
THE SWP VIEW OF SOCIALISM, ERUDITE BUT DEEPLY FLAWED. 

 

The SWP is populated by the largest number of professors on the left making it the most erudite 

left-wing organisation. To this organisation falls another plaudit. No other organisation has 

revised Marx’s most fundamental and strategic insights and methodologies so thoroughly. To 

name a few: The Permanent Arms Economy, designating the USSR as state capitalist, and using 

arms, a use value race, to equate the competition between the USSR and the USA as capitalist. 

However, this article has a different purpose, to show that the SWP’s understanding of socialism 

is historically inadequate. 

Two articles or their extracts are chosen for critique. They were written by two leading theoreticians 

– John Molyneux and Chris Harman - and are currently featured prominently on the SWP’s website. 

My critique is written in red within the body of the documents. The SWP is not without its strengths. 

Its arguments for mass meetings/assemblies to decide policy and for committees to implement these 

policies, recallability of delegates who break mandates, open votes, no administrator shall earn more 

than the average wage, for an armed workers’ militia, workplace councils, etc. stands firmly in the 

Marxist tradition on workers’ democracy in action. 

 

Finally, in Note 1 at the end of the posting is to be found the associated articles that need to be read 

in conjunction with this critique. They are the Draft 21st Century Socialist Programme, Planning the 

Future (a pamphlet which contains a more detailed analysis of the Critique of the Gotha Programme 

and the lessons to be learnt from the failure of economy in the USSR) and thirdly how to use the 

Manifesto of the Labour Party as a transitional programme despite its faults, omissions and 

contradictions. 
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3. The conquest of economic power 

 

The foundation of socialism, like that of every other form of society, lies in the economy. 

https://www.blogger.com/profile/12505576725875193235
http://johnmolyneux.blogspot.co.uk/2012/04/future-socialist-society.html


Consequently, the working class will immediately set about using its political power to 

achieve the conquest of economic power-that is to take into its hands all the major means of 

production in society. Unless this is done fairly rapidly, the workers will be unable to 

maintain their political rule. 

The SWP is to be applauded with its focus on working class conquest of power without which 

no economic goals are achievable or sustainable. 

 

The formal mechanism through which economic power will be established is a familiar one, 

namely nationalisation.  

We should get away from the word nationalisation and use transnationalisation. In the 

United Kingdom most of the largest corporations are multi-nationals. Of these, many are 

mere legal husks, artefacts designed to obtain a LSE listing, with only their head office 

onshore and all their operating assets offshore. Secondly, over 40% of British wealth is held 

offshore. Finally, there is the question of the City of London, this cesspool, through which 

flows over a third of global finances amounting to $1.5 trillion each working day. No 

programme of transnationalisation in Britain can ignore the City of London. 

 

The process is likely to begin as it did in the Russian Revolution, with the nationalisation of 

all land. Because land is immovable, this is an extremely simple measure and can be carried 

out by decree on day one of the revolution. Also urgent are the nationalisation of the banks 

and the imposition of strict exchange controls, backed by other revolutionary measures to 

prevent the inevitable attempt at a flight of capital abroad. 

Emphasis on the City of London not mentioned. 

 

From there the workers' state will move to the progressive takeover of the main firms and 

industries. Small businesses employing only one or two workers can mostly be left to later. 

The immediate task is to gain control of the decisive levers of economic power, of the 

'commanding heights' as numerous unimplemented Labour manifestos have called them. 

 

However, here it is necessary to distinguish sharply between this revolutionary 

nationalisation and the kind practised in the past by Labour (and Tory) governments. Both 

are forms of state ownership. But in this case the state in question is an organisation of the 

collective working class, as opposed to the nationalisations of the past under a capitalist 



state-an organisation of the capitalist class. Important distinction. 

 

So, firstly, nationalisation will not simply be an action taken from above by the central state 

power. It will combine legal takeover at the top with workers' action at the base, in many 

cases through factory occupations. 

 

Secondly, nationalisation will be without compensation, since the object of the exercise is 

precisely to break the economic power of the bourgeoisie. 

Expropriation of the expropriators. 

