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Our : .ives are so enclosed within the societies in which we live that it is diffi­
cult to invision society as ever being fundamentally changed. We know from his­
tory that revolutions do occur, that societies do change radically, and that ordi­
nary people, who normally seem only the objects of history, do intervene and force 
a profound redirection of the societies in which they live. But even to think 
about the possible outcomes of such a course of events earns the pejorative "uto­
pian". It is striking that even the New Left of the 1960's, its alleged romanti­
cism 1 )twithstanding, produced no articulate vision of what a "liberated" future 
would '.Je for our society. 

As one discovers the imperfections or 
evils of one ' s own society, it is only 
natural to l ook to other soc i eties for 
alternative ~:;. Since the time of the Bol­
shevik Revolution, the societies created 
in Russia, China, Cuba and elsewhere under 
the banner of Marxism-Leninism have appear­
ed as the principal alternative to the 
capitalist societies of the West. For 
over sixty years, these societies have 
served as tr.e models for many who would 
replace capitalism with something else. 

Yet these soc ieties, whatever their accom­
plishments, have not created a world ruany 
of us \rould like to live in, let alcne one 
which realizes the aspirations originally 
summarized in the idea of socialism. The 
great majority of working people possess 
little control over their work, their 
daily life, or the overall development of 
their society. The mos t elementary of 
personal freedoms are suppressed . Social­
ist "brothe:-s" are sent to kill each other 
on t he bat tlef ields. Male domina ted el ites, 
often fro~ pr ivileged ethnic groups, hold 
the best jobs and the positions of power. 

This outcome of the revolutionary project 
has led many to turn away from the idea 
of try ing to cr eate a f undamental ly differ­
ent kind of society. If they don't fully 
endorse the capitalist status quo , they 

· ·believe that only t he slowest and mos t 
marginal c hanges in it can avoid the ty­
ranny that appears to be the i nevitable 
outcome cf modern revolutions. 

This t1o10 -vo l1.1me work boldly attempts to 
make thinkable a complete restructuring 
of American socie t y wh ich wou ld meet the 

needs and aspirations of workers, women, 
mino,ity-group members, and citizens - at­
large. It is equally distant from those 
who would "seize stat e power" through a 
"workers party" to es tab l ish a "dictator­
ship of the proletar iat," and from thos e 
who would add a bit of social i nvestment 
and expanded social welfare to patch up 
the capitalist economy. It is rooted in 
the small but persistent tradition of 
those like Anton Pannekoek and Cornelius 
Castoriadis who have advocated workers 
councils as an alterna tive to both social­
democratic and Leninist forms of state 
socialism, but it adds a great deal to 
what that trad i tion has t o say about wha t 
socialism could be in an economically 
developed society. 

The first volume, Marxism and Socialis t 
Theory, consists pr imarily--;:f a crit ique 
of what the aut ho rs call "orthodox Marx­
ism" and an att em;:> t t o develop an alter­
native theory of society. After an i ntro­
ductory chap t er on problems of epistemo­
logy -- now apparently de rigeur a~ong 
Marxists -- it develop s an ambitious 
theory of society. The second volume , 
Socialism Today and Tomorrow, af ter a 
non-technical summary of Vo l. 1, cons i s ts 
of a long critical analys is of post-r evo­
lutionary society in Russia , China, and 
Cuba, followed by an effor t to descr ibe 
how a very diff erent kind of social ism 
might look in the U.S. 

The books are gu ided by three soc.ialist 
norms: collective self -management, var i ­
e ty of social outcor,es , and hu;nan soli­
darity. Self - managemen t is inter preted 
to mean t ha t people should determine deci-



sions to the extent that they are affected 
by them -- in contrast to either simple 
majority rule or to simple individual 
liberty, Variety is taken very seriously: 
there is no one correct answer for poli­
tical, economic, or social questions, and 
it is wrong to try to impose one. Human 
solidarity is seen as potential in human 
nature, but subject to encouragement by 
social arrangements. These socialist 
norms· guide the analys is of contemporary 
American society, the criticism of current 
"socialist" societies, and the proposals 
for what socialism should be like here. 
(The possibility of confl ict among these 
norms, or with other possible goals they 
might exclude, is not considered.) 

