
7—Toward a Society 
of Associated Conductors

In the society of associated conductors, producers cooperate in the 
process of producing for their needs and simultaneously produce them­
selves as socialist human beings. It is a society in which people are able to 
develop their full potential, that “rich individuality which is as all-sided 
in its production as in its consumption.” In the society of associated con­
ductors, producers are no longer means to someone else’s end; rather 
there is what Marx called “the inverse situation, in which objective 
wealth is there to satisfy the worker’s own need for development.” 1 

Human development is at the core of this society—not through the 
delivery of gifts from above but through the activity of free and associated 
producers. As noted in the Introduction, this is a society characterized 
by democracy as protagonism: “Democracy in this sense—protagonistic 
democracy in the workplace, protagonism in neighborhoods, commu­
nities, communes—is the democracy of people who are transforming 
themselves into revolutionary subjects.”

Real Socialism, a society divided into conductors and the conducted, 
was clearly not a society of associated conductors. That was its funda­
mental contradiction.
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T h e  F u n d a m e n t a l  C o n t r a d i c t i o n  o f  R e a l  S o c i a l i s m

The fundamental contradiction of Real Socialism is inherent in vanguard 
relations of production. Although the immediate source of crisis was the 
struggle between the logic of the vanguard and the logic of capital, the 
underlying basis was the nature of a society divided into conductor and 
the conducted, that is, between vanguard and the working class.

Characteristic of vanguard relations is that the domination over 
workers prevents the development of their capacities, ensures their 
alienation from the production process, and holds back the develop­
ment of productivity, that is to say, the development of the productive 
forces of workers. However, this is only one side of those relations. 
The other side is the drive of the vanguard to push for growth, for the 
expanded reproduction of means of production, with the explicit pur­
pose of building socialism.

Given the nature of the workers produced under vanguard relations, 
however, the vanguard must rely upon managers to act on its behalf to 
ensure the achievement of its goals. Yet the managers, who have a par­
ticular relation to the means of production (that is, possess those means 
of production), increasingly become conscious of their own particular 
interests; they act according to a logic of their own that is not identi­
cal to the logic of the vanguard. The managers indeed emerge as a class 
in itself; and their efforts to pursue their own interests interact with the 
attempts of the vanguard to enforce its property rights.

Thus the struggle between vanguard and managers displaces the 
relation between vanguard and workers as the contradiction producing 
the particular movement of Real Socialism. That contested reproduction 
generates a crisis that historically has led to the logic of the vanguard 
being increasingly subordinated by the logic of capital. This crisis cannot 
be resolved by “reforms.” For one, no reform as such resolves the funda­
mental contradiction of Real Socialism—the domination of workers by 
the vanguard. For another, every new step in this process of subordina­
tion by emerging capital, every despotic inroad on the property rights of 
the vanguard, reveals yet another inadequacy in a system that still con­
tains the logic of the vanguard. Accordingly, capital is compelled to make

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=5261&m=db


t o w a r d  a  s o c i e t y  o f  a s s o c i a t e d  c o n d u c t o r s 155

further inroads upon vanguard relations in order to produce all its own 
conditions of existence. And, it does—with the aid of the vanguard state.

Is there no alternative exit from Real Socialism—one that goes beyond 
vanguard relations in the direction of socialism?

T h e  G e r m s  o f  S o c i a l i s m

Socialism does not drop from the sky “nor from the womb of the self-pos­
iting Idea” (which is to say, from the minds of theorists). Rather, it comes 
“from within and in antithesis” to the existing society.2 This means we 
cannot ignore the specifics of those societies. In Build It Now, I argued: 
“Every society has its unique characteristics—its unique histories, tra­
ditions (including religious and indigenous ones), its mythologies, its 
heroes who have struggled for a better world, and the particular capaci­
ties that people have developed in the process of struggle.”3

We need to understand the people within these societies—in par­
ticular, what they identify as fair and just. If we want to look beyond 
Real Socialism, can we ignore the moral economy of the working class 
that has been produced and reproduced within those societies? In E. R 
Thompson’s words, “If a future is to be made, it must be made in some 
part from these. It will not be made out of some Theorist’s head.”4

In itself, the moral economy of the working class does not point 
beyond Real Socialism. Rather, in the absence of changes in the under­
lying structure, the interaction between the moral economy of the 
working class and the concern of the vanguard about worker responses 
to deviations from existing norms tends to generate feedback mechan­
isms that restore an apparent equilibrium. But were there any latent 
elements present in the ideas of the working class from which a socialist 
future could be made?

In their orientation toward egalitarianism, we can see glimpses of 
one such characteristic—the focus upon the common ownership of the 
means of production. To the extent that workers in Real Socialism accept 
that they are common owners, they may feel they are entitled to share 
equally as owners (thereby implicitly asserting that the distribution of the
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fruits of production should correspond to the distribution of the owner­
ship of the means of production). As the repeated exhortations of the 
vanguard against egalitarianism demonstrate, this sense of entitlement 
had lasting power in the minds of workers.

The social contract fostered and reinforced this aspect of the moral 
economy of the working class. However, that moral economy broke deci­
sively with the perspective of the vanguard with respect to the popular 
consensus about theft by individuals. State property “was collective, i.e. 
partly their property after all!”5 This was not the only way, however, in 
which the ideas of the working class departed from the ideas embodied 
in vanguard relations.

Workers also learned from their own experience within the sphere of 
production. The shortage economy, with the uncertainty produced by 
“the fluctuating quantity and quality of inputs on the one side, and the 
pressure from plan targets on the other,” stimulated what Burawoy called 
“the workers’ spontaneous collaboration.” He argued that it was their 
collective improvisation and “spontaneous cooperation that made pro­
duction possible in the socialist factory.” The effect was to build solidarity 
within the workplace: “A shortage economy required a spontaneous and 
flexible specialisation on the shop floor that gave rise to solidarities that 
could fuel a working-class movement against state socialism.”6

From the workplace thus came a particular common sense: the moral 
economy of workers contained a sense of their own collective power as 
workers and latent support for workers’ control. However, unlike the 
“conception of distributive and social justice that gave central place to 
material welfare and egalitarianism,” which, according to Cook, party 
and people shared, this was certainly not something “the Soviet state 
delivered.”7 On the contrary, inherent in vanguard relations was oppos­
ition to worker power and decisions from below.

O f course, no organized campaign for worker power was possible in 
normal circumstances under the conditions imposed by the vanguard. 
Workers, though, did not wait for a violation of existing norms to engage 
in “resistance ranging from shirking, grumbling, foot dragging, false 
compliance, dissimulation, and other ‘weapons of the weak.’” 8 There 
was a broad consensus among workers and support for resistance to
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domination and exploitation from above. Class struggle, as represented 
by individual acts and the support they received, was an essential part of 
a process of deepening the consensus among workers.

But what allows us to propose that the set of ideas of workers in Real 
Socialism included an orientation toward workers’ power? Very simply, 
just as Thompson identified in the spontaneous food riots of the eigh­
teenth century an underlying moral economy of the crowd, so does the 
spontaneous emergence of workers’ councils at points of weakness in 
the system allow us to infer the existence of an underlying consensus 
among workers. What is the probability of observing developments such 
as those in Hungary in 1956 and Poland in 1980 in the absence of the 
presence of these elements in the moral economy of the working class in 
Real Socialism?9

There is an additional reason for assigning a high probability to the 
orientation toward worker decision making—the actions of the vanguard 
itself when it sought to shore up support for its role. In Yugoslavia in 
1950 and Czechoslovakia in 1968, the vanguard demonstrated its own 
belief about what would move workers by introducing self-management 
of individual workplaces, and their understanding of the perspective of 
workers in Real Socialism was validated by the enthusiastic embrace of 
this option by workers.10 Perestroika initially included gestures in this 
direction as well, but these were quickly undermined by the power of the 
managers and the retreat of the vanguard.11

Two elements are latent in the moral economy of the working class— 
social ownership of the means of production and social production 
organized by workers, that is, two sides of the socialist triangle described 
in this book’s Introduction (and developed in The Socialist Alternative). 
Both imply the concept of “the cooperative society based on the common 
ownership of the means of production.” Yet cooperation within a society 
involves more than cooperation within the sphere of production (even if 
production is understood to include activity outside formal workplaces, 
for example, within communities). It also encompasses cooperation with 
respect to the determination of the purpose of productive activity. Fully 
developed, such a society focuses directly upon social needs, that is, on 
production for communal needs and purposes—the third side of the
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socialist triangle. That side, too, is latent in the moral economy of the 
working class within “Real Socialism.”

