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ABSTRACT

The participatory economics project (parecon) is Michael Albert and Robin
Hahnel’s vision for radically democratic workplaces and communities. This
thesis examines the daily practices and ideology of the Vancouver Parecon
Collective (VPC), one organization working to promote parecon as a viable
socialist alternative. Arising from criticism of both the contradictions of the
capitalist marketplace and the disparate power relationships within “communist”
command economies, parecon is a powerful alternative to capitalist
triumphalism. This thesis examines the efficacy of parecon as a prefigurative
socialist vision and argues that parecon groups typified by the VPC need to
combine Gramscian counter-hegemony and Richard Day’s non-hegemonic
approach to move from idealism and small-scale alternatives to large-scale and
deeply transformative political economic change.
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Organizing Anarchy: the Politics and Praxis of the Vancouver Parecon
Collective

Chapter 1

Introduction

Numerous sociological researchers have demonstrated that capitalism is no benign force; it is
a system rife with systemic inequities, structural inefficiencies, and chronic over-consumption
of environmental resources. One of the few defenses of capitalism since the fall of the Soviet
Union is that there simply is no better alternative. Despite ardent criticism, few commentators
have been able to offer a concrete vision for a more inclusive, egalitarian and democratic
system. This thesis examines the revolutionary possibilities presented by the participatory
economics (parecon) project—an alternative, radically democratic economic system proposed
by Michael Albert and Robiﬁ Hahnel. Specifically, my research highlights the organization,
ideology and daily activities of a prominent local parecon advocacy group, the Vancouver
Parecon Collective (VPC). Throughout Vancouver, in Victoria, and internationally, the VPC
are advocating for small, participatory structures in the form of radically democratic public
planning and egalitarian, non-hierarchical collectives workplaces. The VPC perform this
advocacy through informative talks, film screenings, online articles and outreach at numerous
activist events. Although my main arguments and primary source interviews focus on the
practices and experiences of VPC members, I also analyze parecon itself. 1 examine parecon
with as much scrutiny as I explore the VPC precisely because parecon remains relatively
unexplored in academic writing. Writing on parecon is different from writing on socialist or
feminist movements, for example, because such movements have strong traditions in
sociology and require little discussion to orient the reader towards their basic frameworks.

Academic interest in parecon is relatively new, and thus I have used a substantial portion of



my thesis to explain the basic characteristics of parecon as a whole, and to contextualize the
VPC movement. The VPC is an example of parecon in action and is just one group working
to address the activist/academic “vision problem.” According to Michael Albert, one of two
originators of parecon, the “vision problem” is a common limitation of contemporary activists
who share an inability to conceive of truly achievable democratic alternatives to capitalism
and apply such concepts to their movements (Albert 2003). While they regularly challenge
the injustices and inefficiencies of the current political-economic system, activists and
academics rarely articulate a clear, contemporary vision of an alternative, and therefore cannot
work towards fundamental change. Albert therefore advocates a “prefigurative” movement, a
movement designed to fill the vision void by imagining a future while providing opportunities
for small-scale change in the present.

Two central problems facing activists addressing the vision problem begin with how
and why. In this thesis, I am more concerned with ow this vision problem can be solved than
why it came about. While I do examine the pervasiveness of the vision problem in this
introduction, the emphasis in my thesis is not on why it exists so much as what activists and
academics have done to try to overcome this problem. For the same reason, my analysis of the
VPC emphasizes questions of theory and strategy more than why and how they came to exist
in the first place. I reserve some discussion of origins in my analysis of interview transcripts,
but my focus is on what the VPC is actually doing and how they mean to achieve success.
The central problem the VPC faces is how to expand their vision to the'population at large
(this is their primary mandate as an advocacy group). The key to understanding the VPC is
understanding parecon.

Parecon, a vision for a fully participatory economy would require that all affected

members of society be provided the opportunity to directly participate in each aspect of



economic relations, from productive planning, to workplace organization, to numerous
individual tasks. Parecon’s participatory structures do away with the centralized hierarchy of
previous socialist systems without sacrificing careful planning. The “vision” for a parecon is
distinct from the practice of parecon workplaces and organizations, which are often termed
“pareconish” or “pareconic” by advocates because they integrate aspects of the parecon vision
without developing the full range of parecon systems. For example, a workplace that
explicitly follows parecon’s principles of non-hierarchical participation, or an organization
that advocates parecon and operates non-hierarchically may be called “pareconic” or
“pareconish,” because they do not represent an entire integrated economy, rather are
microcosms, small units working towards a larger parecon movement. The VPC is thus a
“pareconic” organization, as are the connected parecon workplaces I discuss later in this
thesis. Until an entire political economy is organized along participatory lines, there will be
no “parecon” in the strictest sense, only pareconic workplaces, organizations and networks.
The emphasis of this thesis is not “why” pareconic movements exist, but what the VPC
and other pareconic groups are doing on the ground to achieve change. Although growing,
parecon has not yet achieved anywhere near the public awareness gained by other forms of
socialism. Ihave found very few activist or academic books or articles that even mention
parecon, and this suggests that more work is needed to expand parecon’s social significance
and impact. The question those advocating parecon must answer is what barriers they face
and how such barriers can be overcome to create broader acceptance and recognition?
Parecon texts have, after all, been in circulation for more than ten years. My primary question
is not “why do we need a parecon?” (although I examine to what degree parecon works as a
meaningful alternative to capitalism), but “what hasn’t yet worked?” and “what can we do

strategically to build an actual, working participatory alternative to capitalism?”



An issue central to parecon and prefigurative movement strategy in general is that of
“hegemony,” a concept used by Antonio Gramsci to explain dominance through a
combination of means, including people’s ideological attachment to the system and control
over key institutions (Gramsci 1999). Hegemony is a key problem in academic writing that
examines radical movements, and one that needs to be addressed in order for a movement to
move forward and challenge centralized power structures. Capitalism maintains hegemony or
“ideological dominance” largely because it is so seductive, and Gramsci argues that
movements need to develdp a “counter-hegemony,” a network of movements devised to
challenge existing hegemony and evenﬁally dismantle the system and reclaim power
(Gramsci 1999). Counter-hegemonic groups such as the radical and politically orientated
Zapatistas, or the culturally orientated “culture jammers” fight political and ideological
dominance directly through political and symbolic action. Richard Day, an anarchist-leaning
scholar who discusses parecon in his book Gramsci is Dead, argues that counter-hegemony is
not necessarily the perspective favoured by parecon activists. Day’s argument is that the
“newest social movements,” recent movements including parecon and many anti-globalization
organizations that reject centralized authority, are “non-hegemonic” in that they attempt not to
supplant the capitalist state, but to render capitalist institutions moot by offering compelling
working alternatives (Day 2004; Day 2005). While Day’s argument tends to ignore problems
that “compelling working alternatives” of the past (such as the 19" century Owenites, and the
21° century anti-globalization struggles) have confronted, his approach does describe many of
the core tenets of the current parecon movement. I argue that the VPC fits primarily (though
not exclusively) into this “non-hegemonic” or “newest social movement” perspective, but
contrary to Day’s argument, parecon is also capable of drawing from “counter-hegemonic”

approaches designed to challenge the system directly. Parecon is a participatory and



democratic prefigurative movement and there is no single strategy that is more essential to
parecon than any other. The best strategies for parecon activists to employ will draw from
both “non” and “counter” hegemonic traditions.

In each chapter of this thesis I emphasize different aspects of the “non” and “counter”
hegemonic approaches and how they have been applied. In my chapter on history, I argue that
radically democratic, participatory systems have been relatively successful, with ancient
Athenian society being the most pertinent western example. Modern anti-capitalist regimes
such as the Soviet Union have failed to bring true equality because of a lack, rather than a
surfeit of participatory democracy. In my chapter on theory, I argue that parecon’s “newest
social movements” strategy and ideology allows pareconic groups to draw aspects from both
the “old-left” of Marxist worker movements and the identity based “new social movements,”
such as gay, environmental and ethnic rights groups. The barriers pareconic groups face are
different from both the old-left and new social movements perspectives and thus from most of
the movements of the past. Using various parecon “texts” (Dorothy Smith’s term for socially
coordinating artifacts such as books, articles, etc) as evidence, I continue this line of argument,
demonstrating how parecon is different from other forms of socialism and providing examples
of the kinds of organization favoured by parecon activists. Utilizing my own first-hand
interviews of VPC members, I identify the activities that currently comprise the practice of
parecon groups as well as the exact problems they have encountered at every level of their
development. While I will be looking at many issues in order to explicate the different facets
(methodology, history, theory, and practice) of my thesis, throughout my central argument is
that because parecon is designed to be radically democratic and non-hierarchical, parecon is
one valuable tool activists can use to “prefigure” or “model” an alternative to capitalism. As a

result of focusing on non-hegemonic strategy, parecon faces numerous potential pitfalls and



needs new strategies drawn from “counter-hegemonic” approaches. However, while counter-
hegemony is reliant on building an alternative ideology to compete for dominance with
capitalism, parecon activists see no need to combine all anti-capitalist movements under their
banner. The key problem facing parecon is how to expand their movement while retaining the
aspects of “non-hegemonic” praxis that provide their uniquely diverse, radically democratic
character.

This introduction aims to open the discussion of prefigurative change by asking
questions. I start with the question of why I am interested in the VPC and more generally
what interests me about parecon. Parecon offers a unique opportunity to built prefigurative
movements that may inspire many reformist movements as well as help generate longer-term
goals. I explore the “vision problem” and try to answer the question of how we came to such
problems and what we have tried to do to c;vercome them. I raise the question of
methodology, and briefly discuss what I believe to be appropriate methods for examining a
democratic anti-hierarchical organization. Finally I answer some questions, ending this
introduction with a basic chapter outline of exactly what I mean to examine in each piece of
this thesis. While I do bring up many asssociated issues in the process, my main thesis
throughout attempts to answer the problem of exactly how a radically transformative and
democratic organization such as the VPC manages to operate and what new ways of operating
they can draw from to achieve the change they advocate for. Each chapter explores to what
degree parecon works as a prefigurative democratic vision and what problems the movement
must address to succeed.

Exploring the “Vision Problem”
Parecon is a highly democratic version of socialism and faces tough critiques from numerous

sources, including many on the left. While there is a growing list of social, ecological and



political problems that can be linked to systemic inbalances of capitalism, the left have grown
skeptical of anyone attempting to construct an alternative. To paraphrase Michael Albert,
while there has been a surfeit of analysis of the complexities of power and the problems of
vanguard socialism, little progress has been made towards understanding vision, and the ideals
that point towards something better (Albert 2006).

One of the main problems facing those who advocate alternatives is the totalitarian
reputation of socialism and the negative image held of utopia. People who have heard my
explanation of parecon generally like the idea, especially when compared to their own
workplace, but often express the view that such “socialism” must be “impossible” or involve
control over people’s lives. The inevitability of inequality is expressed in the “Iron Law of
Oligarchy,” Social Darwinism, and in what Richard Day calls the “ﬁegemony of hegemony”
(Day 2004). Critics on the left who find inequalities and contradictions in the capitalist,
patriarchal, and anthropocentric system tend to accept on some level that mass inequality is
inevitable, or at the very least only possible to reduce through a revolutionary elite. Critics of
parecon often argue that any alternative to capitalism would inevitably be as highly centralized
and hierarchical as the state-socialist solutions that have come before it (Day 2004; Day 2005).
It is hard to talk about alternatives to capitalism because most of us are so used to centralized
political systems with concentrated economic power and mass production that we think that
any alternatives will inevitably have the same kind of structure. We can think of a world in
which individually owned automobiles run on biofuel, but we cannot think of a world in which
each individual is encouraged and enabled to make active decisions about his or her
productive and consumptive life.

For parecon, not just what is done will be different, but how things are done will

change dramatically. The vision of a non-hierarchical, decentralized, radically democratic



economic system is a vast departure not just from capitalism, but from vanguard socialism and
from the politics that traveled under the banner of “Communism” throughout the 20™ century.
Parecon is different from state-socialist solutions in that it envisages power as deliberately
diffuse at every stage, with institutions put in place to avoid the possibility of concentration of
power or influence. Parecon is a response to late capitalist “triumphalism” and Margaret
Thatcher’s much touted expression “There is No Alternative” (TINA) (Albert and Hahnel
1990; Albert 2003). As one of my interview subjects says:

I got tired of just focusing on the negative and the problems: it didn’t seem to be taking

us anywhere, we needed a solution, a vision of where to go. You can banter all you

want about something being a problem, but unless you see a solution or a way out,

what’s the point? (Appendix A, p. 167).

Without this vision, there is little momentum even towards smaller change, and political
battles risk becoming episodic and reactive (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 1990).

The feeling that there is no way out, and that elites will always rise to the top is at the
core of the “vision problem” that Albert describes. At the same time as globalization expands
the boundries and flaws of the international capitalist marketplace, social criticism of
hierarchy, especially of hierarchy within vanguard movements aiming to replace capitalism,
has grown (Albert 2003; Porta 2004; O’Brien and Szeman 2004; Wall 2005). The devolution
of revolutions of Russia and China into totalitarianism, the growth of the public relations
industry, Foucault’s illumination of hidden power structures, and the broader poststructural
linguistic turn in the social sciences were all late 20" century developments that served to
deepen our understanding of hierarchical power. Few critics are now content to subscribe to a

“master-narrative” advocating vanguard socialism and intellectualized utopianism. Feminists

such as bell hooks and Donna Haraway have criticized the “detatched” social scientist:



typically male, employing the “god-trick” of omniscient object/subjectivity (hooks 1994;
Haraway 1991).

While analysis reveals more problems in our ways of thinking about science, utopia
and change, little progress has been made towards opportunities for lasting, transformative
alternatives. Apart from certain strains of ecofeminism, Queer theory and post-Marxism, most
commentators I have read focus on problems and interim reforms exclusively, to the detriment
of radically-transformative or revolutionary change'. Commentators such as Howard Zinn,
Michael Albert and others have argued that limiting our scope to the immediately achievable
lowers the “baseline” of our success. Few in power are going to give activists more than they
ask for, and by lowering our “baseline,” we weaken our overall bargaining position with the
state and corporations. While I am not very confident in the long-term success of reform
movements (the rise of neoliberalism has shown how easy it is to reverse years of reformist
struggle), I would argue that revolutionary activism supports reformist movements by
providing a threat that makes reformist demands appear more reasonable. There are too many
examples to explore in this brief discussion, but movements as diverse as the unionizing of the
1930’s, women’s movements throughout the 20™ century, black civil rights in the US, and
contemporary environmental movements, have benefited from the cooperation (or even
competition) of radical and reformist wings. Parecon’s prefigurative vision provides the
opportunity to work towards broader, revolutionary change while achieving smaller reforms
through participatory budgeting initiatives (for example, the democratic city budgets

beginning in Porto Alegre, Brazil), and participatory workplaces. Parecon is an imagined non-

! See my section on the ‘demise’ of socialism sub-titled “New Social Movements and the Rise of Third Wave
Internationalism” in Chapter 3.
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hierarchical, participatory alternative that can be realistically achieved in part now and more
fully in the future.

