment.  Macro-coordination, not “the market,” provides the condition for truly rational choice.
Solidly based micro-activity, in turn, alone generates good compilable information SS the transformation of local and specific knowledges into aggregatable data.  Without massive and participatory coordination at the local level, the center is cut off from reality and its macrodata are off course.  Without a well-compiled macro dataset, the decentral collectives cannot know what they need to know in order to develop their own coordination projects (“plans”) and implement them.


So it has never been about “central planning” versus “market decentralization.”  The socialist goal, embedded in the 20th-century experience but realized only to limited degrees, has been a system of comprehensive coordination in which central and decentral levels (and, of course, intermediate ones) interact symbiotically, drawing increasing numbers of people into this activity until all working people who are able and willing to be socially and politically active are part of it.  The separation between managerial/creative/intellectual labor and routine production labor gradually disappears.  This is socialist democracy.  It cannot exist without central coordination, but it can never be reduced to central coordination.  It is clearly inconsistent with local autonomy in the absence of central coordination, which must degenerate into either spontaneous anarchy (markets), or autarchic isolated units.  The alternative to reversion SS to elemental marketization or precivilization SS is comprehensive democratic coordination.


I used the term “rational choice,” and this is sure to raise a flag.  I am tempted to say: rational choice is too important to be left to the rational choice Marxists!  Those who propose to lead in the name of the working class, and to make decisions about the use of resources now owned by the working-class organized as society-as- a-whole, had better know their own minds when it comes to the criteria for decision making.  We can quickly dispense with the idea that there is a single, unique social optimum.  We can also quickly acknowledge that the parameters of a quasi-optimal
outcome (the best that can realistically be accomplished) will be the result of what Pat Devine calls “negotiated coordination” SS systematic and continual consultation among work collectives, residential communities, educators, cultural communities (based on gender, ethnicity, language), and administrators who represent the large picture and work under democratic mandate and control.  Here I would also like to put in a plug for the concept of complex indicators, or norms.  These are formulas according to which prices and incomes are made to reflect multiple success criteria.  In addition to successful performance along the lines shared with enterprises in a capitalist economy, as perhaps summarized in some measure of profitability, there can be criteria that gauge successful performance in the fulfillment of socialist targets.  Has a work collective met its, and society’s, goals in overcoming inequalities (gender, race, urban/rural)?  In building links with schools, with local residential authorities, other community groups and organizations?  In caring for the environment?  In developing systems of job rotation and enrichment, and overcoming hierarchical inequalities within the work force?  In promoting the sharing of technologies and skills within its own sector, and more generally?  The list could be extended, but it is enough to indicate that socialist calculation and evaluation contain huge potentials that are not available to any spontaneous market process, whether really-existing capitalist or hypothetical “market socialist.”


The emerging picture is one of multi-level, democratic coordination, combining political negotiation with sophisticated calculation and information exchange.  The iterative flows among levels (decentral to central, and back) shape a convergence, to a quasi-optimal and quasi-consistent “plan” that reflects both local knowledge and the work collectives’ best estimate of their own possibilities, on the one hand; and the coordinating capacities of the center, its ability to capture economies of scale, avoid prisoner’s dilemmas, and implement democratically mandated long-range goals and criteria, on the other.  We now face the inevitable question: could this work?  Is it technically feasible?


