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DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISM AND
TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE*

THE CONCEPT OF SOCIALISM

As the Communist world enters into an ever deepening crisis, socialist theory
increasingly detaches itself from practical politics and takes refuge in
normative considerations.! This development has the merit of clarifying the
fundamentally democratic inspiration of socialist ideals, but it runs the
corresponding risk of recasting these ideals in a utopian mold that invites
dismissal on the grounds of impracticality. Contemporary arguments for
democratic socialism are especially vulnerable to the charge that they fail to
come to terms with the problems of technology, administration, and the
related complex of cultural and educational issues that are ritually brought
forward as fundamental obstacles to economic democratization.

In this article, I propose to address these problems of technology and
culture in terms of a very broadly reconceptualized theory of the “transition
to socialism.” My goal is to raise the problem of feasibility to the level of a
question of principle, rather than treating it as a laundry list of familiar
objections of detail. I believe a discussion of this kind can significantly
advance our understanding of the normative questions as well by relating
them to the framework of social transformations they are intended to guide.

There is a precedent for this emphasis on the practical framework for the
realization of socialism. Marx believed his most important discovery was the
idea of a transition linking the capitalist present to a very different future
through a specific dynamic of change. Instead of treating socialism as an
“ideal,” he asserted the existence of a historical “process” or “law” leading
from capitalism to socialism.? Today it is clear that such a “law” will apply
only contingently to any real society, but in any case its logic can be formu-
lated as a general model of the dynamics of cultural change in societies
making the transition to socialism.3 The transition to socialism might then be
reconceptualized non-deterministically as a civilizational project rather than
as the result of what Marx once called a social “process of natural history.”*
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Civilizational projects are realized through possible trajectories of
development that impose a global pattern of culture based on new values that
eventually define an entire epoch of human history. Capitalism supports just
such a civilizational project, underlying the differences between national
regimes. The Marxian model of socialist transition can be employed to define
a socialist civilizational project, fundamentally different from that of
captalism. Unlike an idealized socialist utopia, which necessarily plays the
role of unattainable “ideal” in opposition to the sorry state of social reality,”
a dynamic transitional model of the sort proposed here can be used to develop
concrete proposals for change.

If socialism is a civilizational change, that would explain why Marx did
not treat individual components or aspects of the future society he anticipated
as so many policies that need only be implemented by a sufficiently deter-
mined government. Instead, he imagined a coherent transformation in the
very foundations of the existing social world leading to the creation of a new
type of industrial society. The centerpiece of this new society was to be a
radical advance in the cultural level of the labor force. It is not easy to
reconstruct Marx’s view of this transformation, but I will argue that he
regarded socialization, democratizaton, and innovation as intrinsically
connected dimensions of it Here is a brief sketch of these three dimensions:

1. the socialization of the means of production, accompanied by the early
substitution of planning for markets in the allocation of capital and other
productive forces, and eventually, at a later stage, the general replacement of
the market;

2. the radical democratization of society through an end to the vast
economic, social, and political inequalities characteristic of class societies;

3. the innovation of a new pattern of technological progress leading to an
end to the sharp division of mental and manual labor characteristic of
capitalism and a requalification of the labor force.

Any concept of socialism based on these premises can legitimately be
called “Marxian” in inspiration. By the same token, the reconceptualization
of socialism on the basis of the first or second component alone leads to a
variety of non-Marxian socialism. The existing Communist societies would
have to be counted among these latter given their narrow overemphasis on
planning at the expense of democracy and technological change. Elite control
of industry, such as Stalinism presupposes, requires precisely the division of
mental and manual labor and the corresponding technological forms the
Marxian transition to socialism is supposed to overcome. Similarly, a
socialist position such as that of Jiirgen Habermas, which reduces socializa-
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tion to democratization while conceding the neutrality of technology, falls
outside the Marxian framework.6

This unified conception of socialism has by now been split into its
component parts by history and analysis. Popular movements for democracy
in socialist countries, like environmental and labor movements for technologi-
cal change in the West, testify to the breakdown of the original Marxian
synthesis, and the need to articulate relatively independent struggles in every
sphere. Contemporary social theories which, starting out from Marxist
premises, move toward recognition of this fragmentation of socialism are
sometimes called “post-Marxist.” Such theories attempt to recover the
democratic or technological dimensions of socialism against the exclusively
economistic Soviet model.”

This article presupposes many of the results of this general critique, and
applies them in the technological domain. The argument hinges on the
conditions for the requalification of the labor force through technological
change. It is here that the Marxian conception of socialism becomes more
than a socio-political alternative and points toward fundamental civilizational
change. But, where traditional Marxism assumed that workers would be
guided by inherent and unambiguous interests in transforming technology, I
will argue a contrary position, that the institution of democratic control of
industry is a condition for generating an interest in a new direction of
technological progress. In other words, democracy itself is a “productive
force” of a new type, shaping the form of innovation in a future socialist
society.3 I would like to turn now to that argument.