For parecon activists, one problem is that while parecon is an exciting idea, no
organization, business or society functions as a parecon. Examples of parecon-like or
“pareconish”communities, workplaces and social movement organizations merely aid the act
of prefiguring a parecon and provide insight into strategies necessary for developing a
parecon. In the following chapters I examine the process of prefiguring parecon, primarily
through the lens of a single parecon advocacy group, the VPC. I explore parecon historically
and trace the roots of radical democracy and counter-hegemonic, non-hierarchical movements.
I also examine theories relevant to parecon—drawing from numerous social movement and
socialist theories, I place parecon under the microscope and look at the principles that define
parecon. I use this history, theory and my own interviews to examine the praxis of the VPC
and see what parecon groups are doing én the ground, in the real day-to-day lived experience
of parecon activists. I use all this data to describe the state of parecon today and investigate
the specific barriers facing a parecon, as well as strategies that can and could be used to make
the parecon vision a reality. While throughout I demonstrate parecon’s potential as a
prefigurative system, I remain critically aware of its flaws—not to destroy or discourage, but
as a path to a stronger movement. Ihave demonstrated that there is a vision problem among
activists ahd academics. My focus in this thesis is how parecon can bridge the vision gap.
Methods and Theories Used
Just as “how” parecon operates is as important as “why” it is needed, it is deeply important
that my research methods are drawn from a critical and democratic position. As a democratic,
participatory method, I have found the work of Dorothy Smith, specifically her “Institutional

Ethnography” (or IE) approach, particularly useful. While I explore in detail the aspects of
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my research that have been drawn from IE methods in my chapter on methodology, I will take
some space to explain Smith’s approach here.

While ethnographic researchers claim to collect data on a society or sub-culture
without political “bias,” IE researchers take up a political position and employ ethnographic
techniques to uncover the “hidden” “relations of ruling” or ways in which people are
coordinated/controlled through taken-for-granted systems of power (Smith 1999; Campbell
and Gregor 2002; Smith 2003). People are not “dupes” in the power and control process, but
actively engage with rules, regulations and bureaucracies in their every-day experience. IE is
 directed ethnographic research, an “investigation” to solve a specific “problematic” or key
political question. Although Smith insists that information must be examined through theory
in order to problematize or deeply question the experienced world, this theory must not be
imposed from above via a rigid schema, but rather must arise from reflection upon the
experiences of participants themselves (Smith 1999). IE encourages investigators to follow
the lead of their informants in order to “map” social relations. Unlike the majority of IE
studies, my study does not focus on the relations between entrenched institutions and these
activists. Still, the power of capitalist institutions were at the core of my analysis of parecon’s
strategy, and I thus drew a great deal from the IE approach. My selection of parecon texts and
the questions I asked were guided by the informants themselves, and the things I needed to
understand from their own testimony, the aspects of their experience that the informants
themselves seemed to take for granted. I entered without a pre-set script and attempted to
investigate how the VPC was coordinated and what institutional barriers they faced. 1did not
write a strictly IE analysis, but IE framed each aspect of the research process.

I also used IE techniques to “read” parecon and address relevant theory. Often an IE

“investigation” is supported by the analysis of “texts” that link together social processes
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(Smith 1999). Smith defines texts as any kind of document which caﬁ be “activated” to
facilitate social organization (Smith 1999). She writes: “the text is a material object that
brings into actual contexts of reading a standardized form of words or images that can be and
may be read/seen/heard in many other settings by many others at the same time or other times”
(Smith 1999). For example, an organization may have a charter, mandate or set of rules
defining conduct—these link local actions to the extra-local structure of the group itself. A
government ministry has a mandate and numerous policy documents that define the activity of
the government actors and those they interact with. Texts are integral to contemporary life,
and they can enable both extra-local social control and extra-local resistance. Texts are
standardized documents such as regulations or mandates that coordinate social activity. Smith
argues that texts are “hidden” factors that help coordinate social interaction—without such
texts, there would be no way to coordinate activities across distances in a uniform manner
(Campbell and Gregor 2002). Parecon books and articles are uniform in that they emphasize
the same core systems—without these “texts” there would be no way to coordinate parecon
activism. Parecon activists enter into a tacit agreement over what the parecon texts mean, and
can always look back to parecon documents to gauge their own level of participation. In my
thesis I examine the various writings on parecon as texts that coordinate the VPC and parecon
advocates in general.

Apart from Smith’s IE perspective and parecon texts, I also draw on activist literature
that discusses the “vision” problem and explicates radical, non-hierarchical democracy. In my
theory chapter, for example, I examine key activist texts for analytic insights on parecon
praxis of non-hegemonic and counter-hegemonic strategy. I also use historical analysis of
some of the earliest articulations of democracy as well as more contemporary efforts such as

the participatory budgeting being attempted now in South America. Historical analysis helps
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address contemporary challenges facing parecon activists by illustrating where hierarchy and
non-democratic systems have arisen and where movements to replace these have failed.
Parecon emerges as a vision inspired by historical movements but with implications unique to
the contemporary world.

Throughout, I employ the notions of counter-hegemony and non-hegemonic activism.
In critical discourse, hegemony has become a complex term wrapped up in the sometimes
apparently contradictory writings of the early 20" century Italian socialist Antonio Gramsci.”
In short, hegemony is a unison of several kinds of power, potentially combining ideology,
cooperation, coercion and/or dominance. Although hegemony is literally the dominance or
political-rule of one group over another, Gramsci emphasizes that this dominance depends on
cultural assimilation; the dominance over ideology and the way people experience and
understand reality (Gramsci 1999). A progressive, “socialist” hegemony would be primarily
not based on force but on ideological agreement engendered through political social
movements. Counter-hegemony is a contemporary term to describe the counter-movements
that change or challenge the dominant hegemony through acts of “powerful significance”
(Carroll and Ratner 1996). Counter-hegemonic movements challenge ideological dominance
with an alternate ideology. Counter-hegemony is an approach that can be employed by rights
organizations and other “new social movements” that “retains the insights of historical
materialism, avoids the pitfalls of radical pluralism.” (Carroll and Ratner 1996). In other
words, counter-hegemonic movements challenge existing hegemony proactively, employing

Marxist analysis of the structural-economic factors of political change to stay politically

2 Many theorists have examined the different and sometimes apparently contradictory meanings of “hegemony”
in Gramsci’s texts. For analysis of these differing meanings, please see Perry Anderson (1977), T.J Jackson
Lears (1985), Hoare and Smith (in Gramsci 1999). Among the many meanings of hegemony, it is generally
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salient and avoid becoming simply more groups lobbying for change (Hunt 1990; Carroll and
Ratner 1994; Carroll and Ratner 1996). Counter-hegemonic movements such as Earth First!
or the Zapatistas challenge the state and try to facilitate the building of political-cultural
common ground among movements, transforming them from interest groups into a larger bloc
working to affect deep political change. Counter-hegemonic movements are disruptive and
mean to effect lasting transformation. Counter-hegemonic movements also build to capitalize
on the historical inevitability’ of a “hegemonic crisis” under which hegemony “breaks down”
(Hunt 1990; Carroll and Ratner 1994).

Though counter-hegemony is a valuable contribution to social movement strategy, it
does not specifically target hierarchy and is not intrinsically democratic. Counter-hegemony
specifies how movements can work to challenge the state, but the counter-hegemonic
approach does not explicitly reject the idea of a vanguard party. Just like the “old-left”
movements, counter-hegemonic movements could develop deeply hierarchical and therefore
corruptible leadership if they do not directly challenge hierarchy within their social
movements, or work to recognize radical democracy as a core tenet of any radically
transformative or revolutionary struggle®. It also may be that “hegemonic crisis” is not a
historical inevitability, even when there are active counter-hegemonic movements. To

complement counter-hegemony, I borrow the term “non-hegemonic” from Richard Day and

agreed that hegemony suggests a “unison of economic and political aims™ matched with ideological unity
(Gramsci 1999).

3 Gramsci argues that while crisis is inevitable under capitalism, it is not automatic and requires struggle, but that
this struggle develops under particular social conditions that arise historically.

* In his People’s History of the United States (1991), Howard Zinn does an admirable job showing how the
principled but ultimately flawed early workers movements managed to be corrupted by otherwise well-meaning
organizers who gained power within the capitalist state. Though by no means universal, the adage that “power
corrupts” is a theme running throughout the history of radical struggle. Although Laclau and Mouffe (1985)
make a solid argument for the necessity of combining democratic praxis with counter-hegemony, there is nothing
intrinsic in the notion of a counter-hegemonic bloc that requires such a bloc to avoid all the corruptible
hierarchies of the past.
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various anarchist academics. Counter-hegemony directly challenges the state and corporate
apparatus, while non-hegemonic movements attempt to bypass the state and corporations,
creating alternatives that operate concurrently with capitalism and have the eventual goal of
“rendering” capitalism “moot” (Day 2005). While I agree with Day’s argument that non-
hegemonic movements, such as Porto Alegre's participatory budgeting and various worker
communes, are a valuable corrective to party-based movements, I also agree with Carroll’s
assessment that non-hegemony is problematic in that it discounts strategies that challenge state
and corporate power structures directly (Carroll 2006). As I discuss in Chapter 4, in order to
prevent the rise of an oligarchic leadership and render capitalism moot, both “counter” and
“non” hegemonic approaches must actively work together. “Counter” and “non” hegemonic
strategies may be combined to build a praxis that can challenge capitalist hegemony on two
fronts.

Existing NGO’s and traditional sources of state funding (such as lobbying) are of
course out of reach for groups that actively seek to replace the political-economy altogether.
Rather than focusing on how parecon activists can adjust their message or work to gain money
and resourcés from existing NGO’s and the state, parecon activists need to reach out to
activist, academic, and in the case of parecon workplaces, consumer communities. Because
they do not have many traditional avenues available to them, strategy is especially important
to the parecon movement. It needs to be stressed from the outset that while I will be drawing
from a variety of sources and writing on a subject with some general applicability to other
movements, I can only directly apply my evidence to the Vancouver Parecon Collective and to
some extent the Mondragon Coffeehouse and Bookstore (a parecon workplace one of my
informants helps organize). This paper will thus attempt to explain the logic of parecon in

order to illuminate how the VPC works, and how their radically democratic aims can be
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expanded into an effective prefigurative project.

What Follows

Chapter One, this introduction, explored the “vision problem” and opened up many issues
facing parecon as a radically democratic prefigurative vision and movement. The following
chapters expand on the issues I have already raised. Throughout I focus on the “vision
problem,” identifying parecon as a radically democratic movement with roots in “counter” and
“non” hegemony. I argue that the main barriers facing parecon are the capitalist market
system coupled with a somewhat hazily defined strategy. I posit a strategy that draws from
both academia and activist cultures, from history and from contemporary critical social
movements.

Chapter Two introduces methodology. I first examine the distinction between “good”
activist methodology and “good” academic methodology drawing on feminist/anarchist
critiques and attempts to bridge them both. I explore how Dorothy Smith’s Institutional
Ethnography can be used to combine the critiques of activism and feminism. I follow with a
discussion of the actual methods I used throughout my research. Through self-reflexive
critique I reveal potential flaws in my own methodology and discuss how my methodology
changed in reaction to the realities of the interview process. The methods I have employed are
complementary and provide a valuable cross-section of data that reveals the workings of a
parecon group and the coordination of the ruling powers from a variety of perspectives. My
methodology is appropriate for challenging the foundation of centralized, hierarchical
organization structures.

Chapter Three, “History of Parecon and the Possibilities of Change” explores historical
examples that challenge historical determinism and reveal the processes that led to parecon.

Throughout, I explore the particular historical conditions surrounding various movements and
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argue for the efficacy of “non” and “counter” hegemonic strategy. Iuse relevant examples
throughout history to trace the development and definition of radical democracy and show
where parecon fits in. I follow by examining roots of the “vision problem” by exploring how
anarcho-syndicalism/radical democracy has both worked and failed. Ishow how hierarchical
tendencies within socialism have led to hierarchical states, and how hierarchical structures
have been undermined. I end with a history of the parecon movement itself—a relatively brief
experience, but with important lessons for organizations such as the VPC.

Chapter Four details how parecon can be understood in terms of both activist and
sociological theories. Ibreak my analysis into two main types of literatures; activist theory
and experience including socialism and anarchism, and sociological analyses of “old-socialist”
and “new social” movements. To connect with my overall argument, I focus on themes of
centralization, hierarchy, and the invisible coordination of power. I draw on the writings of
influential radicals, VPC members and parecon texts to demonstrate how socialist/activist
trends apply to the parecon movement, critiquing myths of non-hierarchical socialism inlorder
to better describe the core tenets of parecon. To show where parecon fits in sociological
literature, I follow with a discussion of “0ld” and “new” social movement theory, drawing on
Cohen, Day, Laclau and Mouffe. Throughout I make use of activist and sociological theories
to link parecon, anarchism, and social movement theory into a “non” and “counter”
hegemonic framework. I use the data drawn from activist and sociological theory to argue for
the importance of parecon’s role as a prefigurative movement able to challenge persistent
myths and overcome theoretical barriers to change.

Chapter Five consists of an analysis of the texts that define and coordinate the VPC
and an exploration of the logic that underlies their parecon project. Apart from defining

parecon as extensively as I am able to, this chapter addresses criticisms and potential
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weaknesses of the parecon project. I employ my interview transcripts to “map” the parecon
texts as coordinating objects and their relationships to other texts that further delineate
definitions and practices. Parecon texts are works in progress that have changed through their
various iterations due to criticism and self-evaluation. As members of a prefigurative
movement, parecon activists must draw from a multitude of strategies and build effective
democratic praxis. I demonstrate how these techniques can be drawn from a close reading of
parecon’s core texts.