 

Thirdly, and most importantly, nationalisation will be under workers' control. It is 

impossible to predict precise forms, but probably each factory or workplace will be run by an 

elected council which will be accountable to periodic mass meetings of the workforce. A 

similar arrangement would apply to the management of whole industries, but with 

representatives from the trade unions and the workers' government. 

Workers’ control of production, boils down to control over the intensity of production.  

Discussing workers’ control outside the context of intensity of labour devalues workers’ 

control. 

 

Workers' control of industry is essential. A working class that is unable to control its own 

workplaces will not be able to control its own state. If control of the new state industries is 

transferred to a privileged bureaucracy, as happened in Russia, then sooner or later this will 

come to exert a decisive influence in the society and class divisions will re-establish 

themselves. 

It is simplistic to reduce workers’ control of society to workers’ control of their workplaces, 

As with all society’s which produce a surplus, it is control of that surplus which is decisive. 

The control of the surplus is the commanding heights of any economy including and 

especially a socialist society. As the Critique of the Gotha Programme states, that surplus or 

as it should be called, sufficiency, takes the form of a deduction from society’s product. The 

word “sufficiency” distinguishes this “surplus” from previous surpluses which were all 

alienated from their producers. Unfortunately, what Marx did not do in this polemical 

document, was to elaborate on its importance.  In all exploitative societies the surplus 

product is alienated from the producers through the addition of margins. Uniquely in a 

socialist society the opposite takes place, the sufficiency arises from a voluntary deduction. 



Why, because workers are now paid for all their labour and it is up to them to give up some 

of their labour. That is why it forms a deduction, a voluntary deduction from their product.  

The society wide, democratic, all involving discussion as to the extent of, and disposition of 

this deduction, is the corner stone of socialism and the epitome of working class democracy. 

Further, it is the single element on which a socialist society stands or falls on. A socialist 

society must be organised so that every producer has a voice in determining what share of 

their labour is deducted and where it goes. Indeed, it can be said that the democratic process 

of agreeing this deduction is more important than the result. Of course, there is no stopping 

an individual worker volunteering a larger deduction, but once agreed, every producer is 

bound by the set deduction.  The alternative, a free for all, without an agreed set deduction, 

would make planning society impossible, resulting in anarchy. 

 

Of course, the ability of workers to run industry is often doubted. 'There will have to be 

experts', is the cry, 'and it is the experts who will really control things.' 

Toyota’s work teams thirty years ago proved that middle management are the worst people 

to organise production. 

 

This underestimates the abilities of the working class and misunderstands the role of 

technical experts. Even under capitalism it is generally the workers, not management, who 

have the best grasp of the immediate production process. Many of the skills of management 

are concerned not with production but with marketing and maintaining the rate of 

exploitation - skills which will be redundant in the new society. 

 

As for the layer of technical experts, they will be necessary for a period until the education of 

workers is dramatically improved. But they will simply work for and under the direction of 

the factory or industrial council just as today they work for the bosses. If they obstruct and 

sabotage, they will be disciplined and dealt with, just as they are if they obstruct and 

sabotage a capitalist firm. 

 

If absolutely necessary they will have to perform with workers' guns at their heads, but in 

fact it is reasonable to suppose a victorious socialist revolution will win over a majority of 

such people. 

 

Once workers' ownership and control of industry are established it will be possible to 

proceed to the introduction of a planned economy. Again it is necessary to distinguish 



between socialist planning and the capitalist, and state capitalist, planning we are used to. 

The plan will not be a rigid scheme imposed from above. The working class must be the 

subject, not the object, of the plan. 

 

The planning process will begin at the base in workplace meetings, factory councils and 

workers' councils, with a determination of people's needs and priorities and an assessment of 

the productive capacities of each workplace. On the basis of this input from below the 

government will have to draw up a coherent plan matching capacity to requirement. The 

whole plan will then have to be submitted to the working class for debate, and to its 

representatives in the workers' councils for amendment and approval. 

Completely wrong. Workers will organise production under the heading of workers’ control, 

but planning must proceed from the consumption side. Firstly, what workers contribute to 

production is concrete labour, whereas what they withdraw from production is social labour. 