Both "orthodox Marxism" and the workers 
council tradition are rooted in Marx ' con­
ception of the primacy of production in 
the development of society, treating 
economics as the "basis" of society and 
all else as mere "superstructure." But 
this approach has come under increasing 
pressure lately, not so much from exter­
nal opponents of socialism as from those 
who have been trying consd entiously to 
analyze society-in these- t e rms. Leading 
Marxists (like E. P. Thompson} have urged 
that the metaphor ot "base and super­
structure" be abandoned; Raymond Williams 
has advocated that "production" be used 
to include virtually all human activity. 
Specific questions -- notab l y those having 
to do with politics, with gender relations, 
and with relations among social groups -­
have turned out to be difficult to answer 
on the basis of economic relations alone. 

Political realities, too, have raised 
doubts about t his approach. Socialists 
traditionally held t hat a socialis t eco­
nomy would aut omatically eliminate the 
inequalities between men and women and 
among different races and ethnic groups, 
as all shared equally in the production 
and consumption of wealth. In practice, 
however, such inequalities have remained 
intact, if in somewhat altered form, 
through enormous changes in economic 
structure in many different societ ies, 
Similarly, authoritar ian sta t e s tructures, 
far fr om " ,,.'fthering away," have of t en 
intensified in the wake of revolutions 
which eliminated privat e capital ism . 
Feminis·t, nationalist, and anarchist cri­
tics of Marxism have ar gued that t her e 
were forms of oppression other than c lass 
oppression, and that working c las s power 
in the economy would no t necessarily cure 
them. 

As an alternat ive to t he traditional Marx­
ist approach , the au t ho rs of this book 
propos e to l ook a t society in t erms of 
four spheres: poli t ics, economics, kin­
ship, and community. Politics includes 

the genera l coordina t ion of human action; 
economics t he transformation of material 
objects; kin s hip all tha t pertains to the 
biological and social reproduction of 
individuals from generation to generation; 
community all the kinds or group identities 
and practices that develop in the sphere 
of culture, whethe r ethnic, racial, na­
tional, artist i c, religious, or otherwise. 

While the authors use the metaphor of 
"spheres," t hey emphasize that these are 
not really sepa r a te. They are like pro­
cesses going on simultaneously in the 
same body, and t hey interact with each 
other. In a sort of radical version of 
functionalism, each is forced to oper ate 
in a way compa t ible with the other~. and 
may even help r ep r oduce them. Similarly, 
society is simultaneously made up of 
institutions (fo r which the authors use 
the term "boundary") and of human beings 
(the "center"), whose aspirations and 
behavior must in the long run be compa­
tible with the ins titutions. 

Society can be approached from any one of 
th.ese four dimensions: as a political, 
economic, kinship, or community system. 
Each approach will deal well with some 
subjects but tend to be blind t o others. 
The authors urge that, far from trv ing to 
establish one of t hese approac hes ~ s "cor­
rect," we should s ee them as comp lementary, 
each adding insights that the others ~ight 

miss -- and br inging ou t the interests of 
social groups that the others might slight. 
"We seek a synthesis withou t the old kind 
of pinnacle." 

Painful as it may be to live with ambigu­
ity, I think this rejection of an authori­
tative theory and the recognition t hat 
different viewpoints and emphases are 
necessary and can compensate for each 
other is extr emely.salutary. Indeed, I 
wish the author s have gone even furt her , 
done without everi their four p innacles 
(which like so many such schemas seems to 
have something arbi trary about it ), and 
presented their schema in the spirit of 
"these are t he four basic elements of any 
society," Such an app roach would encour­
age a continu i ng pr ocess of analysis, 
research, discussion, a nd argument i n 
which numerous emphases are ever-present, 
in which new ones a re ever-welcome, and 
in which the participants are ever-r eady 
to incorpo r ate whatever they can fr om 
each other . (Indeed, one wonders whether 
the process t o which t his book contr ibutes 
is most aptly compared to scientif ic the­
ory, or whether it is not better de scr ibed 
as a political dialogue .) 

In the "polit ical sphere," the authors 
provide a devastating critique of both 
t he theory and the pr act ice of Marxist­
Leninist pa rties , "Democratic centralism" 
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in fact generates a political elite con­
cerned to establish its own authority, 
first over its followers and ultimately 
over society, while it renders "the 
masses" subservient at best, terrorized 
at worst. 