In chapter Six, having linked the history of democracy, anarchist theory, social
movement theory and parecon, I attempt to put the VPC “under the microscope” and analyze
the connections via information gleaned from my own interviews. In this chapter, I draw on
my main sources of data: the interview transcripts and the texts that coordinate VPC members.
The focal point of this chapter is my investigation of the VPC in which I explore barriers to
change, the strategies they use to undo these barriers, and the practices that sustain parecon as
oppositional culture. My focus is on the actual practices and activities that parecon activists
are led to engage in as represented by the VPC. Ibreak my interview findings into eight
distinct themes, including an exploration of the origins of the VPC, their internal structure,
their textual coordination, their recruitment and networking techniques, their main projects,
their own placement within wider social movements (particularly anarchy) and their thoughts
on future strategy.

In my conclusion, I reflect on issues of praxis, the problem of putting parecon ideals
into practice. I discuss parecon’s merits as a préﬁ gurative radically democratic system and
some of the challenges I have uncovered. Ilook at the VPC in terms of its practices and
expldre potential strategies to augment the work already being done by parecon proponents

around the world. The non-hegemonic approach proposed by parecon proponents provides an
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intriguing opportunity for approaching radical change in late capitalism but lacks a mechanism
for challenging the state/corporate hegemony and therefore requires cooperation with counter-
hegemonic praxis. As emphasized in much parecon literature, a variety of techniques are
required in order to challenge the institutions of capitalism while avoiding the problems of
centralized vanguard-party leadership. I expand on my discussion of praxis with some
suggestions for future research. I emphasize that while parecon is a powerful tool for working

towards change, it is not without its own external challenges and internal problems.
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Chapter 2

Methodology

Parecon is an activist project emphasizing non-hierarchical, radically democratic structures.
To effectively research parecon and empower those I was interviewing, I drew from non-
hierarchical, democratic and participatory methods. This chapter explains my research
methodology, including the selection and reading of key parecon texts, historical research, and
interview methodology. Ihave tried to be as transparent as possible in describing my exact
techniques and the theories underlying my choice of methodology. I start with a discussion of
the importance of selecting just research methods, following with a discussion of the general
weaknesses and strengths of my approach. I touch on the data collection methods I used,
including historical analysis, textual analysis, logical examination, and IE interviews. Ithen
discuss my recruitment method and include a self-reflexive critique of my intended method
and the reality. I follow with my interview and question-making technique, which was a
combination of pre-set questions and “in-depth” on-site question development, arguing that
these are consistent both with an activist sensibility and with the Institutional Ethnographic
approach (Esterberg 2002).

“Good” Theory, “Bad” Theory and the Feminist Intervention

As an activist, I am interested in research that can be analytical, self-reflexive and beneficial to
radical social movements. Feminist researchers have been at the forefront of research that
combines personal experience and critical social analysis and bolsters activism (Smith 1990;
Smith 1999). “Bad theory kills” is an expression employed by some analysts to describe how
certain theories cause harm by obscuring the processes of power. The search for “good”
methods for feminists and activists has led to a partial bifurcation of academia and activism

that creates problems for those sociologists who want to be “good” to both activism and
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academia (Moss and McMahon 2000; Smith 2003; Miller 2003). In the activist context, "bad"
methods reinforce or simply ignore existing power relations, disesmpower activists and their
supporters, and/or cloud political issues unnecessarily. "Bad" methods come from a place of
power and impose uncritical theoretical constraints—no matter what a person or text may be
saying, it is slotted into an existing framework that does not challenge the status quo in any
way (Smith 1999). Academically and intellectually speaking, "bad" methods tend to go in the
opposite direction, interpreting all statements at face value, under-theorizing, not making the
connections that take words from the level of rhetoric and personal experience towards clear
and accurate analysis of society, history and politics. The difficulty for feminist and activist
scholars is connecting the methods of academia with an activist ethos, combining “scientific”
values of neutrality, logic and academic rigor with activist values of reciprocity, equity and
empowerment (Esterberg 2002). As a result, "Good" methods are not entirely neutral but are
open enough to follow the views and needs of participants rather than leading with value-laden
assumptions. They are empowering, informed but not overwhelmed by theory; are politicized
but scientifically sound; and they are created from a place of non-hierarchical cooperation.
Oakley, Stacey, Cancain, Smith, Miller, and Campbell and Gregor are all feminist researchers
who share these views and have advocated less abstracted, more participatory research
(Oakley, Stacey and Cancain gtd in Esterberg 2002; Campbell and Gregor 2002; Smith 2003;
Miller 2003). Drawing on Dorothy Smith, George Smith has argued that the “activist
ethnographer’s job” is to “determine how the ruling regime works” in everyday life and
employ this information in the struggle to transform the regime’s system of control (Smith
1990).

Of all the feminist approaches to engaged activist research, the one that has seemed the

most complete to me is institutional ethnography (IE). While IE occasionally veers away from
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more affirmative activism and is not always appropriate for examining political vision (IE’s
emphasis is on institutions, not activists, texts, not ideas), IE’s methodology is
comprehensively explained in Dorothy Smith’s numerous works and is an excellent resource
for criticism of systemic inequalities (Smith 1990; Smith 1999; Smith 2003). IE starts with a
view popularized by C. Wright Mills that sociology can and should serve people, and that this
service begins with treating people as subjects whose experiences are meaningful (Smith
1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002; Smith 2005). Smith calls this “sociology for people” and
sometimes “sociology for women” from the “standpoint” or “lived experience” of women
(Smith 1999; Smith 2005). As Smith puts it, “a sociology for people purposes to explore from
experience but beyond it, beginning in the living as people can speak of it rather than in the
pre-givens of theoretically designed discourse” (Smith 1999). The “standpoint of women” is
a lived standpoint and not an abstract theoretical model, but it is a standpoint that extends to
the oppressed, that begins from below, rather than descending from “above” subjects (Smith
1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). While the standpoint of IE is of the oppressed, feminists
writing from the standpoint of women do not represent all women or all oppressed people—IE
researchers merely take a personal standpoint from the position of the oppressed, not the all-
encompassing “universal” standpoint of the “victim” (Smith 1999; Smith 2003). To the extent
that IE rejects hierarchies both of knowledge and of power, accepts the subjectivity of
individuals, and focuses on subject’s “embeddedness” in the relations of ruling, Smith’s
approach seemed not only appropriate for feminist research, but anarchist research as well. I,
for example, am positioned as a white, heterosexual male, and my standpoint invites self-
critique and an attempt to overcome my own unconscious racism, sexism, &c, &c. According
to Munn-Giddings and Martin, self-critique and analysis of hidden sources of power are

significant aspects of anarchism and anarchist research (Martin 1994; Munn-Giddings 2001).
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In order to account for some of my advantages, it is important to develop egalitarian and non-
hierarchical research and theory.

Although she rejects the term, Smith has been labeled an anarchist on more than one
occasion (Smith, personal conversation, 2005). While this label may have been meant as a
criticism of Smith, it seemed clear to me that Smith’s emphasis on power relations suited my
own anarchist leanings and could inform my methodology. Ido not read all IE as
automatically anarchist; rather, aspects of IE are useful for an anarchist position and can be
extracted to develop a clear, anti-hierarchical radically democratic analysis. The “extraction”
of aspects of IE requires a close, critical reading of Smith and others’ material and an
exploration of IE’.s underlying logic.

1133

IE is not a methodology, but a “method of inquiry”; there is not just ““one way’ to
conduct an IE... rather there is an analytic project that can be realized in diverse ways” (Smith
1999: Devault and McCoy gtd in Campbell and Gregor 2002). IE studies are rarely
extensively plotted out far in advance but rather take their cues from the research participants
(Campbell and Gregor 2002; Smith 1999; Smith 2005). There are methods “appropriate” to
IE, techniques such as “problematization,” mapping, investigative interviews and others, but
no single IE method (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). Instead, it is most important
that IE research allow the researcher to see the techniques of social organization at work
(Campbell and Gregor 2002). There is therefore leeway under IE to develop appropriate
methods that can be incorporated into the IE project.

Additional Methodologies

Starting from an anarchist appraisal of the IE project, I needed to choose research methods that

fit with both IE and my own needs as an anarchist—leaning social critic. As Sandra Mathison

states in an online article:
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Anarchism is the rejection of all forms of domination. And so, an anarchist
epistemology in evaluation is a rejection of domination of one method over any or all
others; of any single ideology; of any single idea of progress; of scientific chauvinism;
of the propriety of intellectuals; of evaluators over service recipients and providers
(2005, p. 2).

I decided that in addition to non-hierarchical and cooperative interview techniques, I would
need to establish context and a deeper critical investigation through historical examples,
theory and logical analysis. Each aspect would be used to highlight my central argument once
I had begun to find answers to my IE problematic. As the IE investigation would be the
anchor for the rest of my thesis, I performed the majority of historical and textual analysis
once I had already conducted two interviews and begun to develop a central argument.

Historical examples and texts were chosen in consultation with my interview
participants and prompted from aspects of my investigation. Smith argues that it is important
to unpack taken-for-granted jargon or terms in order to study the hidden forces of coordination
and structures of power (Smith 1999). Further examination of terms and jargon also suited my
anarchist needs, as many of these words needed more in-depth analysis to demonstrate how
they fit with radical anarchism. I originally selected a vast range of historical texts to deal
with each aspect of the parecon project and numerous arguments against parecon, though only
a few have been represented in this thesis. I tried to narrow my examples down to those that
both illuminated VPC processes and provided evidence relevant to the problems facing “non”
and “counter” hegemony. In each instance I tried to read numerous accounts of the same
historical events and in many cases, this approach helped complexify events I had originally
misread.

Many of the texts on parecon I examined were chosen directly out of the information

provided by the people I interviewed. Other texts more generally provided context to our

discussions or further clarified parecon terms and arguments. Often IE analysis of texts is
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critical, emphasizing their application for the coordination of actors across local and “extra-
local,” or “outside the local" positions (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). While I
have employed an IE approach, I am studying the effects of “ruling relations™ on a group that
does not have formal ties to a single institution’. Since there is no single text that ties the VPC
to extra-local institutions, I employed a general analysis of institutions and the ruling relations,
drawing on the more specific aspects of extra-local coordination touched on by my interview
participants. It was clear that the ruling-relations had a profound, measurable effect on the
VPC, but that these effects were not coordinated through one main text. Instead, I will focus
my textual analysis on the many texts that co-ordinate parecon and specifically VPC activists
locally and extra-locally. By employing an IE lens, I am able to illuminate the specific ways
in which parecon texts and parecon activists are in direct conflict with the ruling relations. I
am further able to analyze the ways in which their various choices are extra-locally
coordinated and explore the political implications of terms parecon activists use to describe
their daily activities. In the following chapters I expand on the textual issues relevant to IE as
well as history and social movement theory.
Declaring a Focus and Setting a Frame

Having chosen parecon as a general subject of inquiry, I decided that interviewing

individual parecon activists in order to study their concrete observable actions would be a way

I Extra-local refers to areas that are not physically local but have some connection to localities (Smith 1999;
Campbell and Gregor 2002). For example, Ottawa is extra-local to Victoria, in that it is a distance away but
politically connected. There are many ways to see spaces as extra-localities, and Dorothy Smith generally uses
the term when examining the connections between one physical location and a locus of power in another (Smith
1999; Smith 2003).

2 The “ruling relations” is Dorothy Smith’s concept for the ways in which dominant institutions and ideas interact
with people’s lives. These are “relations that rule, and people rule and are ruled through them," which “form a
complex field of coordinating activities" (Smith 1999). Smith argues that such relations are necessary because
the act of coordination is what centralizes power in a single set of rules. Without coordination through the ruling
relations (also “relations of ruling”), laws, regulations and mandates would simply be unenforceable abstract
codes. This makes ruling relations the core subject of inquiry of IE.
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to ground my study in the actual day/ni ght® experiences of parecon advocates, just as Smith
recommends (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). I quickly discovered that there was
an influential parecon group in Vancouver, just across the strait from where I live, and that
they were quite active, having recently released a one year report on Z magazine’s online site.
My research topic would be the concrete everyday/everynight operations of the Vancouver
parecon Collective with an emphasis on their activities and the barriers they met through the
relations of ruling. My sources would be the VPC membership (whom I originally planned to
bring together through a series of focus-group interviews and open discussions) and their texts,
including all available works on parecon. Although I had a general topic, it had not yet been
synthesized into a viable thesis, and I had not yet developed a problematic.

Within IE, a problematic is always part of the lived experiences of people’s everyday
lives (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). An IE study “explores, and explicates” a
politically/sociologically salient problematic that is grounded in experiences of someone in the
everyday world (Campbell and Gregor 2002). A problematic is a puzzle that needs to be
solved (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002; Smith 2005). It is important that IE
researchers access “everyday/everynight” experiences so as to not focus on isolated events that
do not have much bearing on the ruling relations as a whole (Smith 1999; Smith 2003).
Further, it is important to be engaged, to understand what people face everyday/everynight in
order to develop a problematic with some generalizablity (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor
2002).

My problematic evolved as I began my research. I started with the general puzzle of

3 The traditional distinction between day and night is gendered, day being associated with men’s public work and
night with the often discounted work of women, “private” work such as feeding the family, performing
maintenance tasks, etc Smith’s emphasis on day/night relations is meant to break down the dichotomy between
the “working day” and the “night.”
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how parecon activists manage to move forward, being part of a movement that works in direct
opposition to the political-economic system itself, essentially challenging the basis of the
pluralist democracy their activism has to work within. Obviously progressive legislation,
increased worker rights, or even power in an established party would not move the parecon
movement very far, since parecon's ultimate goal is to replace the market economy altogether.
As someone interested in hierarchical power, feminism and IE techniques, the question of how
such systems could be challenged, how progress can be achieved was an important one.

At the core of IE’s analysis of the relations of ruling are the institutions that are put in
place to regulate these relations and help coordinate power. According to Smith, institutions
are organizations or networks of organizations that “coordinate people’s diversities of
experience” into a “unified frame” (Smith 1999). An institution may not have a centralized
office, but must keep track of regulations or rules in some kind of text or texts. For example
the post-secondary school system in Canada is an institution guided by a precise national
mandate and rules both explicit and implicit which are enacted by administrators at every
level. Marriage is an institution with internationally recognized rights and responsibilities,
regulated by governments at various levels with no centralized “marriage office.” The global
capitalist market operates as an institution to the extent that there are agreed upon laws for
trade, currency exchanges and formal regulatory organizations that coordinate both trade and
the lives of individual workers through established texts. Before entering my research I had
assumed that many institutions would present barriers to parecon; including the property-
ownership legal framework, the mass media, the school system operating to guard its borders,
etc. etc. Banks would not give loans to risky socialist experiments, corporate tax structures
would benefit competitive capitalist workplaces over small egalitarian systems, other

institutions of trade would make the exchange of pareconic credits (as opposed to money)
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virtually impossible, environmental and zoning policies would make the creation of full-scale
parecon communities very difficult, and so on. Ideological hegemony, including the belief in
the necessity of hegemony itself would create problems in parecon’s recruitment process.
People would not be able to trust egalitarianism when the institutions of education would have
taught competitive capitalist ideals. In general, capitalist dominance over the coordination of
institutions appears hegemonic, in the face of parecon activism, and thus it is important to
investigate the exact experiences of parecon activists facing institutional barriers on a daily
basis. As I explored further, I found that while hegemonic institutions did create barriers for
parecon activists, most such barriers were indirect, framing the VPC’s strategy. VPC activists
learned to work around their barriers and thus were interested less in institutional problems
than long-term strategic vision.