For that third side, the key concept is solidarity. In the solidarian soci­
ety, people do not relate as owners, demanding a quid pro quo for parting 
with their property or their labor. Their starting point is not that of self­
oriented owners, but rather the concept of a community: “a communal 
production, communality is presupposed as the basis of production.” 
Our activity as members of the community is the “offspring of associa­
tion.” It is “posited from the outset as social labour,” as labor for all, and 
the product of our activity “is a communal, general product from the 
outset.”12 In the solidarian society, we produce ourselves as conscious 
social beings: there is “communal activity and communal enjoyment— 
i.e., activity and enjoyment manifested and affirmed in actual direct 
association with other men.”13

The germ of such relations is present in the relations among people 
within Real Socialism when they help one another without demanding 
an equivalent in return. For Ledeneva, blat was such a relation—one 
that “engenders regard for and trust in the other over the long term.” In 
contrast to a relation in which alienated, mutually indifferent individuals 
exchange alienated things, she proposed that blat relations were similar 
to gift exchange insofar as the latter “underwrites social relations and is 
concerned with social reproduction.” Blat builds upon social relations 
that already exist, and the reciprocity in those relations is “created and 
preserved by a mutual sense o f‘fairness’ and trust.” In blat relations, peo­
ple are available to each other, understand each other’s values and there 
is “a set of normative obligations to provide assistance to others so they 
can carry out their projects.”14

An “economy of favours” is how Ledeneva described the Soviet 
Union. And the concept of a “gift” that she introduces is significant 
because the solidarian society is precisely a “gift economy”—one in 
which those who give are rewarded not by the anticipation of what they 
may receive at some point in return but rather by the way in which they 
“construct themselves as certain kinds of people, and build and main­
tain certain relationships of debt and care.”15 Characteristic of the gift 
economy is that those who receive in this relation also give—not because

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=5261&m=db


TOWARD A SO CIETY OF ASSOCIATED CO N D U C TO R S 159

reciprocity is externally imposed but because not to give violates one’s 
own sense of virtue and honor. The gift relation thus presumes people 
who have a bond, people who have a past and hope to have a future, and 
its product is the enhancement of solidarity.

Acting within this relation builds trust and solidarity among people, 
and its joint product is people who are different from the products of 
exchange relations. Rather than your needs being the means “for giving 
me power over you” (as in the relation of exchange between “mutually 
indifferent persons”), by producing consciously to satisfy your needs, I 
look upon my activity as having worth. In Marx’s words, “I would have 
directly confirmed and realised my true nature, my human nature, my 
communal nature.”16

In gift relations, givers are rewarded “because thinking about 
another person’s happiness” frees them: “Liberation results from relin­
quishing considerations of personal benefit to affirm a commitment 
to caring for another person.”17 In such a relation, one does what one 
can to the best of one’s ability—as in the case of “mothering.” Activity 
and enjoyment are one; our activity becomes “life’s prime want.” In the 
moral economy of the working class in Real Socialism, we can glimpse 
not only the orientation to social ownership of the means of production 
and social production organized by workers but also communal needs 
and purposes as the goal of productive activity—the third side of the 
socialist triangle.

Latent in the moral economy of the working class of Real Socialism 
is the potential for a different type of society—a cooperative society in 
which people relate consciously as members of a community. It is a soci­
ety in which cooperation itself is a process of gift-giving, where we can 
develop all our powers without restraint. Rather than a society divided 
into conductors and conducted, this is a society of “free individuality 
based on the universal development of individuals and on the subordina­
tion of their communal, social productivity as their social wealth.”18

In the society of associated conductors, “productive forces have also 
increased with the all-round development of the individual, and all the 
springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly.”19 Whereas the 
productive forces developed within capitalism and vanguard relations
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“distort the worker into a fragment of a man” and “alienate from him the 
intellectual potentialities of the labour process,” in contrast the particular 
productive forces generated within socialist relations foster the all-round 
development of the producers.

No one could ever confuse this impulse with the logic of the vanguard; 
nor, obviously, is it the logic of capital. This is the logic of the work­
ing class, the logic of associated producers. It is a logic that places full 
human development at its core and insists that people develop through 
their activity—one which grasps the “key link . . .  the coincidence of the 
changing of circumstances and of human activity or self-change.”

For that society of associated producers to be developed, however, 
the elements of the old society must be subordinated. The necessary 
process is one of “subordinating all elements of society to itself, or 
in creating out of it the organs it still lacks. This is historically how it 
becomes a totality.”20

S u b o r d i n a t i n g  V a n g u a r d  R e l a t i o n s

What is necessary, then, for the development of socialism as an organic 
system? Let us review how capitalism emerged as an organic system. As 
discussed in The Socialist Alternative, the historical sequence involved in 
the “becoming” of capitalism proceeded from (a) the emergence of a par­
ticular subordinated social relation (that is, merchant and moneylending 
capital) that developed within precapitalist productive relations.21 At a 
certain point, there was (b) a rupture in property rights with the result 
that those who were oriented to the expansion of capital became owners 
of the means of production (for example, land) and were in the position 
to determine the character of production and to introduce capitalist rela­
tions of production.

Yet, though the rupture of property rights was a necessary histori­
cal precondition, it was not a sufficient condition for capitalist relations 
of production: those peasants separated from the means of production 
could either rent land or sell their labor-power. In short, there was a 
further condition: it was necessary for capital to “seize possession of
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production” to establish the capital relation; only then, when workers 
were now compelled to sell their labor-power to survive, could we speak 
of (c) the emergence of a new relation of production.

The reproduction of this relation remained tenuous, however, so 
long as the “subordination of labour to capital was only formal”—that 
is, while capital was still dependent upon premises (in particular, the 
mode of production) inherited from the previous society. Accordingly, 
(d) development of a specific mode of production was the means by which 
capitalism produced its own premises spontaneously—that is, became 
a self-reproducing system that rests upon its own foundations. Yet until 
that time when capital was successful in developing a specifically capi­
talist mode of production, it required a specifically capitalist mode of 
regulation (the coercive power of the capitalist state) to ensure the repro­
duction of capitalist relations.22

In this context, let us speculate about a process of transcending Real 
Socialism. We have already suggested the route by which capitalist 
relations emerge and subordinate Real Socialism: the managers are suc­
cessful in ending the power of the state to direct them and they thereby 
gain property rights over the means of production (the rupture), seize 
possession of production, and use the state to ensure the destruction of 
the power of both vanguard and workers. Our concern here, though, is 
with the possibility of an alternative socialist path from Real Socialism.

The social relation among workers within Real Socialism includes 
solidarity within individual workplaces and communities, a shared view 
of themselves as collective owners of the means of production and the 
general understanding that domination by the vanguard prevents all 
workers from acting collectively on their own behalf. It is the last of these 
that in a moment of crisis can lead workers to challenge the existing rule 
by the vanguard.

