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I believe that the central problem faced by people struggling for freedom today is the widespread acceptance of Margaret Thatcher’s TINA – the belief that “there is no alternative.”  The main things that have led to the acceptance of TINA are the collapse of the state-capitalist regimes that called themselves “Communist” and the widespread failures of social democracy to remake society.

The struggles for freedom do not stop because of this, of course.  Yet the acceptance of TINA acts to confine the struggles.  They become self-limiting.  In the perceived absence of an alternative, it is perfectly sensible that social struggles stop short of even trying to remake society totally.  As Bertell Ollman has argued, “Why bother to struggle for a change that cannot be? … people [need to] have a good reason for choosing one path into the future rather than another.”

People need to have a good reason.  That’s because they are rational.  It is rational to engage in struggles to change what can be changed, and it’s rational to refrain from struggling against what cannot be changed.  People who do not want to hear about socialism because of the failures and horrors of what they believe to have been socialism are making perfect sense.  On the other side, of course, is a new global justice movement, part of which identifies itself as anti-capitalist, and which has raised the slogan “Another World is Possible.”  This slogan, too, is eminently rational, if one interprets it, as I do, as a call to think through the possibility of another world and to prefigure another world.  

But ultimately, the rationality of struggles that are not only struggles against injustice and exploitation, but struggles for a completely different, non-capitalist, human society rests on whether another world is indeed possible.  At the present moment, I believe, no activist or theorist can really answer with confidence that it is possible.
I do not think this is a reason to despair.  The effort to work out how another world might be possible is really just beginning.  This problem received almost no attention throughout most of the last century.  Until the collapse of so-called communism and living proof that social democracy is a futile dream, almost everyone on the Left simply assumed that socialism was possible, because it actually existed.  Some were willing to critique Russia, China, Cuba, etc., to varying degrees, but they too tended to think that the actual existence of these countries was proof that socialism was possible.  As they saw it, the defects or evils in these countries didn’t flow out of their mode of production; they were essentially political.  What was needed was political change –  “socialism and democracy” instead of socialism without democracy, or “socialism from below” instead of socialism from above, etc.  And other people were confident that effective political action would enable the achievements of social democracy to be sustained and gradually extended to encompass more and more aspects of social and economic existence.

So it is only in recent years that any significant theoretical attention has been paid to whether another world is possible.  I believe that this is the central problem of revolutionary thought today.  Exposing the evils of capitalism is an insufficient approach when the question being asked by tens of millions of people is whether there is any alternative.  Nor is it sufficient to focus on organizing or movement building, or to leave everything up to spontaneous action alone.  Freedom struggles will no doubt continue, because the impulse to change things, the felt need to change things, arises spontaneously out of the defects of existing society.  But again, the struggles will not reach for a wholly different future as long as such as future is perceived as pie-in-the-sky.  
And again, such perceptions have arisen for rational reasons, largely because of the failures and horror of the last century.  So it is likewise insufficient to simply affirm that another world is possible, or to remain contented with an ungrounded hope that it is possible.  The possibility of another world needs to be shown.  And this can only be shown by showing how it is possible to break with capitalism and how such a break could be sustainable.  

There are several different issues that I’m thinking of when I use the term “sustainable.”  One is that it is hard to imagine that a break with capitalism will emerge throughout the world all at once.  This presents a very serious problem of sustainability, since history has shown, I believe, that socialism in one country is indeed impossible.  What can be done to defend the break with capitalism in the meantime, against both the inevitable attempt at counter-revolution and capitalism’s totalizing tendency, its tendency to swallow up and incorporate everything within itself?  I do not know.  I do not know anyone who knows.  But I do know that this is a question that needs to be thought through with extreme care – and now.  It cannot be put off until “after the revolution.”  To assume that there will be time, at that point, to think it through or time to work it out through experimentation, is wishful thinking at best.  It is quite hard to believe that there will be any time at all before the counter-revolution and the tentacles of the capitalist system go to work.

In referring to “sustainability,” I also have several economic problems in mind that must be confronted.  If the emergent new society does not “deliver the goods,” and if it does not move towards elimination of alienated labor and reduction of working time, there will be no popular mandate for it – and indeed, no reason for its continued existence. At this point, it could be kept alive only through force, through suppression of mass opposition, so it would turn into its opposite.  
So how can the new society deliver the goods, move to eliminate alienated labor, and reduce working time?  I think this is a much more difficult problem than is usually realized.  

First of all, there is a problem of economic coordination.  Some people tend to envision a new society in which everyone will be left alone to do just what she or he sees fit.  They never seem to consider that an absolute precondition for them doing their own thing is that they have food on the table, a roof over their heads, and so forth, so that – unless they want to scrounge for berries and sleep in caves – they can do their own thing only if other people produce food and shelter for them.  In other words, they can do their own thing only if others are prevented from doing their own thing.  I don’t know anyone whose “own thing” is to spend their lives slaving away so that others can be freeloaders.  So the demand to do one’s own thing is a recipe for a return to class society, not a recipe for freedom.