In their paper for the special issue of Science & Society, “Building Socialism Theoretically: Alternatives to Capitalism and the Invisible Hand,” Paul Cockshott and Allin Cottrell make this remark about the Soviet experience: “In systems of the Soviet type the implementation of material balances was only partial.  The information processing techniques needed to fully implement material balances did not exist.  They do now.”  I have added emphasis to their last sentence, which of course refers to the enormous, and largely untapped, potential of modern information technology.  Even in capitalist conditions, under which overall coordination is not possible, large firms have developed intranets: internal systems for communication, aggregation, disaggregation and processing of information.  It is clearly technically feasible SS and the prospect is, I think, exciting SS to progressively link enterprise intranets into an economy-wide network SS I once fancifully called this the “E-Coordi-Net” SS that continually compiles local plan innovations, so that everyone, including but not limited to central coordination bodies, can see the aggregate trends; and that also continually recomputes prices and plan indicators into socially quasi-optimal form.  The center has the right and responsibility to intervene and redirect local initiatives where this seems necessary; the enterprises are social property, not the private property of their current work collectives, and the devolution of authority to the work collectives is always qualified in this way.  But the E-Coordi-Net system of multilevel coordination eliminates the huge time lags between proposals and confirmations, between “plan” and “execution”; it becomes one continuous process into which increasing numbers of working people can be drawn.  This, again, is socialist democracy, always imperfect and incomplete, always subject to correction and revision.  All levels in the multilevel process are visible and open, thanks to present-day information technology.  All levels, including SS pointedly SS the central, operate in a climate of visibility and vigorous pubic debate.  Is it necessary to point out that this crucial condition SS openness and a culture of genuine debate SS was missing in the Soviet case?  I leave it to everyone to judge for her/himself the relative weight of the two absences SS an open intellectual/political climate, and modern computation/communications technology SS in shaping the failure of the Soviet system to transform itself and retain state power in the 20th century.  But it should be clear, I think, that the possibilities of central/decentral democratic coordination, as an alternative to abandoning intentionality in favor of spontaneous markets, have yet to be fully explored in practice.


Thesis 4: “The socialist market is not abolished; it withers away.”


As should by now be clear, I advocate a robust socialism whose primary strategic goal is to replace elemental market coordination SS which is in fact ultimately a form of capitalist exploitation SS with conscious, democratic coordination, or “planning.”  Does this mean that “the” market can be abolished, by decree?  Do any forms of markets persist within socialism?  This is indeed implied by my earlier insistence that markets always reflect historical contexts, including postcapitalist ones.


I have always been amused by proposals, put forward in some political- economy circles, to “abolish the law of value.”  Abolishing “value,” or markets, is a bit like abolishing rain and snow, or the law of gravity.  This mighty act of redemption is usually advocated in contrast with the sorry record of the Soviet Communists, who clearly failed to accomplish it.  However, it is noteworthy that every postcapitalist leadership, including the Chinese, North Korean, Vietnamese, and, eventually, even the Cuban, has come around to the view that forms of market relations persist indefinitely throughout the period of socialist construction.  If the market is to disappear entirely, this apparently must wait until the threshold of a higher stage, something approaching Marx’s higher stage of communist society, is attained.  In the meantime, we must apparently live with markets, or commodity relations; to try to close them down would be futile, and counterproductive.  All this is fine, except it gives the impression that socialism (other than “market socialism,” of course) must be built up in opposition to an enormous spontaneous pressure for private market activity and individual enrichment.  This, in turn, appears as a powerful concession to the dominant capitalist view that “markets” are somehow inherent in human nature, and eternal.


We may, and I think should, accept the general principle that socialism must develop through stages, and that in early stages of its existence any number of realities, from certain types of market structures to non-optional income inequalities, which existed before capitalism but were also present within capitalism, continue to exist, until the foundations are gradually laid for transcending them.  Still, if socialism is not to appear utterly utopian and out-of-sync with “human nature,” it will help if we can say something more about the actual content of market relations in a socialist context.


Socialist markets initially describe interactions between a state or public sector and surrounding forms of individual production, typically in agriculture, retail trade and services.  Here the core socialist economy, operating under democratic coordination, occupies the famous “commanding heights”: the spontaneous sector is subject to enforceable and widely supported regulations regarding wages, working conditions, environmental impacts,  etc., and also to progressive taxation.  In this way, the elemental market cannot become the tail that wags the dog.  We can propose that as a socialist system matures, increasing parts of the spontaneous, or informal,  sector are brought under the umbrella of democratic coordination, as this becomes possible due to the evolving political consensus and comprehensive (centralSdecentral) coordination.  What remains becomes more and more vestigial.


Of greater interest, however, is the concept that certain types of market relations continue to exist, and evolve, within the socialist core itself.  I am able to perceive two stages of these relations.  The first, to my knowledge, is discussed only in the Soviet literature on the “political economy of socialism”; I have not seen it anywhere else.  The second stage is my own proposal.