On the production side workers make decisions about the disposition of their own labour, 

but on the consumption side they decide on the disposition of each other’s labour through 

deciding what to consume. Hence it is only on the side of social labour that consumption 

decisions can be made. Secondly, capitalism teaches us that the most successful capitalist 

corporations are those closest to their consumers or customers in this case. Conscious 

planning is therefore “consumer led planning”. Individual producers as consumers decide on 

how and on what they will spend their labour income. These decisions are then aggregated 

by the planning bodies (using all the technical means – the internet, data mining, deep 

learning etc). Unlike the USSR, consumers are now the active agent and the planners are the 

passive agent. Consumer led planning is inherently democratic in that no one, especially the 

state, can interfere with workers choices. It forms the condition for the free association of 

producers. Workers expend their labour and are rewarded by their product, but if they 

cannot choose their product, why expend their labour? The element of damage to society or 

the environment from these individual choices will be minimised because in a socialist 

society, which does away with the distinction between paid costs of production and actual 

costs of production, prices will also take account of society-wide and environmental-wide 

costs, and not be based solely on narrow production costs. 

Not only do the planning bodies not decide what will be produced, they do not decide how 

quickly they are produced. This is the link between planning and workers’ control of 

production. Once the standard for the intensity of labour is set by the producers themselves 

and made uniform, the expenditure of labour becomes commensurate. Only now, can the 

labour each worker contributes, be equated to the labour they withdraw from society. This 



uniform intensity has a second purpose, it provides the basis for costing production 

(weighted average labour times are universalised) enabling conscious planning to take place. 

Clearly this cannot be achieved overnight, but here we are discussing goals and the structural 

nature of a real socialist economy which is the antithesis of the USSR where we had state 

planning bodies that decided both what would be produced and how quickly (as in below). 

 

It will be an intensely democratic process and it is only on a democratic basis that it can hope 

to succeed. For, as the experience of Stalinist Russia has shown, bureaucratic, authoritarian 

planning leads to false information being fed in from below and formal rather than real plan 

fulfilment. 

 

The achievement of a workers' planned economy will not only solve the worst economic 

problems of capitalism (unemployment, inflation, etc) but will open immense possibilities 

for the future. 

 

At this point it is impossible to postpone further the question of spreading the revolution to 

other countries. For, unless this problem is tackled, all the hopes and plans for socialism will 

come to nothing. (Correct) 

 

5. Producing for need: towards abundance 

 

The establishment of a planned socialist economy on an international scale will put 

an end to the recurring crises of capitalism which result in the destruction and waste 

of productive resources through bankruptcies, under-investment, overproduction 

and mass unemployment. It will mean the truly immense scientific, technological, 

economic and human resources currently devoted to the preparation and waging of 

war will be redirected to socially useful purposes. 

 

When you consider that one British Challenger tank costs around £2 million, that the 

Trident missile system will cost an estimated £42 billion over its lifetime, that 

Reagan's Star Wars cost upward of $100 billion, you get some idea of the economic 

potential that will be released. 



A more recent good example is that the US government’s $4 trillion war on terror 

could have produced a green economy by paying for transnational DC power grids 

and ample wind and solar farms. 

 

Socialism will also remove the enormous waste inherent in capitalist production with 

its duplication of effort-the manufacture of numerous but essentially similar washing 

powders, cars, radios and so on. It will put an end to the massive sums spent on 

advertising and production of superfluous luxuries for the rich. The quality and 

productivity of labour will greatly increase because the producers will-for the first 

time-have a direct vested interest in production and be healthier and vastly better 

educated. 

Here falling prices provides that incentive. Falling prices replaces rising profits (the 

motive of capitalist production) as the primary motive for a socialist society. While 

the Bolshevik party originally understood the need for accurate pricing, they never 

understood how falling prices become the dynamic driving force for a socialist 

society. In the USSR, because workers had to be underpaid, prices were fictitious. 

They provided the cover behind which the parasitism of the bureaucracy was hidden.  

Instead, under Stalin, workers were rewarded by wage rises tied to piece rate 

production. This led to sectionalism, the striving to raise one’s own production even 

if it meant wasteful production which ended up increasing society’s labour time 

rather than reducing it. (Trotsky is guilty too, for he advocated piece rate wage 

incentivisation.) In a socialist society, the reward for collective production is falling 

prices. That way every producer shares equally in any improvements to productivity 

and efficiency. Receiving in proportion to contribution is the individual right in a 

socialist society while falling prices is the common reward for collective labour. 

