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Democratic Corporatism
and/versus Socialism

Andrew Levine

It is remarkable that, in the current period, radicalism has virtually
disappeared from political life, and socialism has come to seem increas-
ingly irrelevant even to those who still identify with the historical Left.!
No doubt, the fall of Communism is partly responsible, especially for
socialism’s apparent demise — even though capitalist property relations
were abolished in all the formerly Communist countries without the
requisite material conditions in place, and the economic structures that
replaced them were maintained under the superintendence of states
that violated virtually every norm traditionally embraced by the Left.
Social democracy’s decline too has undermined socialism’s standing,
despite the fact that, for many decades, social democrats, almost with-
out exception, have sought to reform capitalism, not to transform it. It
is also plain that the relatively good performance of capitalist economies
throughout the world have turned capitalism into a positive ideal in the
minds of many of its former detractors. But these are only fragments
of an explanation. It must remain for future historians to explain why
the political and economic institutions of Western liberal democracies
seem, for the time being, to have overcome what was only recently
believed to be a significant ‘legitimation crisis’ and why, correspond-
ingly, liberalism has come to exercise an unprecedented hegemony
over contemporary intellectual life. It is most unlikely that the current
situation is the product of a rational consensus. For one thing remains
clear: the old economic and political order is as guilty as ever of the
charges socialists traditionally leveled against it. Indeed, inequality
and immiseration have become worse in all the advanced capitalist
countries and throughout the world capitalist system. I would there-
fore venture that the impulse that motivated anti-capitalist fervor in the
past continues, even as the appeal of socialism, ostensibly capitalism’s
historical rival, is temporarily or permanently suspended.

It is, in any case, deeply ironic that in the present conjuncture
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intellectuals of the Left have become unabashed liberals, transforming
what was once considered a justifying theory for the inequalities
generated by capitalist property relations into a vehicle for waging the
struggle for equality associated historically with socialism. Less
remarkable, in view of the longstanding connections joining many
strains of socialist theory with democracy, but no less characteristic of
progressive political theory in recent years, is a tendency to transfer the
emancipatory faith that socialists used to invest in the transformation
of property relations to democracy itself. In retrospect, Cohen and
Rogers’s first joint venture in political theory, On Democracy,? can be
seen as an early attempt to derive conclusions consonant with the spirit
that motivated generations of socialist militants from liberal and
democratic premisses. ‘Secondary Associations and Democratic
Governance’ continues this project, though, as befits the times, with-
out explicitly identifying with socialist aspirations. Whether liberalism
and democracy alone can adequately ground the emancipatory project
socialists have historically assumed is, I believe, the central question
for intellectuals of the Left today. It would be worthwhile to examine
Cohen and Rogers’s contribution to democratic theory from this
perspective. However in the space allotted here I shall be able only to
register certain hesitations about their recent project. To this end,
I shall briefly turn the larger question I just posed on its head. After
voicing some doubts about whether the institutional arrangements
Cohen and Rogers envision can be expected to move society toward
the ends they are intended to achieve, I shall ask whether these institu-
tions themselves can be implemented without socialism - that is,
without socializing the regime of private property that prevails in
Western liberal democracies. Since the issues involved in assessing the
feasibility of Cohen and Rogers’s proposals are ultimately empirical, it
will not be possible to conclude anything definitively. I will never-
theless indicate why, provisionally and with due awareness of the
need for further investigation, I strongly suspect that the democratic
corporatism Cohen and Rogers envision, whatever its merits, is no
substitute for socialism and is probably not even feasible without
socialism.

First, however, a comment on Cohen and Rogers’s use of the term
‘democracy’.