The first stage in the evolution of socialist markets rests on an acknowledged insufficiency in socialist development, which can only be overcome gradually.  The enterprises in the core socialist sector are indivisible public property.  They are owned by “the people.”  But this, of course, is an abstraction; “the people” are represented by appointed or elected managers, and, if you will pardon the understatement, these managers may not fully or adequately carry out the “people’s” will.  Operational control is therefore vested in local management, much closer to the popular base.  But this creates a sense, enforced in the lived experience of workers at an enterprise, that the real property SS the actual power to dispose of material resources SS resides at the local level.  So while the collective’s activity is in principle carried out in the name of a larger, abstract entity, which should therefore validate its work politically, in practice the collective’s identification is concrete and local, and it needs to have its work evaluated and approved through contractual relations with other collectives.  The enterprise, in short, needs to sell its product to the very state of which it is a part, and buy inputs from the same state.  Market relations form as a result of the still immature reach of socialist consciousness.


These relations, however, are not spontaneous and elemental.  First, they rest on a core set of calculated prices.  (I must leave the complex topic of price calculation for another occasion.)  They are not allowed to disrupt the fundamental socialist principle that prices, and therefore incomes, are determined, democratically and intentionally, through negotiated coordination, and not by forces outside of human control (“the market”).  Second, social evaluation links each enterprise to wider social, community and industrial settings; the relative isolation that makes market interaction necessary is therefore progressively transcended.


The second stage of socialist market formation, then, is what remains of commodity relations among enterprises as iterative coordination matures.  It is a process of horizontal search and discovery, establishing links and obligations within plan formation itself.  It is the use of the enterprises’ ground-level possibilities to directly shape its place in the production web.   Through the E-Coord-Net, horizontal contracting among local units is immediately visible to other units, and to the center, and it takes place within an evaluative framework that promotes principled behavior.  I don’t think it has been sufficiently recognized that modern information technology holds forth the promise of progressively attenuating the very distinction between horizontal and vertical communication and control.  Second-stage socialist markets therefore come to embody the intentional principle.  They show that intentionality does not have to mean uniformity and rigidity; instead, socialist values can increasingly be embodied in local initiative and creative action.  Markets in this sense are not vestigial, unfortunate holdovers of the past; they carry forward the positive content that was previously embedded in spontaneous markets in their precapitalist, capitalist, and early socialist forms.


Here we arrive at a conceptual proposal in which I take some pride.


Traditional Marxist theory, following Marx’s well-known discussion in the Critique of the Gotha Programme, departs from anarchism in achieving a nuanced view of the state.  In the famous phrase, the state is not abolished; it slowly withers away.  The repressive function of states, even the most democratic ones, is frankly acknowledged to be necessary to complete and make irreversible the removal of the capitalist ruling class, and entities historically beholden to it, from all positions of power and influence.  As the socialist state matures, the repressive function gradually becomes unnecessary.  Its withering leaves behind the structures of public administration, which become more democratic and undergo transformation but do not disappear; few people, I think, believe that the future lies with isolated non-communicating communes or individuals roaming the forest, or eking out a living on Ruby Ridge.  Democracy evolves beyond being a form of the (repressive) state; it increasingly inhabits the participatory institutions of coordination and negotiation.  In short, the state leaves behind its most important legacy: principled, equal, and ennobling forms of human association.


For some reason, Marx did not make a similar proposal with respect to markets.  But he should have!  Markets are not abolished; they slowly wither away, as socialist life matures and the possibilities of intentional, democratic coordination expand.  But, as in the case of the state, the withering of the market does not mean the disappearance of all of its functions.  The positive content SS local initiative, 

horizontal contracting and responsibility SS emerges from within the former shell of alienating relations that remove people from control over their lives and support capitalist exploitation, and merges with the new, dynamic reality of democratic coordination and planning.  We can therefore oppose “market socialism” with something more subtle, realistic and operational than “market abolitionism.”  Markets, like states, play a role in maturing socialism, even as the foundation is being laid for their eventual, and gradual, transcendence.


Thesis 5: “Bureaucratic­authoritarian distortion is functional for capitalism, and dysfunctional for socialism.”


This Thesis goes to the heart of the tragic insufficiency of 20th-century socialism, and needs much greater attention than I am able to give it in a few minutes.  I only want to propose a perspective for further investigation of this 

crucial problem.


