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Saving Socialism and/or
Abandoning It

Andrew Levine
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objectives that most liberals want too. But at least.some socialists,
those whose political and theoretical positions derive from Marx,
want something that liberals do not and that liberal theory cannot
properly accommodate: they want communism.> My qugrrel with
Roemer’s account of socialism’s future therefore has to do, in the ﬁrs.t
instance, with what his vision of socialism leaves out and thg m}ph-
cations of these omissions for the moral philosophical underpmmpgs
of socialist politics. However, the ambivalence I wi!l go on to exhibit
has to do mainly with the politics A Future for Soczahsry suggests or,
more precisely, with the implications of Roemer’s Prescrlptlonslf(‘)r the
strategies of political movements that aim to continue the tradlthn(s)
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century socialism. In short, I am du'blous
that in the absence of a political vision that transcends the llbergl
egalitarian horizon, Roemer’s proposed reforms, whatever .thelr
merits, can help to get us from where we now are to where socialists
ultimately want to be. N

The Marxist tradition has made a virtue of undertheorizing com-
munism.* A democratic commitment to the ‘self-emancipation’ of Fhe
working class and a corresponding opposition to social engi.nec'trmg
partly account for this reticence. No doubt there are less principled
explanations as well. This is not the place to attempt what Marx
himself forswore. But even if I can offer no ‘recipes for the cookshops
of the future’ to contrast with liberal egalitarian visions, I can draw
on the understanding of communism that for decades has dlrected
socialist practice. Communism implies a form of community that
supersedes market society. It does not follow from this observation
that socialism is incompatible with markets. Indeed, Roemer may
be right to insist that any feasible socialism must rely on markgt
mechanisms. But, if we are not to abandon socialism in order to save it,

we must do so in a way that does not block the way towards the’

realization of a genuinely communist social order, beyond market
society. In market societies, individuals’ behaviors are not directly
coordinated at the societal level; what occurs in the aggregate emerges
as an unintended consequence of voluntary bilateral exchanges, moti-
vated by self-interest. In contrast, under communism, coordmat.lon at
the level of the whole society is achieved directly and democratically;
as in the just state of Rousseau’s The Social Contract., ‘the whple
people rule concerning the whole people’. But, again foll.owmg
Rousseau’s lead, when the whole people rule, they are not motivated,
as in market societies and also in mainstream understandings of dgmo-
cratic collective choice, by self-interest. Their votes do not register
preferences for alternative outcomes in contention, but opinions as to
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what is best for the collective entity they freely constitute. In other
words, under communism, individuals view themselves as indivisible
parts of collective entities, and they make the interests of these collec-
tivities their own. In Rousseau’s terms, they place themselves ‘under
the supreme direction of the general will’, that principle of volition
that aims at the interest of the whole community. Thus individuals’
behaviors are coordinated in consequence of a consensus on ends
around communal interests. Under communism therefore there exists
a form of community that even the most radically egalitarian liberal-
ism cannot contemplate. It is this vision, along with equality and other
objectives socialists and liberals share, that has sustained generations
of socialist militants. To fail to accord it pride of place or even to
acknowledge it at all is to misrepresent what at least Marxist socialists
want.

To establish the legitimacy of this concern, [ will begin by venturing
some thoughts about the place of A Future for Socialism in the trajec-
tory of Roemer’s own intellectual and political evolution. To do so is
also, unavoidably, to reflect on its place in the theoretical and political
tradition inaugurated by Marx. Roemer has been a central figure in
the ‘analytical -Marxist’ movement, an intellectual current that once
promised, and may yet deliver, a reconstructed Marxist theory
(or theories). But it may also appear with historical hindsight that
analytical Marxism provided a way to abandon Marxism or rather to
collapse what is living in it into what Marxists would once have called
‘bourgeois’ social science and philosophy. Since the future of Marxism
is relevant to the future of socialism, a brief look at how Marxist
socialism stands after nearly two decades of analytical investigations,
focussing especially on Roemer’s own contributions to the subject, is
an apt starting-point for reflecting on A Future for Socialism.