A NON-DETERMINISTIC APPROACH

Marx’s various scattered comments on the idea of socialism can be unified
around two assumptions he routinely made, first that in industrial societies
power depends on control of technology, and second, that the working class
possesses an overriding class interest in the abolition of the division of
mental and manual labor and the system of wage labor it implies. With these
premises in mind, Marx argued that workers can rule industrial societies
through the socialization of industry, a form of ownership in which the public
character of modern forces of production is recognized through some sort of
democratic control. The technological consequences of this arrangement
follow from the imposition of new criteria of innovation responsive to the
interests of the working class rather than to those of the capitalist class.
Control of industry is thus more than control of society; it is also control of
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history. The class that decides on the course of industrial progress governs
the future out of the present.

This brief sketch of Marx’s views shows that he relies on the concept of
interest to secure the connection between the democratic forms and the
substantive technological content of his conception of socialism. The
reference to interests gives an objective, imperative form to the process of the
transition to socialism and suggests that, just as the interests of capitalists
govern the cultural and technological development of capitalism, so the
interests of workers would shape a new socialist civilization.

Since interests grow out of the relation of classes to the means of produc-
tion, they can be objectively ascertained, independent of temporary ideologi-
cal variations. On these terms, the chief interest of the capitalist class is the
maintenance of the precondition for its existence as a class, namely, what I
will call the operational autonomy required by its alienated administration of
society’s productive resources. This interest is secured in the system of
property, which offers capitalists a great deal more freedom of action than
had the leaders of work groups in earlier societies, freedom that can be used
to increase their power and wealth. In particular, capitalists introduce
technological innovations independently of the opinions and needs of
workers and in function of the goal of maximizing control of the production
process through technological design.?

The capitalist division of labor that results from this innovation process
has a social impact through its cognitive effects on the working population. I
will call these effects the knowledge deficit, defined with respect to the
cultural level required for self-rule. The acquisition of knowledge generally
follows the patterns established by the specialized breakdown of tasks that
insures capitalist control of the labor process. Disqualification and increas-
ingly narrow technical specialization confine workers to a dependent position
in society, while casting capitalists and their managerial representatives in the
leading role. The result is an enlarging gap between the level and type of
culture required by most positions in the division of labor, and that required
to make significant social decisions. Technological advancement in this
system thus not only subordinates workers to capital, but disenfranchises
them at the most fundamental level by removing all incentives for society to
teach and for workers to learn enough knowledge about the social world to
understand and participate in making the important social decisions that
concern them. 10

Capitalist technology has evolved under a system of class rule and
therefore reflects the requirements of control from above. It is these require-
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ments which generate a division of labor and a conception of technical
progress incompatible with the full and democratic development of the
individuality of the workers. A democratic power would have different
requirements, tied to the civilizational project of creating an industrial society
favorable to individual development.!! It is important to note that Marx does
not regard any of these points as politically contingent. When it comes to
matters of control, it is not a question of what this or that individual or group
prefers; essential determinants of class identity are involved. Capitalists must
impose a division of labor which only workers can overcome. It is characteris-
tic of Marxism to so condense a democratic process and a substantive goal
through the identification of social essences.

The third dimension of Marxian socialism can now be reformulated more
precisely in the following propositions, which express the interconnection
between its political and technological aspects:

3.1. A socialist system would require the development of a qualitatively
different division of labor compatible with the employment of highly
educated and socially responsible workers.

3.2. Such a system would be oriented toward long-range patterns of
technological development that would further the actualization of human
potentialities at work.

The whole theory can now be summarized in what might be called Marx’s
maximum thesis on the transition, according to which:

Workers® control of industrial society inevitably leads to the socialist transformation
of the division of labor and technology.

This original Marxian position is subject to two very different kinds of attack
today. First, it is claimed that the desirable social transformations Marx
expected from socialism are in fact being made under capitalism in response
to technological advance. Second, the deterministic reliance on class interest
is rejected on the grounds that the self-understanding of social groups cannot
be deduced from their place in the social structure but depends on a wide
variety of factors. Let us examine these objections in turn.

1. Is the Marxian theory of capitalism refuted by the emergence of an
“information” or “post-industrial” society, based on a radically new type of
computer technology that privileges skills, in contrast with the deskilling
associated with traditional mechanization? The initial determinist assess-
ments of post-industrial society argued that computerization would raise the
general skill level of the workforce, automate production and enlarge the
range and power of human communication and collaboration at work, making
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possible the general democratization of society.!? But nearly a generation of
experience with automation and computerization has changed the tone of
social commentary.!3 An emerging consensus argues that automation is
suspended politically between very different alternatives and nothing about
computer technology per se can decide the issue. A brief glance at two recent
studies of automation illustrates this point.