Historically, ‘democracy’ meant rule by the demos, the people, the
popular masses in contrast to elites. By the time, roughly the mid-
nineteenth century, that democrats and liberals forged an uneasy peace
(overwhelmingly to the detriment of democratic values), democracy
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had lost its class content to become rule by the (undifferentiated)
people, supplemented perhaps by public deliberation and debate. Thus
we might say that a polity is democratic to the extent that its collective
choices are determined by (all relevant) individuals’ choices for
alternative outcomes in contention, each individual counting equally.
However, real-world liberal democrats advocate representative,
not direct, democracy. Thus in democracies, as conceived today, the
citizenry determines only who their representatives shall be —and then
only through a variety of mediating institutions of which the party
system is probably the least offensive to democratic values. This is
not the place to reflect on rationales for representative institutions
or to elaborate on the respects in which the theory and practice of
representative government diverges from direct democracy. But it is
important to note that, whatever their differences, the two are of one
mind in rejecting the original, class-centric understanding of rule by
the popular masses.

Today, as Cohen and Rogers acknowledged in On Democracy,
there is much to gain - politically and theoretically - by bringing back
the class content of ‘democracy’. There is also much to gain, I think, by
understanding ‘democracy’ more as a process than as a state of affairs.
I would suggest, in other words, that it would be well for democratic
theorists to shift their focus from ‘democracy’ to ‘democratization’ — to
popular empowerment, ‘power to the people’. However, in ‘Secondary
Associations and Democratic Governance’, democratization is seldom
at issue, and ‘popular sovereignty’ and ‘political equality’ are only
two of six conditions stipulated for ‘the abstract democratic ideal’.
‘Distributive equity’, which is evidently something short of full
equality, is another condition, along with ‘civic consciousness, good
economic performance and state competence’. Thus by ‘democracy’
Cohen and Rogers seem to have in mind something like ‘good govern-
ment’ or, more precisely, what people of generally democratic and
egalitarian sensibilities take good government to be. It is hard to
quarrel with any of these features: better that states be competent than
not, and that they superintend flourishing economies without severe
inequalities and with lots of civic consciousness. But by bringing so
many good things together and calling them ‘democracy’, a certain
ambiguity enters into Cohen and Rogers’s central claim. Is democracy
an end in itself? Or is it a means to some larger end? Cohen and Rogers
seem mainly to argue for the latter, less contentious, claim, though
much of what they say suggests the former. If they consider democracy
to be an intrinsic good, as I suspect they do, they ought to explain why.
On the other hand, if they view democracy instrumentally, they ought
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to explain more clearly than they do exactly what larger ends it serves.
I have suggested that the most that can be inferred from what
they write is that democracy serves ‘good governance’ under existing
historical conditions. But this objective seems even more plainly
instrumental than democracy itself.

This ambiguity carries over into Cohen and Rogers’s account of
secondary associations. Secondary associations are corporatist institu-
tions, democratically run, on which at least some traditional state
functions devolve. Are they worth implementing in their own right or
for their effects? It is not possible to say unequivocally. But even if we
take the less controversial instrumentalist understanding, and even if
we consider good governance in the vague sense Cohen and Rogers
articulate to be the larger end that these institutions serve, we might
ask whether they can in fact be expected to do what Cohen and Rogers
intend. Presumably, it is internal democratic governance, guaranteed
perhaps by the state or by the legal system, that should underwrite con-
fidence in these institutions. But however beneficial internal democracy
and democratic participation may be, there are reasons to be skeptical
that these factors will suffice to assure beneficial outcomes.

