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Our lives are so enclosed within the societies in which we li ve th;1t 
ic can be difficult co envision those societies ever being fundamentally 
changed. We know from history that revolutions do occur, that socic:rics 
do change radically , and that ordinary people w ho in normal times 
seem only the objects of history do at ti mes intervene and force ;1 
profound redirection of the societies in which they live . But e ven r1 1 
think about the possible outcomes of such a course of events earns r hL· 
pejorative ' utopian . ' It is striking chat even the New Left of the I 96(l'\. 
its alleged romanticism notwithstanding , prod uced no articu late visi1111 
of what a liberated future would be for our society. 

As one discovers the imperfection or evils of one 's own soc ic.:t ! . 1 r 
is only natu ral co look at other societies for alternatives. Sinn- rhc 
time of the Bolshevik Revolution, the socie ties created in R u s~i; 1 . 

China, Cuba and elsewhere under the banner of Marxism - Lc n111i ~1 11 

have appeared as the principal alternative co the capitalist soci u 1e ~ 11! 

Jeremy Brecher is the author of Strike and helped edit Root & J\r;111l Ii . Tl" 
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rhe W est. For over sixty years, these soc ieties have served as the models 
(or many who would replace capi talism with something else. 

Yet these societies , whatever their accomplishments, have not created 
a world many of us would like to live in, let alone one which reali zes 
the aspirations originally summari zed in the idea of soc ialism . The 
g reat 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 . Soc ialist ' bro thers' 
are sent co kill each other on the battlefields. Male-dominated el ites , 
often from priviledged ethnic groups, hold the bes t jobs and the 
positions of power. 

This outcome of the revolutionary projecr has led many co turn 
away from the idea of trying to create a fundamentally different kind 
of society . If they do not fully endorse the capitalist status quo, they 
believe that only the slowes t and most marg inal changes in it can 
avoid the tyranny that appears to be the inevitable outcome of modern 
revol urions . 

This two-volume work boldly attempts tO make thinkable a complete 
res tructuring of American society which would meet the needs and 
aspirations of workers , wom en , minority group members , and citizens­
at- large . It is equally dis tant from those who would ' seize State power' 
throug h a 'workers party ' to es tablish a 'dictatorship of the proletariat, ' 
and from those who would add a bit of social investment and expanded 
soc ial welfa re 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' counci ls as an al­
ternative to both social democratic and Leninist forms of State socialism , 
but it adds a great deal to what that t rad ition has to say about what 
socialism could be in an advanced society. 

The first volume, Marxism and Socialist T heory, consists primaril y 
of a critique of what the authors ca ll 'orthodox Marxism ' and th l' 
attempt to.develop an alternative theory of society. Afte r an introducrory 
chapter on problems of epi stemology - now apparently de rigeur 
among Marxists - it develops an ambitious theory of society. The 
second volume, Socialism Today and Tomorrow , after a non- techn ica l 
summary of Vol. 1, consists of a long critical analys is of pos t-revolutionary 
soc iety in Russia , China, and Cuba , fo llowed by an effort to descr ibe 
how a very different kind of socialism mig ht look in the U .S . 
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The books are g uided by three socia list norms: colkcri vc ~ L·lt - rri.11 1 

agement, variety of social ou tcomes, and human solidarit y . Sclt - rn .1 11 
agem ent is interpreted to m ean that people should determi rn: du 1 ~ 11 > 11 ' 

to the extent that they are affected by them - in contrast to L"I r Ji n 
simple majority rule or simple individ ual liberty . Vari e:-ty is 1:1!.;rn 
very seriously: there is no one correc t answer for political , c:co rwm rt . 

or social questions, and it is wrong to try to impose o m : . Hum .111 
solidarity is seen as potential in human nature, but subj ect ro u1 -
couragement by social arrangements. These socialist norm s g u id c r he 
analysis of contemporary American socie ty, the criticism of currrnr 
'soc ialist ' societies, and the proposals for what socialism shou ld lie 
like here . (The possibility of confl ict among these norms , or wrrl1 
other possible goals they might exclude, is not considered.) 