Given state ownership of the means of production, no juridical 
rupture in property rights would be necessary for workers. However, 
as we have seen, the real owner of the means of production in general 
and within individual units of production (to the extent that it controls 
the managers) is the vanguard. Accordingly, a rupture is required both 
in general and in particular to make the means of production the real
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property of the working class. “The replacement of possession by the 
state administration with ownership-exercise by society as a whole” (in 
Hegedus’s words) as well as replacement of managerial power with the 
power of workers is the rupture that is necessary for the development of 
democratic control by the working class in both the state and individual 
units of production.

But what is democratic control? Within both workplace and society, 
the ability of workers to choose those who manage ruptures owner­
ship by the vanguard party. Election of managers by workers in each 
workplace and election of the governing bodies of society would affect 
property rights over the means of production. But this would not be suf­
ficient to change the relations of production. Even if those at the top are 
now responsible to those below, the real relations of conductor and con­
ducted are unchanged. The result is that hierarchical relations can easily 
restore a class division within society: the managers can dominate the 
workers, and the state can stand over and above society—even though 
the faces of those who dominate may change.

New relations of production require the workers to seize possession of 
production. Where workers’ councils emerge to direct activity, dispose 
of the means of production, and determine the use of surplus products 
(and, in the process, end the division between thinking and doing), a 
new relation of production would be established—one where workers 
are able to develop their capacities. Yet those new relations must not 
only be produced—they must be reproduced. And that is not at all an 
automatic process.

In the absence of a specifically socialist mode of production that 
“develops a working class which by education, tradition, and habit looks 
upon the requirements of that mode of production as self-evident natural 
laws,” there is always the potential for the non-reproduction of socialist 
relations.23 Until socialism develops as an organic system, its elements 
exist alongside elements of different systems. Under the concrete cir­
cumstances of “Real Socialism,” a mode of regulation must be developed 
that subordinates the logic of both vanguard and capital. However, it also 
must subordinate the spontaneous tendencies characteristic of workers 
produced within “Real Socialism.”
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T h e  B i r t h m a r k s  o f  t h e  O l d  S o c i e t y

The society of associated producers necessarily emerges “in every 
respect, economically, morally and intellectually, still stamped with the 
birth marks of the old society.” It cannot produce its own premises at the 
outset any more than capitalism could. It inevitably will be dependent 
upon elements that must be subordinated.

But what are those elements? To speak about birthmarks that affect 
the new society “economically, morally and intellectually” is to begin by 
talking about people formed with particular ideas within the old society. 
Accordingly, we need to ask again, who are the people produced within 
Real Socialism?

Not all characteristics of workers produced and reproduced within 
Real Socialism point in the direction of the society of associated produc­
ers. One that does not is their orientation toward self-interest. Consider 
the behavior of workers in the workplace under vanguard relations. 
In the sphere of production, we see people who are self-oriented and 
focused upon increasing income and reducing the length and intensity 
of the workday. They are alienated from their activity and from the prod­
ucts of their labor. Workers, after all, are active participants in the process 
of “storming,” and they do so without regard to those inferior products 
created in the process. If they were not focused upon their bonuses but 
upon use-values, how could such waste continue to be produced? These 
are not people who think about the interests of society.

Further, their treatment of state-owned means of production reveals 
a tendency toward spontaneous privatization. For some, theft of materi­
als is for the purpose of direct exchange with others who have money or 
other materials; for others, the theft is for the purpose of using the means 
of production as inputs for producing goods and services as part of the 
“second economy.” Indeed, the very existence of that second economy 
(or “shadow economy”) is significant. Although it did not only involve 
stolen state property, the size of that sector in the USSR at the end of the 
1980s indicates the extent to which the state economy was not the only 
productive relation within which people functioned: more than a fifth 
of the working population (some 30 million people) was engaged in the
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shadow economy, and “in some branches of the service sector (house­
building and repairs, car repairs), it was responsible for between 30 and 
50 per cent of all the work undertaken.”24

It is likely an exaggeration to propose that such second-economy 
activities were so fundamental to the day-to-day working of Soviet society 
that “the system could not have functioned” without them.25 However, 
those activities clearly were intertwined with the social contract: “The 
low intensity and low productivity of the working day, which were at the 
heart of the ‘social contract’ between workers and the state, facilitated 
‘work on the side’ (cultivation of private plots, etc).”26 Naturally, those 
who expend time and energy in shadow-economy activity rationally want 
to minimize the intensity of their work in their formal state employment.

In defending a workday of low intensity as well as the actions of indi­
viduals, there is solidarity among these workers, but it is the solidarity 
of alienated workers; and it is solidarity within boundaries—those of the 
working group. Although there may be solidarity with other workers 
over common grievances (like price increases), the solidarity produced 
within the workplace is not an abstract solidarity focused upon society as 
a whole but is oriented to the specific group. Insofar as the goal of work­
ers within this group is to maximize their income, they work together to 
ensure success in following the dictates of the plan and thereby secur­
ing the associated bonus rewards. It is not a great leap, then, to suggest 
that, if freed from the domination of instructions from above, they would 
be spontaneously inclined to work together to follow the dictates of the 
market as an alternative means of maximizing income.

Thus, rejecting their powerlessness in the workplace, the aspirations 
of workers in Real Socialism may lead them in the direction of a market 
self-management model characteristic of the former Yugoslavia. To real­
ize such a latent goal, of course, would require workers to encroach upon 
the property rights of both the vanguard and the managers. By removing 
controls both over the enterprises (by the vanguard) and also within the 
enterprises (by managers), workers could transform the means of pro­
duction they possess by virtue of their job rights into their own group 
property. They then would be in the position to manage the enterprises 
(which, as in Yugoslavia, could remain juridical state property) and to
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produce for the market with the goal of maximizing income per member 
of the enterprise.

We need to recognize, however, that there can be a significant dif­
ference between the form and essence of worker-management. Within 
Real Socialism, these workers are the product of a clear division between 
thinking and doing. In the absence of having developed the knowledge 
to self-manage, the desire to maximize income generates a spontan­
eous tendency to follow those who do have this knowledge—managers 
and experts. The wisdom of “we do our job well and we expect man­
agers to do their job well” that emerged with market self-management 
in Yugoslavia can logically follow. Worker-management can become the 
rubber-stamping of proposals by experts rather than the development of 
the capacities of workers. In this case, the form of worker-management 
can be present but not its essence.

There is the possibility that workers can progressively develop the 
technical capacity to self-manage. But as long as the overriding goal is 
that of maximizing income per worker, developing their individual and 
collective capacities may be suspended in order to succeed in the market. 
This is only one element of a socialist society that is suspended when 
collective (but circumscribed) self-interest dominates. By putting work­
ers into competition with one another, market self-management tends to 
produce a society marked by inequality and the absence of solidarity.27 
As such, it threatens other relations among workers in Real Socialism— 
their relations outside the workplace, outside of vanguard relations.

What the market yields, after all, differs for all working groups. As 
commodity-sellers within a market, the fortunes of each working group 
depend not only upon their own efforts but also upon luck and access to 
particular means of production. In the absence of a focus upon solidarity 
with other workers or society as a whole, the probability of significant 
inequality (as occurred in market self-management in Yugoslavia) is high. 
This is a disease that kills solidarity within society.28

But can lack of solidarity between workplaces within the society 
be counteracted by solidarity within the community? In other words, 
when we look at the concept of the gift economy as manifested in the 
relations among people within Real Socialism, can we see the potential
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for preventing growing inequality and the lack of development of human 
capacities? Again, we have to note some of the deficiencies inherent in 
the producers produced within Real Socialism. Those social relations 
that latendy contain withm them the concept of the gift economy exist, as 
we have seen, as relations within small networks. Here again, the solidar­
ity is solidarity within boundaries—group solidarity.