In contrast to much of the workers coun­
cil tradition, they argue that under so­
cialism politics will still continue, 
rather than withering away to leave only 
economic coordination. They propose, 
therefore, a system of political decision­
making which would follow the basic prin­
ciples of self-management. Local councils 
would include all residents of a given 
neighborhood. These would send delegates 
to councils at regional and national le­
vels. Each issue would be determined by 
the vote of those most directly affected 
by it (using televised debate and voting 
procedures to allow direct participation 
by all those affected where desired). All 
groups would be allowed to create politi­
cal organizations and parties, and diver­
sity of outcomes would be encouraged. 
While the authors do not attempt to spe­
cify precisely how to balance the inter­
ests of those directly involved with an 
issue and those only indirectly involved, 
they do show that their approach would 
allow rational and intel.:igent decisions 
about such matters. 

In the sphere of economics, the authors 
emphasize that classes in modern society 
are based not only on owner ship or non­
ownership of property, but also on actual 
role in the production process . In par­
ticular, they argue that modern society 
has created what they call the "coordina­
tor class" which does not own the means 
of production, but does the planning and 
organizing of production in contrast to 
the working class, which merely carries 
out its orders.. They argue that, where 
Marxist-Leninist led revolutions have eli­
minated private capitalism , it is this 
class, rather than the working class, 
which has established control over the 
economy. They portray the programs of 
social democratic and Eurocommunist pa r­
ties as leading logically t o the dominion 
of this group, only without the control by 
a distinct political elite that persists 
in the Communist countries of the East. 

On the basis of their socialis t norms, the 
authors make an incisive cr i t ique of both 
the market and centra l s tate ?lanning as 
ways of organizing a socialist economy. 
The market deals with people as iso lated 
individuals, underrat es t he i r corrnnon, 
social needs, and undermines solidarity 
by generating a war of all against all. 
Central planning puts excessive power in 
the hands of a small group and prevents 
self-management. Neither allows an ade­
quate evaluation of the human impact of 
different production decis ions. 

The authors develop in detail an alter­
native concept t hey call Decentralized 
Socialist Planning , a much fleshed-out 
version of Pannekoe k's or Castoriadis' 
workers council ideas. The workers in 
each workplace constitute a council which 
would democratically manage the workplace 
and send delegates to local, regional, 
and national councils of its industry and 
of all industry. Residents of each neigh­
borhood likewise fo rm consumer councils, 
which also send delegates to councils at 
regional and national levels. Each coun­
cil proposes its ideas for the annual eco­
nomic plan. Knowing that any plan will 
require the approval 6f all the other 
councils, each one will try to understand 
the needs -- human as well as material -­
of the others and incorporate them in its 
proposals. Through a process of give-and­
take, many of whose mechanics are detailed 
in the text, a common plan is developed 
and agreed to. 

Many problems left unsolved in the somewhat 
vague earlier discussions of workers' coun­
cils are successfully addressed; this is 
the best presentation I am familiar with 
on how to organize a socialist economy. 
Of course, some matters remain to be worked 
out. For example, there is no single unit 
in which all factors of production are 
measured for the plan: different kinds of 
labor and scarce materials are all rreated 
independently . Individuals and gro1..ps are 
to be allowed to place an "average burden" 
on the economy , but there is no explanatio~ 
of how different kinds of labor and re­
sources would be weighed in calculating 
such an average burden. 

In the sphere of kinship, the authors are 
most critical of t hose who believe that 
issues of sexism will be taken care of 
"automatically" by the entry of women into 
employment in a socialist society. On the 
contrary, they emphasize that sexual in­
equality must be addressed directly. It 
needs to be challenged in the workplace , 
in pol~.tics, in c01mnunity life, but espe­
cially in the kinship sphere itself, where 
men have to t a ke over their full share of 
the 'Nork of childrearing and other domes­
tic labor, and where both women and men 
need to move beyond gender-based persona­
lities and role definitions. Communal 
living arrangemen ts, while only part of 
a wide spectrum of possible choices , would 
be encouraged . One question not addressed 
is where bottom-line responsibility fo r 
having and caring for children would re­
side. 