In her book In the Age of the Smart Machine, Shoshanna Zuboff argues
that computers make possible two complementary transformations of the
workplace.!4 On the one hand, they can be used to automate production,
relieving human beings of physical effort. On the other hand, they can be
used to “informate,” a term Zuboff introduces to refer to the integration of
workers and machines at a higher level of intellectual involvement, participa-
tion in decision-making and productivity. Informating is not an alternative to
automation, but consists in further potentialities of computer technology
management may or may not choose to realize in the course of automating.
Zuboff offers persuasive evidence for the social ambiguities, or ambivalence,
of computer technology.

Harley Shaiken concludes his book, Work Transformed, with similar
reflections:

It is ironic that computers and microelectronics should be used to create a more
authoritarian workplace. They could just as easily be deployed to make jobs more
creative and increase shop floor decision-making. Rather than pace workers, systems
could be designed to provide them with more information about the production
operation in general and their own jobs in particular. The technology could be used to
bring the work under the more complete control of the people who do it rather than
the other way around.!

Shaiken would seem to agree with Zuboff that, “Technological design
embodies assumptions that can either invite or extinguish a human contribu-
tion.”1® And Zuboff offers numerous examples of the suppression of the
democratic potential of informating technology by uncomprehending or
frightened managers, confirming Shaiken’s argument that automation has
failed socially because of “the use of technology to extend managerial
power.”17 Thus the issue for both Zuboff and Shaiken is less the impact of
technical progress on the democratization of society than the reverse: the
capacity of democratization to release suppressed potentialities of technical
progress. But this was precisely the point Marx was getting at a century ago.
2. I would like to turn now to the far more damaging objection to Marx’s
deterministic conception of class interests. How strong, really, is the connec-
tion between working class power and the socialist society Marx expects
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workers to create? Marx’s original theory of working class interests assumed
that capitalism could only satisfy workers’ needs contingently, inadequately,
and episodically. This biological basis for opposition to capitalism was linked
to a sociological theory of alienation according to which the structural
obstacles to self-actualization through work could only be overcome in a
socialist society. Thus in this early formulation, workers’ vital needs for food
and shelter would be satisfied only where their human need for fulfilling
work was also satisfied.

The later theory of “relative immiseration” recognized the possibility of a
rising income floor without clearly explaining the impact of this reformula-
tion on the motives and aims of socialist revolution. Once the impoverish-
ment of the working class is defined as relative, socialism can no longer
pretend to be the only adequate representation of workers’ rational self-
interest. A more sophisticated formulation is required which distinguishes
between the wide range of interests that can be reasonably imputed to
workers, many of which are as well satisfied under capitalism as under
socialism, and the narrower subset of that range which is systematically
obstructed by the existing technology and division of labor and which can
therefore best be achieved through socialist transformation of the technologi-
cal base.

Once this concession is made, the deterministic framework collapses. It
can now be asked what would necessarily orient workers toward the new
concepts of labor and welfare that Marx identifies with socialism. The
interests of workers under socialism are ambiguous and may not guarantee an
evolution toward a truly different form of civilization. The idea that there is a
necessary connection between working class interests, the quality of work,
and the direction of development of industrial society is not persuasive in its
original deterministic formulation, but it can be reconceptualized more
modestly as a theory about the ambivalence of the economic culture of
capitalism.

The facticity of the worker under capitalism, as object of capitalist control,
involves discontent over the nature of work.!8 This cultural structure can, but
need not, inspire workers to make the sort of demands that would lead to a
socialist transformation of the production system. In fact, there is a good deal
of evidence from the existing Communist societies that controversial trade-
offs are involved in the choice between working conditions and consumer
goods. But no group other than workers can consistently support an end to
the conditions of control from above, since such changes are subversive of
every way of organizing the economy from outside the labor process itself.!9
This minimum thesis might be formulated to say that:
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Workers’ control is uniquely compatible with changes in technology and the division
of labor in the interests of the systematic enhancement of human capacities.