Together they form a dialectical unity forming the indissoluble cornerstone of our 

socialist economy.   

 

In short, international socialism will bring about a phenomenal development of the 

productive forces which will rapidly eclipse all that has been achieved in this sphere 

in the whole of past history. It is this economic advance which will lay the material 

basis for the transition to a completely classless society. 

 

In the first place it will make it possible to provide adequate food, clothing and 

shelter-the necessities of life-for everyone on the face of the planet. Never again will 



any child die of malnutrition or of easily preventable disease. This alone would be 

more than enough to justify socialism. But in fact it is only the beginning of what 

socialism will offer. Beyond the achievement of a decent standard of living for all lies 

the road to abundance and free distribution according to need. 

 

This point is fundamental to the Marxist conception of the higher stage of socialism, 

or communism as Marx called it, and requires further explanation. 

 

From the start the socialist revolution will produce a great equalisation in the 

distribution of goods compared with the massive inequalities built into capitalism. 

The enormous accumulations of wealth deriving from exploitation and property 

ownership will be expropriated and the inflated salaries paid by the ruling class to 

itself and to a section of the middle class will disappear. The wages of the working 

class, and especially the low paid, will be rapidly increased. 

True, wages here in the context of full payment for the expenditure of labour will rise 

because unpaid labour will be abolished. But this will be a one-off phenomenon. 

What is important later will be price falls as described above. If prices are falling 

because labour times are falling, wages cannot be rising as well (assuming the 

aggregate expenditure of labour time is not rising). If they did, total wages would 

exceed total prices and an incongruity will result. In that case the following would 

happen: demand will exceed supply, prices will then diverge from actual costs of 

production which in turn will undermine conscious planning. 

 

Nevertheless, at first-because socialism begins with the resources it inherits from 

capitalism-the supply of goods will remain limited and workers will still work for 

money wages which in turn they will use to purchase these goods. Progressively, 

however, socialism will increase the production of an ever wider range of goods to 

the point where supply exceeds demand. It will then become possible to cease selling 

these goods and begin distributing them on the basis of need. 

This is really idealism. If prices disappear, the more likely reason will be that in some 

categories they have fallen to the point where the costs of accounting for them exceed 

the cost of producing them meaning labour is being wasted. The more likely scenario 

is this. As productivity soars over time and abundance grows, so the democratically 

agreed deductions will rise, say from 20% to 40% providing a boost to the collective 

means to uplift society and transform the land and humanscape etc. In time of 



course, the emancipated producer, now equally skilled, will step forth, whose relation 

to society is no longer contaminated with the narrow personal consideration of what 

they have contributed to production. At that point social relations will have become 

purely human. 

 

To illustrate how this can be done let us take the example of water. In many parts of 

the world today water-especially clean water-remains in desperately short supply. 

But in all the advanced industrialised countries the problem of water has been 

overcome-even under capitalism. There is more than enough water to go round, so it 

is simply available to everybody 'on tap'. This does not result in people madly 

consuming water. Apart from a certain amount of waste which is easily 

accommodated, people just consume what they need. 

 

What capitalism has been able to do for water, socialism - with the growth of the 

productive forces outlined above-will be able to do across the board. 

 

Housing will be an obvious area to start. We will simply build more houses than 

there are people to house and allocate them according to need. In order to move, 

people will either transfer to vacant accommodation or exchange houses instead of 

buying and selling them. Such an arrangement would not only solve the problem of 

homelessness but also be infinitely simpler to operate than the present tedious and 

complex house buying system. 

Good that you do not fall into the trap of considering housing state property. 

Housing is the most durable article of consumption therefore personal property. 

What you do not deal with is the fact that the housing stock we inherit from 

capitalism is most uneven in terms of quality, size and location. Therefore, the 

question of bringing equality to this unevenness while eradicating it applies. Only a 

homes’ tax, levied in a graduated manner on the larger, better quality homes to pay 

for regeneration and increase, can bring equality to this inequality in the transition 

period. 

 

It goes without saying that education and health services will be completely free. So 

too will public transport, which will be massively expanded (probably to the point 

where the private car becomes redundant). 