Both 'orthodox M arxism ' and the workers' council traditi o n arc 
rooted in M arx 's conception of the primacy of production in the J c: vc l­
opment of society, treat ing economics as the ' bas is ' of soci ety and a ll 

else as mere 'superstructure.' But this approach has come under increL-; in ,t.: 
pressure lately , not so much from ex ternal opponents of social ism :1' 
from those who have been trying conscientiously to analyze soci e t}' 11 1 

these terms . Lead ing writers like E.P. Thompson have urged that rh l· 
metaphor of 'base and superstructure ' be abandoned, or like Raym ond 
Williams have advocated tha t ' production' be used to include virtuall y 
all human ac tivi ty . Specific questions - notably those hav ing ro dP 
with politics , with gender relations , and with relations among social 
groups - have turned out to be difficult to answer on the bas is ot" 
economic relati ons alone . 

P olitical realities, too, have ra ised doubts about this appro:t l Ii 
Socialists traditionall y held that a socialist economy would automaric:d h· 
eliminate the inequalities between men and women and among Jiffcrc111 
races and ethnic groups , as all shared eq ually in the p rodu ction :trlll 
consumption of wealth. In practice, however , such ineq ua liti es han· 
remained intact , if in somewhat altered form, throug h enormous chan,t.:L" ' 

in economic structure in many different societies. Similarly, authuriLL ri .111 
State structures, far from 'w ithering away ,' have often intensif inl 111 

the wake of revolutions which eliminated private capitalism . Fcmin i ~ r . 

natio nalist , and anarchi st criti cs of Marxism have arg ued rha r r her e 

are fo rms of oppress ion other than class oppress ion , and rha r \\ "r J.; 111 .i.: 
class power in the eco nomy would not necessarily cure r he rn 
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As an alternative to the traditional Marxist approach , the authors 
of this book propose to look at society in terms of four spheres : politics, 
economics, kinship , and community. Politics includes the general 
coor<lination of human action; economics the transformation of material 
objects; kinship all that pertains to the biological and social reproduction 
of individuals from genera tion to generation ; comm unity all the kinds 
of group identities and practices that develop in the sphere of culture , 
whether ethnic, racial, national, artistic, religious, or otherwise . 

While the authors use the metaphor of 'spheres,' they emphasize 
that these are not really separate. They are like processes going on 
simultaneously in the same body, and they interan with each other. 
In a sort of radical version of functionalism, each is forced to operate 
in a way compatible with the others, and may even help reproduce 
them . Similarly , society is simultaneously made up of institutions (for 
which the authors use the term 'boundary') and of human beings (the 
'centre'), whose aspirations and behaviour must in the long run be 
compatible with the institutions . 

Society can be approached from any one of these four dimensions : 
as a political, economic, kinship , or community system. Each approach 
will deal well with some subjects but tend to be blind to others. The 
authors urge that , far from trying to es tablish one of these approaches 
as 'correct,' we should see them as complementary, each adding insights 
that the others might miss - and bringing out the interes ts of social 
groups that the others mig ht slight. "We seek a synthesis without the 
old kind of pinnacle." -

Painful as it may be to live with ambiguity, I think this rejection 
of an authoritative theory and the recognition that different viewpoints 
and emphases are necessary and can compensate for each other is 
extremely salutary. Indeed , l wish the authors had gone even further, 
done without even their four pinnacles (which like so many such 
schemas seems to be arbitrary) , and presented their schema in the 
spirit of 'here are four aspects of our society no analysis can afford to 

overlook,' rather than in the spirit of 'these are the four bas ic elements 
of any society.' Such an approach would encourage a continuing process 
of analysis, resea rch , discussion, and argument in which numerous 
emphases are ever-present, in which new ones are ever-welcome, and 
in which the participants are ever-ready to incorporate whatever they 
can from eac h other. (Indeed, one wonders whether the process to 
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which this book contributes is most aptly compared rn scie nrif1 ( r '1 c11n . 

or whether it is not better described as a political dialogue . ) 
In the ' political sphere,' the authors provide a devas tating crir 1q11v 

of both the theory and the practice of Marxist-Lenini st parties . ·Dem ­
ocratic centralism ' in fact generates a political elite concerned 11· ir '1 

establishing its own authority, first over its followers and ultimac l' h 
over society, while it renders ' the masses ' subservient at bes t , r<.:rrnri ;-n l 
at worst . 