A less extreme version of the same position envisions not single individuals, but relatively small groups, doing their own thing.   There will be, for instance, factories run by workers councils, in which the workers within a particular factory will decide what to produce, how to produce, and everything else.  Such visions likewise fail to come to grips with the coordination problems.  One workers council decides to produce more juice.  Great.  Other workers councils in factories that produce bottles and cartons decide to do other things instead, because these production processes are too unsafe and alienating.  Wonderful.  But now there’s nothing in which to put the juice, so the workers council that decided to produce more juice cannot actually produce more juice.  

This example looked at just one economic link, between the production of bottles and cartons and the production of juice.  The number of such links is astronomical.  Like it or not, we are part of a gigantic, global, criss-crossing web of production units and distribution units.  Unless we want to scrounge for berries and live in caves, or perhaps live in small communities eking out a bare subsistence off the land, there must be economic coordination.  
So there’s something seriously wrong with imagining that the new society can be characterized as one in which people or groups of people decide for themselves.  Of course, what we all want is a society in which we decide for ourselves, rather than one in which other people, or the impersonal alien laws of capitalism, make decisions for us.  But the “we” who decides must, in a great many cases, be the global “we,” and in other cases the continental or regional “we.”  Even more importantly, the coordination problem is one thing that makes starkly clear that achieving a new society is not principally a matter of decisionmaking, or politics, or forms of organization. 
This is the case even if we agree that, in many cases, decisionmaking must be a global process.  The global “we” can decide to produce more of almost everything in order to end starvation and dire poverty.  We can decide to reduce everyone’s working hours in order to give us more time for leisure and more time to develop ourselves.  We can decide to make work less alienating, to get rid of unsafe machines and work processes, to end speed-up conditions, and so forth.  We can decide to invest in new technologies that lessen the need for human labor.  But it doesn’t matter what the global “we” decides:  it is simply impossible for all of this to happen at once.  If you invest more in new technologies, you must do less to end poverty now.  The more you do to end poverty now, the less you cut working hours and the less you reduce alienated labor.  And so on.  Even the most non-hierarchical and participatory forms of organization will necessarily operate under these strict physical and logical constraints, constraints over which they have no control and which they cannot wish away by deciding to abolish.  

So politics alone, decisionmaking alone, cannot create a new society.  It doesn’t matter how non-hierarchical and participatory the decisionmaking process is.  What to produce, how to produce, and so forth are not questions that can be solved by making decisions or by working out new forms of organization that will make the decisions.  
Now at this point, people often try to deny that the constraints I’ve been talking about pose a real problem.  Supposedly, the constraints we face are actually very.  They say that such things as redistribution of income, the elimination of waste, and increases in productivity obtained by means of revolutionary enthusiasm can allow us to satisfy all of our material and spiritual needs, and work less, and make work creative and fulfilling – and we can do all of this right now, immediately after getting rid of capitalism.  This is extremely wishful thinking.  
Average income per person in the world today is only 22% of average income in the U.S.  So if we redistribute everything equally, we’ll all have a standard of living less than 1/4th of the current average in the U.S.  If we also eliminate waste caused by unemployment, and war, and production to satisfy alienated needs, and if we eliminate waste that now exists because of bosses, jails, ideologists and everything else that is now used to keep people in their place, and if we eliminate the waste stemming from advertising, commerce, and financial speculation – if we eliminate all of this, then, if we’re very lucky, it may be possible to double genuine output overnight.  That would be a tremendous achievement.  But a doubling of the current figure, 22%, means that we’ll all be living at 44% – less than half – of the current average standard of living in the U.S.  
Now factor in some revolutionary enthusiasm, and perhaps some way to increase output that I’ve forgotten about, and add in an extra 10 percentage points because you think that my estimates are way too pessimistic.  So imagine that we’d immediately have triple what we now have.  That would be a truly stunning achievement.  
But it would bring the global standard of living only to two-thirds of the current U.S. average.  And that’s before any reduction of working time, before any effort to eliminate unsafe and alienating work processes, before any elimination of speedup, and before any additional investment in new technologies that will reduce the need for human labor.  Cutting the workweek from 40 to 30 hours, for instance, immediately brings our standard of living back down to half of the current U.S. average.  
So the constraints we face are very real, and rather strong.  Because of this, acheiving a new society will not simply be a matter of the things that the Left has focused heavily upon – changing our social priorities, changing who makes the decisions, and changing how decisions are made.  These things are important, but they alone are not the solution to our social problems.  We will not be able to create a utopia overnight, or in the foreseeable future, simply by winning political control, having new forms of organization and decisionmaking, and establishing different social priorities.  We’re clearly still very far away from the point at which society will be able to inscribe on its banners, “From each according to her ability, to each according to her needs.” 
 And this brings us to what I regard as by far the most important and difficult problem, the problem of so-called “incentives.”  It simply won’t be possible that, right after we get rid of capitalism, everyone will be able to get whatever they need, irrespective of how much of a contribution they make.  There isn’t enough to go around.  And as I’ve suggested above, you shouldn’t think that other people will freely devote their lives to satisfying your needs if you don’t make what they regard as an adequate contribution.  So we will have to work out ways to link what people receive from society to what they contribute to society.  
And if we are to have a break with capitalism, we will have to find a non-capitalist way of linking what one receives and what one contributes.  This implies that people will not receive in accordance with the value of what they produce, as measured by its money price.
  Nor will they receive in accordance with the physical quantity of their output.  That’s what we have now; workers utilizing more advanced technologies, and skilled workers, and strong and able-bodied workers reap very high rewards compared to everyone else.  In fact, the single most important source of poverty and inequality in the world today is not the extraction of surplus-value in capitalist production, but the operation of the law of value in its simplest form.  Abstracting from surplus-value, the law of value implies that producers are rewarded according to how much physical output they produce.  The result is enormous poverty and inequality, since, in China and India and so on, agricultural output per working-hour is less than one percent of what it is in the U.S.!