This formulation of the idea of socialism requires the translation of Marx’s
theory of the transition out of the objectivistic language of “interest” into the
more empirical language of culture. The concept of the economic code,
referring to empirically identifiable cultural differences in economic values,
can serve for this purpose. By the economic code, I mean the way in which
individuals customarily perceive their own welfare, what they regard as
economic goals, and what they consider to be legitimate or desirable
economic means. The economic code governs the goods individuals seek to
obtain as economic rewards, whether they expect these goods to be delivered
publicly or as privately consumable commodities, which goods are signified
as utilitarian, and which possess aesthetic, prestige, or other types of values,
and so on. Every society also has characteristic economic codes concerning
such things as workmanship, authority relations on the job, savings and
leisure, the occupational expectations associated with various jobs, with sex
and age, and so on.20

These cultural differences have major implications for the process of
technological development. In any society, it is through encoded perceptions
of the economy that the so-called economic “realities” take on their specific
significance. In particular, culturally relative conceptions of means and ends
and divergent interpretations of welfare govern innovation and the reception
and adaptation of imported technology.2! Technological futures are thus
determined not only by technical factors but by economic culture as well.

With these considerations in mind, we can ignore Marx’s maximum thesis
and reformulate his theory of the transition in ideal-typical terms. For our
purposes, it is unnecessary to prove that working class rule guarantees a
socialist evolution of society. The interesting point is the possibility that
workers in some socialist society might choose an original technological
future corresponding in its main outlines with Marx’s concept of the transi-
tion. The actual economic code governing workers’ economic perceptions
may become the basis for the adaptation of technology to socialist purposes
where it approximates to the hypothetical “interests” Marx imputes to them.
This contingent relationship between workers’ economic culture and the
preconditions for the transition to socialism renders the socialist future itself
contingent, since under the assumptions of the minimum thesis socialism can
only be created by workers’ control and not, for example, by a suitably
enlightened political dictatorship.
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TECHNOLOGY AND THE DISTRIBUTION OF CULTURE

Marx’s hypothetical construction of the interests of workers and his predic-
tions about the future have been criticized and defended ad nauseam. Rather
than continuing that rather fruitless debate, I intend to pursue the
“minimalist” strategy outlined above by reformulating the concept of
proletarian interests as the ideal type of a socialist economic code. This
approach reveals the underlying economic logic of a new form of civilization
that would not merely add a few desiderata to the current repertoire of
“values,” but which would have a truly different structure. On this basis, it
will be possible to anticipate changes as fundamental as those which gave
rise to citizenship through the abolition of estates, or the invention of
childhood through a series of social changes culminating in the limitation of
the labor market in the late nineteenth century. Marx’s Grundrisse provides a
basis for this approach which, with a certain amount of imaginative interpreta-
tion, can be substituted for the usual deterministic account.

In this text, the dynamic of technological change under socialism is guided
by workers’ “interest” in humane work settings, an interest which must be
imposed on the inherited technological base through rationalization and
innovation in the course of the transition. Marx believed that eventually
workers would produce a whole new technology in which work would be
“life’s prime want” and not a burdensome obligation.2? This goal would be
achieved when labor

is of a scientific and at the same time general character, not merely human exertion as
a specifically harnessed natural force, but exertion as subject, which appears in the
production process not in a merely natural, spontaneous form, but as an activity
regulating all the forces of nature.23

The transition to this higher type of industrial society would involve a deep
change in economic culture. Capitalist society, Marx argues, distributes
wealth in the form of ever more varied commodities, but this commodity
form is only a limited reflection of the actual enrichment of the human
species represented by the growth of the needs and faculties of the con-
sumers. It is this latter that is “real” wealth, the development of human
attributes and capacities as dimensions of individual self-actualization,
mediated by material goods to be sure, but not identical with them. Marx
writes,

In fact, however, when the limited bourgeois form is stripped away, what is wealth
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other than the universality of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive
forces, etc., created through universal exchange? The full development of human
mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as of humanity’s
own nature? The absolute working-out of his creative potentialities, with no presup-
position other than the previous historic development, which makes this totality of
development, i.e., the development of all human powers as such the end in itself, not
as measured on a predetermined yardstick? Where he does not reproduce himself in
one specificity, but produces his totality? Strives not to remain something he has
become, but is in the absolute movement of becoming??*

The extension of transport and communications is a clear example of Marx’s
new standard of wealth. Peasants confined mentally and physically to the
small villages of their ancestors are “poor” by this standard, compared with
modern individuals situated at the nexus of cosmopolitan interactions.
Whether or not we share Marx’s disdain for the countryside, the economic
implications of his argument are clear. Instead of appearing in the form of
goods external to the individual, wealth now appears as the developed powers
of that individual. There is a sense then in which training and education,
variety of experience and occupation become a higher type of consumer
good. A socialist society values such an enlargement of human experience
and individuality as an end in itself, without subordinating these forms of
wealth to the pursuit of a profit on the sale of the material goods associated
with their acquisition.

