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THE ONLY THING WORSE THAN PREDICTING THE FUTURE  
IS BEING TRAPPED BY THE PAST. 

 

This article was provoked by a comment Michael Roberts made in his most recent posting Titled Mission 

Impossible. The comment is presented in full below as is the link to the post. His comment is not 

exceptional, it is part and parcel of the 20th Century tradition loosely described as Marxist-Leninist-

Trotskyist. By workers government, this article understands such a category to represent the dictatorship 

of the proletariat, that is after workers have successfully conquered state power and subdued the 

capitalist class and their agents. It is not interpreted as a government where workers are in office while 

the parties of the capitalist class are in opposition, in other words “parliamentary cretinism”.  The 

proposals outlined below therefore takes place after the revolution, not before it. Finally, instead of using 

terms such as nationalizing the top 100, or 500 or 2000 transnational corporations, the term used is, 

“nationalizing of the commanding heights of the economy”. 

“Ulises, I would not be in favour of nationalising everything if we had a workers’ government in power. On 

the contrary, most companies would stay ‘private’, to begin with. But without owning and controlling 

(democratically) the major financial and corporate institutions (like the FAANGS, media, pharma, 

manufacturing etc), the government would be beholden still to the decisions and demands of the capitalist 

sector. That’s why Mazzucato’s public-private ‘partnerships’ would end up only happening if the ‘private’ 

sector was sure of avoiding risk and making the biggest gains, thus distorting the ‘missions’. That’s what 

has happened and would happen if the working class does not have a government that replaces capital 

rather than works for it.” https://thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2021/02/20/mission-

impossible/ 

“We therefore stand for the nationalisation of the 100 biggest monopolies, banks, utilities, landlords and 
so on – under workers’ control and management – and without compensation. On this basis, the economy 
can be democratically planned in the interests of the majority, and not for the super profits of a few.” 
Socialist Appeal What we are fighting for | Socialist Appeal 

“Tax the super-rich! For a socialist government to take into public ownership the top 150 companies and 

the banking system that dominate the British economy, and run them under democratic working-class 

control and management. Compensation to be paid only on the basis of proven need.” Socialist Party 

https://www.socialistparty.org.uk/partydoc/What_We_Stand_For 

“Public ownership of the banks and high finance to end the banks functioning as an engine of crisis and 

inequality, unlock resources for social investment and create a public banking, pensions and mortgage 

system serving the whole community. 

• Reversing privatisation; pushing forward democratic public ownership of services and industries.” 

Workers Liberty https://www.workersliberty.org/about 

The laws of motion in the early communist society are immanent in capitalism itself. 

I offer unhesitatingly the following observation, the proposal to limit the confiscation of private property 

to the commanding heights of the economy, is an ignorant proposal, because it retains a hybrid economy. 

It is a recipe for splitting the working class and erecting unnecessary obstacles to organising a planned 

economy. As a transitional step, it leads only in the direction of the cliff. It also represents the inadequacy 

https://thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2021/02/20/mission-impossible/
https://thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2021/02/20/mission-impossible/
https://www.socialist.net/socialist-appeal-stands-for.htm#:~:text=Socialist%20Appeal%20is%20the%20Marxist%20tendency%20in%20Britain,,needs%20of%20capitalism,%20but%20do%20away%20with%20capitalism.
https://www.socialistparty.org.uk/partydoc/What_We_Stand_For
https://www.workersliberty.org/about
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of the 20th century tradition which never appreciated both the grandeur of a communist society, even one 

as it emerges from capitalism, nor its complexity. If only life and history were so simple, Marx would not 

have needed to prepare 3+ volumes of Das Kapital to detail the laws of motion propelling the capitalist 

mode of production, an intellectual odyssey that took decades and was never completed, but which 

nonetheless provided a platform to examine future relations of production that grow out of capitalism. 

Firstly, let us understand one thing. Even under the best of circumstances, defined here as a swift and 

decisive international revolution, we could not transform the economy overnight. 