In contrast to much of the workers' council tradition , th<.:y ar,i.:uc 
that under socialism politics will still continue, rather than w i d wr 
away to leave only economic coordination . They propose, therc:fo rc: . a 
system of political decision-making which would follow the ba~ J l 

principles of self-management. Local councils would include all residc:nc s 
of a given neighbourhood . These would send delegates ro counci ls ac 
regional and national levels . Each issue would be determined by thl' 
vote of those most directly affected by it (using televised debate and 
voting procedures to allow direct participation by all those aff<.:ct <:d 
where desired) . All groups would be allowed to create politi cal or­
ganizations and parties, and diversity of outcomes would be encourag<:d . 
While the authors do not attempt to specify precisely how ro balance 
the interests of those directly involved with an issue and those onl y 
indirectly involved, they do show that their approach would all ow 
rational and intelligent decisions about such m atters . 

In the sphere of economics, the authors emphasize that classes in 
modern society are based not only on ownership or non-ownership of 
property , but also on an actual role in the production process . In 
particular, they argue that modern society has created what they ca l I 
the 'coordinaror class ,' which does not own the means of production . 
but does the planning and organizing of product ion in contrast to rhc 
working class, which merely carries out its orders. They arg ue tliar. 
where Marxist-Leninist-led revolutions have eliminated private capi ­
talism , it is this class , rather than the working class, whi ch '1 . 1~ 

established control over the economy. They portray the programrnD 
of social democratic and Eurocommunist parties as lead ing log il .tll l' 
to the dominion of this group, only without the control by a di sc i 11 \ c 
political elite that persists in the Communist countries of the b~ c . 

On the basis of their socialist norms , the authors mak e an im is1\'l· 
critique of both the market and central State planning as way~ "' 
organizing a socialist economy. The market deals with people ;L~ ,~,.J.m·,I 
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indi viduals , underrates their common, social needs, and undermines 
so lidarity by generating a war of ail against all. Central planning puts 
excess ive power in the hands of a small g roup and prevents self­
management. Neither allows an adequate evaluation of the hu man 
impact of different production dec isions. 

The authors develop in derail an alternative concept they ca ll 'De­
centralized Socialist Planning,' a much fl eshed-our version of Pannekoek'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, reg ional , and nat ional councils of its 
industry and of all industry. Res idents of each neig hbou rhood likewise 
form consumer councils, whi ch also send delegates ro councils at 
regional and national levels. Each council proposes its ideas fo r the 
annual economic plan . Knowing that any plan will require the approval 
of all the other councils , each one will try ro understand the needs 
- human as well as materi al - of the others and incorpora te t hem 
in its proposals. Th roug h a p rocess of g ive-and -rake, many of whose 
mechanics are detailed in the tex t , a common plan is developed and 
ag reed ro . 

Many problems left unsolved by its somewhat vag ue predecessors 
are successfully addressed in this discussion, which is the bes t I am 
familiar with on how to organize a socialist economy. O f course, some 
matters remain to be worked our. For example, there is no sing le unit 
in which all factors of p roduction are measured fo r the plan : d ifferent 
kinds of Jabour and scarce materi als are all treated independently. 
Individuals and groups are to be allowed ro pface an 'average burden' 
on the econom y, but there is no explanation of how diffe rent kinds 
of labour and resources would weig h in calculat ing such an average 
burden . 