Within these gift relations, the recipient of the gift always has a face. 
In other words, there are families, networks, and grouplets where the 
solidarity of the gift economy exists. Outside of these particular hori­
zontal links, however, solidarity is only latent; within them, society in 
the abstract has little relevance. On occasion it is possible to mobilize 
people successfully from above to cooperate in the general interest of 
society in order to meet specific goals (harvests, irrigation works, etc.) or 
to deal with crises (floods and hurricanes, etc.). However, orientation to 
the abstract needs of society does not flow spontaneously from the net­
works of gift relations. It is faceless, with the result that such cooperation 
may appear as an externally imposed social duty rather than as a free 
expression of oneself.

For people formed within Real Socialism, participation in such 
activity may look like more of the same—alienated activity that requires 
attendance but does not stimulate activity in accordance with one’s 
ability. The result of externally directed cooperation, indeed, may be 
“resistance ranging from shirking, grumbling, foot dragging, false com­
pliance, dissimulation, and other ‘weapons of the weak.’ ” The solidarian 
society that is the premise for productive activity for communal needs 
and purposes does not develop spontaneously.

If social production organized by workers and production for social 
needs are both infected as the new society emerges from the old, so also 
is the third side of the socialist triangle—social ownership of the means 
of production. What we see is the spontaneous tendency toward group 
property rather than social property. Insofar as the workers formed 
within Real Socialism possess their particular units of production and 
are oriented toward maximizing their income, their possession is turned 
into their property. As I wrote in The Socialist Alternative, “When dif­
ferential possession or differential development of capacities (neither of
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which imply antagonism in themselves) are combined with self-interest 
and self-orientation to produce the belief in and desire for privileged 
entidement, the tendency is toward the disintegration of the common 
ownership of the means of production.”29

In short, though we can identify germs of a society of associated pro­
ducers within Real Socialism, it is essential to recognize that these will 
appear initially in a flawed form. That is to be expected.30 Further, those 
elements do not develop on their own in a vacuum. Rather, they exist 
alongside and interact with remnants of the logic of the vanguard and 
that of capital in a process of contested reproduction. This is the terrain 
for struggle. But how to struggle?

Q u e s t i o n s  R a t h e r  t h a n  A n s w e r s

Nothing is easier than to pull solutions out of one’s back pocket. One 
need not explore particular, concrete circumstances if you already have 
the answers to all matters of interest. Whether it is the market and pri­
vate property at one extreme or proletarian revolution and the correct 
application of Marxism-Leninism at the other—the mantra never ceases 
to comfort the intrepid. But it can be of little solace to those outside the 
particular fold.

When the disciple takes as his raw material “no longer reality” but 
inherited theory, “the often paradoxical relationship of this theory to 
reality” leads the disciple to '''explain away reality.” In this way, Marx 
commented in relation to Ricardo’s disciples, “He demonstrates the 
beginning disintegration of the theory which he dogmatically espouses.”31

We have attempted in this book to proceed from consideration of 
concrete phenomena and to develop theoretical insights that allow us 
to understand those phenomena.32 But it does not mean we now have all 
the answers, that we can now declare, “Here is truth, kneel down before 
it!”33 On the contrary, what our examination of Real Socialism gener­
ates are questions rather than answers—questions, in particular, as to the 
possibilities for building a society of associated producers from the old 
society of Real Socialism.
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There are many reasons why we end up with questions. For one, all 
experiences of Real Socialism are not identical. Insofar as a new society 
necessarily emerges in a process of struggle of contested reproduction, 
the material conditions, the correlation of forces, and the particular 
capacities that people have developed may differ in each concrete case; 
as a result, when the matter (as all history) revolves around struggle, the 
answers may not be identical.

Thus, in contrast to my book The Socialist Alternative: Real Human 
Development, which explicitly set out a general path to socialism with 
concrete measures, specific organs of a new society, characteristics of a 
socialist mode of regulation, and a transitional program, our ambitions 
here are more modest. We ask, simply, what was and is possible within 
Real Socialism other than a march to capitalism? And we do so not with 
solutions that fall from the sky (or from our back pockets) or that come 
from “the womb of the self-positing Idea” but with questions inherent 
in the specifics of these particular societies we have been considering.34

Two questions in particular present themselves. Firstly, can work­
ers in Real Socialism succeed in rupturing existing property rights, and 
can they proceed to “seize possession of production”—that is, can they 
establish new socialist relations of production? Secondly, can they suc­
ceed in ensuring the reproduction of those productive relations—that is, 
in the absence of a specifically socialist mode of production, can they 
develop a socialist mode of regulation that supports the reproduction of 
the new system before it becomes an organic system?

Let us begin by considering some issues with respect to the first of 
these questions. The rupture of existing property rights in this case, as 
noted above, involves a democratic revolution in both workplaces and 
state. Is this likely in the absence of a significant crisis—given the moral 
economy of the working class in Real Socialism? Is it likely—given that 
a characteristic of these workers is acceptance of the existing social con­
tract (and the exploitation it supports)? Though occasional eruptions 
do occur when there is a violation of the social norms embodied in that 
contract, as long as the vanguard can restore the old equilibrium, the 
working class produced within Real Socialism tends not to challenge 
that pattern of decision making.
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But what happens when there is a sustained crisis, when those who 
rule can no longer rule in the accustomed way by observing the social 
contract? As matters deteriorate, will workers accept the argument of the 
vanguard that the crisis has been due to errors such as violations of “the 
socialist principle” in the social contract and that the solution to the cri­
sis is to unleash the development of the productive forces? Further, in 
the absence of an articulated logic of the working class, can the growing 
hegemony of the logic of capital (and the particular rupture of property 
rights this implies) be avoided?

Let’s assume that the particular conditions within a country do per­
mit a democratic change that transfers the power to make decisions to 
the working class. This development can occur much more easily within 
individual units of production than in society as a whole and may be 
fostered there by the vanguard itself (as a way to maintain vanguard 
relations in society at large). Whether this shift occurs at the level of indi­
vidual units (through, for example, creation of workers’ councils with 
juridical power) or at the level of the economy as a whole, this change 
in itself would not be sufficient to create new socialist relations of pro­
duction. Unless the working class seizes possession of production and 
breaks down the division of thinking and doing through a process of 
protagonism at every level, doesn’t someone else rule?

In individual units of production, it is possible for workers immedi­
ately to begin to exercise real ownership through workers’ councils. And 
that is important in terms of the development of their capacities. At the 
level of society as a whole, however, for workers’ goals and decisions to 
guide activity requires the development of an entire complex of organs— 
individual workers’ councils, coordinating bodies of workers’ councils, 
and organs that transmit the identification of needs (communal councils, 
communes, etc). Can these be established by fiat or does this involve a 
protracted process of learning and development? And if the latter, is it 
possible to avoid unevenness?

What happens if workers in self-managed enterprises focus upon 
their own collective self-interest by attempting to maximize income 
per worker? If they do so by relying upon managers and experts for 
all key decisions, doesn’t this ensure that their own capacities remain
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underdeveloped and that the logic of capital is strengthened? Further, 
isn’t the spontaneous tendency one of growing inequality—unequal 
access within society to particular means of production and unequal 
incomes, that is, unequal group property rather than social property?

In this situation, who speaks for the working class as a whole? Who 
has the responsibility for dealing with inequality and the existence of 
unemployment? At what point would less-privileged workers and those 
who find abhorrent the destruction of the equality and solidarity that 
does exist (that is, those aspects of the moral economy supported by 
the social contract) increasingly wish for a restoration of vanguard rela­
tions—a return to what Thompson called “a particular set of relations, 
a particular equilibrium between paternalist authority and the crowd”?