 



As each service becomes free, so the labour of all the various money collectors-from 

estate agents to bus conductors - will be put to better use. 

 

In time the free distribution principle will spread from water, housing, health, 

education and transport to food, clothing, communications, entertainment and so 

on, until it becomes all embracing. Buying and selling will fade away. Money-

seemingly the all powerful god of capitalist society, but in reality only the means by 

which the products of human labour are exchanged-will steadily lose its usefulness to 

the point where it can be dispensed with altogether. 

All labour will be directly social and will not become part of the labour of society 

through buying and selling. Buying and selling will be long-gone-history before a 

socialist society even contemplates abolishing the pricing system. 

 

Thanks to the capitalist indoctrination we all receive from birth, this may seem 

outlandish. But given the premise that international socialism will unleash the 

productive forces hitherto confined and restricted by capitalism, there is nothing 

unrealistic about it. 

Great strides in the abolition of money in payment for wages has already been made 
in China. Over time in a socialist society, once the threat of corrupting these data 
bases ends, individual accounts can be set up where labour contributions will be 
added, and withdrawals subtracted electronically. In effect money, now cting as 
multi-use labour vouchers will give way to electronic vouchers. 
 
In fact there is only one serious counter-argument - namely that if everything is free, 
nobody will bother to work.  

 

 

 

6. The transformation of work 

 

Work is central to human life, to the life of the individual and the life of society. It 

was through work, through productive labour, that the human species first 

differentiated itself from other animals. It is the experience of work that is the main 

factor in shaping the personality of each individual. The way in which a society works 

to produce goods is the foundation of all its social and political relations. 

 

Yet under capitalism work is overwhelmingly a negative experience for the vast 

majority of people-that is for the working class. It is destructive of health and 



destructive of spirit. Work is fragmented to the point where people are required to 

specialise all their lives in the endless repetition of narrow mechanical tasks. It is 

exhausting, humiliating and, above all, boring. It produces luxury, leisure and culture 

for the capitalists, but stunted personalities and stunted lives for workers. 

 

The transformation of work is therefore a central task of the socialist revolution. In 

the long run it is the most important task of all. 

 

The first steps of the revolution-the nationalisation of industry under workers' 

control-will lay the basis for this transformation by ending the exploitation and the 

pursuit of profits that make work the way it is at present. From the start, the 

experience of work will be changed by workers' control. 

 

It will put a stop to the daily humiliations that workers suffer at the hands of bosses, 

managers and supervisors of all kinds. It will make safety at work the first, rather 

than last, priority, and add enormously to the interest of the job. 
 

But at the outset the actual labour performed-the minding of machines, the digging 

of coal, the typing of letters, etc-will, of necessity, be roughly as it is under capitalism. 

As the productive forces develop, however, all this will change completely-a change 
which will involve three interlinked processes. 

 

Firstly, the working week will be systematically reduced. Under capitalism advances 

in technology are used to displace workers. We see the combination of millions of 

workers on overtime and millions on the dole. With socialist planning, the total work 

required will be shared equally and every technological advance will lessen the 

amount of physical work that is needed. 

 

This is crucial-not only because it will reduce physical hardship, but also because it 

will free workers to develop educationally and culturally and to take an active part in 
the general running of society in all its aspects. 

 

Secondly, automation will be used to eliminate the most unpleasant and menial jobs. 

Given that under capitalism it is already possible to put rockets on the moon or Mars, 

it takes little imagination to see how refuse disposal, street and office cleaning, much 

of housework, mining and production line work could be automated. 

 

Thirdly, the division of labour will be progressively overcome. The division of labour 

has two main aspects. On the one hand, there is the all pervasive division between 

mental and manual labour-between planners and planned, controllers and 

controlled-which arose with, and coincides with, the division of society into classes of 

exploiters and exploited. On the other hand, there is the breaking up of the 

productive process into smaller and smaller tasks totally lacking in skill, interest, or 

creativity, which is particularly the product of capitalist industrialisation. 



Of all the sub-divisions in the working class the vertical division of labour will be the 

most costly to eradicate and will take the longest time, but the raising of the lowest to 

the highest is the indispensable condition for the emergence of a communist society. 

 

It is the combination of the factors outlined above-workers' control, reduced 

compulsory labour time, and automation-that will eradicate both aspects of the 

division of labour. 