There is, first, a difficulty that Cohen and Rogers’s proposal shares
to its detriment with the political theory assumed in the past by writers
who identified explicitly with the socialist tradition: that is, a readiness
to assign a role to the state that risks violating liberal safeguards
against intrusion by public institutions into individuals’ lives and
matters of ‘private’ conscience. For unless the state actually favors
particular secondary associations and proscribes others, unless it
exercises a licensing function in evident violation of liberal ‘neutrality’,
there is reason to expect that secondary associations will form
that actually diminish democracy overall. Let us concede, for example,
that democracy, on Cohen and Rogers’s understanding of the term,
is advanced by assuring reproductive rights to women, and that
prohibitions on abortion violate reproductive rights. What, except
illiberal legal proscription, could prevent the development of
secondary associations by groups opposed to abortion? So long as
these associations assume state functions — organizing adoptions, for
example, or providing obstetrical care - they would be secondary
associations according to Cohen and Rogers’s criteria. Yet they would
effectively disempower female citizens and otherwise work to the
detriment of democratic values. The requirement that the internal
organization of ‘pro-life’ secondary associations be democratic hardly
contravenes this expectation.
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The apparent incompatibility of Cohen and Rogers’s proposals
with liberal restrictions on activist states is ironic in so far as their
intent is to contrive institutional arrangements that advance progres-
sive objectives while remaining feasible and stable in political cultures
shaped by liberal values. The erstwhile Communist states suffered
from a profound insensitivity to liberal concerns. I have argued
elsewhere that a failure to appreciate the importance of liberal
safeguards is perhaps the central failing of Marxist politics as it has
developed historically, but that Marxist political theory can be revised
to incorporate liberal concerns.’ It would be odd indeed if institutions
designed to retain continuity with existing, liberal arrangements — and
not to revolutionize them, as Marx prescribed — turn out to be less
capable of addressing liberal concerns than Marxism is.

There are also reasons to question whether the secondary asso-
ciations Cohen and Rogers envision will work to empower the
disempowered. Since secondary associations are corporatist by design,
they will tend, as corporatist institutions usually have, to benefit
differentially the stronger parties within the corporate entity. It would
be unfair, of course, to associate Cohen and Rogers’s democratic
corporatism with the expressly anti-democratic and anti-liberal
corporatisms of recent history. Nevertheless, it is worth recalling that
corporatist strategies were adopted with some success by European
fascists intent on undoing insurgent labor movements after World War
I. Corporatism lends itself to such uses; indeed, its point is to mitigate
antagonisms by drawing potential antagonists together in common
projects. Whether or not this effect is beneficial from a generally
progressive standpoint depends on circumstances. The gun lobby in
the United States is wont to declare that people kill people, not guns.
There is a sense in which this slogan, however disingenuous, is beyond
dispute. But guns do escalate the level of violence and therefore make
killing more likely. Corporatism too is an instrument, which is neither
good nor bad in itself. But just as guns tend to augment the level of
violence, corporatism tends to enhance social cohesiveness by drawing
otherwise antagonistic political forces into common projects. My own
intuitions run counter to those of Cohen and Rogers. But I concede
that it is not implausible to believe, as they do, that in the present
conjuncture cooperation with capital may be advantageous for labor
in ways that would have been unthinkable just a few years ago. ftis
at least arguable, therefore, that Cohen and Rogers have contrived a
progressive strategy for what remains of the labor movement, and not
only the labor movement. For they envision secondary associations at

