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CO-OPS IN A MARKET ECONOMY ARE NOT A BRIDGE TO A SOCIALIST 
ECONOMY, BUT THEIR PRESENCE IN A SOCIALIST SOCIETY COULD 

SERVE AS A BRIDGE BACK TO A CAPITALIST SOCIETY. 
 

This article requires you to read the 21st Century Draft Programme first. Here is the link - 

https://theplanningmotivedotcom.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/21st-century-programme-

july-2019-pdf.pdf The reason is that a prior understanding of issues like consumer led planning 

and objective prices is needed to determine how they conflict with and are undermined by the 

presence of co-ops in a collective economy.  

The transformation of capitalism into socialism will differ from all previous societal transformations 

which have taken place over the course of the past ten thousand years since when society cleaved 

into classes. All previous transformations where they occurred, were from one exploitative mode of 

production into another. Where they failed to occur, generally following the collapse of empires, 

societal degeneration and fragmentation followed. While most of these transformations took place 

within agrarian societies based on the extraction of an agricultural surplus, the modern 

transformation, from feudalism into capitalism, was unique because it formed history’s first 

industrialised society.  

In turn the emergence of a developed industrial society created the material and social possibility for 

a final transformation, the emergence of a classless industrial society. And because this inaugural 

industrial society tends to crisis and break-down, it also creates the necessity to construct an industrial 

society that is free from crisis because production no longer divides society but unites it. 

The socialist revolution, in so far as it seeks to end exploitative relations altogether, rather than replace 

them with a new set of exploitative relations, is unique. It has no historical parallel. In the quotes 

below, are a collection of the views Marx and Engels held regarding the transformation of capitalism 

into socialism. They recognised that the new grew in the womb of the old, that once the productive 

potential inherent in the old was exhausted society had to move forward or perish, and finally, that 

revolutions are not peaceful events because the old class will fight to retain its power and privileges.  

Today we recognise that the social and material conditions for moving beyond capitalism are in place. 

Over 80% of society consists of workers with about 60% concentrated in urban areas in the advanced 

capitalist countries. That society has polarised between a tiny minority of capitalists and an 

overwhelming majority of workers.  In turn this relatively small minority of capitalists presides over 

highly centralised capital, with a mere thousand giant corporations and banks dominating a global 

economy ripe for expropriation. Finally, that capitalism can no longer mobilise production nor raise 

the living standards for the whole of society. 

What is missing from these conditions is the aspect associated with previous revolutions, namely the 

emergence of a new mode of production alongside the old prior to superseding it. Today, the growth 

of socialist enterprises within the womb of capitalism is virtually absent, compared to before, where 

capital gestated within the womb of feudal society emerging as a formed and independent economic 

force. In broad terms, co-operatives, these socialist islands in the raging sea of capitalism, have either 

failed, been marginalised, had their intensity of labour set by competition, been laid low by 

recessionary conditions, been held captive by finance capital or constricted by state legislation. At the 

height of political struggles, such as the 1926 General Strike, they have also been shown to play a 

counter-revolutionary role, when co-op shops, at the behest of the TUC and Labour Party bureaucrats 

https://theplanningmotivedotcom.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/21st-century-programme-july-2019-pdf.pdf
https://theplanningmotivedotcom.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/21st-century-programme-july-2019-pdf.pdf
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refused to feed hungry strikers. For one of the better reviews on the behaviour of co-operatives today 

follow the link to this critique of the biggest co-op in the world, the Mondragón Corporation (MC) 

based in the Basque region of Spain, https://isreview.org/issue/93/are-workers-cooperatives-

alternative-capitalism  

This indicates that the socialist revolution, precisely because it seeks to free humanity, cannot rest on 

the prior development of socialist economic forms, but must become a consciously organised political 

force intent on capturing state power, thereby elevating the working class to that of the ruling class. 

Without this essential condition being met, the capitalist class cannot be expropriated nor their mode 

of production abolished. 