The discussion of the sphere of "co=unity" 
is the most original, although al so the 
most problematic, part of their approach. 
They really are fighting a battle on t wo 
fronts. On the one hand, they have l earned 
from black nationalists that attachmen t 
to a group culture can be a power ful and 



a valuable force, On the other hand, they 
recognize that ethnic, national, religious, 
and similar loyalties can be an incredibly 
des~ructive factor in today's world. The 
goal they set themselves therefore is to 
separate out what is positive and what is 
destructive in the "community sphere." 

The authors start from the problem of a 
dominant and a subordinate community, 
drawing largely on Franz Fanon's analysis 
of colonialism. In such a context, it is 
a form of revolt against domination for 
the dominated group to identify with their 
own culture and traditions, rather than 
trying to assimilate to the culture of 
the dominant group. The oppressors, con­
versely, define those they dominate as 
sub-human in order to justify their own 
behavior -- thereby diminishing their 
own humanity. The authors argue that 
thi·s model applies, with some differences, 
to the relations between black and white 
within the U.S. For blacks to integrate 
into the dominant white culture is simply 
to submit to oppression; "black national­
ism" (by which they mean not advocacy of 
an independent black state, but an identi­
fication with black culture and tradition) 
is a healthy form of resistance. White 
racism, conversely, is an ideology and 
set of practices designed to preserve and 
justify domination, Integration and cul­
tural homogenization represent a disguised 
demand that oppressed groups conform to 
the dominant culture. 

Alongside this issue of oppression and 
revolt t here is another set of i ssues. 
It may be natural and good for particular 
groups to form t heir own i dentity and a 
common set of approaches t o t he various 
possible ways to l ive. But we know from 
experience that t hese groups -- whether 
ethnic, national, rel igious or other -­
all too often develop antagLJist ic rela­
tions to each other and engage i n conflict 
or even warfa re. Each grour t end s to de­
fine all others as potentiaJ threa ts to 
its existence or well-being. This leads 
to situations of t hreat a~d count er-threat, 
through which groups really (, become a 
danger to each other and coor :ration for 
common purposes becomes sever _ly hampered. 

To dis tinguish the pos itive irom the nega­
tive a spec t s of communi t y identity , t he 
authors pr opose t he conc ept of " soc i alist 
intercommunal i sm. " They a r gue t ha t in t he 
"connnunity s phe re," all gr oups should be 
guaranteed t he resources and t he freedom 
from interference to deve lop the i r own 
ways of life. These gr oup s have t he righ t 
to defi~e their ow-n member ship; i ndividuals 
would be f r ee to l eave th em , r esul ting i n 
such gr oups eventuall y becor i.ng voluntary 
rat her t han bio l ogical i n cha r acter. While 
they could be criticized f r om T.l'ithout for 
fa iling to conform to social is t norms , 
t hey wo uld be free to do a s t hey chose 

within the community sphere. But society 
would aim to transform the general a tti­
tude among such groups from one of hosti­
lity and mutual threat to one in whi ch 
cultural diversity was recognized as a 
boon to all, something from which all could 
learn and be enriched. 

I think this approach is entirely on the 
right track. The range of human cultures 
and communities that encircle the globe is 
the greatest resource we have, and its 
diversity is to be encouraged; one of the 
worst things about modern capita l ism is its 
relentless destruction of human cultures. 
At the same time, the phenomena of ethno­
centrism and xenophobia are the most de~ 
structive forces in the world today , ones 
that must be tamed if the species is to 
survive, 

The problem raised but not answered by the 
authors' approach lies in the fact that 
"communities" don ' t generally define them­
selves as a limited sphere, unconc erned 
with what goes on in the political, econo­
mic, or kinship realm. Throughout the 
world, ethnic groups struggle for control 
of the state; nations battle for trade ; 
churches· attempt to regulate the rela­
tions of men and women. To propose t hat 
socialist norms rule in the non-cot:llllunity 
spheres is to demand a complete r ede f ini­
t ion of the nature of those communities, 
because in reality most of those groups 
now have their own norms which conf l i,. t 
t.7ith the authors 1 proposed socialist ones. 

Further, many groups consider their o•m 
superiority or antagonism to other grc•ups 
to be of the essence rather t han incid ent­
al to the~identity. For many r eligions , 
for example, not to consider themselves 
God's chosen people and all others damned 
would be an act of apostacy -- it would 
be the equivalent of asking a socialist 
to believe in the sanctity of social 
hierarchy. 