Although I was not examining a single institution such as the mass media or education
system specifically, I worked to keep my methodology and subject of inquiry consistent with
the IE approach by focusing on how the everyday lives these parecon activists were
constrained by the relations of ruling. The focus of my problematic would be the effect of
institutional control on a group and on explaining how such a group faced unique barriers. I
used IE to frame each aspect of my investigation, from designing questions to examining texts,
to mapping relations between the VPC and other organizations.

As 1 continued to learn about the strategic issues facing VPC members, my conceptual
frame shifted. After my first interview, I learned that institutional barriers were more
influential affecting the VPC’s choice of tactics than they were determining the VPC’s overall
success. To avoid conflict with educational and financial institutions, VPC members decided
to work towards advocacy rather than direct application of parecon principles in terrns}of a

commune or co-op. My participants argued that the capitalist ideological hegemony, re-
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enforced through the media and education system, significantly impacted how people
understood the core principles of parecon. People saw democracy, efficiency and other
concepts in terms of their dominant meaning under capitalism and had trouble understanding
how parecon could be significantly different. Ideological hegemony “set the stage” for
parecon advocates to pick less militant and highly discursive tactics or become part of
capitalism as co-op owners. Institutions did not have to employ force or directly intervene
because institutional barriers had framed the movement’s choice of tactics from the outset.
However, the limited spectrum of tactics left open to the VPC did not affect their long-term
vision. As I will explore in my section on interview analysis (Chapter 6), parecon advocates
have themselves struggled with the most effective form of activism to promote parecon.
Although IE issues remained relevant throughout this process, I increasingly found that my IE
focus not only left out important aspects beyond the institutional, but also relegated the inquiry
to yet more criticism of capitalism rather than genuine exploration of parecon as a potential
alternative or even solution. As Dorothy Smith points out in an essay on her research
experience, it is important to not let theory lead an analysis of the actual living conditions
(Smith 2003). While I continued to draw methodology from IE, I realized I was not strictly
writing an IE thesis. Therefore, my problematic remained the same but my conceptual frame
became imbued with concepts from social movement theory and issues of hegemony.

In my first interview, I noticed an emphasis on non-hierarchical organization and
decentralized leadership. Although a single VPC member had been central in motivating the
group, my first participant did not see this member as a “leader,” as he did not take an active
role directing activities, or even facilitating the formation of the group on his own. Leadership
roles were rotational and the group emphasized participation in each aspect of planning by all

members, including new “recruits.” This non-hierarchical approach extends to the parecon
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model itself, which emphasizes democratic participation and rotation of roles. In both the
literature of parecon and the VPC practices described by my first interview participant, non-
hierarchical democratic movement building is further extended into a broad strategy for
challenging the capitalist market economy and pluralist “democracy.” Rather than taking a
vanguard-like strategy and leading participants towards a replacement of the state, parecon
activists appear to be advocating parallel social systems and businesses, slowly building up
alliances for the eventual “rendering moot” of corporate and capitalist state power. This
“rendering moot” occurs when more people are using parallel social systems than are using
their original capitalist counter-parts. Non-hegemonic growth depends on making parallel
systems more attractive than capitalist systems by making them more free, more cooperative
and less alienating. Non-hegemonic approaches are distinct from counter-hegemony which
emphasizes direct challenges to the legitimacy and ideological dominance of the state. While
a counter-hegemonic approach requires at least one “voice” to speak for the movement and at
least one main strategy to achieve change, parecon’s non-hegemonic approach is more
rthizomatic and built on autonomous systems of mutual aid and cooperation. As I explore in
analysis of these interviews and texts, this “non-hegemonic” strategy has merit, but needs to
be bolstered by continual cooperation with counter-hegemonic techniques, strategies that
challenge the ideological and physical formation of the ruling powers themselves. As I delved
deeper into my IE investigation and theoretical readings, it became clear not only that issues of
non-hegemonic and counter-hegemonic strategy were significant aspects of our conversations,
but that these aspects connected quite directly to my IE problematic as a loop of causes and
effects. While my participants certainly used more colloquial terms, I began to see “non” and
“counter” hegemony as important elements of their taken-for-granted daily lives.

Techniques and Technology
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The VPC was an obvious choice due to proximity and prominence in the parecon movement.
Although I initially attempted to organize a focus group with VPC members, limited
availability of members over the summer led me to set up an initial meeting with just one
member. As per the IE guide by DeVault and McCoy, I used what knowledge I had to
construct a set of potential questions, but d‘eliberately did not bring these with me (DeVault
and McCoy 2002). I would follow Créswell’s suggestions in Research Design: Qualitative,
Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches and start with non-controversial introductory
questions about participants’ roles in the group, how long it had been around and what the
history of the VPC was® (2003). I followed with more specific questions about the structural
barriers to parecon activism and some questions challenging potential problems in the parecon
program.

As Smith notes, IE is meant to be an “activity” rather than “an entity,” so I did my best
to stay informal and flexible (qtd in Campbell and Gregor 2002). DeVault and McCoy call the
interview “talking to people” and stress that the interview “need not be standardized”
(DeVault and McCoy 2003). Although I had several set subject areas, I did my best to let the
conversation go where my informant was most interested, only refocusing when I needed to
know more specific information or unpack a “discourse word,” or word that is systematically
used in place “what actually happens” (Campbell and Gregor 2002). I let my informant cover
all sorts of ground as I was early in my investigation and didn’t know exactly which would
become the most important pieces of information for further investigation. Ihad first
employed a standardized informed consent form which allowed me to record the conversation
electronically—I used my video camera with the lens-cap on. Transcription against

background noise turned out to be difficult and time-consuming, leading me to investigate

* I expand on my exact questions in chapter six, my chapter on transcript analysis.
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other recording techniques for my next interview.

One thing I learned from my first interview is that the parecon advocates were very
well versed in theory and impassioned in their desire to explain and expand parecon. The
origin stories I received focused a great deal on their experience of discovering specific texts
and noticing the disjuncture between Albert and Hahnel’s system and their daily lives.

My first informant provided me with contact information for two others and I
subsequently set up a second and third interview. For my second interview, I developed
themes as well as a few more specific questions, allowing the interview to develop largely
informally. I found that institutional issues definitely framed the VPC’s strategy, but that such
problems were not the focus of its members. Rather, they were preoccupied with questions of
long-term strategy and vision and the operation of a parecon workplace itself. This second
interview I attempted twice, first with a client-to-client protocol online discussion, or DCC
CTCP chat, and secondly with a private chat room. The difference between the two methods
is that the first initiates a connection between two computers with no possible third party
intervention—only people that have been “let in” can communicate or read conversations.
Through multiple time-outs and failures on both of our computers, we eventually agreed upon
the slightly less secure but equally private “private chat channel” discussion over an online
chat service called IRC (Internet Relay Chat). IRC is a way for people at disparate locations
to chat through text, but unlike an internet chatroom, IRC communicators are more or less
directly connected through the network and people can be kept out through by setting up a
channel for private chat. Not only was our chat invisible to other IRC users, even if someone
found us through some fluke, the room would be locked to them and we could kick them out if
they got in. The only way someone could listen in is if an IRC administrator decided to,

which would essentially be the same as someone bugging your phone during a phone
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interview, and in the case of the massive IRC communication network, highly unlikely. I
recorded our conversation using the “raw log” function of the chat program we used which
records every communication between our computers during the chat process. In the future I
would not recommend using the “raw log” as there is another function on most IRC programs
just to record the conversation itself—the raw log ended up capturing large portions of code
and was extremely difficult to edit. Because there was no limit of “tape,” our conversation
was also quite long and lead in many intriguing directions. I believe, however, that online
chats such as IRC offer a useful alternative to face-to-face interviewing when the subjects are
as techno-savvy as my informant was. If I had used the right recording method, I would have
saved a great deal of time in transcription, and the peer-to-peer online chat system is very
immediate with only a few moments pause or “lag” on either end of the communication. After
transcribing this second interview and examining more closely the direction of my
investigation, I sought out a third participant in order to adequately sample the “core”
membership of the VPC, a membership which over the summer consisted of approximately
five people with a larger online and internet forum presence.

My third informant/participant had been a fouﬁding member of the VPC and worked
with Michael Albert on more than one occasion. We attempted to meet through similar peer-
to-peer online discussion, but, due to busy schedules, decided to move ahead with an email
interview in which I would ask all my questions at once and he would answer as thoughtfully
as he could. I would have preferred a more direct conversation, or more time to produce
follow-up questions, but time constraints made both options impossible. I was lucky that
when I received my email reply, the questions had been thoroughly answered with almost
encyclopedic detail. Although I will continue to keep this person’s identity secret and his

exact testimony confidential in order to stay in concert with the ethical commitments I
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undertook with UVic’s ethical review board, it became clear that this person was interested in
publishing our interview and my name with it. Publishing my interview should not be a
problem, but I will not reveal his actual name myself as I do not have this informant’s
permission and doing so would be of no benefit to my thesis. However, one side effect of the
informant’s desire to publish our conversation was that he took a long time responding to
questions and answered them in a way that was consistent with a published interview, with
responses carefully worded and written. The advantage of our email exchange was that
received quite detailed information, while the downside is that the information was prepared,
edited and self-censured. The information this informant provided was consistent with what I
had already been told, but in the future I believe I would use more direct interview methods,
such as direct peer-to-peer chat or audio recording.

Overall, I interviewed three of between four and six core members of the VPC. Their
testimony correlates well and each related similar stories. I used three different interview
recording methods that allowed for three different kinds of responses. The first discussion
was extremely informal and conversational, allowing for exploration. The second exploration
was at a distance over computers, and thus less intimate than a one-on-one conversation but
given that one-on-one interviews commonly occur in public spaces such as coffee shops or
communal areas, our chat was far more private. While not as immediate as a conversation in
front of a camera (due to slight lag), the online chat was much more immediate than email,
which took several months to get back. In this case, the least intimate of the three (email) was
the most detailed, while the online chat detailed the most amount of information (spread over a
variety of subjects) and the face-to-face interview yielded the most personal information. All
three have been transcribed and given pseudonyms for my analysis in chapter six.

As I conducted my interviews, I used the IE method of inquiry as a guide, but my
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specific interests became more diverse, relying on the guidance of my informants. Ibegan to
focus more on the anarchist trends within the parecon movement and on parecon itself.
Parecon became more interesting to me as did the question of an anarchist alternative to
capitalism. It was still clear that institutional power framed the parecon movement (both as
something to oppose and an imposition on achieving change), but other important issues arose.
The second component of my research (which occurred simultaneously with the interview
process) was study of theoretical literature and the texts of the parecon movement, the writings
of parecon advocates.

Locally, interpersonal relationships and individual acts of power co-ordinate social
systems—people affect each other in one-to-one relationships or small groups (Smith 1999;
Smith 2005). Within these social contexts, codes of power, hierarchy, and behavior have
already been set through extra-local means (Smith 1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). In
simple terms, since people enter into a situation with pre-determined set of behaviors,
something must have determined these behaviors extra-locally or outside the particular social
situation or context (Smith 1999). According to Dorothy Smith, texts (documents) are often
the single concrete, measurable object that is enacted, coordinating extra-local relations (Smith
1999; Campbell and Gregor 2002). In simple terms, there is a law or a book or an article out
there in the world which defines our roles before we enter a social relationship. Either a law
which determines what we can and cannot do, or a policy document that determines how I
interact with you, or a schema of workplace rules or contracts that places me hierarchically
above you, or a revolutionary program we have both agreed to that determines what we are
going to talk about and how we intend to reach our goals. Smith argues that texts are the
fundamental coordinating object of contemporary institutions, and that texts also affect other

spheres of life: our lives are “text-mediated” (Smith 1999). Smith chooses the term
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“mediated” because texts do not “rule” us—people activate texts and with a different social
context or under differing conditions, these same texts might not be enacted (Smith 1999).
Texts can be ignored, resisted or only partially adhered to, but too much variance from the
texts is likely to lead to some kind of penalty, whether social discomfort, job loss, or even
arrest. Texts mediate social relations but it is conscious actors that enact them (Smith 1999;
Smith 2005). Texts are not necessarily “negative”—one text may empower people (such as a
report on the working conditions in a university department) while another may be used to
disempower them (such as a letter dismissing and attacking the original report) (Smith 1999).
It is my contention that parecon texts coordinate parecon activists extra-locally and determine
what their intent is and how they will go about their activism. I originally searched for a
group charter or statement of values/mandate and while such a mandate exists, the VPC
members did not consult it as this mandate only reflected the textually-mediated relationships
already enacted from the available writings on parecon.

As I continued my interviews, I asked what texts were central to the organization of the
VPC. While each participant provided different answers, the core similarity is that each
emphasized that a number of texts influenced their group and that members typically had read
most if not all of the available documents on the parecon.org site. Since my investigation
focused on parecon activists themselves and not any particular institution, I focused on how
the parecon texts were formulated, how they would have influenced group strategy and
organization, and how they had been affected by strains of the dominant discourse. I discuss
my findings in my chapter on theory.