Quotes from Marx and Engels. 

(1) The development of modern industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very foundation on which 

the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products. What the bourgeoisie therefore produces, above 

all, are its own grave diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally inevitable.”  Karl Marx, 

The Communist Manifesto 

(2) “In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations, which are 

independent of their will, namely relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the development 

of their material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the 

economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure 

and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life 

conditions the general process of social, political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men 

that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness. At a 

certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the 

existing relations of production or – this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the 

property relations within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of 

development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social 

revolution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation of the 

whole immense superstructure.”  Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy 

(3) No social order ever disappears before all the productive forces, for which there is room in it, have 

developed, and the new higher relations of production never appear before the conditions have matured 

in the womb of the old society…the problem itself only arises when the material conditions necessary 

for its solution already exist or at least in the process of their formation. Preface to A Critique of 

Political Economy. 

(4) Force is the mid-wife of every old society pregnant with a new one. Das Kapital 

(5) All history has been a history of class struggles between dominated classes at various stages of 

social development. Friedrich Engels 

(6) Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer examination will 

always show that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions for its solution are already 

present or at least in the course of formation. In broad outline, the Asiatic, ancient, feudal and modern 

bourgeois modes of production may be designated as epochs marking progress in the economic 

development of society. Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy 

Socialist production. 

As the 21st Century programme puts it, the workers state takes into its hands all the threads of private 

property from the productive sphere and weaves it into the cloth of collective property. This cloth is 

recognised as seamless though there could be concessions to the self-employed who supported the 

revolution. If we were to assume that co-operatives existed, this cloth instead of being seamless, 

would be closer to a patchwork blanket. Each patch different and loosely joined. 

https://isreview.org/issue/93/are-workers-cooperatives-alternative-capitalism
https://isreview.org/issue/93/are-workers-cooperatives-alternative-capitalism
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2205479
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/57866806
https://www.brainyquote.com/authors/friedrich-engels-quotes
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/57866806


3 
 

This is of course problematic. The whole idea of collective property is to homogenous that property, 

to ensure that no worker benefits at the expense of another worker. To understand the issue more 

precisely let us address it from the pricing point of view as the programme does, together with other 

articles on this site. Having read the programme the reader would be aware that the means of 

production and the land which workers inherit are not average. Some means of production are newer 

or more advanced, other means are older, land varies in terms of its natural attributes and so on.  

Therefore, the problem is posed, how to ensure that workers who have different productivities 

resulting from working alongside variable means of production, are rewarded equally. That no worker 

is advantaged nor disadvantaged. This can only be done from the output side, with a pricing system 

based on weighted average labour times. This weighted average takes into account the differences in 

productivity adjusted by output. Thus, the pricing system acts to reward workers for their collective 

efforts. As weighted average labour times fall, so too do prices, which means workers consumption 

increases and it does so even handedly. 

Now for the rub. Let us assume that groups of workers form co-ops. For these co-ops to have 

substance, they must own their own means of production. If they do, then these workers cannot also 

own the means of production outside their co-op. This would be unfair and discriminatory. They would 

end up owning both their means plus the rest of the means outside, but workers not in co-ops would 

own only the means outside the co-ops. 

We remember the purpose of collective ownership is to move to non-ownership of the means of 

production. When we all own the means, then no-one owns it. But this cannot happen because co-

ops cannot be unowned without ceasing to be a co-op. 

But there is a bigger and more immediate problem. Co-ops would interfere with the pricing system 

designed to reward workers equally. If co-ops congregate around plants with the newest means of 

production yielding higher rates of productivity, a number of things would happen. (We ignore the 

alternative, that co-ops form around the oldest means as there would be no financial incentive to do 

so.) The weighted average labour time in the rest of the economy would increase because the weight 

of the more productive and therefore lowest labour times would be removed by the co-op sector. This 

would impact the pricing system, either by driving up prices or preventing them falling as quickly as 

they could. This effect would affect standards of living outside the co-ops. 