1. We could not abolish money immediately and replace it with labour vouchers. 

2. To move to labour vouchers, we first need the data bases to make this possible and we need to 

determine universal labour time, that is the weighted average of economic hours. The latter will 

be much more difficult and time consuming to estimate than the mere counting of hours. It will 

require a small army of statisticians to estimate the weighting of skills and their dispersion 

throughout the economy. Without the measure of universal labour time, the metronome of 

production, conscious planning is impossible. And to make universal labour time real, 

commissions will need to be set up to homogenise the intensity of labour adjusted by the capacity 

to labour throughout the economy. Only once this standard of labour is achieved, can we measure 

the contribution of labour on the production side, and on the consumption side, measure an 

equivalent amount of labour being withdrawn.   

3. We will still depend on demand and supply until such time as the planning bodies have been set 

up, and not only set up, but connected to the production and distribution centres, really a 

functioning nervous system. Again, without universal labour time planners would be blind, unable 

to allocate the labour time of society. 

4. We will need to undertake an audit of capacity so that the planners are aware of what can be 

produced and how the parts fit together. 

5. We will need to set up another nervous system this time connecting consumers to the planners 

in order to achieve consumer led planning. Viva the internet. 

6. Re-organising the international working class by eliminating unproductive work and socialising 

domestic work. If we were to honour every job, then protecting unproductive work would 

unnecessarily increase the total labour time worked by society and or reduce general standards 

of living because this unproductive labour would have to be subsidised. This re-organising of the 

working class would represent a tectonic shift in the way we work. 

7. We will need to retain the banking system temporarily not for the reasons commonly stated, but 

for a reason not often understood, but which is immanent in capitalism itself. In the capitalist 

mode of production price deviates from values or actual costs of production, in order to reward 

capital. This means in above average composition industries, here described as “capital intensive”, 

prices rise above actual costs, and vice versa, in “labour intensive” industries they fall below actual 

costs. Thus, it appears that in capital intensive industries workers “add more value” which is 

sufficient to pay their higher wages while still yielding an above average profit margin. Now, when 

we incrementally move towards actual costs of production, prices will necessarily fall in capital 

intensive industries only to rise in labour intensive industries. The net result will be, depending on 

how far this process goes, that capital intensive industries will be starved of the funds they need 

to replenish their circulating and fixed capital. Thus, the banks will need to temporarily harvest 
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funds from the labour intensive industries to subsidise the capital intensive industries keeping 

them solvent while money and markets remain. 

Of course, this all ends once planning is under way and society is connected through a unified pricing 

system based on labour vouchers. In such an economy rates of return are unknown, with industry now 

orchestrated purely by consumer decisions and preferences based on what things cost to produce in real 

time. But such steps are only possible in an economy where the means of production, distribution and 

information are collectively owned, not where parts of the economy are left in private hands even when 

politically supervised. We need seamless collective property with no crevasses for the planners to fall into.  

A society of freely associating producer does not come into being when part of their number continue to 

be trapped in private firms regardless of whether these are controlled by the workers’ state. 

The hybrid economy. 

We have seen how complex the measures are which need to be undertaken to re-organise society. These 

are not predictions, instead they are laws immanent in the capitalist mode of production itself. For 

example, capitalism needs functionally unproductive labour to ensure its economic metabolism, a 

communist society does not. A capitalist economy needs money to overcome the contradiction between 

private production and social consumption, a socialist society does not because both production and 

consumption is now fully socialised. A capitalist economy needs a pricing system which rewards profits, a 

communist society needs a pricing system which rewards labour and so on and so forth. As I said in my 

review of Terry Eagleton’s book, the future is not so much an a la carte menu as a fixed menu, because 

modes of production have rules and laws. 

“Our enemy is Big Capital” goes the refrain on the left, not small businessmen and women. Actually, our 

enemy is commodity production. This does not mean we exempt ourselves from the tactics which help 

divide and weaken the capitalist class in the pre-revolutionary period. In particular our defence of small 

businesses and the self-employed from the predation of big capital and the banks. This is particularly acute 

as we exit COVID lockdowns, and with it, the state support of businesses, which though monopolised by 

Big Capital, has nonetheless kept millions of small businesses solvent around the world.  

The number of small businesses is large. In the USA in 2020 there were 12,462,765 firms with 1-4 

employees and 1,821,444 with 5-9 employees. Together they represented 81% of all firms. Thus, there 

are a lot of capitalists involved here even if at this scale it is likely there is only one owner per firm. In fact, 

their number equals the total number of union members in the USA. Collectively, these small businessmen 

and women represent 10% of the total population older than 20 years.  