Why would this change in the social definition of wealth occur under
socialism? Marx argues that the industrial economy not only produces a huge
variety of commodities, but it also creates unique opportunities to apply the
expanded powers of the individual productively.25 These opportunities would
be seized under socialism as economic motivations for the enlargement of
human capacities. Once a society has been gripped by this dynamic relation
of consumption to production — the pursuit of “real” wealth contributing to its
production — radical changes in the economy will occur. Every activity that
increases the skill and intelligence of the worker increases the value of labor
power. Meanwhile, work itself becomes one important arena in which to
develop the powers of the individuals.

But work remains work, however fulfilling. Thus even under socialism
workers will strive to reduce the time spent working while simultaneously
increasing their leisure, much of which would be used for learning. But the
more workers employ their leisure to learn, the more productive their labor
and consequently the shorter the workday. “The saving of labour time [is]
equal to an increase of free time, i.e., time for the full development of the
individual, which in turn reacts back upon the productive power of labour as
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itself the greatest productive power.”26 Socialist “interests” and the cor-
responding patterns of consumption develop the “wealth” of the individual
personality and the productivity of labor in a self-reinforcing cycle.

This is truly a utopian conception, but one that is considerably more
interesting than the utopias usually attributed to Marx. Here the economic
circle is squared by the creation of an economic perpetuum mobile that feeds
off the very resources it consumes. If in fact a primary leisure activity,
pursued voluntarily and for its own sake, increased the value of labor, then it
could be freely converted into an economic input. Consumption and invest-
ment would approach identity in the domain of human resources and one of
the chief costs of the economy, education and training, would also be a
benefit.27

At the civilizational level, the key difference between all present day
industrial societies, including Communist ones, and the socialist model
outlined above is the role of knowledge and skill in the economy. Under
socialism the “subjective” forces of production — human skill and intelligence
— formerly wasted by industrial societies, could be applied to increasing
productivity according to the dynamic of requalification projected in the
Grundrisse. The socialist labor process emerges as a synergism of the
demand for skilled labor and the growth of human powers through work. The
higher level of knowledge and skill characterizing this labor process would
make new efficiencies possible, motivate the transformation of technology,
and reconcile broader participation with the technical requirements of an
industrial society.

So formulated, the theory of the transition to socialism is an attempt to
show the possibility of an alternative type of industrial society, one based on
a much fuller development of individual capacities than in capitalism. By
“possibility” in the sense of the term used here, is meant not merely technical
feasibility, but the integration of technical and economic codes in a configura-
tion corresponding to a new type of civilization in which the very pursuit of
economic efficiency would raise the cultural capacities of individuals to the
level of the social responsibilities they would have to fulfill, in which there
would be no necessary trade-off between the pursuit of economic well-being
and democratic participation.

THE TRANSITION TO SOCIALISM

Can we bring this utopian conception down to earth to inform our specula-
tions about the future? I will argue that the effective initiation of a transition
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to socialism has three specific institutional correlates in the economic
domain, corresponding to the three dimensions of socialism discussed at the
beginning of this article. While these are not sufficient conditions for
achieving a socialist reorganization of society, they do appear to be necessary
conditions; and the discussion of them offers a useful way of concretizing the
model of democratic socialism proposed here.

First, under the assumptions introduced above, social ownership must
extend not just to machines, buildings, and land, but also to the monopolized
cultural capital required for the management of industry. But the socialization
of cultural capital cannot be accomplished at the stroke of a pen; it takes a
long term educational effort on an unprecedented scale.28

Furthermore, if workers are to assume greater responsibility for their
enterprises, the systematic redistribution of cultural capital must begin in the
very earliest stages of the transition to socialism and must aim at raising the
general cultural qualifications of the population. Thus it is not enough that the
society favor study; narrow, merely technical training for existing positions in
the division of labor must be replaced by much broader and continuing
preparation for social participation. Workers must be in a position to enlarge
their access to the kinds of knowledge required to perpetuate and increase
their power in society.

The democratic distribution of culture would accomplish two fundamental
objectives:

1. to supply the volume of intellectual resources required to take ad-
vantage of technological options that rely more heavily than does capitalist
technology on inputs of skill and intelligence;

2. to qualify the entire labor force, and not just a small elite, to participate
effectively in management and politics.

This strategy would seem to involve wasteful investments in human
resources. But this objection is rooted in the culturally relative distinction
between investment and welfare in the capitalist economic code. We tend
ethnocentrically to consider these as unambiguous categories because for us
the goals of production are signified in terms of capitalist concepts of wealth,
that is to say, primarily in the form of material goods available for private
consumption. By contrast, education is an investment rather than a major
positive component of personal welfare. The scarcity of knowledge and skill
is a direct result of this code, which regulates supply by market demand and
which rewards deskilling with a share of the savings realized by the replace-
ment of skilled with unskilled labor.