Thus, a situation would arise where co-ops formed around higher productivities would have an 

economic advantage. Here we assume a certain density of co-ops. But in order to explore this 

advantage we need to divert, to briefly discuss money and labour vouchers. Labour vouchers, whether 

electronic or paper adds the labour contributed by an individual worker to production and deducts 

the products withdrawn from production. Labour vouchers cannot circulate because they are an 

individual worker’s record of their contribution to production and consumptive deductions. The whole 

purpose of socialist production is to move from the disruptive effect of money to vouchers which 

synchronise consumption with production. 

Co-ops, because they are disconnected in terms of production cannot be reimbursed with labour 

vouchers. Labour vouchers only reimburse workers for their current expenditure of labour. But in the 

co-ops, this would be insufficient to “pay” for inputs and replacement machinery and equipment.  Co-

ops would therefore need money, money to pay themselves and money to pay suppliers. Their 

presence would require the circulation of money, and in effect, their output would continue to be sold 

just as their inputs would continue to be bought. Therefore, labour vouchers would need to be 
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redeemable against money in this sphere, as the bulk of the consumers serviced by the co-ops will 

only have their vouchers. 

Thus, this influx of vouchers into the co-ops would need to be convertible into money so that the co-

ops could continue to buy inputs etc. Only in the co-op sector would vouchers be redeemable against 

money. A trail of money would thus emerge creating all manner of enticing vortexes. If we were to 

assume the value of this money is regulated by universal labour time, it would mean that where the 

output of a co-op is above the average, the net income accruing to it, after expenses, would be 

increased beyond the vouchers the co-op workers would have received had they been part of the 

broader economy. 

These co-ops would thus have a surplus with which to buy additional inputs and means thus expanding 

their size and scope. But this would be at the expense of the rest of society whose standards of living 

would necessarily fall, because general prices would not have fallen to the degree they would have, 

had the more productive labour times found in these co-ops been incorporated into the generalised 

pricing structure. 

We will look later under the heading of consumer led planning how this would create new forces of 

demand and supply undermining conscious planning. 

It could of course be argued that the workers’ state could tax away this surplus and hand it over to the 

social fund. However, the taxation of part of the surplus of any productive entity is necessarily a 

coercive act and it goes against the grain of a socialist society where deductions from the social 

product are voluntary and agreed.  

In sum, co-ops would necessarily form monetary relations with the rest of the economy. This would 

act as a barrier to eliminating money. Additionally, co-ops would prevent the emergence of a unified 

pricing system disrupting it, because any imbalance between money and labour vouchers would result 

in prices being bid up by the presence of this money. 

Consumer led planning.  

It is worth restating that planning can only take its instruction from the consumption side not the 

production side. Production is blind. Take a steel mill. Workers in that mill would not know 

spontaneously how much steel to produce, what grades to produce, and where to distribute their 

output. If all the producers simply produced what they thought society wanted or needed, we would 

have shortages here, surpluses there and mismatches everywhere. Under these circumstances, 

markets would be needed to clear the surpluses and reward the shortages.  

Thus, planning is done from the consumption side. Workers give of their labour and are rewarded by 

their chosen products. This is called consumer led planning, democratic and efficient. Consumers are 

active while the planners are passive. The remit of the planners is to aggregate these consumer choices 

and organise production to satisfy them.  

This planning is therefore living and dynamic, adapting to changing needs and wants. Accordingly, 

production units far and wide have to be flexible not rigid, because the articles they are producing 

may change from time to time. Some production may be expanded, other production reduced, thus a 

fluidity exists which again is incompatible with co-ops. 

It could be said that co-ops could be told what to produce and in what quantities. They could even be 

penalised for not fulfilling their targets. In other words, they lose all control over decisions on what to 

produce. Would they submit to this, or more likely would they act in the same manner Enterprise 



5 
 

Managers did in the USSR, when they lied about their productive capacity in order to retain a limited 

degree of autonomy? 