I collected the texts that I believed to be relevant and completed three diverse
interviews. 1 coded my interviews by subject so I could easily observe areas of agreement and

contention over the same issues and have pieced together a history of the VPC organization.
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In later chapters I triangulate individual opinions with those of other members and texts to
increase my observational accuracy and examine disconfirming evidence where appropriate.
All of my interview informants made similar statements but had different emphases,
differences I explicate in the following chapters. Before expanding on the interview data
itself, I will present a history of parecon and democratic movements, both to begin my
discussion of theoretical issues and implications and to establish the historical context of the

VPC.
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Chapter 3
A History of Parecon and the Possibilities of Change
Chapter Introduction
This chapter emphasizes two areas of historical research significant to my analysis of parecon,
both of which are organized thematically rather than in a purely chronological order. First, I
trace the history of the ideas that define parecon (including democracy, anti-hierarchy,
workplace and consumer councils and non-vanguard movements); second I analyze a history
of possibility, emphasizing the variety of conditions under which revolutionary change has
been attempted and the myriad of non-capitalist economies that have functioned at various
points in history. I emphasize that although the dominant narrative of human history is
markedly authoritarian, there have always been alternatives and resistance to this dominant
trend. Historical examples are presented that both help trace the development of parecon’s
core concepts and challenge overly deterministic views of history.
My Approach to History

I use this chapter both to document the development of parecon as an idea, and to
challenge determinist histories that exclude the possibility of “counter” and “non” hegemonic
alternatives. I draw on histories from the parecon literature itself and compare parecon writers’
claims against my own historical research. Ifiitis the case that we are now past the age of
change and at the “end of history,” (Fukyama 1992), entering into a didactic “clash of
civilizations” (Huntington 1993) or even into a permanent post-socialism, then any movement
advocating deeply transformative/revolutionary change would seem silly, outmoded and
naive. If all alternative societies and communes must inevitably collapse, then a non-
hegemonic approach would be equally meaningless. But history is a fluid process built on

conflicting narratives and changing ground. There is no systematic way to prove that change
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is impossible—in fact, radical change has taken place in a great variety of historical contexts.
It is equally dogmatic to assert that revolutionary change is inevitable as it is to assert that
revolutionary change is impossible.

Because parecon is embedded in a tradition of European scholarship, the bias of my
history is towards “western” highly organized societies. This bias does not mean that only
“western” highly organized societies are worthy of study—far from it. Highly organized mass
societies capable of maintaining scrupulous records of sufficient quantity to satisfy historians
have tended to be hierarchical, even patriarchal and militaristic, and thus potentially less
inspiring examples for socialists than those for which there are fewer records (Barclay 1992;
Muhlberger and Paine 1999; Stepaniants 2002). Discussion of Athenian democracy, early
capitalism, state socialism, contemporary utopians and socialist governments are all necessary
in order to understand parecon today and comprehend the process through which parecon’s
ideas have evolved.

Ancient Democracy and Radical Politics

A truism in historical writing is that the one constant of human experience is change,
upheaval, conflict. Michael Albert begins the history of parecon with ancient Egypt when he
states:

I once heard about a strike, billed as the first, by Egyptian peasants against a Pharaoh

who moved from requiring six days labor on the pyramid a week, to requiring seven

days, and from providing food to providing nothing. I think parecon harks back all the

way to that uprising (Albert “Parecon Today” 2006, p. 1).

Of course, Albert is being rhetorical, but his attention to the earliest points of the “western”
historical traditional establishes a pattern examining the long history of revolutions and ends

of civilizations. In another article on parecon, Albert and Hahnel note that even the Egyptian

empire, which lasted thousands of years, eventually ceased to be a political or economic power
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(Albert 2003). Throughout their writings, Albert and Hahnel use such historical examples as a
counterpoint to capitalist triumphalism and to support prefigurative thought. In the Egyptian
example, local resistance and external pressures, invasions, economic deals and unrest
eventually led to the end of the “eternal” Egyptian period and the start of new empires (Newby
1980:; Brown 1990). The constancy of change is an important concept in parecon literature as
it allows for prefigurative visions to be more than “pie in the sky” dreaming, and allows
parecon to be a realistic alternative to the “triumph” of capitalism.

One aspect of capitalist triumphalism that my informants thought was particularly
problematic was the reification of democracy (Appendix A). In my interviews, all three
parecon advocates noted that the idea of a radically democratic alternative to capitalism was a
difficult concept for many interested in their project. People tend to conflate the radical
democracy offered in parecon with capitalist representative democracy—a system critics of
capitalism find highly problematic. Taking cues from my interviews and additional readings, I
argue below that parecon’s radical democracy is much more attuned to the original meaning of
democracy than the capitalist form.

Although the concept of direct popular decision-making predates the term
“democracy,” the Athenian example is the most pertinent to parecon (Finley 1985;
Muhlburger 1998; Muhlberger and Paine 1999; Albert 2001). Although the exact origins of
the term are unknown, democracy was originally defined, broadly, as the “rule by” the
“demos,” or people (Finley 1985; Muhlberger and Paine 1999). In Politics, Aristotle states
“the real difference between democracy and oligarchy is wealth. Wherever men rule by
reason of their wealth, whether they be few or many, that is an oligarchy, and where the poor
rule, that is a democracy” (Quoted in Finley 1985). Aristotle’s definition of democracy

differentiates the Athenian system from capitalist “representative” democracy, in which elite
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“representatives” make the majority of decisions without direct popular vote.

Although it is not raised in the literature, a second major criticism of parecon could
appeal to the “iron law of oligarchy,” the argument than any democratic organization will
eventually be overtaken by elites. Again, analysis of the Athenian system and many
subsequent anti-authoritarian movements will help to challenge “iron law” arguments. As I
argue below, recent scholarship suggests that the Athenian forum, though restrictive, was not
dominated by heavily centralized elites.

While it usually excluded slaves and women (a significant reason to hold it as a highly
democratic example but excise it as any kind of model of an egalitarian society), the closest
articulation of democracy in the Athenian period was the “forum,” a mass meeting of citizens
that determined public policy (Ober 1996). In many ways, the forums have influenced many
contemporary visions for radical democracy (particularly Fotopolous’s Inclusive Democracy
concept, which is explicitly modeled on the forum) and represented more direct democratic
control than even the most ardent radical democratic activists call for today. In opposition to
the “iron law of oligarchy,” Ober (1996), Fotoupolos (2005) and others argue both that the
Athenian forum was not primarily dominated by elites and that individual actors had
significant influence over Athenian affairs in private and public spheres.

While decisions were relegated to male landowning citizens, these landowners were
not necessarily rich: a household was the standard unit of citizenship, as it is today. Forum
participation crossed all lines of wealth and tradition, often to the dismay of elite intellectuals
and regents (Ober 1996; Fotopoulos 2005). It could be argued that since throughout most of
the Athenian period slaves and women were systematically excluded, the sense of true “people
powered” democracy was illusory; however, in practice, even slaves and women found ways

to be represented (Todd 1990; Ober 1995). The Athenian land-owning class was
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economically diverse, consisting of thousands of members. Furthermore, it is clear from
archival data that the forum votes often went directly against the interests of local elites (Ober
1995). Slaves could eventually purchase their freedom and move into the landowning classes,
and any male citizen could potentially be part of the mass forum meetings, while any woman
could be involved in the interpretation and activation of the forum’s decisions (Ober 1996).
Philosophers often complained of the power wielded by women who influenced policy and
decisions from a matriarchal position within the home and by other women in trade (Ober
1996; Kyrtatas 2002). Women and slaves dominated economic policy as they were the only
Athenians allotted to actually carry out trade deals and transactions (Kyrtatas 2002).

The forum invited a diverse range of people into a single debate and gave them the
power to actually set policy that would have immediate effects (Finley 1985; Todd 1990; Ober
1995; Fotopoulos 2005). Decisions ranged from dividing spoils of war, to setting trade levies,
to building new temples and statues, and indeed to “all important business, including foreign
policy and taxation” (Austin 1977; Ober 1996). On one occasion the forum attendees actually
voted to dissolve the government (Ober 1996; Austin 1977). Meetings could accommodate as
many as 8000 members, and relied on simple majority vote with an agenda determined by a
smaller committee of 500 (Ober 1996). Citizens who arrived early enough were paid for their
time and during meetings, after a proposal was read, anyone in attendance was encouraged to
offer their advice (Ober 1996). Ober states that “frequently the actual decree had been
proposed at the Assembly by a voluntary speaker” (Ober 1996). As stated in numerous texts,
while philosophers played a key role in these debates, Greek historians now believe that the
theory of “elite dominance” over the forum has been thoroughly debunked (Todd 1990;
Fotopolous 2005).

The Athenian example lasted for more than 150 years, until Greece was conquered by
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Macedonia in 338 BC (Austin 1977; Finley 1985; Todd 1990; Ober 1995; Kyrtatas 2002).
Throughout this period, movements against concentration of power in the hands of the rich
were common and often bitterly criticized by philosophers (Finley 1985; Ober 1995). The
constraints of Athenian democracy were continually being challenged by competing aspects of
society, and eventually, a combination of invasion and internal unrest led to factioning and
internal instability. The forum was eventually relegated to a symbolic role under Macedonian
rule (Austin 1977; Finley 1985; Todd 1990; Ober 1995). The Athenian example demonstrates
that a working direct democracy was achieved under a relatively stable society without mass
starvation or crippling poverty, or any centralized party apparatus (Austin 1977; Finley 1985;
Todd 1990; Ober 1995; Kyrtatas 2002).

Utopian Socialism, the American Commune and Pareconic Practice

Parecon is foremost a radically democratic movement, but in early practice has largely
manifested in small workplaces working “off the grid” from the standard capitalist
marketplace. While history is rife with examples of alternative economic movements and
societies that have collapsed, my research suggests that the pareconic business model is
significantly different from previous utopian societies and communes. The growth and
interconnection of parecon workplaces is so far the most touted strategy for building parecon.
One significant danger facing these alternative businesses is that they will be swept-along with
the capitalist market, making too many sacrifices in order to succeed economically.

Similar problems were encountered by early utopian socialist movements throughout
Europe and in the US. Few of these Utopian movements lasted long, in part due to external
pressures and in part due to internal instabilities (Manuel and Manuel 1966; Feuer 1966;
Kenyon 1989). Robert Owen (1771-1858), for example, created a short-lived commune in

New Haven based on principles of fair worker treatment and pay. Owen became famous for
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his ethical treatment of workers, and he eventually created schools for workers’ children,
increased wages and provided and/or improved workers’ housing (Manuel and Manuel 1966;
Kumar 1990). Unlike the democratic, egalitarian principles of parecon, Owen’s society
ultimately depended on his goodwill rather than democratic relationships, and eventually
failed when an associate stole the society’s profits (Manuel and Manuel 1966; Kumar 1990;
Holloway 1966). Although parecon businesses may rely on the input of resources from
powerful individuals, the non-hierarchical decentralized nature of parecon seems to preclude
imbuing a single person with as much power as Owen or his associates had. Owen’s society
did not last long in part because it relied on centralized control and placed faith in elite
leadership—leaders who eventually scuttled the project and took the profits.

Not all such communes collapsed due to faith in an individual leader. Shortly after
Owen’s first attempt, Saint Simon and Fourier developed similarly egalitarian communes that
challenged the growing power of capitalism. The Saint-Simonians, French followers of the
wealthy Saint-Simon, formed a “family” of radical thinkers in the 1830’s. The Saint-
Simonians established a settlement near Paris but persecution by the French government
eventually forced them into hiding (Manuel and Manuel 1966). Fourier, another French
socialist, inspired a number of experimental communities in the 1850’s and 1860’s including
Le Reunion and most notably the North American Phalanx and Brook Farm (Manuel and
Manuel 1966; Guarneri 1991). Fourier’s communities did not collapse due to the loss of
Fourier or funding; instead, they lost “steam” after several failed projects. Brook Farm
residents found their home “not conducive to creativity” and after a fire destroyed their
attempt to build a utopian group-building, the Fourierian settlers disbanded (Holloway 1966;

Guarneri 1991). Other communes rose and fell across the United States until at least 1914, but
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few of these had a significant impact on contemporary socialism' (Fogarty 1990). Each
commune either relied on an individual sponsor or patron to their eventual downfall, or lost
momentum without a clear strategy to expand the movement and affect change. The evidence
from these early communes suggests that, while building alternatives that do not attempt to
supplant or directly challenge the hegemonic power of the state can be somewhat effective, in
order to sustain a larger movement it may be necessary to form bonds of solidarity and
networks of cooperation. As Manuel and Manuel argue, there are numerous examples of other
utopian societies during the same period that collapsed because of their reliance on benevolent
individuals and their inability to develop an effective strategy for growth (Manuel and Manuel
1966).

Marx once described the Paris commune of 1871 as the key model for a socialist
revolution and naturally became critical after the commune’s collapse. The commune has
been embraced by anarchists as an early example that embraced non-hierarchical and
democratic policies. French workers in particular had grown impatient with their lack of
influence in the purportedly “people’s” government and sought to create a government more
suited to the republican claims of the time (Schulkind 1977; Tombs 1996; George 1998).
Although well-known radicals were involved, no central-planning organization had set a
program of action in advance (Schulkind 1971; Tombs 1996). There had been no concrete
plan other than the survival of the republic without the control of Napoleon III or the Prussians
(Schulkind 1971; George 1998). Although poorer workers did not directly advocate their own

rule (many did not see their own class capable of stable representation), the “improvisational”

! Included in this period are many religious communes such as the Mennonites, Doukhobors, Amish and others.
While these communes are interesting cases of alternative societies, I do not examine them in detail here as they
have been more reliant on religious notions of utopia than on any particular political socialist or anarchist project.
I am interested primarily in utopian societies that had a clear impact on democratic and socialist praxis.
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approach to political process during the commune prevented any single intellectual or wealthy
leader from taking control (Schulkind 1971; George 1998). Notably, the commune’s decisions
almost universally favored worker’s cooperatives and excluded employers to the extent that
contracts, pricing and wages were all to be set by collectives of workers and not by owners at
all (Schulkind 1971). Places of power were all to be elected by the populace at large—a
strong reaction to the centralization under previous governments (Greenberg 1969). However
democratic, socialist and decentralized the commune may have been, it did not last long
enough for the commune’s agenda to be tested. Most historians argue that the commune’s
violent end was due neither to internal disputes nor poor organization; like Marx, historians
blame the “scruples” of the communardé who did not aggressively seek power in Versailles or
effectively prepare battlements at home (Schulkind 1977; Tombs 1996; George 1998). Itis
also possible that the commune was doomed, situated in an already conquered city against a
much more powerful invading force (Schulkind 1971). Nevertheless, the commune of 1871
has been an important influence on prefigurative radically transformative movements and
represents an important example of a largely spontaneous and mostly leaderless movement.
The Paris commune represents many of the strengths of spontaneous, relatively decentralized
organization, including speed, direct democracy, and the value of improvisation. What they
appear to have lacked was momentum, a drive to expand their successes and a large enough
pool of popular support to challenge their opposition.