In the sphere of kinship, the au thors are most cr itical of t hose who 
beli eve that issues of sexi sm will be taken care of 'automaticall y' by 
the entry of women into employment in a soc iali st soc iety . O n the 
contrary , they emphas ize that sexual ineq uality must be add ressed 
direc tl y. It needs to be challenged in the workplace , in politics , in 
community life, but especially in the kinshi p sphere itself, where men 
have to take over their full share of the work of child -reari ng and other 
domestic labour, and where both wom en and men need ro move beyond 
gc:nder-based personalities and role definiti ons. Com mu nal living ar­
ra ngements, w hile onl y part of a wide spectrum of possi ble choices , 
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would be encouraged. One question not addressed is whnl' ·h,H r1i111 
line' responsibility for having and caring for children would rD11k 

The discussion of the sphere of 'community ' is the m ost ori.i.: 1n.tl 
although also the most problematic - part of their approaLl1 . Tii t'1 
really a;e fi g hting a battle on rwo fronts. On rhe one h:i. nd , rlwy li.1 1v 
learned from black nationalists that attachment ro a group c ulrurl' t .11 1 
be a powerful and valuable fo rce. On the other hand , they rcrn,i.:111 /\" 
that ethnic , national, religious, and similar loyalties can be an i ncml 1 hi I' 
destructive factor in today's world . The goal they set thc:msclvn . 
therefore, is to separa te what is positive and what is destructive in th t' 
'community sphere.' 

The authors start from the problem of a dominant and a suborcl i nat l' 
community, drawing largely on Franz Fanon 's analysis of coloniali sm . 
In such a context, it is a form of revolt against domination for rill' 
dominated g roup ro identify with their own culture and tradition ~ . 

rather than trying to ass imilate ro the culture of the dominanr g roup . 
The oppressors , conversely, define those they dominate as sub- hum;111 
in order to justify their own behav iour - thereby dimini s hing the ir 
own humanity . The authors argue that this model applies, with somt: 
differences , to the relations between black and white wirhi n the: U . '. 
For blacks to integrate into the dominant white culture is simpl y 11> 
submit to oppression; 'black nationalism' (by which they scc:m r1 > 
indicate not advocacy of an independent black State , but an identiticari1 i11 
with black culture and tradition) is a healthy form of resistance . Wl11tl' 
racism , conversely, is an ideology and set of practices desig ncd r11 
preserve and justify domination. Integration and cultural homogeni zar 11J11 
represent a disg uised demand that oppressed groups conform ro r ht" 
dominant culture. 

But alongside this issue of oppression and revolt th ere is a nor her 
set of issues . It m ay be natural and good for particular gro ups ro (mm 
their own identity and a common ser of approaches ro the varilll1' 
possible ways to live . But we know from exp erience that these group' 
- whether e thnic , nati onal , religious , or other-all too ofren dcH·l•>i ' 
antagonistic relations to each other and engage in con fl icr Dr nrn 
warfare. Each group rends to define all others as a potential rlirL-. 1t r11 
its ex istence or well-being. This leads to situations of rhrt·at .111<1 
counter-threat , throug h which groups really do become a dan,i.:n r11 
each other and cooperation for common purposes bc:comcs snncl 1 
hampered. 
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To distinguish the positive from the negative aspecrs of community 
idenrity, the amhors propose the concept of 'socialist inrercommunalism. ' 
They argue that in the 'community sphere,' all g roups should be 
guaranteed the resources and the freedom from inrerference to develop 
their own ways of life . These groups have the rig ht to define their 
own membership; individuals would be free to leave them, resulting 
in such groups eventually becoming voluntary rather than biological 
in character. While they could be criticized from without for failing 
to conform to socialist norms, they would be free co do as they choose 
within the community sphere . But society would aim to transform 
the general attitude among such groups from one of hostility and 
mutual threat to one in which 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 capitalism is its relentless destruction of 
human cultures. At the same time , the phenomena of ethnocentrism 
and xenophobia are the most destructive 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' do not generally define themselves as 
a limited sphere, unconcerned with what goes on in the political , 
economic! or kinship realm. Throughout the world , ethnic groups 
struggle for control of the State; nations ~attle for trade; churches 
attempt to regulate the relations of men and women. To propose that 
socialist norms rule in the non-community spheres is to demand a 
complete redefinition of the nature of those communities, because in 
reality most of those groups now have their own norms which conflict 
with the authors' proposed socialist ones. 