In the absence of the articulation and enforcement of the logic of the 
working class—a logic that stresses the necessity for building solidarity 
immediately—is there an institution to which people produced within 
the old society can turn that is not a state over and above society as a 
whole? In the absence of the development of the organs of a state from 
below, how is it possible to avoid the emergence of a new conductor?

How stable, in short, are socialist relations of production as they emerge 
“in every respect, economically, morally and intellectually, still stamped 
with the birthmarks of the old society”? Under conditions of contested 
reproduction, where the logic of the vanguard and the logic of capital con­
tinue to infect the new society, what is the mode of regulation that could 
permit the reproduction of new socialist relations of production?

And then, there is always the question of the actors. Given the nature 
of people produced within Real Socialism, who are the subjects who 
can bring about both the creation of socialist relations and their repro­
duction? What forms of organization and coordination can succeed in 
subordinating not only the logic of the vanguard and the logic of capital 
but also the spontaneous tendencies and defects produced by the old 
society? And in this process, can members of the vanguard play a role— 
given the nature of their formation?

These are questions that need to be asked—not only to understand 
better the tragedies of the past but also to avoid the repetition of his­
tory. There are no easy answers. However, one thing is certain—in the
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ideological struggle, whatever our circumstances, we need to try to artic­
ulate what is implicit in current concepts and struggles and to develop 
a conscious vision of a new society. At the core of such a vision, I have 
argued, is the concept of the “key link” of human development and prac­
tice. To this end, I proposed in The Socialist Alternative a simple set of 
propositions, a “Charter for Human Development” that can be recog­
nized as self-evident requirements for human development:

1. Everyone has the right to share in the social heritage of human 
beings—an equal right to the use and benefits of the products of the 
social brain and the social hand—in order to be able to develop his 
or her full potential.

2. Everyone has the right to be able to develop their full potential and 
capacities through democracy, participation, and protagonism in 
the workplace and society—a process in which these subjects of 
activity have the precondition of the health and education that per­
mit them to make full use of this opportunity.

3. Everyone has the right to live in a society in which human beings 
and nature can be nurtured—a society in which we can develop 
our full potential in communities based upon cooperation and 
solidarity.35

Another thing is certain: it is not possible to build a society of associ­
ated conductors in the absence of a theory that articulates the logic of the 
working class.
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8—Good-bye to Vanguard Marxism

After having considered the nature of vanguard relations of production, 
the contradictions within Real Socialism, the tendency for the emer­
gence of capitalist relations and for an attack on the working class in Real 
Socialism, any further discussion may seem anti-climactic. However, it is 
important not to conclude without considering the theory that has accom­
panied and provided support for those developments. The problem of 
Real Socialism as such is not the result of the particular circumstances 
(for example, economic backwardness) under which a correct theory 
was applied. On the contrary, Vanguard Marxism is deformed Marxism, 
and if it is not challenged, the results of its application will be essentially 
the same under any conditions.1

V a n g u a r d  M a r x i s m  a s  O n e - S i d e d

“One-sided Marxism,” I argued in Beyond CAPITAL, is seriously flawed 
because of its failure to focus upon the side of the worker.2 Marx’s 
Capital had an essential purpose—to arm workers by revealing the 
underlying nature of capital. The failure to understand, however, that 
Capital had a limited object, that it was a study not of capitalism as
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a whole but only of the side of capital, contributed to a distordon of 
Marx’s thought and contribution.

Economic determinism and the functionalism that insists that 
whatever happens is the result of capital’s needs was one aspect of this 
distortion. For one-sided Marxism, I argued, “if the workday declines, it 
is because capital needs workers to rest. If the real wage rises, it is because 
capital needs to resolve the problem of realization. If a public health care 
system is introduced, it is because capital needs healthy workers and 
needs to reduce its own costs.” And on and on ad nauseam. The point 
was simple: when the needs and struggles of workers are ignored, “it can­
not be considered surprising that a one-sided Marxism will find in the 
results of all real struggles a correspondence to capital’s needs.”3

This, however, was only one characteristic of one-sided Marxism. 
When you do not focus upon the side of workers, you don’t even grasp 
the side of capital correctly. You don’t recognize, for example, that inso­
far as workers are subjects, capital must find ways to divide and separate 
them in order to achieve its own goals. Thus, within capitalism as a 
whole, the impulse to defeat workers is present in everything that capi­
tal does. In short, when capital reorganizes the workplace or introduces 
new productive forces, its purpose is not efficiency as such but embodies 
the need to defeat workers in order to increase profits.

If we forget that new productive forces emerge within particular rela­
tions of production and are marked by class struggle characteristic of 
those relations, “the clear tendency is to think in terms of the autono­
mous development of productive forces and the neutrality of technology. 
Both conceptions are characteristic of economism.”4 In part, the prob­
lem emanated in Marx’s inability to go beyond Capital to complete his 
own work; though far more serious was the failure of Marx’s disciples to 
understand that capitalism is a totality marked by two-sided class strug­
gle. This makes “the acceptance of economism as well as of deterministic 
and automatic objective laws easy.”5

We need to go beyond Capital if we are to understand the side of 
workers. Limited to the themes of Capital, we do not grasp the impor­
tance of struggle as a process of producing and transforming people. 
And not only class struggle as such—every activity produces the people
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engaged in it. This is the core concept of Marx’s focus upon practice— 
“the simultaneous changing of circumstances and human activity or 
self-change”; it is Marx’s essential insight—what we have called “the key 
link” of human development and practice. Failing to stress this, we lose 
sight of Marx’s consistent emphasis upon human development—upon 
the “rich human being,” upon the development of a “rich individuality,” 
upon the “development of all human powers as such the end in itself.”6 

Not to focus upon the forgotten “joint product” of capitalist pro­
duction—the human beings that capitalism produces—is to minimize 
Marx’s insistence upon how production within capitalist relations crip­
ples workers. One-sided Marxism focuses upon exploitation rather than 
deformation, upon how much capital takes from the worker (which is, of 
course, capital’s focus) rather than upon the empty, fragmented human 
beings who look upon capital’s needs as “self-evident natural laws.” 
Extracted surpluses, accumulation of capital, and the development of 
productive forces are its themes rather than the way capitalist relations of 
production thwart “the worker’s own need for development.”7

Since one-sided Marxism considers the worker primarily insofar as 
he or she exists for capital, insofar as he or she is exploited by capital, 
it naturally obscures the relevance of the other sides of that worker as 
a human being within society. Thus it ignores the relations other than 
wage labor in which people produce themselves (thereby stripping them 
of all determinateness other than as workers). Accordingly, it is blind to 
the way in which their struggles in those other relations (versus patriar­
chy, racism, national oppression, etc.) transform those people and how 
they enter into all their relations as these changed human beings.8

In this particular respect, one-sided Marxism is much like the 
political economy of capital that Marx condemned in 1844—politi­
cal economy that looked at the proletarian only as a working animal to 
enrich capital, which did “not consider him, when he is not working, as 
a human being.”9 For Marx, such one-sidedness continued to be a mat­
ter of concern: see, for example, his explicit comment in 1875 about a 
view of producers who are considered “from one definite side only, for 
instance in the present case, are regarded only as workers and nothing 
more is seen in them, everything else being ignored.”10
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“Let us now rise above the level of political economy,” Marx pro­
posed.11 Unfortunately, Vanguard Marxism does not rise above the level 
of the political economy of capital. Although it rejects the perspective 
of capital, it reproduces the one-sidedness of that political economy 
through its complete neglect of the existence of a particular joint prod­
uct—the nature of workers produced under vanguard relations of 
production. Vanguard Marxism does not consider how workers are 
deformed by their lack of power to make decisions and to develop their 
capacities through their activity. How could it be denied that Vanguard 
Marxism is one-sided?