Marxism after Roemer

Non-Marxists and even anti-Marxists used to concede, following
Schumpeter’s account in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy,’ that
there was a hard core of good social theory in Marx’s work, inter-
spersed with many bad, politically motivated ‘prophesies’. But then it
was claimed, following Schumpeter again, that virtually all of what
was worthwhile had passed into the mainstream intellectual culture. I
think there is much to fault in these observations. The claim that some
of Marx’s ideas have been assimilated into received understandings of
the ways societies work is beyond dispute. Among these assimilated
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notions is the concept of capitalism itself; another, the idea that social-
ism is capitalism’s historical alternative. For many decades, it was not
just Marxists who held these views; (nearly) everybody did. Now,
however, the old consensus is gone. A Future for Socialism is in parta
reaction to this situation, in part a contribution to the dissolution of
the old assumptions.

I can only report on these transformed understandings from my
own, very parochial vantage point. When I say ‘we’ and ‘us’, I mean
Western (indeed American or, at least, English-speaking) leftist
academics of the generation of 1968 plus or minus one or two.
Analytical Marxism was one of our creations. In contrast to most
other intellectual currents that have identified with Marxism, it was
always a product of a university culture, with hardly any connection
to political parties or even to social movements. From its inception,
analytical Marxism has been, for better or worse, an intellectual
tendency without a political constituency. Nevertheless, its under-
standings of socialism and capitalism were largely shared by the
socialist Left throughout the world. In any case, this is the context of
Roemer’s ongoing engagement with Marxist theory and socialism.

Like everyone else, we all used to know what socialism was,
whether or not we identified expressly with analytical Marxism.
Under socialism, the means of production (at least the important ones)
were socialized. We were not always of one mind about what ‘social-
ized’ meant; some thought it meant ‘democratized’, others did not. But
since we all knew that capitalism was the historical alternative to
socialism, and since we were sure that under capitalism the principal
means of production were privately owned, we were inclined to
identify socialism with the absence of private property in (important)
means of production. Even those of us who thought that this was not
sufficient, perhaps because democracy was indispensable, agreed that
the abolition of private property was necessary for socialism, and were
sure that we understood what that meant. Analyses of private and
public ownership were therefore off the research agenda; there was
no need to investigate what was clear enough. Nowadays, of course,
these understandings no longer pass muster, and it is widely assumed
that the demise of ‘actually existing socialism’ somehow explains this
change. But in retrospect it is incomprehensible that the old under-
standings were ever secure. v

For one thing, it was a commonplace long before 1989 that
ownership is a bundle of rights to control assets and to benefit from
them and that what we call private property designates a fairly
diverse set of bundles. It was also a commonplace that ownership
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rights are constantly evolving and frequently contested. Yet when we
thought about socialism and capitalism, we tended to focus on
extreme positions: unrestricted rights to benefit and control, on the
one hand, and state ownership, on the other. To be sure, there are
many things that individuals own privately from which, according to
prevailing law and custom, they may rightfully benefit absolutely and
use as they please (so long as they do not harm others). But this
paradigm of private ownership seldom applies to anything that might
be considered a principal means of production. And it is far from
clear, in any case, that state ownership is its antithesis.

It is also puzzling why the end of (big-C) Communism had such
a momentous impact on current understandings of socialism. Some of
us were persuaded that the economic system in place in the Soviet
Union was ‘state capitalist’ or, in any case, not socialist. However,
most of us probably did believe that ‘actually existing socialist’
societies were indeed socialist, even though their socialism was hardly
what we wanted. They were socialist because they had abolished
private property in (principal) means of production, replacing private
property and markets with state property and central planning. Many
of us questioned the wisdom of relying on plans instead of markets,
but we were remarkably uncritical of the Soviet form of public owner-
ship. However much we reproached the Soviet Union, and this was,
after all, the pivot of left politics, we never questioned the idea that
public property was necessarily state property.

We might have been led to a more critical attitude had we reflected
more on the existence of state property in the capitalist world. But this
was the occasion for yet another theoretical aporia. It has never been
clear, in any case, just how, if at all, state ownership challenges
capitalism. Those of us who worried about this issue used to say that
state-owned enterprises in capitalist societies were not islands of
socialism, even as we identified public ownership with state owner-
ship, because the state only took over firms that were failing in
capitalist markets and/or because these enterprises interacted with
private firms in market transactions in just the way that private firms
would and/or because they had internal organizations that were not
significantly different from those of privately owned firms. But these
defensive claims, whatever their merits, hardly vindicate an uncritical
identification of socialism with state ownership of major productive
assets.