Clearly, what we must try to work out is how to link what people receive as workers to how much and how hard they work, not how much value or output they produce.  (I say “receive as workers” because I’m certainly not suggesting that people who are unable to work should starve.)  But linking what people receive to duration and intensity of their work turns out not to be as easy as it sounds.  This is because as long as people are not freely contributing according to their abilities, without regard to what they receive, they have an incentive to misrepresent how long and how hard they’ve worked, as individuals or as a group.  
The problem of misrepresentation of working time and effort is very difficult to solve.  For instance, it seems to me that Michael Albert well understands the need to break the link between what workers receive and the amount of physical output they produce.  Yet faced with the misrepresentation problem, he ends up advocating that work teams have production norms they must fulfill.  Thus if the work team’s output falls short of the norm, the members of the work team will be punished by a proportionate reduction in what they receive.  So to a large degree, the law of value, the link between what workers receive and the amount of physical output they produce, would remain intact.  Nor does parecon offer anything close to a solution to the extremely serious problem of technologically-based inequality between the first and third worlds that I alluded to above; Albert imagines that “Parecon in one country” is possible.  

The reason I point these things out is not to criticize Parecon per se.  I think that Albert and Hahnel have thought very seriously about some of the problems I’ve been talking about.  They understand well that a genuine alternative to capitalism must have its own self-sustaining logic.  Parecon seems to me to be the most successful attempt yet to articulate the internal logic of a democratic society without value production, the commodification of labor-power, or markets, and with little if any division between mental and manual labor.  So my point is not to criticize their work, but to emphasize that serious theoretical problems remain unsolved.  So more work of the same sort, more thinking along similar lines, is urgently needed. 
To conclude, I freely acknowledge that the issues I’ve been talking about are technical.  But they are not only technical.  What is at issue is whether another world is possible.  Societies absolutely must solve the problems of coordination, incentives, and misrepresentation of work effort, and they must “deliver the goods.”  To date, only one way of solving these problems in an advanced economy has been found:  the capitalist way.  
Capitalism does not work to the benefit of the immense majority of the world, and it does not even work particularly well on its own terms; it is subject to continuing crises and persistent instability.  But it does work.  It solves the problems of coordination, incentives, and misrepresentation of work effort, it “delivers the goods,” and so forth, well enough to keep itself going from one year to the next.  Unless a non-capitalist way of solving these problems is found, there is no liberatory alternative to capitalism.  Any break with capitalism that does not solve these problems simply cannot succeed.  Society will quickly revert back to capitalism, in order that these problems might be solved.  Or society will descend into even worse alternatives, such as complete chaos or warlordism.  It is perhaps more pleasant to talk about the kind of world we would like to see, but the really urgent task that humanity faces is to work out how another world is even possible.

� To break with capitalism, I believe, it will be necessary to end the production of value.  This implies a profound change in what workers contribute; they will not contribute abstract “value” in addition to the actual amount of labor they contribute.  (For further discussion of this issue, see my essay “Alternatives to Capitalism” at <akliman.squarespace.com/writings>.)  Thus the problem of working out a new way of linking receipts and contributions is not a stand-alone distributional problem.  It depends upon and follows from the needed change in production relations (i.e., the change in what workers contribute).  For further discussion of this issue, see Section IV of my essay “Alternatives to Capitalism” at <akliman.squarespace.com/writings>.
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