"Socialist intercommunalism" is by far the 
best perspect ive and formulation of a ~ o a l 

on these questions t hat I know, But I 
think we need to recognize that it will 
require fundamental change in many "co1~­
munities." We should encourage ecW!lenlcal 
movements tha t preserve group i dentity 
whil~ recognizing the legitimacy or ot her 
communities , But we have to acknowledge 
that there are other norms in manv c:om-­
munities whic h are simply incompitible 
with socialist norms. 

The authors don't try to take t his analy­
sis beyond t he l evel of the nat ion . l~­
deed, they seem to assume the na tional 
sta te as the highes t unit of the socia J. is t 
society. Bu t t he level of nations seems 
to be the one a t which an alt ernative 
vi sion -- along the lines of t heir con­
cept of soc ialist intercommunali srn -- i.s 
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most desperately needed. After all, what 
better reason for making a fundamental 
change in the organization of society 
could there be than that the present state 
system threatens to annihilate the species? 
And conversely, what is the point of making 
a revolution in one country if it means 
that we'll be incinerated under socialism 
instead of under capitalism? This is not 
meant as a criticism of the books at hand 
(it would apply as well to much of my own 
past work), but as a plea that the aboli­
tion of national sovereignty (presumably 
in a global socialist commonwealth which 
preserves the widest possible variety of 
cultures and communities) be considered 
not incidental to, but of the essence of 
any socialist vision. At a time when even 
the Daniel Bells are announcing the obso­
lescence of national forms of social and 
political organization, can we afford to 
take them for granted? 

In the concluding, strategic section of 
the second volume, the authors offer an 
interesting scenario. In the face of 
Reagan-style conservatism, they envision 
the development through the 1980's of a 
populistic, anti-capitalist but not social­
ist movement, taking an increasingly impor­
tant role within the Democratic Party, 
based on a broad coalition of :_abor, minor­
ity, feminist, citizens' action, and other 
social movements. They expect the program 
of such a movement, however, to be limited 
to what can be achieved within t he frame­
work of a capitalist, racist, sexist non­
participatory democracy. They propose, 
therefore, that those committed to social­
ist goals cooperate with such a movement, 
but maintain distinct organizational forms 
and their own, more radical programs. 
Such a socialist movement would be based 
on the principle of cooperation with auto­
nomy for the various groups (women, minor­
ities, gays, etc.) within it. It would 
provide an alternative for those who dis­
covered the limitations of reform move­
ments, so that they would not simply drop 
out in frustration. 

This approach has much to be said for it. 
Certainly the need for an independent, 
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radical voice ana l yzing the problems of 
the society and ar t iculating alternatives 
is great. The r elat ion of such a movement 
to the (hopefully) eme cging reform wing 
of the Democratic Party is more problem­
atical, howeYer. The difficulty lies in 
the fact that, in t he past at least, this 
social sector has de fined its job as 
keeping the~~ of the streets, 
managing social conf lict and performing 
the role of media tor at best, cop at 
worst, toward mass social movements. This 
history stretches at least from the pres­
sure on the CIO to halt the sitdowns 
during the New Deal to the liberal Demo­
cratic and trade union pressure against 
SNCC sit-ins and the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party challenge at the Demo­
cratic Convention in 1964 to the tremen­
dous pressures brought to keep Martin 
Luther King from publicly opposing the 
Vietnam War. In all of these cases (and 
many more}, the left of the Democratic 
Party opposed movement activists and 
tried to limit mass participation in 
direct action. Cooperation is by all 
means to be encouraged, but it can't be 
the cooperation of the docile citizen 
and the cop, 

I think it is hard for all of us really 
to grasp what cataclysmic times we are 
living in. Actually, we are witnessing 
the collapse of a whole world order, 0£ 
an economic system and a state system in 
deeper and more general crisis than at any 
time since the rise of capitalism and the 
nation state. Humpty Dumpty is not going 
to be put back together again. The forms 
of irrationality and chaos, ranging fr om 
Reagonomics to the development of an arms 
race in space, are only going to become 
more general. In such a situation, no 
pre-established strategy may be possible 
events may simply move too eratically. 
But a clear vision of a free and human 
society, based on a conviction that cre­
ating such a society is possible and 
worthwhile, is invaluable. Soc ialism i n 
Theory aad Practice makes a great contri­
bution to the development of such a vis ion. 
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