In view of our understanding of property rights, our various
attitudes towards the Soviet Union, and our experience with state
property in capitalist economies, it is remarkable that we were once
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it does seem dangerously rigid and anachronistic to retain faith in
a future so remote and so out of line with current thinking. But I
would insist nevertheless that the current crisis of socialist theory
and practice can be satisfactorily addressed only if we resist this
temptation and resolutely bring communism back in.

Why Communism Matters

Like Roemer’s assertion that socialists want what liberal egalitarians
want, the claim that socialists want communism is, in part, a historical
observation and, in part, a political recommendation. Since the issue is
socialism’s future, not just its past, the repertorial and political aspects
of these competing claims overlap. What is in contention is the legacy
of the socialist tradition and its (possible) futures.

Were communism an impossibly utopian aspiration or, worse still,
an incoherent ideal, the heirs of the socialist tradition ought indeed to
abandon it. Liberal equality would then be a suitable, second-l;»est
goal. Whether or not socialists or their heirs should remain socialists,
whether they should continue to seek the socialization of property
rights in (important) means of production, would thgn dt?pend
solely on socialism’s efficacy and feasibility for implementing liberal
objectives. Thus there is a sense in which, on Roemer’s view, wha}t
distinguished socialists from other liberals historically was only their
view about the consequences for equality of socializing property
relations. Again, I think this way of looking at the matter is wrong-
headed. Socialists have always wanted more than equality. But if
communism is not a viable ideal, then perhaps liberal egalitarianism
is indeed all that can be retrieved from the socialist tradition. Roemer’s
concern in A Future for Socialism is to defend this much of the
old ideal against strategies for the Left that are not socialist at all. In
contrast, I am suggesting that even in the present political conjuncture
the heirs of the socialist tradition would be well advised to declare
themselves unabashedly its continuators.

Nowadays, the consensus view about what is utopian stops far
short of communism. It stops virtually at the systems in place in the
Western democracies. Thus Adam Przeworski has suggested that ‘what
died in Eastern Europe is the very idea of rationally administering
things to satisfy human needs’.!* This assessment was made in sadness.
Throughout our intellectual and political culture, a similar judgm?nt
is celebrated. Everywhere, we are told that attempts at rationalizing
economic and social affairs directly are bound to fail, and that the
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consequences of trying are almost always disastrous. Some on the right
maintain that individual optimizing is all the rationality we need or
can (safely) obtain. Accordingly, they would have us rely on market
mechanisms exclusively and forever. Liberals counter by identifying
market incompetencies and arguing for public-sector remedies. Who
cannot be affected by this revolution of diminishing expectations! In
a world in which even the affirmative state liberalism we all used to
deride has come to seem impossibly left-wing, communism is off the
political agenda altogether.

I would once again assert that communism is materially possible,
humanly desirable and consistent with real-world historical ten-
dencies.!* Of course, communism is not likely to be on the immediate
political horizon any time soon, a fate it shares with Roemer’s
proposals. In any case, this is not the place to marshall arguments
in defense of communism if only because they are orthogonal to the
‘short-run’ focus of A Future for Socialism. 1 would, however, venture
some thoughts on why such a very long-range and ostensibly ‘unreal-
istic’ goal matters, even in the time frame that is Roemer’s principal
concern.

First, communism matters politically because without it left politics
risks devolving into a motley of good causes, void of any guiding
vision. What we have without communism is what we have increas-
ingly on the Left today: liberalism with a vengeance. Even when it is
motivated expressly by egalitarian aspirations, as liberal politics
seldom has been, the liberal style is to muddle through, to identify
issues and contrive policies to address them but not to seek to imple-
ment a vision of a qualitatively different and better social order, except
as one might emerge as an unintended consequence of cumulative,
small-scale improvements. Liberal politics is a politics bereft of over-
arching purpose. Indeed, for so-called ‘political liberals’, the absence
of a purpose is liberalism’s defining characteristic and principal
virtue.'® Without communism or some functionally equivalent end in
view, liberal politics would win by default, and the Left would have no
genuine alternative around which to mobilize opposition to existing
institutional arrangements. It would devolve instead mnto what it is
already fast becoming: a collection of aimless do-gooders.

A Future for Socialism stands in a contradictory relation to this
prospect. On the one hand, it expressly endorses liberal political
philosophy; thus it evinces an affinity with liberal politics. At the
same time, it proposes reforms of prevailing property relations too
far-reaching for any imaginable liberal politics to sustain. This is
why Roemer’s proposals, despite their official modesty, have a utopian