Following Marx’s argument in the Grundrisse, we could construct an ideal
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type of a socialist economic code in which, on the contrary, educational
activities that capitalist society places within the category of investment and
evaluates in terms of efficiency in the production of material goods would be
placed in the category of consumption and evaluated as contributions to
individual welfare. While this is a promising beginning for a theory of
socialist economic culture, Marx’s account of how such a culture would
come to prevail over the capitalist one is unacceptable.

The shift would occur, according to the Grundrisse, because technological
progress would render the capitalist method of distributing culture obsolete
and would usher in a new age in which the acquisition of knowledge and skill
becomes an end, an activity in which workers will voluntarily engage
independent of personal economic return. Industrial advance, beyond a
certain point, would yield a new social definition of welfare as self-actualiza-
tion. This argument is a clear instance of Marx’s tendency toward technologi-
cal determinism, and as such unpersuasive.

The collapse of the deterministic position forces us to answer a type of
objection Marx never had to face. Socialist educational strategy sounds
remarkably idealistic in the bad sense of the term. Indeed, today education is
usually treated as a moral value where it is not merely an economic invest-
ment, suggesting that democratic socialism would be committed to the
voluntaristic imposition of educational goals. On these terms, the socialist
hypothesis that education would be pursued for its own sake is not much
more plausible than the hope in a general commitment to moral self-improve-
ment. Is there a way to retrieve Marx’s notion of educational consumption
from these consequences of the breakdown of his determinism?

If the pursuit of education is to be a consumer good under socialism, it
must serve importantly in a practical context of daily life. Educational
consumption must have some purpose more compelling than the sheer
enjoyment of learning.?? The elements of a solution are present in the
democratic dimension of socialism, but have never been applied to the
problem before. The local politics of participatory self-management in
workplaces and in communites would offer a far more effective scene for the
application of broadened cultural capacities than the inherited labor process.
Thus, to a considerable extent, the consumer value of education would be
realized at first in relation to public functions such as management and
community affairs. There educational acquisitions would “pay off” for the
individuals, if not economically, at least in terms of increased respect and
influence and overall outcomes more in conformity with their needs and
interests.
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The scope of education would broaden accordingly, and in this the
acquisition of knowledge and skill would no longer appear as subtractions
from individual welfare but as components of it. The educational activities of
the population would be uncoupled from the immediate economic needs of
the society and from the investment strategies of individuals; education
would become the driving force in social and technological change. Industrial
society would bootstrap from a condition characterized by the knowledge
deficit to one in which individuals would generally possess the cultural
qualifications corresponding to their social responsibilities.

With the growing success of the transition, the initial “overinvestment” in
education would make possible a leap to a higher level of productivity, based
on new technologies adapted to operation by a highly educated workforce.
Not technology but politics must lead the process of change, with technologi-
cal progress an outcome rather than a cause of the establishment of new
socialist social relations. Thus once Marxist determinism is abandoned,
democracy becomes an economic and technological requirement of the
transition to socialism.

Although such an educational dynamic contrasts sharply with our
expectations in the advanced capitalist world today, it has partial precedents
in the modernization of Japan and the Soviet Union.30 To dismiss it as
unlikely in any particular contemporary context misses the point that it
defines a possible trajectory of development toward a new form of industrial
civilization in which social responsibility is much more widely distributed
than in today’s world. Those who would seek an easier path to such an
outcome must explain how it will be possible to achieve radical democratiza-
tion in a technological society on the basis of the low levels of culture and
intellectual qualification determined by the existing division of labor.

The emphasis on education is thus in harmony with a second requirement
of the transition, the democratization of society through the establishment of
formal institutions workers can use to intervene in the activities of those who
exercise power and authority in their name. This question is inseparable from
the problem of expertise because, as I have argued above, the subordination
of workers is not merely a political matter but is rooted in the division of
labor introduced by capitalism. The transition aims to create a new state of
affairs in which the recomposition of formerly divided mental and manual
labor reduces the operational autonomy of leadership and reincorporates the
alienated functions of management back into the collective laborer.

This approach, which Marx and Engels never adequately theorized, might
be explained by borrowing Habermas’s distinction between forms of
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rationality. Under capitalism communicative and technical rationality become
competing bases of social power, their opposition growing out of a social
structure which allocates power to those performing a special technical
function, the leadership of the collective laborer. But these two forms of
rationality are not essentially in conflict. It is only in the peculiar framework
of modern capitalism (and its Communist imitators) that the technical sphere
offers a basis for advancing claims to power in competition with claims made
on the basis of the communicatively rational appeal to common standards and
interests. A socialist society would therefore attempt to modify that
framework in order to reduce the relative weight of technically based claims
to power in favor of communicatively based claims.