The same is not true when these firms are remeasured, this time by the number of workers they employ. 

We find that 4.66% of the total private workforce is employed by firms with 1-4 workers and 5.21% are 

employed in firms with 5-9 workers. Thus under 10% of the private workforce is employed in these small 

firms. https://www.bls.gov/web/cewbd/table_f.txt If we include government workers, those figures fall 

to 3.74% and 4.22% respectively, or 8%, or one in twelve. https://www.naics.com/business-lists/counts-

by-company-size/ 

Given the large number of small businessmen and women, One of the key arguments behind this tactic is 

to prevent small businessmen and women being recruited by a fascist movement. While this is 

commendable in the pre-revolutionary period, it would be difficult to transfer over to the post-

https://www.bls.gov/web/cewbd/table_f.txt
https://www.naics.com/business-lists/counts-by-company-size/
https://www.naics.com/business-lists/counts-by-company-size/
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revolutionary period.  And the reason funnily enough is because we have nationalised or socialised the 

commanding heights of the economy. 

Michael Roberts amongst others has presented data which shows the world economy is dominated by no 

more than 2000 transnational corporations. It would be more accurate to say that say it is dominated by 

the top 2000 corporations and their supply chains as many of these giant corporations no longer produce 

but assemble. Whatever the case, they represent the core of the global economy and around them rotates 

the constellation of smaller companies. In particular they enjoy above average compositions of capital 

(productivities) and economies of scale (efficiencies).  

If we were to say to the petty bourgeoisie, we continue to honour our pledge to you, namely that any firm 

with under 9 employees can continue in the private sector after the revolution, we would be betraying 

the workers found there. Not because they have to continue to work for their employer but because of 

the way planning works. If we were to assume that the economy outside of these firms was socialised, 

then the labour time used to cost production would be the weighted average of all the firms now 

expropriated and residing in the general economy.  

Because these firms include the core of the global economy, the most productive firms, its’ commanding 

heights, the weighted average level of productivity would be much higher than that found in small firms. 

Small firms are notorious for their low levels of investment per worker and are generally found in those 

sectors where the capital threshold is at its lowest such as in retail, restaurants, take-aways and so on. 

They are not known for their productivity which is why we have ended up with all those boring chains. So 

how can they compete? 

Standards of living will be higher outside these firms than inside them. Job security will be lower as well. 

While workers in the general economy will enjoy full sick pay, holiday pay and through the social fund, full 

pensions, the same cannot be said for workers trapped in these private firms and cut off from the general 

economy through commodity relations. What will be the result? Workers will leave these firms to join the 

general economy. We will not have to liquidate these firms or expropriate their owners as they will simply 

collapse as workers cross over to the general economy. 

Does this mean we will have a really bland and standardised economy as this is the most efficient one. I 

always feel it is best to leave the future to those who will live it. But it is likely that workers in the future 

will recognise and agree that part of the investment arm of the social fund should be devoted to the arts 

and entertainment sector as well as brightening up our towns and cities. At least they will avoid the 

obscenity where a few musicians hog all the revenue, while tens of thousands of musicians and artists 

struggle to make ends meet with multiple second jobs. 

In this case the boutiques set up will be part of the general economy, they will be run by the workers in 

them, and these workers will enjoy the same rights as those found in the general economy. They won’t 

sit there stressing if their takings will cover their expenses. The best example of this is commercial fishing 

based on piece rates. To get paid, fish has to be caught in all weathers, a desperation which makes this 

one of the most dangerous occupations on earth or in the water.  Oh, and coming back to dry land, there 

will be no advertisements, no cameras to track us and what we are spending our money on, in time no 

cars, just a pleasant and welcoming place shaped by the locals.  
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The commanding heights of the economy is a chimera. 

If we were to nationalise the Footsie top 100 companies, we would get precious little for our efforts other 

than banking assets and company secrets. Most of the giant industrial mining and service companies 

headquartered in Britain have their assets outside the UK. If we are lucky, we will expropriate some large 

buildings, some lovely offices, an exuberant wine cellar and a few old masters hanging on the wall, unless 

they have been smuggled out of the country.  

Additionally, all the key demands for nationalization tend to exclude the City of London. This beggars 

belief. In spite of Brexit, the City of London remains for the time being the primary hub for global finance. 