Capitalism relies on the mystification of its inner reality by the market disguise, but Dorothy always threatens to peek behind the Wizard’s curtain, and he evolves other disguises as well.  Just try to find and confront your tormentor, the capitalist.  You will drown in layer after layer of bureaucracy, which extrude legions of intermediaries, buffers, buffoons.  Each of them will tell you: “I only work here.”  Socialism makes everything visible, and this can be painful.  When socialist forms have existed in underdeveloped and embattled conditions, their capacity to transcend the deformations of human interaction inherited from capitalism has often been thwarted.  Both capitalist markets and older forms of authoritarianism, such as the ones found in religious institutions, are supplanted, but construction of the platform to replace them with a principled democracy has barely begun.  So authoritarian cults of leadership, bureaucratic careerism, and worse, emerge to fill the vacuum.  In retrospect, this should not surprise us.  The only point for the present is that the commonplace suggestion of an intrinsic link between socialism and bureaucratism is profoundly superficial.  The relation of socialism to bureaucracy is roughly equivalent to that of roach spray to roaches: it does not produce the problem, it only reveals it.


Socialism, in turn, does not have the structures of exploitation in place to profit from bureaucratic and authoritarian distortions.  Its success and development require that these distortions be addressed and uprooted.  I don’t pretend for a moment that this is easy, or automatic. And I assume that this problem must be addressed by socialist movements in all national and cultural settings.  Let me state this directly: there is nothing peculiarly “eastern” about bureaucratism and authoritarianism.


Thesis 6: “There is a critical turning point at which life-enobling qualities become the precondition for efficiency and productivity growth.”


About ten years ago I was sitting on a bench in a beautiful spot near my home: the Cherry Esplanade, at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden.  I was thinking about the famous tradeoff between efficiency and equity.  Armies of establishment social scientists intone warnings based on this iron constraint, which takes on the aura of a Great Truth SS although I don’t know of anyone who has even tried to derive or “prove” it.  It says: you can have more equality (here think of other “goods” that socialists would support, such as participation, meaningful leisure, economic and social security, opportunities for personal growth and creativity), only if you are willing to give up some efficiency (or productivity, dynamism, innovation, economic growth).  If this is correct, then socialism is, well, tiring!  We are limited forever to Leninist-style exhortations: sacrifice, accept the necessary reality of limited personal prospects in the present in order to achieve something for the future.  We are haunted by Marx’s and Engels’ insistence, in the Manifesto, that overthrowing capitalism can only be carried out by means that are insufficient, and that will only eventually (how eventually?) outstrip the achieved levels of capitalist production.  Socialism, in its effort to improve the quality of human life (in the workplace and more broadly) seems to run up against the spontaneous trope of human beings to laziness and selfishness; we can only be efficient and energetic if we are subject to the external coercion of capitalist power.  (Or so the capitalists and their academic priesthood, the social scientists, would have us believe.)


So, my conjecture, the Cherry Esplanade Conjecture.  When a stage in productive development is reached that requires initiative, autonomy, creativity, critical capacity, and principled (other-regarding) behavior for its potential to be realized, then the quality of the entire lived experience SS the summation of the socialist values enumerated earlier SS becomes necessary for further growth in productivity and efficiency.  In other words: travel out along the efficiencySquality- of-life) tradeoff.  Initially, we can raise quality only by suffering reduced levels of productivity.  But the curve flattens out, and eventually rises.  From that strategic turning point onward, a higher quality of life SS a concept that includes material provisioning as well as equality, solidarity, enrichment of personal relations SS becomes a precondition for higher attainment in productivity, efficiency, and growth.


If this is true, then once we reach that threshold, and the positive connection between quality and productivity enters into people’s experience and consciousness, socialism becomes, literally, unstoppable.  The old oppositions, between central and decentral decision-making, between work and leisure, between coordination and autonomy, all vanish (or, shall we say, wither away).  Spontaneity no longer leads to fragmentation.  Autonomy of work collectives no longer leads to breakdown of stability, to spontaneous marketization and polarization.  Socialism no longer proceeds, as it has often appeared to do, in opposition to the “normal” thrust of human nature.  To the contrary: “human nature” SS assuming that ideological construct continues to function SS now spontaneously produces collegiality, collectivity, sharing.  These traits develop in a rich soil that nourishes them, for the simple reason that they have now become the necessary foundation for continued growth of material productivity and prosperity.  Socialism, in short, now delivers the goods.  This is the core of its irreversibility, once established.  Indeed, the need for advanced qualities of social life as precondition for further human development is the underpinning for any attempt to combine a broadly directional view of history with a commitment to democracy.  We have to explain why we think people will not want, and therefore deserve the right to choose, capitalism, or slavery, for that matter.  The explanation rests on our achieving a level of development from which further progress, quite simply, requires socialism.  That is when socialism begins, in a sense, to build itself, in and through the spontaneous activity of working people.  It no longer has to be built from outside, on the basis of  ideological commitment and mobilization.  It no longer feels like a never-ending uphill struggle.