Just how far can these technically based claims be rejected in the early
phases of the transition without disrupting production? This is a critical
question, but Marx never addressed it, no doubt because he could not respond
a priori. But unfortunately those in a position to offer a response at a later
stage did not even know how to pose the question, much less answer it. Thus
the lack of an early industrial movement for workers’ control on the basis of
which Marx might have projected the first stages of economic democratiza-
tion under socialism turns out to be an historical accident heavy with
consequences.

With no guidance on the question of workers’ control from Marx, later
Marxists treated capitalism exclusively as a form of ownership, and its
management system was identified with the general technical requirements of
industrial production. In this context, the Russian and European council
movements of 1905 and 1917-1919 looked like just another form of political
mobilization and were praised or condemned as such without any apprecia-
tion for their profound social significance. Even democratic socialists
believed for the most part that authoritarian control from above was an
economic necessity. But such control could only be reestablished by once
again disenfranchising workers in the workplace, in effect ending the
revolution. Workers thereby lost any chance of initiating a real transition to
socialism.

These are very much live issues today, as the Soviet Union, Poland, and
Hungary struggle to reconstruct their Communist systems in a more
democratic and economically efficient form. The dismantling of bureaucratic
dictatorship and its clumsy planning machinery requires decentralization and
greater reliance on markets, either through a capitalist option such as
denationalization of government owned enterprises, or a democratic socialist
option such as their autonomization under the control of managements
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chosen by the workers. There is a considerable literature on the socialist
solution, derived for the most part from the Yugoslavian experience with
self-management.3!

Self-management is not, however, without its problems, many of them
evident in the Yugoslavian case. One school of thought argues that for self-
management to succeed, formal democratization of the selection of managers
is a necessary but not a sufficient condition. What might be called deep
democratization of technically based power structures is required as well.
This second requirement results from the fact that the socialist workforce
must continue to rely on the authority of highly trained professional and
managerial personnel for a prolonged period, no doubt measured in genera-
tions rather than years or decades as some have hoped. Their authority must
be made to contribute to the transitional process through the way in which it
is accommodated to the gradual enlargement of workers’ initiative and
control. The real problem of democratization lies here.32

Deep democratization implies significant changes in the structure and
knowledge base of the various technical specializations underlying technical
and administrative work to the extent that these serve as bases for advancing
unwarranted claims to power. The rules and roles governing the exercise of
authority must be altered to promote greater autonomy on the part of the
“client” subject to the authority. These rules and roles concern such things as
the method of training and selection of managers, the social context of
management, and the procedures and criteria of innovation.

Other agent-client relations outside the domain of business are modeled on
the capitalist project of maximizing control from above. Thus to the extent
that socialism prevails in industry, changes can be anticipated throughout
society, in government administration, the position of science and science
based technical systems in society, the organization of medical practice and
the “sick role,” the craft rules governing mass media production, teaching,
and so on.

How realistic is this strategy for recomposing the unity of the collective
laborer? The chief obstacle would appear to be the opposition of technically
qualified personnel to such a shift in allegiances and work conditions. But
historical experience is not unambiguous and suggests a possible trajectory of
change. Although it is not a fact given sufficient weight and notice, modern
revolutions are characterized by sporadic “fraternization” between workers
and sympathetic members of the bureaucracies and corporate administrations.
Often in the enthusiasm of the moment quite elaborate plans for reform of
management and government agencies are proposed, as was actually the case
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in the French May Events of 1968.33 These experiences indicate that the idea
of reorganizing the collective laborer in new ways is not merely idle specula-
tion but resonates with historical experience.

To go beyond such anecdotal evidence, a theory of the middle strata is
required.34 But such theories generally founder on the attempt to explain their
object in terms of conventional concepts of class struggle and alliance, which
generally presuppose that the classes have clearly defined interests independ-
ent of the political relations established in the alliance. But it is precisely the
breakdown of such prior definition which seems to characterize the behavior
of the middle strata in a crisis. The position of these groups is better under-
stood by abandoning traditional class theory and returning to simpler, more
empirical concepts. Then it is evident that neither the capitalist nor Com-
munist middle strata can be satisfactorily conceived as a class because they
owe their existence to their place in organization rather than to an economic
function or role.

These groups are composed of individuals who have been hired, after
meeting requirements such as educational credentials, to carry out an action
based on specific technical codes. These codes embody basic social and
technical assumptions about how to design and operate technical systems.
Thus unlike the other classes of modern society, which arise from an
“organic” economic process, the members of the bureaucracies acquire their
class identity through a process of selection, rooted in a relationship to
technology which qualifies them to represent others. This is the origin of the
ideology of service which we associate with “professionalism” in the West.
In professionalist ideology the middle strata are the “agents” of “client”
individuals and groups in whose interests they act, and for whom they
perform services these latter cannot perform for themselves.