 

Everyone will become both a producer and a planner of production. Everyone will 

have the time, the energy and the education to participate in the collective shaping of 

the environment-work which will require the fusion of artistic, scientific, technical 

and social knowledge, and which will be a collective, creative process. 

 

In these conditions work will become-in Marx's words-`not only a means of life, but 

life's prime want'. It will cease to be a wearisome necessity and become a positive 

pleasure-a means of individual and collective human expression. 
 

Human beings are not naturally lazy. Observe the closest we can get to that mythical 

being, a 'natural' person-a baby or young child-and you will see they overflow with 

curiosity, energy and enthusiasm for learning, for activity and for life. It is capitalism, 

oppression and alienated labour that wear people down, demoralise and break them, 

destroy their energy and convince them that life is best spent with their feet up in 

front of the television. 

Look at the immense effort many working class people put into their hobbies, or into 

the labour and trade union movement. It is not difficult to see how-when work is for 

themselves and not for a class of exploiters, and when it is varied and interesting-the 

time will come when no physical or direct economic compulsion will be necessary to 

ensure that socially necessary labour is performed. 

 

Socialism will bring together, in its higher stages, the habit of performing stimulating 
and creative work, the planning of production to meet human need, the development 

of science and technology, and the free distribution of an abundant supply of goods. 

 

Once it does, there will be no obstacle to society inscribing on its banners the 

ultimate socialist principle: 'From each according to their ability, to each according to 

their needs.' 

Making sense of socialism today 

Issue: 108 

Posted on 17th October 2005 

http://isj.org.uk/issue-108
http://isj.org.uk/making-sense-of-socialism-today/


Chris Harman 

 

Socialism and democracy 

The failure fully to come to terms with the experience of the Eastern states has one final 
consequence. It leads to a partial revision of revolutionary notions of democracy. Towards the 
end of his book Claudio Katz argues that the lesson of Stalinism is that democracy based upon 
workers’ councils will not be enough to prevent the danger of bureaucratisation of socialist 
revolutions. Parliamentary structures existing alongside any council-type organisations are also 
needed. 

This is not some peculiar new view from Katz. It is to be found in a new draft manifesto produced 
by the Ligue Communiste Révolutionnaire in France. It is also a throwback to an idea that existed 
during the German Revolution of 1918-19. Only it did not come from the revolutionary tradition to 
which both Katz and the LCR belong, but from Rudolf Hilferding, who played his part in 
preventing the German revolution moving in a socialist direction. He was a leader of the 
Independent Social Democrat Party, which had broken from the Majority Social Democrats 
towards the left during the First World War but would not endorse socialist revolution, using the 
slogan of ‘Parliament and workers’ councils’ in conscious opposition to the revolutionary call for a 
Räterepublik (‘council republic’).  

Rosa Luxemburg is often quoted as supporting this dual structure of soviets plus parliament. She 
argued for it early in 1918, in an unpublished pamphlet about the Russian Revolution. But as 
Tony Cliff writes in his short book on her:21 

In the German Revolution Rosa Luxemburg radically altered her standpoint and vigorously 
opposed the slogan of the USPD: ‘Workers’ Councils and a National Assembly’. Thus on 20 
November 1918 she wrote, ‘Whoever pleads for a National Assembly is consciously or 
unconsciously depressing the revolution to the historical level of a bourgeois revolution; he is a 
camouflaged agent of the bourgeoisie or an unconscious representative of the petty bourgeoisie.’  

The councils represented the working class, in all its diversity, in confrontation with capitalism; 
parliament was at best a talking shop where some workers’ representatives engaged in bitter 
debates with representatives of the bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie. 

This was not some peculiarity of the Russian and German revolutions. The highest form of 
organisation of workers in struggle during the whole of the 20th century took the form of council-
type organisations: the militia committees in Spain in the summer of 1936, the workers’ councils 
of Hungary in 1956; the cordones in Chile in October 1972; the inter-enterprise committee in 
Gdansk in August 1980. At each stage they drew together workers with quite different political 
traditions to work out how to carry the struggle forward and to implement their decisions. They 
were embryos of potential workers’ power. For that reason those opposed to the development of 
the movement tried to disband these bodies (which is what the Communists and Socialists 
persuaded the anarchists to accept in Spain) or to dilute their significance (which is what 
Hilferding’s slogan in 1918-19 did). Essential points. Today the working class is 80% of society 
so soviets would assume a greater importance. 