There are three core differences between the early utopians and the parecon
movements. Firstly, most of the early utopian societies were dependent on a single individual
or elite. None of the pareconic projects I have researched are reliant on Albert, Hahnel or any

other individual and thus are not likely to fail should their single leader be captured, killed, or
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corrupted. Secondly, early utopian movements were not effectively interconnected.
Movements were not able to communicate quickly to facilitate their growth and cooperation.
Pareconic businesses theoretically are meant to act as parts of nested federations and loosely
networked local collectives able to work together on a number of fronts. Thirdly, most of
these earlier utopian societies lacked a political movement capable of combating opposition
and expanding their popular support. The Paris Commune is an especially salient example in
which many plans were created but were not acted upon quickly enough through an aggressive
popular groundéwell. Parecon advocates argue that the transition to a parecon must draw on a
growing popular movement and be built on cooperation among activists and federations. The
danger still facing pareconic businesses, however, is the threat of collapse emerging from a
variety of factors, including the state, market pressures and internal squabbles. Parecon
activists need to draw from the lessons of utopian movements in order to face their own
barriers.
Marx and the Rise of Communisms

One of the problems faced by my interview participants is that people attending their
talks tend to confuse the systems of parecon with a command economy. The same problem is
prevalent in the literature, in which economists argue that parecon would follow a similar path
to that of “communist” command economies. Certainly parecon’s development owes a great
deal to the theories, interpretation and activation of the various texts of Marx. While Marx’s
writings have had an indelible effect on the politics of the 20™ century, subsequent readings of
Marxist communism have been central to the “vision problem” in activism that Albert and
Hahnel claim to address (Albert and Hahnel 1991; Fried and Sanders 1993; Best 1995; Albert
2003). The impact of Marx on all contemporary forms of socialism is unmistakable—so much

so that communism has become virtually synonymous with Marxism in the dominant
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discourse (Fried and Sanders 1993; Best 1995). As I will demonstrate, while parecon has
clearly been influenced by Marxism, parecon’s anti-authoritarian praxis sets it apart ina
number of significant ways.

The command economy form of “communism” (Marxist-Leninism, Trotskyism and
Maoism) failed to deliver a truly egalitarian, democratic society. While they did manage to
hold power for multiple decades, most (though not all) of the Marx-inspired states of the 20"
century became regimes involved in the same trade war as capitalist countries. With the
notable exception of Cuba, in the 1980°s and 1990’s, these regimes transitioned into
capitalism due to pressures from capitalist countries, or otherwise collapsed (Brinton 1978;
Fried and Sanders 1993; Lin 1997; George 1998). Numerous socialist and anarchist critics,
including parecon advocates, have argued that these societies offer important illustrations of
the strengths and weaknesses of centralized and “coordinator class” forms of alternatives to
capitalism (Avrich 1967; Brinton 1978; Albert and Hahnel 1990). To argue that parties that
emphasized hierarchy and elite rule either prove the “iron law” or disprove the idea of
socialism is absurd. The hierarchical internal structure and ideologies of these movements
were demonstrably clear early on. As I discuss in Chapter 4, anarchists as well as parecon
writers have developed strategies to specifically avoid the authoritarian problems of the
“communist” state movements.

Although there are many factors that led to Stalinism in Russia, socialists tend to
debate a limited few, some arguing that it was inevitable, others that it was preventable.
While I would avoid attempting to prove one position or the other in the limited frame of this
thesis, there are aspects of the anarchist position that are relevant to parecon, specifically the
problems of hierarchy and centralization. Anarchists argue that Lenin’s vanguard politics

were intrinsic rather than incidental to the development of the “totalitarian form of state-
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socialism (Avrich 1967; Miller 1976; Kenafick 1978). One example where the possibility of
non-hierarchical democracy was thwarted by Bolshevik party policy stems from the early
period of the revolution. Over a period of months, the revolutionary movement transitioned
from a relatively open, spontaneous struggle to a single-party led socialist state. Throughout
1917 (both during the initial rebellions of February and July, and lead-up to the Bolshevik-led
October revolution), a strong anti-authoritarian streak had been built into the anti-czarist
movements in Russia, typified by the popular slogan “Hail anarchy! Make the parasites,
rulers, and priests—deceivers all—tremble,” and by sailors in the Kronstadt rebellion
declaring “Where authority begins, the revolution ends!” (Avrich 1967). Workplaces began to
be organized into independent “soviets,” workplace councils often utilizing participatory and
democratic non-hierarchicgl structures, much as parecon activists advocate (Avrich 1967;
Freeze 1997; Fitzpatrick and Slezkine 2000). Soviets were initially quite experimental,
working on a spectrum of egalitarian models and non-hierarchical organization that extended
to militias, local councils and performance groups (Avrich 1967; Freeze 1997; Fitzpatrick and
Slezkine 2000; Read 1996). These experimental groups led to alliances between anarchists and
Bolsheviks that lasted until the first anti-anarchist purges instituted by Lenin in late 1917
(Avrich 1967; Freeze 1997; Fitzpatrick and Slezkine 2000; Read 1996).

It has been argued that while the early anti-authoritarian aspects of the October
Revolution were important, anarchists lacked a realistic plan that could build anti-authoritarian
sentiment against a well-organized, well-funded enemy. The historical record, however,
suggests that anarchist writers had put considerable thought into the barriers faced. Bakunin
and Kropotkin had both argued that the growth of an counter-revolutionary movement/army
was likely and that an effective anarchist/socialist movement required a standing army or

militia “for the purposes of self defense” (Kenafick 1948; Miller 1976; Bakunin 1994). There
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is little evidence, however, that anarchists and other anti-authoritarian socialists were prepared
for the resistance they would face from the Bolshevik party.

One would be hard pressed to argue either that there was no anti-authoritarian
alternative expressed at the time or that the Bolsheviks needed to put down their anarchist
supporters for the revolution to survive. Throughout the October revolution, numerous
opportunities to support the anti-hierarchical groundswell building up within the soviets and
throughout rebellions were thwarted by the ruling Bolsheviks (Brinton 1978; Read 1996;
Fitzpatrick and Slezkine 2000). One movement crushed under Lenin’s rule was the
Makhnovists, a collective of anarchist-communist communes and worker cooperatives that
many historians now recognize as having been viable alternatives to the state-centralized
alternatives at the time (Arschinov 1974; Brinton 1978; Read 1996). Within the Leninist
movement itself there was also the “worker’s opposition” movement which challenged many
Leninist perspectives on centralized leadership, but eventually capitulated to Lenin and the
Bolshevik party leadership (Brinton 1978; Read 1996). 1 do not mean to suggest that the
revolution faced no real threats or that ideology and party structure were the main forces that
led to Stalin’s “command economy”; nonetheless, there were anti-authoritarian alternatives
that were put down by the Bolshevik party at the time (Avrich 1967; Fitzpatrick and Slezkine
2000). Although powerful ixhperialist forces helped push the Soviet states towards totalitarian
defensive strategies, such strategies were not the only imaginable option. Today, parecon
advocates need strategies that allow anti-authoritarian socialists and communists to work
together and develop compromises that remain effective against powerful opposition.

War, Revolution and Power: Parecon as a Reaction to Struggles of Authority

Historically speaking, parecon is as much indebted to anti-authoritarian struggle as it is

to Marxism and socialist economics. Although there are few extended historical studies in
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parecon texts, the examples writers use tend to draw from significant moments of anti-
authoritarian struggles that took place before, during, and after the rise of “Communism.”
Following the lead of my interview participants I looked up historical struggles to draw out
useful insights for future strategy and better understand their testimony. Rather than attempt
to exhaustively catalog all the formative events of the 20" century, I explore a handful of such
events thematically, providing examples and explaining how each is significant to the history
of parecon and radically democratic struggles. Each of these post-1917 “moments” is
generally either used by parecon writers as an example of the dangers of hierarchical and
authoritarian leadership in radical movements, or is an event I identified as an inspiration for
anti-authoritarian democratic praxis. Throughout, I argue that, while they were historically
less effective at achieving long-standing change, the non-authoritarian movements have been
more inspiring for parecon writers and demonstrate possibilites for future strategy. Authority
is not necessarily the key variable in any of these historical events, but it is the key variable
relevant to parecon and a variable that can easily be overlooked.

There are three main levels of authority that had problematic impacts in the 20"
century. At the state level, the rise of fascism in Spain, Italy and Germany illustrated the
danger of the extreme concentration of power in one leader or small elite, while the purges in
Maoist China and Stalinist Russia demonstrated the flaws of highly centralized, personality
driven socialism. It is important to add that none of these hegemonic states came
“innocently” to totalitarianism or centralized power—the leaders of the movements that
created the USSR, Nazi Germany, Mao’s socialist China, Italian and Spanish Fascism, all
published works supporting concentration of power in the hands of a single person or party
who would act as the “voice of the people” (Mussolini 1932; Hitler 1943; Avrich 1967; Mao

1969). The literature of fascism explicitly invoked the Nietzschean “superman” (however
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inaccurately) while Chinese socialist propaganda established Mao as the symbolic
representation of the entire revolution (Hitler 1943; Lansberger “The Mao Cult,” No date).

Secondly, at the same time as these states were becoming authoritarian, social
movements in the US and Europe were developing centralized, hierarchical structures. One
example particularly pertinent to the question of parecon strategy is the AFL-CIO (American
Federation of Labour and and Congress of Industrial Organizations). The AFL-CIO moved
from direct confrontation to legal rights battles early in the 20" century arguing that they had
to centrally define their practices in order to fit with the bourgeois legal system (Fink 1987;
Zinn 1999). In the 1930s, the AFL-CIO worked against the IWW (Industrial Workers of the
World) and centralized their leadership and decision-making, a choice that greatly constricted
their movement repertoire and limited the independence of whole generations of workers
(Zinn 1999). While submission to the legal system certainly aided unions and workers in their
immediate goals, the centralized structures of the AFL-CIO and other US labour organizations
led to large, highly entrenched bureaucracies, corruption, and long-term disjunctures between
the needs of workers and the needs of centralized authorities (Lipset 1961; Fink 1987; Zinn
1999). Authority, especially that of white middle class activists, was one of the key factors
that led to the development of “new” social movements and third wave feminism, reactions to
the centralized authority of particular classes and ethnicities in unions and other social
movements (Cohen 1985; Tong 1998; Zinn 1999).

The concentration of power within unions was itself a direct reaction to a third level of
authoritarianism within workplaces. Between the late 1800’s and early 21* century the growth
of fordism, middle-management and the sweat-shop, combined with the increasingly
concentrated power of corporations over the state, all heralded new levels of authoritarian

power in workplaces, power that many critics have recognized as being detrimental to
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democracy (Fink 1987; Staats 2004; Wall 2005). Whether or not the centralized power of
corporations and the development of the managerial class in workplaces has significantly
impacted democracy, the perception of these events clearly influenced the development of
parecon (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003; Albert 2006).
Alongside the rise of authoritarianism around the world, decentralized alternatives
developed that inspired anarchists and parecon advocates alike. Although less politically
effective than authoritarian movements (there is a distinct lack of successful state-level
versions of anti-authoritarian democracy, for example), the work of anti-authoritarian
movements has been an inspiration to parecon activists. Moreover, these movements have
provided opportunities for self-analysis and critique because they have largely failed to create
lasting alternatives. Rather than assume that the failure of these movements is endemic to
anti-authoritarian activism, parecon activists work from the assumption that change is
possible, but that it is important to question tactics, movement structures, and ideologies in
order to develop more successful alternatives (Albert and Hahnel 1990). In the 20™ century,
many movements of historical significance shared anti-authoritarian views and existed as
largely leaderless collectives. The POUM Anarchists of Spain, for example, became famous
for their struggle against the fascist army (Fremion 2002). George Orwell, who famously
chronicled his exploits with the anarchist army noted the surprising effectiveness of POUM
militias, despite their lack of hierarchical leadership and centralized command (Orwell 1952).
Although crushed by a combination of Fascist forces and the Communist army, the Spanish
Anarchists became important symbols to the anarchist movement and Michael Albert employs
their example several times while responding to critics (Orwell 1952; Zinn 1999; Fremion
2002; Albert, “Albert Replies to Critics”). At the same time as the POUM was struggling in

Spain and as most American unions were becoming more authoritarian and centralized (as
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discussed briefly above), the IWW were still fighting for worker rights in a largely anti-
authoritarian, non-hierarchical fashion in the US (Zinn 1999; Fremion 2002). The IWW broke
staunchly from party politics, rejected the division of workers into craft and trade unions,
allowed workers of any “race” into their organization, and fought against capitulation to the
legal system (Fink 1987; Zinn 1999; Fremion 2002). Although other unions became more
powerful, the IWW accomplished many decided victories for workers in their time and may
still offer an alternative to the largely side-lined union movement today (Zinn 1999). Again, it
is the perception and analysis of the IWW that has influenced parecon, rather than the degree
to which they were successful at their aims. During the first half of the 20™ century, anarchist
movements also became prominent in many key historical struggles, including those in China,
Cuba, Italy and Germany. While all these countries either became fascist or state socialist and
most of the anarchist movements were repressed, their existence has been an important
element in the development of anarchism (Abse 1982; Dirlik 1986; Dirlik 1989; Marrus 1995;
Cannistraro 1996; Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991)

I would argue that the main influence these struggles had on parecon’s development is
twofold. First, the destruction of social movements, distortion of socialism, and attacks on
anarchism inspired activists to analyze authoritarianism and to come up with alternatives that
avoided centralization of hierarchical power. Second, the denigration of socialism itself led
commentators such as Michael Albert to argue in favor of a new conception of socialism with
new terminology that sidestepped socialism’s misconstrued image (Albert “Is Socialism Still
on the Agenda?”). Indeed, recent history has shown a myriad of socialist visions and
“pareconish” movements building particularly in Central and South America. Hope may lie in
examining contemporary alternatives that show that people have learned from the “failures” of

previous iterations of socialism.
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New Social Movements and the “First” Internationalism

Between the 1960’s and 2000, activists began to move away from highly centralized
Leninist movements towards a myriad of cultural and identity-based causes (Cohen 1985).
Some commentators argue that the 1990’s and early 2000’s saw the first reconciliation
between workers, prefigurative activists and identity movements. Groups opposed to neo-
liberal globalization organizations and agreements such as the World Trade Organization
(WTO), the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the Free Trade Area of the
Americas (FTAA), the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank brought together
identity, rights, lifestyle and ethics groups with unions and socialist revolutionaries, without
referent to a single ideology or leader (Graeber 2003; Day 2004; Wall 2005; Day 2005).
Interconnection via the internet and coordination amongst nationalist, internationalist and
peasant groups at single protest events (some of which have been called the largest protests in
recorded history by international agencies according to Chomsky and Wall) have led some
commentators to call this latest period the first “true” international—consisting of north, south,
first and third worlds working together against a myriad of foes (Zinn 1999; Chomsky
“Preparatory to Porto Alegre”; Graeber 2003; Day 2004; Clark 2004; Wall 2005; Day 2003;
Dyer and Chomsky 2006). The diversity of these movements suggests that finding a single
issue or program around which to develop a centralized movement would be extremely
difficult and potentially harmful to the individual needs within. As Albert argues, however,
there is no reason why disparate movements cannot develop solidarity around a larger
vision—not as a leading force as in many vanguard Leninist movements but as one aspect of a
larger economic, social and personal transformation through which independent movements
can benefit one another (Albert 2003; Albert 2004). Broad forms of solidarity not employing

an economic master-narrative but instead drawing from numerous frames have had a
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significant impact on the development of new revolutionary projects (Froehling 1997, Schulz
1998; Bartley and O’Briain 2003; Wall 2005).