This explains why, when the “clients” rise in struggle, the legitimacy of
the bureaucracy’s selection and conception of service is questioned on a
global scale. Its claim to represent the public interest is visibly shaken and its
technocratic self-image enters into crisis. The people can then appear “in
person” as the source of a legitimacy granted hitherto by capitalist or
Communist elites in their name. The people are a recourse and an ally
through which the middle strata can be reconstituted and their “selection”
reconfirmed under a different hegemony for different social purposes. The
culmination of such a reconstitution of the bureaucracies would be the
elaboration of new practices and technical codes for each field of work aimed
at reducing the alienation (in system terms, the “operational autonomy”’) of
professional leadership.33
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In sum, where popular initiatives provoke splits in the ranks of the
bureaucracy, its crisis can be understood as an attempt to reconstitute the
unity of the collective laborer through the innovation of new practices and
codes. The bureaucracy is no longer an interest in its own right engaged in
maximizing its operational autonomy at the expense of workers, but becomes
instead a scene of struggle in which popular interests are actively represented.
These interests may inspire a fundamental restructuring of technology and
society, initiating a process of civilizational change.

A third requirement of the transition concerns the direction and organiza-
tion of innovation under socialism. During the transition, economic and
technological development would proceed in a very different environment
from Western capitalism. Skilled labor would be far more abundant than it
has been at corresponding stages in the Western process of modernization,
limited primarily by its social cost once private costs had been reduced or
disappeared in the accumulation of educational resources. Under these
conditions, highly qualified human resources would not be in short supply
but would be widely available as a nearly “free” good on which the economy
could draw at will.

In addition, the democratization of management would have profound
effects on patterns of innovation, altering the technical code in terms of
which progress is defined. The capitalist code, adjusted to the need to
maximize profit and control the work force, would be replaced by a different
code, still concerned with efficiency but taking into account a wider range of
variables. As Carol Gould writes, in comparison with capitalist managers,

members of a worker self-managed firm would be prone to be more sensitive to the
impact that the use of given technologies would have on their conditions of work and
the quality of work life. They might well also be responsive to issues of consumer
need and environmental effect, since they are themselves also consumers and
residents of the local area.36

An economy developing under these conditions might reach efficient
solutions to technical problems in new ways, moving generally toward an
alternative type of industrialization. In some cases skills might be applied in
relation to technologies that it would be economically irrational to employ in
a capitalist society because of the very different organization of human
resources under capitalism. In other cases, a different approach to work
conditions and the environment might result in innovations that would not
have occurred or succeeded under capitalism. Different patterns of consump-
tion and different leisure pursuits would occupy the labor force of such a
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society, and in it the political process might take on a qualitatively different
character. This would be, in short, a socialist system of production, one in
which technological change would be governed by new principles.

There are two commonplace objections to this view which need to be
addressed briefly here, although they are really the subject of a historically
and sociologically concrete discussion of innovation. The first of these
objections is the familiar argument that planning necessarily suppresses the
individual freedom and initiative required for innovation. Indeed the standard
image of the innovator in capitalist society conforms to the romantic myth of
individual genius, not uncommonly at odds with ignorant bureaucrats.3’
Interestingly, innovation continues to occur in certain large capitalist
corporations which have directly confronted the problem of stifled creativity
by opening spaces for innovation within their boundaries through radical
departures from classical organizational models. Small teams are allowed to
work in an almost parasitic relation to the corporation, drawing on its
resources for an unusually autonomous activity of research and develop-
ment.38 Much can be learned from such examples. The transition to socialism
requires the working out of comparable organizational innovations as the
basis for the technological changes it must make in the creation of a new type
of industrial civilization.

The second objection argues that technological development is essentially
determined by technical considerations, largely independently of the social
environment in which it occurs. Socialism, if it is possible at all, would
therefore have to prove itself compatible with technology rather than the
reverse. Usually this argument culminates in the demonstration that all
technological societies must come to terms with the “imperative” requirement
of authoritarian management. This is technological determinism, a view
which has always been more popular in development theory than among
historians of technology. I address this problem at length in my forthcoming
book, The Critical Theory of Technology, but can do little more here than
note the existence of an important literature in support of the view that
technological development is a dependent variable in the social system.39
This view suggests the possibility of anticipating the broad social deter-
minants of technological progress in a socialist society as I have attempted
here.

This article began by suggesting that democratic socialism involves a
process of civilizational change more complex than anything we would
normally consider under the heading of politics. These concluding reflections
attempt to identify possible starting points for such a process. The result is
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not a utopian description of a perfect society, but rather a hypothetical
direction of social development which would lead to a new form of civiliza-
tion through democratic changes at many levels: political, economic, cultural,
and ultimately technological.

San Diego State University
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