In London all the financial sewers connect. London monopolises 43% of the current $6.6 trillion daily 

global turnover of foreign exchange. It monopolises half of the daily $6.5 trillion in interest rate 

derivatives. These are only two markets, but their daily turnover is far greater than the UK’s annual GDP. 

Expropriating the City of London would be the equivalent of pushing a stick through the spokes of the 

front wheel of a bicycle, global capital would go straight over the handlebars. And it would take a great 

deal of time to rebuild the bike somewhere else. And yet the left never adds in the City of London, which 

is more than a bank, to their repertoire of what needs to be expropriated. https://ig.ft.com/mapping-

london-financial-centre/  

The end dictates the means. 

At least it does, when seeking to construct a new mode of production. Trying to build a bridge to the far 

bank, when that bank cannot be seen, where its height has not been determined, nor the kind of ground 

found there, with materials that cannot bear their own weight, is a task for fools. Transitional demands 

connect point A to B not to some hypothetical point B.   

The Soviet Union collapsed because the collectivisation of property was undone by exploitative economic 

relations. In that sense too, the USSR was a hybrid economy. If there is anything to be learnt from the 

debacle there, it is that a communist society works only if everything is in place. Collective ownership is 

no panacea, but the means to construct a mode of production that frees the producers from exploitation 

and disempowerment.  

It is precisely when the workers’ state creates seamless ownership, where everyone owns everything in 

the sphere of production, that we can create the unified laws that drive a future of mode of production. 

We need this seamless ownership in order to create a unified and unifying pricing system that rewards 

workers equally. If an economy is only partly owned by the producers that pricing system would be 

incomplete, a sail buffeting in the wind because some of its stays are missing. If an economy is only partly 

owned, universal labour time would only be partial robbing it of its status as a standard. If an economy is 

only partly owned, labour vouchers would be kidnapped by money. 

One further comment on Michael’s blog stated: “The problem that I see is that nobody is supporting this 

kind of policies including the nationalisation of important companies in major countries for example in the 

United States.”  I would suggest this is not because of antipathy towards nationalisation, but because the 

slogan symbolises the problem of putting forward a coherent case for socialism. Just three years ago in 

the USA a majority of the under 40s supported socialism against capitalism, simply because their lives 

were so bad. That support has ebbed, because once the ruling class became aware of the growing support 

for socialism, they mounted a concerted attack to discredit socialism. “Instead of gaining you would be 

https://ig.ft.com/mapping-london-financial-centre/
https://ig.ft.com/mapping-london-financial-centre/
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losing your shirt” they declared, pointing to Venezuela, but coyly omitting to say that this country was 

gasping for air because the USA had its economic hands around the throat of the Venezuelan economy. 

Nonetheless they have prevailed with their lies and disinformation.  

But it does provide a lesson, we need to be able to make the case for socialism, and if this case is 

incomplete or even contradictory, our opponents will tear it to pieces. Never underestimate the 

ideological struggle and never succumb to the falsehood that it is quicker to put forward a simple solution 

rather than a more complex one.  

Conclusion 

Nationalising the commanding heights of the economy sounds so profound and grand. It makes one 

appear to be a masterful tactician. Great for ending the old, but not so great for building the new. Great 

for splitting the capitalist class, but not so great for unifying the working class. It is a slogan that falls far 

short of what needs to be done. It is a redundant slogan at best and at worst, it signifies that the sloganeer 

remains unaware and ignorant as to what the future holds.  

If forced to choose between the slogan “nationalise the commanding heights of the economy”, or “no 

man or woman should claim the labour of another and call it their own - abolish capitalist private 

property”, I know which slogan I would prefer.   

 

Further reading.  

Draft 21st Century Programme. 
https://theplanningmotivedotcom.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/21st-century-programme-july-2019-pdf.pdf  

 

Why Marx Was Right and where Terry Eagleton is wrong. 
https://theplanningmotivedotcom.files.wordpress.com/2021/02/marx-was-right-obviously-1.pdf  
 
In Defence of Consumer Led Planning. 
https://theplanningmotivedotcom.files.wordpress.com/2017/12/comprehensive-planning-article-pdf.pdf  

 

 

Brian Green, 25th February 2021. 
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