Further, since Vanguard Marxism does not view the worker as a sub­
ject (either within the formal production process or outside), it does not 
explore the behavior of workers subsumed within vanguard relations of 
production. Nor does it consider the other sides of those workers—for 
example, the other relations within which workers exist, such as their com­
munities, their networks of friends and family, and their common position 
as members of a society with common ownership of the means of produc­
tion. In regarding them “only as workers... everything else being ignored,” 
Vanguard Marxism offers a caricature of workers in Real Socialism.

This one-sidedness permeates Vanguard Marxism. It is reflected in, 
among other aspects, the disappearance of relations of production, the 
focus upon the march of neutral productive forces and the passage from a 
stage of socialism to that of communism. But Vanguard Marxism is more 
than one-sided. It is also a rejection of a dialectical perspective.

V a n g u a r d  M a r x i s m  a s  a  R e j e c t i o n  

o f  a  D i a l e c t i c a l  W o r l d v i e w

Characteristic of a dialectical worldview is the focus upon the whole 
and the interaction of parts within the whole. As we have seen in the 
discussion of the “system paradigm” in chapter 1 and the political econ­
omy of the working class in chapter 6, Marx stressed the concept of a 
totality whose elements “all form the members of a totality, distinctions 
within a unity” and where “mutual interaction takes place between the
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different moments.”12 In this focus upon the whole, we are describing 
what Lukacs viewed as the basis of a scientific revolution: “The category 
of totality, the all-pervasive supremacy of the whole over the parts is the 
essence of the method which Marx took over from Hegel and brilliantly 
transformed into the foundations of a wholly new science.”13

Characteristic of such a view is the recognition of what Lenin 
described in his notes on Hegel’s Science of Logic as “the universal, all­
sided, vital connection of everything with everything” :

A river and the drops in this river. T he position o f every d rop, its relation 
to the others; its connection with the others; the direction of its move­
ment; its speed; the line o f the movement—straight, curved, circular, etc. 
upwards, downwards. T he sum of the m ovem ent.. . .  T here you have a 
peu pres [approximately] the picture of the world according to Hegel’s 
Logic—of course minus G od and the A bsolute.14

From this perspective, one cannot look at individual parts as isolated 
(with their own intrinsic properties), independent and indifferent to each 
other; rather, we understand the parts as “members of a totality,” where 
there is “reciprocal action of these various sides on one another.” 15 And, 
in that interaction, those parts interpenetrate; they “re-create each other 
by interacting and are re-created by the wholes of which they are parts.” 16 
Accordingly, a view of change as the result of exogenous stimuli is difficult 
to sustain. As Lenin noted in his reading of Hegel, “The all-sidedness 
and all-embracing character of the interconnection of the world . . .  is only 
one-sidedly, fragmentarily and incompletely expressed by causality.”17 

To understand society as a totality is to understand that its change 
and development is not a simple relationship of cause and effect, of inde­
pendent and dependent variables. A dialectical worldview necessarily 
rejects a perspective that ignores the interaction of parts within the whole 
or that offers a concept of change based upon a single cause. It follows 
that it necessarily rejects Vanguard Marxism.

Consider, for example, how the relations of production disappear 
because of the one-sidedness of Vanguard Marxism. Since the nature 
of the workers produced under vanguard relations is not a subject of
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inquiry, there is no requirement to investigate those relations. Vanguard 
Marxism, though, identifies the relations of production with juridical 
ownership of the means of production; thus it does not need to introduce 
a separate variable for the former. The story Vanguard Marxism tells is 
that building the new society depends upon the development of produc­
tive forces, its only real variable.

Why, according to Vanguard Marxism, do the productive forces 
develop? Very simply, they develop because the vanguard ensures their 
development. Thus, from the single cause of developing productive 
forces, we are led to the ultimate mover—the conductor. Of course, the 
conductor is not all-powerful; he cannot develop the new society fully 
at the outset. He must lead this society from a lower stage, socialism, 
to a higher stage, communism, a movement from the realm of necessity 
to a society marked by abundance. The story Vanguard Marxism tells 
is simple. With the ending of capitalist ownership of the means of pro­
duction, the conductor can deliver the passengers to the promised land 
of abundance (where we can be like “the lilies of the field who toil not, 
neither do they spin”).18

This simple linear account of progress has little in common with a 
dialectical view of society as a totality. As Marx scoffed about Proudhon’s 
theory, “How, indeed, could the single logical formula of movement, of 
sequence, of time, explain the structure of society, in which all relations 
coexist simultaneously and support one another?”19

Without considering the nature of the people produced within van­
guard relations of production, Vanguard Marxism cannot explore how 
the productive forces are marked by the character of vanguard relations, 
including class struggle within those relations. Nor is it able to think 
about the worker as she interacts with other workers in the workplace, in 
her relations with others in society outside the workplace or as a member 
of a society in which common ownership of the means of production is 
presumed. The way in which these elements act upon (and are acted 
upon by) other elements in this structure of society is a closed book for 
Vanguard Marxism.

Nevertheless, the story that Vanguard Marxism tells implicidy 
involves a particular view of the worker. And that is revealed by what
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it calls the “socialist principle.” Before the conductor brings us to the 
end of the line (the realm of freedom), the question arises as to how “the 
quantity of products to be received by each” will be regulated at the 
first station where we stop (that is, the stage of socialism). For Vanguard 
Marxism, the answer is clear: “until the ‘higher’ phase of Communism 
arrives,” there must be “the strictest control by society and by the state of 
the measure of labour and the measure of consumption.”20

Thus a state is necessary, one which, “while safeguarding the pub­
lic ownership of the means of production, would safeguard equality in 
labour and equality in the distribution of products.”21 To ensure this 
equality during this realm of necessity, the governing principle must 
be “the socialist principle,” which links the quantity of products to be 
received by each to the quantity of labor performed by each. “An equal 
amount of products for an equal amount of labour,” distribution in accor­
dance with contribution.

Because Vanguard Marxism makes the implicit assumption that the 
worker in the stage of socialism is alienated from her labor and alienated 
from the products of her labor, it views this principle of distribution as 
necessary. This alienated worker must be regulated since she wants to 
minimize her labor and to maximize her consumption; in particular, the 
“socialist principle” of “to each according to his contribution” must be 
strictly enforced. By ensuring that those workers who contribute more 
will receive more, the vanguard concludes that workers will have an 
incentive to contribute more.

What in this view will happen if the “socialist principle” is ignored? 
Given that alienated workers look upon work as a burden, they will act 
as if they can satisfy their needs without having to work for items of con­
sumption. So if productivity is low or fails to rise, Vanguard Marxism 
has a ready answer—“violations” of the socialist principle. The worker 
cannot be trusted to produce for the needs of society in the absence of a 
directing authority. To “safeguard equality in labour and equality in the 
distribution of products,” state regulation is necessary.22

But, we are told, this situation is not permanent. It would be necessary 
only until there was an “enormous development of productive forces” 
that makes possible the ending of the antithesis between mental and
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physical labor. “The economic basis for the complete withering away of 
the state is such a high stage of Communism that the antithesis between 
mental and manual labour disappears.” In this realm of abundance, soci­
ety can now adopt the rule, “from each according to his ability, to each 
according to his needs,” and the state can wither away.23

The promise is that there will come a time when the labor of people 
“becomes so productive that they will voluntarily work according to 
their ability.” At this point, there would be “no need for society to regu­
late the quantity of products to be received by each; each will take freely 
‘according to his needs.’” 24 But not yet. The worker remains alienated 
from his labor and the products of his labor until such time as abun­
dance permits his activity and enjoyment to be one—that is, for labor to 
be “life’s prime want.”25

There is nothing especially Marxist (or socialist) about this promise. 
Indeed, the idea that individual material self-interest (embodied in the 
“socialist principle”) can and will guide us to the realm of freedom was 
expressed best by Keynes, a non-socialist and critic of Marxism:

I see us free, therefore, to return to some of the most sure and certain 
principles of religion and traditional virtue—that avarice is a vice, that 
the exaction o f usury is a misdemeanor, and the love of money is detest­
able, that those walk most truly in the paths of virtue and sane wisdom 
who take least thought for the morrow. We shall once more value ends 
above means and prefer the good to the useful. We shall honor those 
who can teach us how to pluck the hour and the day virtuously and 
well, the delightful people who are capable of taking direct enjoyment in 
things, the lilies o f the field who toil not, neither do they spin.