The last years of the 20" century and the first years of the 21* have presented new
hopes for challenging capitalism in many areas of the world, notably South and Central
America. Revolutionary organizations such as the Zapatistas have a less centralized,
authoritarian structure than most 20™ century revolutionary movements and have integrated
internet media to build coalitions across nations (Froehling 1997; Schulz 1998; Wall 2005).
Hugo Chavez’s Venezuelan government has employed alternative media to debunk the right-
wing counter-revolutionary movement and used cross-national networks to support
burgeoning socialism across the Americas (Ellner 2001; Ellner 2002; Bartley and O’Briain
2003). The Bolivian Missions are often cited by supporters of Chavez as another
decentralized and democratic aspect of the growing democratic revolution in the Americas.
Although he has been accused of being expansionist and somewhat centralized, Chavez has
allowed more free media and open elections than previous “socialist” leaders and at the very
least represents a break from the neo-liberal turn in most of the rest of the world (Ellner 2001;
Ellner 2002; Bartley and O’Briain 2003). Although new revolutionary groups employ wide
networks, the World Social Forum and other globalized anti-capitalist pro-democratic events
have strengthened ties between movements and provided forums for the discussion of vision
(Chomsky “Preparatory to Porto Alegre”; Day 2005; Wall 2005). In Argentina, reclaimed
workplaces have challenged the market capitalist state and attempts to repress democratic
plant reclamation projects have largely failed (Lewis and Klein 2004; Morduchowicz 2004).
The Argentine case is especially relevant because reclaimed factories have challenged
hegemony indirectly through building non-hegemonic workplaces while simultaneously

building national counter-hegemonic movements that challenge the legitimacy of state and
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corporate power (Morduchowicz 2004). These factories are not parecon institutions per se,
but are perhaps the strongest contemporary example of a self-managed factory movement that
also challenges the legitimacy of the state and corporations. Each factory chooses its own
structure, some being radically cooperative and participatory, some maintaining some
management positions and other divisions of labour (Albert 2004; Lewis and Klein 2004;
Morduchowicz 2004).

While Argentine factories have been reclaimed by workers, the economy as a whole
remains capitalist and generally hostile to self-management (Albert 2004; Lewis and Klein
2004; Morduchowicz 2004). One area where more participatory decision making has taken
centrality is Porto Alegre and the state of Rio Grande do Sul Brazil, where poor
neighbourhoods have developed participatory budgets, determining social spending through
collective agreement that require participation from most affected parties (Baiocchi 2003;
Streck 2004; Munck 2004). Though the Brazil initiatives are striking and add valuable
perspective to other participatory projects, they are currently only situated in a few isolated
areas and have not been extended to national policy; in addition, participatory budgeting is
generally restricted to money already allocated by the state, preempting full participation to
the extent suggested by parecon proponents (Baiocchi 2003; Streck 2004; Munck 2004).
Clearly there is room for a more complete vision that manages to tie self-managed workplaces
to a decentralized, radically democratic state. The VPC, Hahnel, Albert and other parecon
advocates’ latest work is embedded in this context of new forms of socialism, international
solidarity and growing alternatives to capitalism.

History of Parecon in Itself
There is little written on the actual history of parecon, because actual practicing parecon

collectives are few and far between. Parecon history is little more than a history of
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publications, with organizations such as the VPC, South-End Press and Winnepeg’s
Mondragon Coffee house being among the few functioning examples. Below I describe the
history of parecon literature and outline some of the parecon organizations that have sprung up
since Albert and Hahnel’s first texts. My history is not comprehensive because there are few
documents to draw on for such a history, and most would result in little more than a
bibliographical timeline. I have tried, nonetheless, to capture most of parecon’s key
organizations and groups, including especially those that have influenced the VPC.

In an interview with Chris Spannos, Michael Albert describes how his and Robin
Hahnel’s parecon model developed, through their “reactions to various schools of anti-
capitalist activism” and resulted in the first parecon book, Looking Forward (Albert and
Hahnel 1990; Albert 2006). Though it is clear that discussions on parecon and anarchist
economics had been going on for years before the 1990 publication, Looking Forward is the
first major text that attempts to lay out the groundwork for a parecon movement. Following
this initial philosophical text, Albert and Hahnel produced The Political Economy of Parecon,
a more theoretical piece from an economist’s perspective, and later published numerous
articles and talks in a variety of media (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991;
Albert 2006). While full-fledged parecon would require social as well as economic
institutions, followers of parecon have developed a number of parecon workplaces, parecon
organizations and national movements.

It is difficult to develop an exact chronology of the development of parecon projects.
South End Press, for example, has been printing since 1977, but has only become a parecon
workplace relatively recently—I was not able to discover when, though certainly such a
development would have happened after 1990 (South End Press “About Us”; Burrows 2003).

Parecon workplaces that have sprung up since 1990 include the G7 Welcoming Committee, a
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music distribution company; Tao, an internet communications company; the Black Star Co-op
in Austin Texas; the Mondragon Coffee House and Bookstore in Winnipeg; Z Magazine itself;
and several others I have heard about from friends and my interview informants since [ began
this project (ZWiki‘Parecon Wiki”; G7Welcoming Committee, “FAQ™; South End Press,
“About’’; Burrows 2003).

Because one of my interview participants is also a member of the Mondragon Coffee
House, I was able to examine the history of a “pareconic” workplace from a first-hand source.
The Mondragon Coffee house began in 1996 as a participatory workplace that could
contribute to a local parecon federation (Burrows 2003; Appendix A). While Mondragon’s
federation has grown over the last nine years and now includes much of the building in which
it is housed, both the members cited above and the Mondragon worker I interviewed
emphasized the many barriers faced by such pareconic businesses. These barriers include
balancing financial survival and parecon principles with interpersonal issues that stem from
working under capitalism (Burrows 2003; Appendix A). Mondragon has taken aspects from
the parecon program but in order to remain in accordance with law and accepted accounting
practices has only managed to adjust the typical workplace structure, not entirely replace it
(Burrows 2003; Appendix A). Growth of Mondragon and other parecon workplaces has been
slow but steady, with many businesses now operating profitably and expanding their level of
workplace participation.

As pareconic workplaces have slowly grown in number, so have international parecon
organizations. A full study of the history of these movements would require more interviews
and primary source research than is possible within this one thesis, but there is basic
information available on the web and in printed documents. The parecon.org site includes

numerous writers on parecon and links to parecon organizations in other countries. Prominent



60

among the listed parecon groups is the Vancouver Parecon Collective, though there are also
movements in Hannover, the Balkans, Argentina and Greece (ZWiki‘‘Parecon Wiki”;
Parecon.org, “index”). There are also parecon sites hosted in Turkey, Spain, Italy and
Sweden, each site offering organizations and workplace information in that country’s
language. Even since the start of writing this thesis, new articles, events and movements have
sprung up in various areas of the world, including new debates in Sweden, Germany and
France and a reviltalized parecon organization in Chicago (ZWiki‘Parecon Wiki”;
Parecon.org, “index”).

The future of parecon must build from problems of the past and must expand in new
directions, employing strategy drawn from historical analysis and close self-critique. Growth
of pareconic movements is steady, but slow, and it remains unclear exactly how these small
groups will render capitalist institutions “moot.” As I discuss in my next chapter, more work
needs to be done to combine the activist and academic in a way that will help parecon
supporters transcend the mistakes of the past and develop a system truly informed by the
history of democracy, the possibilities of social change and both the flaws and strengths of

previous socialist movements.
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Chapter 4

Social Movements, Economics and Anarchism: Theoretical Issues

Introduction

This chapter aims to situate the VPC and parecon within a context of radical and academic
literature. As I discuss below, parecon is a prefigurative, radically democratic movement,
making it an amalgam of “old left” and “new social movement” trends. Although committed
to economic equality, “old left” movements were not as radically democratic as parecon in
either theory or movement structure. Old left movements such as early union and socialist
party movements traditionally followed hierarchical leadership structures, like revolutionary
vanguardism or democratic centralism. Also unlike many “old left” organizations, parecon
does not argue that the economy is the key that will solve all other social problems. Parecon is
an economic system that activists argue would make anti-racism, sexual and gender freedom
and environmental health easier to achieve than under capitalism, but that would not solve
such existing problems alone. Advocates tend to argue for solidarity with other movements
specifically targeting race, the environment, orientation prejudice, etc. More than new social
movements, parecon is counter-hegemonic. Parecon advocates are not content with changing
social attitudes or achieving effective legislation and instead seek to radically transform and
eventually replace the entire capitalist market system. Also unlike new social movements,
parecon advocates challenge both the formation and very existence of the capitalist market and
state. As I discuss below, parecon advocates are an amalgam of “non” and “counter”
hegemonic movements, sharing aspects of anarchism and Richard Day’s “newest social
movements” rubric. My purpose in this chapter is not to explain parecon by locking it into a
single overarching theory, but to use social movement and activist theories to help understand

the challenges facing parecon and to devise strategy. Throughout I attempt to alleviate tension



62

between effective academic theorizing and the needs of activists.

Through my experience as a sociologist, how I use theory has become as important as
what theories I use. An important theme throughout this thesis is the need for my research to
benefit the parecon activist project without éompromising my ability to be analytical or
critical. Colin and Cox discuss the tension between effective academic theorizing and activist
needs in their joint article “”What have the Romans ever done for us?’ Academic and activist
forms of movement theorizing.” Colin and Cox note that social movement theorists benefit
personally from social movement members, while not necessarily returning the favour with
anything directly useful (2002). Dorothy Smith expands on this activist/academic tension,
pointing out how she once tried to force her research into an “iron law of oligarchy”
perspective and failed, recognizing the need to theorize from the lived-reality and not impose
an unrealistic academic schema (Smith 1993; Smith 1999). bell hooks and Donna Haraway
also argue that it is important that we ground our studies in our experiences rather than
abstract theory, only utilizing theory when it helps explicate daily life (Haraway 1991; hooks
1994). In my experience as a student it has seemed apparent that theories that attempt to
group specific cases into general rules are easy to challenge and find holes in, and much more
difficult to defend. However, as Cox, Colin, Smith and others argue, theory can contribute to
social movements when chosen and expressed carefully.

I argue that my use of theory must be self-reflexive and self-critical in order to aid the
parecon movement. Just as in the case of my research methods, I have tried to select theories
appropriate to an analysis of radical democracy and anti-hierarchical thought. To develop
context I begin with what others have already said about parecon and related movements, not
to slot parecon in to my own rigid structure, but to help understand the political context into

which it is entered and to explain questions that have already arisen through my direct
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experience and research. Throughout I situate theories within the actual lived experiences of
the people I interviewed. I attempt not simply to categorize but to explicate and raise potential
challenges.
Surveying the Territory: Parecon as an Activist Project

Apart from writings by parecon advocates themselves, there is not much activist
literature directly discussing parecon in depth and it would be difficult to ascertain the general
activist attitude to parecon without a more in-depth study. There are several debates posted on
the parecon.org main site, including discussions with prominent Marxists, anarchists,
primitivists and proponents of other anti-capitalist alternatives. While many of these debates
are lengthy, few provide much clarity regarding parecon’s place in activist movements'.
Many commentators have compared parecon to their own chosen economic alternatives, but
few of these proponents address the strengths and weaknesses of parecon in particular; instead
they tend to emphasize aspects that they are interested in that Albert and Hahnel do not
address to their satisfaction. Parecon’s unique contribution is to the “vision problem,”
particularly among disenchanted socialists and anarchists.

Parecon proponents situate their project most often within either a socialist or an
anarchist framework as a contribution to a larger anarchist/socialist activist project. Albert,
Hahnel, Wetzel and Richard Day all describe parecon explicitly as a project with an anarchist

agenda, an answer to some of the central problems facing anti-authoritarian socialists (Albert

! While I found some of these debates useful in better understanding parecon and others interesting for other
reasons, I decided not to discuss them at length here, because they did not focus on any of the issues that are at
the core of this thesis. For those interested in exploring the debates on parecon in greater depth, I recommend
browsing the parecon.org site, now nested in the Z Magazine site, at
http://www.zmag.org/parecon/indexnew.htm/. There is also a lively debate between Albert and Inclusive
Democracy proponent Takis Fotopoulos in The Journal of Inclusive Democracy, issue 3 (2005), followed by a
rejoinder on the parecon.org site. All the debates I found ended up focusing more on issues of emphasis,
including exclusion problems in the Athenian Forum, rather than fundamental differences between each system.
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and Hahnel 1990; Wetzel 2004; Day 2005; Albert and Spannos 2006). Within activist
literature, anarchism is the main label that has been applied to parecon and the connections
between parecon and anarchism thus merit further discussion. Below I explore how parecon
ﬁts- into a larger anarchist project and how this association both helps and hinders the parecon
movement.

The anarchist leanings of parecon may come as a surprise to those who imagine an
anarchist economic/social system to be absurd, contradictory or frighteningly dystopian.
Anarchists are often misconstx;ued as either atheoretical socialists or amoral /aisser faire
capitalists, and both approaches seem contrary to the main sociological and socialist
perspectives and to parecon as a whole. Parecon does not seem to be a system of anarchy, but
rather, of carefully planned order. Reading the particulars of parecon also makes the
connection to anarchism seem dubious, despite Albert and Hahnel’s clear position as anarchist
activists. Rather than an individualistic system without restrictions, parecon emphasizes social
consciousness, collective decision making, and income distribution. It is my contention,
however, that not only are such features copasetic to an anarchist framework, it is the anarchist
character of parecon that makes Albert and Hahnel’s vision particularly worthwhile to
contemporary socialists, feminists, environmentalists and critical sociologists. In order to
explicate and define parecon, I explore a number of popular myths about anarchism and
connect these myths to existing academic theory. Especially useful to this thesis has been the
“Anarchist FAQ,” a popular document online and in multiple print forms, examined
theoretically by Barker and Cox (2002). There are numerous myths about anarchism that
include: anarchism is intrinsically violent, is simply the rejection of rules, opposes
organization, is not a form of socialism, is congruent with “anarcho” capitalism and other

forms of individual ownership, and focuses only on atomized individuals at the expense of
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group co-operation.