all the principal interstices of social life, not just in the workplace.
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H:w_.nm is a pluralist corporatism, attuned to the heterogeneous social
Q_S.&o.:m that characterize contemporary social formations ZORMQm
Hro_.nm is a self-consciously ‘realistic’ corporatism. They m:: to <Qm
society in a broadly democratic and egalitarian direction at a W”M
when nvo desire to change the world fundamentally strikes m .
people, including many who once entertained aspirations more E&MM
than those Cohen and Rogers propose, as dangerously utopian. I will
not try to counter this sensibility here, although I cannot moncnm.n fr
registering the opinion that it is needlessly pessimistic. But I éoom
point out mrmﬁ the old question about corporatism’s mo:mm :o:ﬂn
for advancing a broadly progressive agenda remains _uoa:nzanmﬁs M
Hr,w prospects for abrupt and momentous changes seem SEoﬂm Q\rm_n
will prevent the more powerful forces within corporatist m.:mao
from taking advantage of their position to reinforce existing po :
structures and systems of domination? I worry that nothing SW:@ .
Zmnn:wwm to say, there is no reason, in principle, why all v»n.zam to
corporatist arrangements cannot benefit from them. There may even
be circumstances in which the weaker or less well-off va:nmw\EOH
Emw the better-off do. If nothing else, in a corporatist system, the Somm
are 50.06088%. Arguably, therefore, they stand to lose _ommvﬁrms th
might in more antagonistic forms of social interaction - in Rm&:o:&
nozmmﬂ:\a bargaining arrangements, for example. But they also mB:mQ
to gain less when their antagonists are also their partners. It is fruitl
to m@w.n:_mam on these issues a priori. Qutcomes will amwm:a on Hm
no:&_:o:m.::ao_. which corporatist entities exist and on the aims m_a.__a
and capacities of the agents involved in them. The point is ‘:mﬁ Hmmw
there is no systemic reason to expect favorable outcomes. If anythin
the contrary is true. For corporatist institutions to advance _unomnamm?mm
agendas, the tendency of the strong to take advantage of thei
must somehow be countervailed. ’ eirserengeh

Let us suppose, however, that the skepticism I have voiced is
émnajﬁna. The question I want finally to raise is whether this amw“_:-
for society can be implemented, to a degree sufficient to change woﬂmms
?:amBnEm:wV without putting capitalist property relations i
question. Can radical democrats be soft on capitalism in the at
Cohen and Rogers are? way dhat
&mmoun_wzxo :._maﬁ::o:m need resources. Can they obtain them when
society’s principal productive assets are privately owned? Ca
secondary associations deploy resources effectively in the m.mnm _M
threats of disinvestment or underinvestment? In the United Stat .
where the principal political parties are unusually subservient to ,%M
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business community’, even by the standards that prevail in other
advanced capitalist countries, there is hardly any data on which to
base speculations. It is fair to maintain, however, especially for the
United States, that far-reaching changes are unlikely to come onto the
political agenda without a drastic political realignment consequent on
a reinvigorated class struggle in which capital suffers genuine defeats.
Cohen and Rogers, like so many others today, focus on social unity,
not class struggle; nevertheless, I suspect they would agree that a
change in the balance of class forces in favor of workers and other
demotic constituencies is desirable and probably indispensable for
associative democracy. But I question whether they take this exigency
seriously enough. Despite their efforts to propose institutional
arrangements consonant with real-world political forces, I fear that
they underestimate the difficulties involved in putting the changes they
envision onto the political agenda.

Small moves toward associative democracy surely are feasible here
and now. If they could be made to succeed, it would perhaps be a
small gain for democratic governance. In a political culture in which
less than half of the citizenry participates at all, in which political
participation consists mainly in voting periodically for lesser evils, and
in which the available choices become ever worse and more alike, even
a slight improvement is not to be despised. But what Cohen and
Rogers have in mind is more momentous. The institutions they
envision are supposed to secure a profound democratization of the
political culture —a non-socialist path to some (if not all) the objectives
that, historically, socialists sought to bring about through socialism.
My worry is that the path they propose cannot be traversed; that
radical democrats cannot dispense with socialism after all.

Capitalism is plainly incompatible with economic democracy; if
productive assets are privately owned, they cannot be democratically
controlied. But capitalism constrains political democratization too.
The problem is not just that capitalists’ wealth buys political influence.
So long as they are (somewhat) accountable to public opinion, public
officials in regimes with capitalist economies must to some extent
accommodate to the interests of those who own society’s principal
means of production. Otherwise, capitalists will withdraw or under-
employ their assets, and political leaders will be held incapable of

‘delivering the goods’. Then their own positions will be at risk and the
legitimacy of the regime itself will ultimately be put in jeopardy. In this
way, capitalism limits democratization. Of course, in particular
circumstances, general tendencies may be successfully countervailed.
My suggestion, however, is that in anything like the circumstances that