But beware! T he time for all this is not yet. For at least another hundred 
years we must p retend to ourselves and to everyone that fair is foul and 
foul is fair; for foul is useful and fair is not. Avarice and usury and p re­
caution must be our gods for a little longer still. For only they can lead us 
out o f the tunnel o f economic necessity into daylight.26

How different is Keynes’s argument about the need to rely upon 
self-interest to lead us to abundance from the argument of Vanguard
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Marxists? As part of their exhortation to put off everything until the 
appropriate productive forces have been developed, Vanguard Marxists 
invoke a statement by Marx in his Critique of the Gotha Program-. “Right 
can never be higher than the economic structure of society and the cul­
tural development conditioned thereby.”27 Their interpretation of this, 
however, is a complete distortion of Marx, not surprising given their 
reduction of the “economic structure of society” to the development of 
productive forces.

Consider again Marx’s stress upon a “structure of society, in which 
all relations coexist simultaneously and support one another.” This was 
a conception of a system in which the elements all interact. But those ele­
ments are not necessarily perfecdy compatible, except in a “completed” 
organic system: “In the completed bourgeois system every economic 
relation presupposes every other in its bourgeois economic form, and 
everything posited is thus also a presupposition; this is the case with 
every organic system.”28

Before the system produces its own premises and presuppositions, it 
must rely upon “historic” premises, those it inherits from the old society. 
The course of development of the new society necessarily involves the 
subordination of those elements it has inherited and the production of its 
own presuppositions—that is, when the latter emerge “not as conditions 
of its arising but as results of its presence.”29 As noted in chapter 1, Marx 
was clear about how a new organic system emerges: “Its development to 
its totality consists precisely in subordinating all elements of society to 
itself, or in creating out of it the organs which it still lacks. This is histori­
cally how it becomes a totality.”30

T his, we see in Capital, is the way capitalism emerged as “fully 
developed.” Inevitably, the system is initially inadequate, but the 
point is to subordinate its inherited defects so that it can stand upon 
its own foundations. This distinction between the “becoming” and 
“being” of an organic system reappears in Marx’s Critique of the 
Gotha Program., where he identified an “inevitable” defect in the new 
society “when it has ju s t emerged after prolonged birth pangs from 
capitalist society.” We begin with a society not “as it has developed 
on its own foundations, but, on the contrary, ju s t as it emerges from
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capitalist society; which is thus in every respect, economically, mor­
ally and intellectually, still stamped with the birthmarks of the old 
society from whose womb it emerges.”31

What exacdy is that inevitable defect? It is that, despite replacing 
capitalist ownership with the common ownership of the means of pro­
duction, within the new society there was the continuation of “bourgeois 
right”; in particular, labor power remains private property:

T he capitalist m ode o f production . . .  rests on the fact that the material 
conditions of production are in the hands of non-workers in the form 
of property in capital and land, while the masses are only owners o f the 
personal condition of production, o f labour power.32

Continuation of this ownership has definite implications. As own­
ers of labor-power, the producers act in their own self interest; like any 
owner, they demand the most for their property. The worker insists that 
he not be cheated, that “the same amount of labour which he has given 
to society in one form he receives back in another.” Underlying this 
exchange of equivalents (“where a given amount of labour in one form is 
exchanged for an equal amount of labour in another form”) is the private 
ownership of “the personal condition of production, of labour power.” 
This is nothing more than the continuation ofbourgeois right.33

This exchange relation, inherited by the new society “just as it 
emerges from capitalist society,” is precisely what must be subordinated. 
The new society can only develop by “subordinating all elements of soci­
ety to itself, or in creating out of it the organs which it still lacks.” For the 
development of “rich human beings,” of that “rich individuality which 
is as all-sided in its production as in its consumption,” the Critique of 
the Gotha Program sees the necessity to end “the antithesis between 
mental and physical labour” and to ensure the “all-round development 
of the individual.” It was inevitable at the outset that owners of labor- 
power would deem themselves entitled to an equivalent for their labor. 
However, Marx rejected this view of producers “only as workers” as one­
sided, and he counterposed to the producer “as a private individual” the 
producer “in his capacity as a member of society.”34
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Unfortunately, Vanguard Marxism drew a different lesson from the 
Critique of the Gotha Program and applied it to a society that Marx 
never anticipated—one in which workers are dominated, deformed, and 
exploited under the direction of a vanguard. For Marx, the new soci­
ety was to be a cooperative society based upon common ownership of 
the means of production, a society for which the cooperative factories 
of the nineteenth century were “the first examples of the emergence of a 
new form.” The great merit of those cooperatives, he argued, had been 
to demonstrate practically that the domination of workers “can be super­
seded by the republican and beneficent system of the association of free 
and equal producers .”35 And, by abolishing the old division of labor that 
separated thinking and doing, those associated producers would create 
the conditions for “all-round development of the individual.”36

But, as we have seen, the lesson that Vanguard Marxism extracted 
was the necessity to enforce the “socialist principle” in the lower stage 
of socialism. Rather than subordinate the inherited “defect,” it insists 
upon strengthening it, that is, building upon the defect to build the new 
society.37 For Vanguard Marxism, that defect would only be removed 
through the development of productive forces. So the real defect was the 
inadequate development of productive forces.

You won’t find in Vanguard Marxism a focus upon the reciprocal 
action of the various sides of a whole or a concept of “ the all-sid- 
edness and all-embracing character of the interconnection of the 
world.” Its linear conception, in which all history is the history of the 
development of productive forces, however, is not merely a rejection 
of a dialectical conception of a structure of society in which all ele­
ments interact; it is also a class perspective.

V a n g u a r d  M a r x i s m  a s  a  C l a s s  P e r s p e c t i v e

What makes a set of ideas a class perspective? Here, we can recall Marx’s 
comments (quoted in chapter 5) about the ideological representatives of 
the petit bourgeoisie: “In their minds they do not get beyond the limits 
which the latter do not get beyond in life, that they are consequently
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driven, theoretically, to the same problems and solutions to which mate­
rial interest and social position drive the latter practically.”38

Consider the following thought experiment. Picture a society in 
which there is no exploitation, one where collective workers receive 
directly or indirectly all the fruits of their labor either immediately or 
ultimately within their lifetimes. If, in such a society, workers are directed 
from above, are prevented from developing their capacities (in particular, 
separated from the development of their intellectual capacities), remain 
alienated, and are focused upon the possession of things, could we con­
sider this the society of the associated producers?

This is not to suggest that there was no exploitation of workers in 
Real Socialism. Rather, the thought experiment is useful because it 
demonstrates clearly that a society divided into conductors and the con­
ducted (even if  there were no exploitation as such) has little to do with 
anything to which Marx looked forward. Only a theoretical perspective 
that ignores the nature of people produced in every human activity, the 
human product that results from the simultaneous changing of circum­
stance and self-change, could fail to stress the deformation of people 
under vanguard relations of production.