However, it may be the case they are allowed to decide what to produce, that they are allowed to 

retain full autonomy. They would then be free to focus on the most “profitable” products. Generally, 

these would be newly introduced items where the social need exceeds the ability of the planners to 

ramp up production to satisfy these needs immediately. Under these circumstances, the shortage of 

product may encourage consumers to part with more of their vouchers to get to the head of the 

queue.  

In that case, these lucky co-ops will be come into the possession of additional vouchers which when 

redeemed against money in the normal way, would result in them coming into possession of 

additional money. The money supply will grow. This will stimulate markets, and prices could now be 

severed from their actual costs of production making conscious planning redundant. On the flip side 

the cancelation of additional vouchers not used to redeem product will see stocks of products 

beginning to pile up in warehouses and other outlets outside this sector. Once again, encouraging the 

formation of markets. 

Workers control of production. 

As the programme states, workers control of production boils down to control of the intensity or 

speed of the labour process. Set by democratic commissions established by the workers’ state, 

uniform and agreed work rates adjusted for capacity will come into being.  Once this intensity is 

agreed, labour time becomes universal and can be costed, making vouchers real and connecting them 

to the prices of the articles to be claimed.  

The question is posed, would this setting of the work rate be extended to the co-operatives? Would 

there be a law governing work rates from which the co-ops would not be exempt? If not, then co-ops 

would again act as disrupters. If they agreed to increase their tempo above the average, then they will 

accumulate more simply because their output would increase. Here there would not be a depressive 

effect on the rest of society. It would simply mean this increased output would either translate into a 

higher standard of living for workers in the co-ops, and if not, then to a rising rate of monetary 

accumulation within this sector. 

This could create resentment within society and disrupt what would have been a carefully crafted 

tempo within and between industries. Most tempted would be the strongest, most able workers lured 

in by the promise of a higher standard of living. Here the roles have become reversed. In a capitalist 

society, co-ops are subject to the conditions set by the market enforced by competition. In general, 

price pressures lead to self-exploitation as co-ops intensify their tempo to keep up, leading to dissent 

and divisions within the co-ops themselves. Strong unions in capitalist concerns often lead to much 

better conditions than those found in co-ops. In most cases, the management of large co-ops is just 

as remote from the workers on the shop floor as those found in capitalist firms. 

In the end co-ops reside in the purview of labour bureaucrats, anarchists in pursuit of anything 

autonomous, greenies who believe small is beautiful and those who have not shaken off a petty 

bourgeois concept of history and therefore are unable to comprehend the grandeur of a socialist 

society.  And always in the hands of political charlatans, they are proposed as the means of avoiding 

or bypassing revolution.  

We stand in the tradition of Marx who spoke of a society of freely associating producers, therefore a 

united communal society of emancipated and empowered workers based on co-operative effort. 
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Conclusion. 

The capitalist process of production which dispossesses the workers of their product allowing it to 

accumulate in the hands of the capitalist employer, gives rise to larger and larger corporations which 

tower ever higher above the worker, dominating and intimidating the worker, making them feel 

increasingly helpless. This is the context of co-ops in a capitalist society, the sigh of the exploited, a 

home where they can recoup their power, make decisions while setting their own priorities. It is of 

course utopian. 

The means of production are ours because we produced them. When we reclaim them as we shall 

through revolution, then they are ours to hold and to shape in our own image. From being the means 

of trapping workers, they will become the means of our liberation. At that point, the thirst for co-ops 

will disappear. Co-ops may be a dream today, but they could become a menace tomorrow if they 

become endemic under socialism, for their presence will pave the way for the return of the market, 

and markets everywhere and at all times create classes because of the unequal exchanges found 

therein. 

  

Brian Green, June 2020 