When there is no democracy, the demand for parliamentary elections can represent a fight for 
minimal political rights for workers, but when the movement has reached the level of the creation 
of workers’ councils, parliamentary electoral politics is a step backwards. 

Claudio Katz uses two strange arguments to justify his position. One is that council-type 
structures are associated with single-party control. But this was not true in Russia until mid-1918, 
when the willingness of the Social Revolutionary and Menshevik parties to take part in counter-
revolutionary risings led to them leaving the soviets. And it was certainly not the case in 
Germany, Spain or the Hungarian Revolution. Claudio Katz seems to fall into this error by 



equating councils with some of the organisations used in what he calls the ‘actually existing 
socialist states’ to bind workers to the system. Sloppy terminology leads to him confusing real 
workers’ organisations with their opposite. 

His second argument is that somehow a parliamentary-type structure would provide a genuine 
socialist state with protection against bureaucratisation. I just don’t see it. Parliamentary 
structures did not stop the fascists taking power in Italy or the Nazis in Germany; Stalin’s 1936-
1938 orgy of terror took place against the inauguration of what was supposedly the most 
democratic parliamentary-type constitution in the world; parliamentary institutions with free 
elections did not stop the former Stalinist nomenklatura maintaining its power in a slightly 
different form after the eruptions of 1989-91. The only thing that could have stopped any of these 
things was a mass movement organised from below through its own democratic organisations of 
struggle. Workers’ councils and similar forms of ‘popular power’ are the way to stop dictatorship, 
not reliance on parliamentary forms. 

In most cases, whenever the class struggle threatens their rule, it is the bourgeoisie who collapse 
parliaments when they abolish the rule of law to deprive the working class of any legal protection, 
The question here is to defend parliament but without sowing any illusions. To simply ignore the 
issue of protection would result in a failure to win over the mass of workers. However, at the 
stage of dual power, our slogan must be for all power to pass to the new democratic organs of 
the working class and not back to parliament, which would demobilize these newly emergent 
organs and result in the defeat of the working class. 

In looking in the parliamentary direction, both Claudio Katz and the LCR are reacting to their own 
failure fully to grasp what the essence of Stalinism as a system was. The formulations about 
‘post-capitalist societies’ or ‘actually existing socialism’, like the discarded formulations about 
‘degenerated’ and ‘deformed’ workers’ states, imply some degree of continuity between the 
revolution of 1917 and the horrors of Stalinism. The rejection of Stalinism then turns into 
suspicion of the revolutionary democracy which it finally destroyed. 

Katz is absolutely right to argue that there is a future for socialism and that it involves rejection of 
what people identified as socialism in the past. But by not going far enough in breaking with that 
identification he weakens his own most important arguments, and ends up with a position which 
can only produce confusion next time a rising movement confronts the institutions of existing 
society with its own revolutionary democracy. 

The 21st Century draft programme is a programme of workers’ rights, really a workers’ charter. 
To discuss structures without discussing the rights they organise is to empty structures of their 
content which turns them into husks. 

In order to concretise this, let us take each of the rights outlined. 

 

1. Consumer led planning. This reduces the planning bodies to administrative bodies that 
outlive the workers’ state, because unlike the workers’ states, planning bodies are 
permanent.  Consumer led planning is fundamentally democratic because it puts the 
producer as consumer in charge of deciding the products to be withdrawn from 
production and therefore produced. It is an inviolable instruction to the planners. Workers’ 
law in this regard is quite clear. No state, no other individual may interfere with these 
decisions. As all products will be fully costed conscious decisions can be made. It is a red 
herring and paternalistic to suggest that workers will choose destructive objects to 
consume. Once the state decides for workers what they can and cannot consume we will 
end up with a USSR.2. 

2. Costing the contribution to production by individual producers. Workers of differing skills 
contribute disproportionately to production and withdraw disproportionately from 
production. This contribution is not evaluated politically but economically by means of 
coefficients of labour. More skilled workers will have a higher coefficient and less skilled a 
lower coefficient, but these will not be set arbitrarily by a state but scientifically through 
objective criteria agreed by the associated producers themselves. 