Further, many groups consider their own superiority or antagonism 
to other groups to be of the essence rather than incidental to their 
identity. For many religions, 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 perspective and 
formulation of a goal on these questions that I know . But I think we 
need to recognize that it will require fundamental change in many 
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'communities .' We should encourage ecumenical movement ~ c 11.11 I 1 11 

serve g roup identity while recognizing the leg itimacy uf 1Hhcr ( 111 11 
muniries . Bur we have to acknowledge that there are othe r rH>flll ' 11 1 
many communities which are simply incompatible with soc ialist rwrrn' 

The authors do not try to rake this analysis beyond rhc le ve l 1>! clic 
nation. Indeed, they seem ro assume rhe national Stare as t hL· h1 .i..: '1 e:-. 1 
unit of rhe socialist society . But the level of nations see m s w he r hl' 
one ar which an alternative vision - along the lines of rhe i r u lll l'J' C 

of socialist intercommunalism - is most desperately n eeded . 1\t rn 
all , what berrer reason for making a fundamental change in rhc l>r ­
ganization of socie ty could there be than that the present Stare sy tl'lll 
threatens to annihilate the species? And conversely , what is rh c prnnr 
of making a revolution in one country if it just means that we ' ll he 
incinerated under socialism instead of under capitalism? Thi s is nor 
meant as a criticism of the books at hand (it would apply as well t1 > 
much of my own pas t work), but as a plea that the abolition of nae ional 
sovereignty (presumably in a global socialist commonwealth w lrn Ii 
preserves the widest possible variety of cultures and communiti es) he 
considered not incidental to but of the essence of any socialist vi ion . 
At a time when even the D aniel Bells are announcing the obsol es enn · 
of national forms of social and political organization, can we afford to 

rake them for granted? 
In the concluding, strategic section of the second volume , thl' 

authors offer an interesting scenario. In the face of Reagan-style lon ­
servatism, they envision rhe development through the 1980 's of .1 
populistic , anti -capitalist but not socialist movement , raking an in ­
creasingly important role within the Democratic Parry, based on .1 
broad coalition of labour, minority , feminist , citizens ' act io n , ,111d 

other social movements . They expect the prog ramme of such a movcrnrnr . 
however , robe limited ro what can be achieved within the framl'\rnrk 
of a capitalist, racist , sexist, non-participarory democracy. They pn >p<>:-1" 
therefore , that those com mi rred ro socialist goals coope rate w i r Ii -;u, h 

a movement , but maintain distinct organizational forms and rln·1r 
own, more radical programmes. Such a socialist movem ent wllul d he 

based on the principle of cooperation with autonom y for rhc \".1rn111 ' 

g roups (women, minorities , gays, etc.) within it. Ir w ou ld prrn 111 1 
an alternative for those who discovered the limitations of rcfll rm Ill• 1\ , .. 

m ents , so that they would not simply drop ou r in fru s rra r i11n 
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This approach has much robe said for it. Certainly the need for an 
inJependent, radical voice analyzing the problems of the society and 
arriculating alternatives is great. The relation of such a movement to 
the (hopefully) emerging reform wing of the Democratic Party is more 
problematical, however. The difficulty lies in the fact that, in the past 
at least, this social secror has defined its job as keeping the people oitt of 
the streets, managing social conflict and performing the role of mediator 
at best, cop at worst, toward mass social movements . This history 
stretches at least from the pressure on the CIO to halt the sitdowns 
during the New Deal to the liberal Democratic and trade union pressure 
against SNCC sit-ins and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party 
challenge at the Democratic Convention in 1964 to the tremendous 
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 cannot be the cooperation of the docile citizen and 
the cop. 

I think it is hard for all of us reall y to grasp what cataclysmic rimes 
we are living in . Actually , we are witnessing the collapse of a whole 
world order, of 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 from 
Reaganomics to the war between Britain and Argentina, 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 creating 
such a society is possible and worthwhile, is invaluable . Socialism in 
Theory and Practice makes a g reat contribution to the development of 
such a vision. 
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