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Finance and Market Socialism
Fred Block

John Roemer’s vision of coupon socialism represents a significant
contribution to the reconstruction of socialist theory. By separating
the idea of socialism from the historic goal of eliminating private
property, Roemer has opened a broad terrain for debates about
alternatives to existing forms of capitalism.

Roemer’s framework is, however, vulnerable to two seemingly
divergent types of criticisms. The first is that his vision of socialism does
not do enough to expand the terrain of democratic politics. Roemer
has repeatedly argued that increasing employee control of the
workplace is not a necessary element of the socialist vision.! In his
view, an egalitarian distribution of profits is far more important than
democractic control of the workplace. The second criticism is that
Roemer’s vision of the operation of the financial system in coupon
socialism relies too much on Kornai’s famous critique of the destructive
consequences of ‘soft budget constraints’ in state socialist societies. As
a consequence, Roemer fails to confront some of the other major design
issues in constructing a socialist financial system.

This essay begins with this second line of argument. [t will explore
the different ways that financial systems can fail. The purpose of this
is to suggest several different design principles that need to be consid-
ered in thinking through the financial structure of market socialism.
Bur several of these design principles lead directly back to the issue
of employee power at the workplace. In short, I intend to show that
a more systematic focus on the design of financial institutions in
market socialism leads to proposals that place greater emphasis on the
exercise of power by employees at the workplace.
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