That theoretical position is the same as the practical position of the 
vanguard. Just as the vanguard is oriented to maximize investment to 
achieve the highest possible growth of productive forces, just as the van­
guard stresses the necessity of the state to direct from above, to expand 
production without regard for productive relations, and to determine 
the relation between output and consumption, so also does Vanguard 
Marxism provide the theoreticaljustification for the vanguard. Vanguard 
Marxism is the theoretical perspective of a conductor who believes that 
the working class must be led to the Promised Land and “that his busi­
ness is to serve music and to interpret it faithfully.” It is the theoretical 
perspective of those who stand above the working class. But also against 
the working class.

In addition to supporting vanguard relations that exploit and deform 
workers, Vanguard Marxism provides the theoretical justification for 
attacks on the moral economy of the working class in Real Socialism. 
Worker management, egalitarianism, and a focus on producing for the

http://cbs.wondershare.com/go.php?pid=5261&m=db


GOOD-BYE T O  VANGUARD MARXISM 185

needs of others—all these seeds of a socialist society are declared to be 
premature.

In its view that these elements in the moral economy of the working 
class within Real Socialism should be postponed until the higher stage of 
communism, we can see how the one-sidedness that looks at producers 
“from one definite side only . . . only as workers and nothing more . . .” 
supports an attack on the existing working class. Anything contrary to the 
“socialist principle” is judged by Vanguard Marxism to be a violation that 
will be a fetter upon the development of productive forces and thus social­
ism. It is declared to be “alien to the proletariat.”39

Vanguard Marxism and the political economy of the working class 
point in opposite directions. Whereas Vanguard Marxism stresses its 
“socialist principle” of distribution and attributes problems to the viola­
tions of that principle, the political economy of the working class says 
with Marx that it is “a mistake to make a fuss about so-called distribu­
tion and put the principal stress on it.”40 Marx insisted that relations of 
distribution correspond to specific relations of production, and that it is 
the latter upon which we must focus. This, then, is the context in which 
to understand his comment that “right can never be higher than the 
economic structure of society and its cultural development conditioned 
thereby.”41 For the political economy of the working class, the point is 
clear. “The economic structure of society” is its relations of production; 
change those and you change the culture of society. Change the relations 
of production and end alienation, exploitation, and deformation—that is, 
produce workers differently.

The problem is that the idea of changing the relations of production 
makes little sense to those who equate the relations of production with 
juridical ownership of the means of production and for whom the real 
relations of production are invisible. Since Vanguard Marxists view the 
alienation of producers as an inherited, historical presupposition rather 
than as a situation produced and reproduced every day within vanguard 
relations of production, they “do not get beyond the limits” theoretically 
that the vanguard does not get beyond in real life.

If we are serious about building a viable alternative to capitalism, 
we need to recognize the impact of the class perspective of Vanguard
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Marxism. Insofar as it has identified socialism with juridical ownership 
and ignored the exploitation and deformation of workers under vanguard 
relations, it has tended to discredit both socialism and the Marxism in 
whose name all this occurs. Not only does this disarm workers within 
Real Socialism but it also sends a message to workers elsewhere that 
Marxism is consistent with the exploitation and deformation of workers.

B e y o n d  V a n g u a r d  M a r x i s m

Nothing in the above discussion (or anywhere in this book) should be 
interpreted as a critique of the necessity for leadership in the struggle 
against capital or to build a new socialist society. Nor should there be 
any doubt that building a society that allows for full human development 
must begin by ending capitalist ownership of the means of production by 
all means possible. Similarly, I do not question the necessity for a period 
to draw upon the inherited state (with all the dangers this poses) as part 
of a socialist mode of regulation.

This book, however, does not explore such questions. It has a limited 
object; it concentrates upon a particular phenomenon, Real Socialism, 
which consolidated in the period roughly following 1950. We need to 
learn from that experience if we are to build a society that allows for the 
full human development that Marx grasped as the right goal, a society 
of rich human beings. To do that, it is essential that we recognize the 
link between Vanguard Marxism and vanguard relations of produc­
tion. Within Real Socialism, like the state coercion that prevents the 
independent organization of workers, Vanguard Marxism serves as a 
weapon in the hands of the vanguard against the working class. Outside 
Real Socialism, Vanguard Marxism offers a road map to Real Socialism 
and, beyond that, to the reemergence of capitalism.

How can we go beyond Vanguard Marxism? We do that by restoring 
Marxism as a philosophy of praxis and freedom. We do that by returning 
to a Marxism where human beings are the hub and where the focus is 
upon “the worker’s own need for development.” This means an empha­
sis upon the conditions in which people produce themselves through
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their own activity, upon the character of the relations of production and 
all of the social relations in which they act.

But that also means taking seriously the moral economy of the work­
ing class. As I indicated in chapter 6, “If workers struggle over the ideas 
and norms associated with moral economy, then clearly those ideas are a 
material force. By considering those social norms and beliefs as to what 
is right and what is wrong, we can root our analysis in the concrete.” 
Through that analysis, “we also may be able to point to elements in the 
moral economy that can point beyond toward a new society.” The ideas 
and concepts of right and fairness on the part of the working class need 
to be analyzed in order to understand what underlies those ideas—for 
the purpose of providing the working class with the weapons necessary 
to go beyond appearances.

We need a Marxism that articulates the logic of the working class, 
the logic of associated producers—one that points to the centrality of 
cooperation, the development of solidarity, protagonism, and the build­
ing of a society of “free individuality based on the universal development 
of individuals and on the subordination of their communal, social pro­
ductivity as their social wealth.”42

If that Marxism appropriately focuses upon the nature of people 
produced within particular relations of production, then the premise 
that abundance is a necessary precondition for such a society marked 
by community, solidarity, and equality appears questionable. The realm 
of freedom does not have to wait until the realm of necessity has been 
ended. On the contrary, “the true realm of freedom, the development 
of human powers as an end in itself,” can be built within the realm of 
necessity itself and can redefine necessity.43 Through the development of 
institutions that foster the development of human capacities, we can be 
brought to the point where our activity and enjoyment are one, where the 
exercise of our capacity, our labor, is our real need.

If we want to end the alienation among people that fosters their 
self-interest and a consumerism that both reproduces the separation of 
people and always leaves them wanting more, it is necessary to develop 
new institutions that permit people to transform themselves while trans­
forming circumstances. In The Socialist Alternative, I identified such
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institutions and measures as the development of worker management, 
the strengthening of communal councils, the expansion of the com­
mons, and the development of direct links between these cells of a new 
socialist state. Those specific ideas are not our concern here. What 
is essential, however, is that Marxists must break with the Vanguard 
Marxism that insists upon a conductor who stands over and above the 
conducted. For Marxists and all of those who want to build a socialist 
society, there is no place for a theory that does not put human develop­
ment and practice at its center.

Vanguard Marxism comes in different varieties. There are those in 
power for whom it serves as theoretical justification of their position. 
There are also those far from power who accept the theory but whose 
main criticism of Real Socialism has been that it was the wrong vanguard 
in power. The latter group may be critical of the lack of workplace dem­
ocracy and the evils of an ill-defined “bureaucracy,” but as long as they 
embrace the theory of a conductor without whom the music of the future 
will never be realized they do not offer a real alternative. As long as their 
politics do not make the “key link” central to both theory and practice, 
that is, as long as they do not understand the importance of the simultan­
eous changing of circumstances and human activity or self-change, it is 
all more of the same.44

In practice, it is essential to build those institutions through which 
people are able to develop their capacities and make themselves fit to 
create a new world. But there is a theoretical condition as well. A phil­
osophy of praxis, a philosophy of freedom, a political economy that 
expresses the logic of the working class—these are the characteristics of 
a Marxism that can be a weapon for the associated conductors. It is time 
to say good-bye to Vanguard Marxism.
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