3. Workers control of production and the setting of the intensity of labour. This must not be 
imposed by the workers state which will only alienate workers. It will be subject to 
discussion and negotiation so that assembly and production lines etc operate at similarly 
agreed speeds. The lengths of shifts will be made similar. There will be regular rotation 
between morning and late afternoon shifts. Lengths of holidays will be standardised. This 
and the hundred and one elements that make up intensity will be agreed by horizontal 
negotiations. Workers may agree speed ups or extension to shifts if an urgency arises, 
for example a natural catastrophe. But again, we are discussing principles not 
eventualities. 

4. Above all the central structure that will be put in place will be shaped by the need to 
democratically decide both the level of deductions and the priorities which these 
deductions fund. Here it is permissible, even advisable, probably unavoidable for factions 
and even parties to emerge so that all may have a voice. The environmentalists will push 
hard for swift planetary regeneration, the less skilled for the most expeditious elimination 
of skill differences, the workers in less developed economies for favoured investment, 
rural workers for an end to the gap between the town and the countryside etc. In a class 
measured by the billions not millions this is a good thing. As long as no party supports 
the return of private property in the means of production they have a right to exist and 
represent the specific interest of hundreds of millions of workers to ensure even 
handedness and therefore harmony in the class. That is why the process of agreeing 
these deductions and priorities is more important than the decisions made. Over time, 
with growing abundance, making higher possible deductions, there will be less of a clash 
of priorities. More can be afforded. However, to begin with, these deductions cannot rise 
above the economic base we inherit from capitalism. That is why, in the face of the need 
to compromise from all sides, preserving and adding to the democratic discussion is our 
overarching priority. As Marx said, freedom is the recognition of necessity and that 
necessity is shaped by the capacity of our economy at any time.  

5. It may be asked why the right to a shorter working day or a working week is not 
enshrined in the charter or workers’ rights despite the fact that it represents one of the 
key struggles against the rule of the bosses under capitalism. It is also one of the key 
transitional demands: namely to share the available work without loss of pay or 
employment. In providing a programme it is important that we do not engorge ourselves 
on idealism. In a socialist society there will only be the right to work not the right to work 
for so many hours. The key consideration is this. We inherit a complex industrial base, 
two-hundred years in the making, and the first order is to learn to run it, to manage it and 
improve it. Before we can discuss hours, we have to learn to work collectively which at 
the beginning, what may be called the clumsy period, may mean more hours, compared 
to the following decades, when things are smoother. There is a second consideration. 
Many layers of unproductive workers, say in marketing, sales, legal, personal servants 
etc. etc. will have to be found productive work diluting the hours. That is why the hours 
worked must be agreed by convention from time to time rather than by right. In time a 
greater flexibility will present itself, particularly as productivity thrives. 

 
In short it is the workers’ rights enshrined in our constitution which democratises the 
structures of a workers’ state in its formative years and not the other way around. Workers 
will fight for their rights, and for a democracy that enshrines those rights not simply for 
people’s democracy.. Socialism is a society in which we work for ourselves instead of for 
others, with means of production that have ceased to be property and where our collective 
work is rewarded equitably through an objective pricing system.  On this economic base 
arises the political structures that protect these infant economic relations.  

(Note 1.) This critique should be read in conjunction with the following documents. The first is the 
pamphlet Planning The Future. (http://theplanningmotive.com/2017/04/17/planning-the-future-
3rd-edition/) This analyses what went wrong in the USSR and elaborates on Marx’s Critique of the 
Gotha Programme. The second document is the programme itself, titled Draft 21st Century Socialist 
Programme (http://theplanningmotive.com/2016/09/05/draft-21st-century-programme/). Finally, 

http://theplanningmotive.com/2017/04/17/planning-the-future-3rd-edition/
http://theplanningmotive.com/2017/04/17/planning-the-future-3rd-edition/
http://theplanningmotive.com/2016/09/05/draft-21st-century-programme/


how to treat the Labour Party’s new Manifesto as a transitional programme can be found on 
http://theplanningmotive.com/2017/06/26/the-flaw-in-the-…-party-manifesto/ 
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