I am searching for more precise microfoundations for the Cherry Esplanade Conjecture.  Needless to say, the math is not the problem.  People are the problem.  Is the turning point in the productivitySquality curve imminent, or a distant hope?  Can we have an impact on it, perhaps bring it closer?  Does the curve itself shift over time, and can movement and struggle influence that process?  These, of course, are all open questions.


Thesis 7: “The more radical our vision, the more practical it is; the greater its potential impact on present-day struggles.”


Many progressives, comrades and friends in URPE and elsewhere, insist on focusing their energies and activity on problems of today: building the movement against the Iraq War, mobilizing against the Bush attack on Social Security and health care, building and re-building the rank-and-file union movement, defending public education (including higher education), and so on.  And they are right!  It is just, as always, a question of how best to do those things.


In the last election campaign, we had thousands of people out in the trenches, in the battleground states, trying to build a grassroots movement to remove Dubya from power, and trying to distinguish that goal from “supporting the Democrats.”  The millions of working people out there, the ones we are trying to reach, can’t now grasp subtle strategic arguments.  You couldn’t say to them: “Vote for Kerry, not because he is really any better than Bush, but because a Dem administration would open up new terrain for struggle in the future, would stem the return of the judiciary to the Dark Ages, buy us time, etc. etc.”  They can’t hear that.  They want to know: “What is he saying?  What would he do that is any different?”  Kerry, of course, could have gone out on a limb.  He could have backed single-payer health care.   Called for ending the Iraq War.  Proposed a one per cent wealth tax.  Sanctions against firms that engage in capital flight.  A new federal commitment to full employment, including public employment as last resort.  A return to progressive income taxation.  Advancing Social Security, instead of killing it.


You can’t stop me from dreaming, and I know I don’t have to convince anyone in this room that all this would be good, for the people of this country and of the world.  The point is not that the progressive muscle does not currently exist to force a Democratic presidential candidate to step out along those lines.  We know it doesn’t.  I am only suggesting that one element in building that muscle is the socialist imagination.  When they say, “you can’t give people health care, education, security, without destroying incentives,” we can counter with a radical vision: only dignity and security can produce people with the ability to apply today’s technology to solving the glaring problems facing us today.  That requires economic democracy.  When they say, “if you tax wealth, it will flee the country,” we can counter by urging it to try!  We are the real productive wealth; they can’t move us abroad.  It is failure to properly envision step two that often makes step one seem impossible, or unrealistic.


Answer every “impossibility theorem” with a simple question: “Why not?”  What else but principled, democratic involvement of millions of educated, highly individuated people can offer even the possibility of solutions to today’s problems?  How can that involvement be achieved without basic equality, of a new degree and kind?  Can we even conceive of that equality without decisive defeat of the power and privilege of a ruling class based in private, marketized wealth?  How can the potentials of modern technology be realized without social and economic democracy?  Don’t beat around the bush: call it socialism!  When we do that, and also throw ourselves into all of the current defensive and reform struggles, we give new prestige to the socialist idea.  But we also provide new support for today’s activist movements, by holding forth the promise of an evolving, ever-self-enriching alternative vision.


Is socialism inevitable?  Nothing is inevitable.  Our particular grand Terran experiment with intelligent life could end in nuclear or ecological extinction.  But there is a weaker concept: conditional inevitability.  The conditional part is simple: we manage to survive.  The inevitability stems from the necessary confrontation of experience with requirements: we have the capacity to learn that solidaristic, democratic and intentional social organization is the only possible foundation for survival, and for continued human development.  People therefore can learn this lesson SS often the hard way, but in increasing numbers.  There are no intrinsic barriers: not a vengeful God, not the Fall from Grace, not genetic insufficiency, and above all not “the market.”  What can be done, can (eventually) be done.


In short: socialism is “inevitable” SS because it is possible.