Anarchy does not mean “system without rules” and is not synonymous with violence
or nihilism. The term anarchy stems from the Greek, “an” (in opposition to) and “archos”
(authority, bosses, chiefs). As David Weick puts it:

Anarchism can be understood as the generic social and political idea that expresses

negation of all power, sovereignty, domination, and hierarchical division, and a will to

their dissolution. . . Anarchism is therefore more than anti-statism . . . [even if]
government (the state) . . . is, appropriately, the central focus

of anarchist critique (Weick qtd in Ehlich et al 1979, p. 139).

Anarchist is not an exclusive label—it is possible to be a feminist and an anarchist without
necessarily always acting as an anarcho-feminist. It is possible to be a supporter of ecological
and workplace reforms in some contexts and anarchist revolution in others.

While there are violent anarchists, such violence no more defines anarchism than
violent socialists define socialism. The myth that anarchism is intrinsically violent is easily
debunked when examined against the existing anarchist literature and practice. As Albert
writes, violence is sometimes justified but is rarely an effective strategy. For Albert, the
preferred parecon strategy depends on non-violent tactics (Albert 2003). The anarchist writers
I have examined, including Enrico Malatesta, Starhawk, Kropotkin and others, explicitly call
for non-violent strategies with a resort to violence only in cases of self-defense against violent
adversaries. Ecofeminist and self-defined anarchist activist Starhawk notes “if breaking
windows and fighting back when the cops attack is ‘violence,” then give me a new word, a
word a thousand times stronger, to use when the cops are beating non-resisting people into
comas” (Starhawk 2004). As Emma Goldman argues, “it is a known fact known to almost
everyone familiar with the Anarchist movement that a great number of [violent] acts, for

which Anarchists had to suffer, either originated with the capitalist press or were instigated, if

not directly perpetrated, by the police” (Goldman 1972). Although many anarchists make a
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distinction between property and people and suggest that while violence against living things
is wrong, violence against property is sometimes justified, Albert and other anarcho-socialists
decry violence against property as an effective strategy. In a critique of the tactics used by
some activists in the 1999 Seattle WTO protests, Michael Albert states: “changing society
isn’t a matter of breaking windows, it is a process of developing consciousness and vehicles of
organization and movement, and of then applying these to win gains that benefit deserving
constituencies and create conditions for still further victories, leading to permanent
institutional change” (Albert 2000). Kropotkin, one of the premier Russian anarchists writes:
“structure based on centuries of history cannot be destroyed with a few kilos of explosives™
(Miller 1976). Respected anarchist Bakunin further states that “we wish not to kill persons,
but to abolish status and its perquisiteé” because anarchism “does not mean the death of the
individuals who make up the bourgeoisie, but the death of the bourgeoisie as a political and
social entity economically distinct from the working class” (Bakunin 1994). There are many
other writers who challenge the “violent anarchist” stereotype, both in action and in text, but
the difficulty still remains to challenge these myths in the process of movement building. It is
important that if parecon wishes to be associated with anarchist thought, parecon proponents
be prepared to challenge myths through their own actions.

Anarchists are not traditionally opposed to orgam'zatior}. Errico Malatesta explains that
the anti-organization myth stems from a historical confusion, stating that: “since it was
thought that government was necessary and that without government there could only be
disorder and confusion, it was natural and logical that anarchy, which means absence of
government, should sound like absence of order” (Malatesta 2001). Parecon challenges the
state and corporations, but not at the expense of organization per se. Albert himself makes this

point many times in response to_criticisms of parecon. In one heated debate, David



67

Schweickart argued that there is a contradiction in parecon’s many levels of coordination and
Albert’s rejection of a “coordinator class” to which Albert replied “only an ignoramus would
reject coordination or coordinating. I do have a problem, however, with economic institutions
that monopolize empowering labor in the hands of few people who then rule all others” adding
both that “in parecon people exercising their wills... authority, happens all the time” and that
“the problem parecon seeks to overcome arises if one set of people are overwhelmingly
empowered by their activity, and another set are overwhelmingly disempowered by theirs”
(Albert 2006). One of my interview participants states: “where coordinators develop the
characteristics of planners and managers and the rest of society develop the characteristics of
apathy” (Appendix A). These statements are more or less the same arguments employed by
the majority of influential anarchist writers. Malatesta writes: “far from creating authority,
[democratic organization] is the only cure for it and the only means whereby each of us will
get used to taking an active and conscious part in collective work, and cease being passive
instruments in the hands of leaders” (Malatesta 1993). Carole Ehrlich points out that while
anarchists “want to abolish hierarchical structure” they are “almost always stereotyped as
wanting no structure at all” while instead, “organizations that would build in accountability,
diffusion of power among the maximum number of persons, task rotation, skill-sharing” are a
product of “good soéial anarchist principles of organization” (“Socialism, Anarchism and
Feminism” 2000). In other words, anarchists reject hierarchy but not organization per se. The
power of police, magistrates, government officials and bosses is problematic because it is
undemocratic and corruptible and disempowers the majority both mentally and physically. In
opposition, anarchists call for democratic and participatory systems of organization based on
voluntary association and mutual aid. Again, parecon proposes a system which would fulfill

the anarchist vision of cooperative, individualistic and voluntary organization.
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Socialism is often seen as oppositional to anarchism due in part to the common
conflation of socialism and Marxism, the two terms having originated in different periods of
history. Infoshop.org’s Anarchism FAQ argues that anarchism is a form of socialism in that
all “legitimate” subsets of anarchism are opposed to capitalism and in favor of equality
(Infoshop.org “A.1.4 Are anarchists socialists?” 2006). Bakunin and Proudhon, two formative
anarchists both routinely declared themselves socialists “as long as Socialism was understood
in its wide, generic, and true sense—as an effort to abolish the exploitation of Labour by
Capital” (Proudhon 1903; Proudhon 1989; Bakunin 1994; Infoshop.org “A.1.4 Are anarchists
socialists?” 2006). Because anarchists traditionally reject all forms of systemic hierarchy and
centralized power, it is only logically consistent that they reject both the state and the
corporate/capitalist structure. Corporations and the state traditionally rule from above,
imposing restrictions on freedom through legislation, command structure, or market pressures.
Despite clashes over issues of power, anarchists have historically made use of Marx and I
would argue there is no direct contradiction between Marxism and anarchism, as long as such
Marxists do not follow a vanguardist model. Socialism means to free workers from the
capitalist appropriation of their surplus labour, but it is not simply wealth that socialists mean
to share, but power. The wealth implied by labour relations only has meaning when translated
into ownership of scarce goods (the power to own an item and prevent another person from
having it), or power, prestige, and ownership of the means of production. Wealth has no
meaning unless coins, stock options, and balance books translates into some form of power.
By opposing hierarchical power, anarchists naturally also oppose inequality of wealth and
work to either eliminate or render wealth differences meaningless. One of the more
individualist anarchists, Joseph A. Labadie emphasizes the libratory aspects of socialism,

stating:
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It is said that Anarchism is not socialism. This is a mistake. Anarchism is voluntary
Socialism. There are two kinds of Socialism, archistic and anarchistic, authoritarian
and libertarian, state and free... every proposition for social betterment is either to
increase or decrease the powers of external wills and forces over the individual. As
they increase they are archistic; as they decrease they are anarchistic (Labadie,
“Anarchism: What It Is and What It Is Not,” p. 1).
There is no writing that I have found among “accepted” anarchists that would contradict this
interpretation of anarchism and socialism. While some anarchists have challenged specific
aspects of Bolshevism or other socialist movements, it is not because anarchists are opposed to
socialism, but because they oppose centralization of power and hierarchical command
structures both within the movement and in society as a whole.

The only argument I have seen that could separate anarchy from socialism is the
erroneous inclusion of “anarcho” capitalism and American libertarians with the anarchist
movement. As parecon advocates reject authoritarian leadership and lack of direct
participation in the economic system, so do anarchists consider capitalist relations a breach of
individual rights. Since individual workers do not have choice to work as much as they see fit
for the rewards they need, since owners and senior management rather than the workers
themselves determine the work schedule and the daily activities for the employed, capitalism
contravenes most of the basic principles of anarchism. There is no way to define anarchism
without reference to the formative writers, all of whom criticize capitalism or similar “power-
over” systems. Peter Kropotkin calls anarchism “the no-government system of socialism”
(Kropotkin 1987). Malatesta states that anarchism is “the abolition of exploitation and
oppression of man by man, that is the abolition of private property and government”
(Malatesta 1974). The continuity between these two positions (anti-government and anti-

capitalism) stems from the original definition of the term as presented by Kropotkin being

“an” (against) and “archy” (authority) (Infoshop.org “A.1.1 What is Anarchism?” 2006).
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As I have explained, anarchists are not against all forms of autheority, such as public
authority or authority over one’s own body, but are opposed to authorities, people placed in
power hierarchically above other people. It is therefore impossible to be an an-archist and
support social hierarchy. This is why anarchists by-and-large reject “liberataian” capitalists as
“legitimate” anarchists. Libertarian, “anarcho” capitalists support capitalism, a system defined
by separation of capital and labour, disproportionately rewarded leaders and a larger mass of
workers. Noted “anarcho” capitalists such as Murray Rothbard even support the state,
arguing:

If the State may be said to properly own its territory, then it is proper for it to make

rules for everyone who presumes to live in that area. It can legitimately seize or control

private property because there is no private property in its area, because it really owns
the entire land surface. So long as the State permits its subjects to leave its territory,
then, it can be said to act as does any other owner who sets down rules for people

living on his property (Rothbard 1982, p. 170).

Right wing libertarians fall into the same category as “anarcho” capitalists as they believe that
capitalists should be “free” to pursue their own wealth-accumulation, however illegitimately
they obtained it, however many races, sexes, genders, or ethnic groups had to be displaced or
exploited, and however many existing power structures and the state worked in their favor.
David Boaz, Murray Rothbard and Milton Friedman are all among the most influential
libertarians and argue in principle that no one should be free to harm others, but that capitalists
should have free reign over their workers (Boaz 1995; Rothbard 1982; Friedman 1962).
Contemporary anarchists are especially critical of libertarians and “anarcho” capitalists, as
demonstrated here from noted anarcho-syndicalist Noam Chomsky:

Anarcho-capitalism. .. is a doctrinal system which, if ever implemented, would lead to

forms of tyranny and oppression that have few counterparts in human history...the idea

of “free contract’ between the potentate and his starving subject is a sick joke

(Chomsky 1996, p. 1).

While there are many variants of anarchism with varying degrees of connection to feminism,
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Marxism, queer theory, post-modernism and other justice issues, anarchism cannot support the
capitalist division of labour at any level. No amount of association with anarchists can change
the fact that so-called “anarcho” capitalism and right-wing libertarian ére antithetical to the
very definition of anarchism.

Hlow can parecon work with anarchy if anarchy rejects constraint on individual
freedom? Parecon is, after all, a system with rules aimed to prevent individual wealth
accumulation. Firstly, anarchists do not necessarily see a contradiction between individualist
and collectivist impulses. Malatesta states that:

The real being is man, the individual. Society or the collectivity - and the State or

government which claims to represent it - if it is not a hollow abstraction, must be

made up of individuals...Social action, therefore, is neither the negation nor the
complement of individual initiatives, but is the resultant of initiatives...of all
individuals who make up society . . . [T]he question is not really changing the
relationship between society and the individual...it is a question of preventing some

individuals from oppressing others (Malatesta 1993, p.36-37).

Emma Goldman adds that the “rugged individualism” under capitalism is “the social and
economic laissez-faire: the exploitation of the masses. . .spiritual debasement and systematic
indoctrination of the servile spirit” and that while people must be freed from the control of
others, this has “nothing in common” with such rugged individualism (Goldman 1972).
Goldman adds that social inequality is a great strain on freedom and only by achieving
freedom from wage slavery and centralized control is true individualism possible (Goldman
1972). Another prominent writer, George Barrett, has stated that: “To get the full meaning out
of life we must co-operate, and to co-operate we must make agreements with our fellow-men.
But to suppose that such agreements mean a limitation of freedom is surely an absurdity; on
the contrary, they are the exercise of our freedom” (Barrett “Objections to Anarchism” 1990).

To reiterate, anarchists support individualism as a remedy to collective disenfranchisement

and alienation but reject the capitalist notion of the “rugged” “atomic” individualism.
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Anarchists believe that co-operation is not only desirable, but a necessary component of the
expression of what they call “social freedom.” Anarchists can reject the
individualism/collectivism as binary oppositions, arguing that humans have a natural
propénsity to interact with groups as social animals and that true individualism accepts that
people exist within a social context. Further, anarchist individualism depends on the
acceptance of diversity and the collective energy of individuals working to gether without
hierarchy or duress.

One central unanswered question facing anarchists has been how an anti-authoritarian
movement and anti-authoritarian society could develop and “work.” Obviously leadership is
important to successful social movements and the drive to “take charge” is a significant force
in “western” political economy. Parecon is therefore a meaningful answer to the “what do you
want and how is it supposed to work” questions facing anarchists. As demonstrated below,
the academic literature surrounding social movement.mobilization and strategy not only helps
answer the question of how parecon fits into social movement theory but how social
movements in general can combat authoritarian tendencies and still achieve success.

Social Movement Theory, Anti-Authoritarian Movements, and Parecon Strategy

Parecon is a uniquely anarchist, prefigurative activist movement, but in practice faces many of
the same barriers faced by any critical social movement. The study of social movement
dynamics, growth, development and barriers is the purview of social movement theory. Social
movement theory is a growing field in sociological inquiry that has only recently developed its
own subset of terms and concepts. Authors as diverse as Charles Tilly, Chantal Mouffe, Alain
Touraine and Richard Day all have attempted to explicate social movement politics, explain
how movements develop, how they frame issues, how they grow and how they affect change. -

Social movement theory has tried to account for the differing forms of social movements
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(particularly in the US) through the categories “old left” movements, reactionary movements,
“new social movements” and “new new” or “newest social movements®.” As I intend to
demonstrate, numerous strains of social movement theory offer unique insight into the parecon
movement, particularly new interpretations of the Gramscian hegemonic approach combined
with “new new” and “newest” theories. Ibegin with a literature review of social movement
approaches and their application to parecon and end with more questions facing prefigurative
movements. Popular theories of social movement politics include Smelser’s “value-added”
strain theory, McCarthy and Zald’s resource mobilization approach, Tilly’s political process
theory and Melucci and Cohen’s new social movement perspectives.

Smelser’s value-added theory contributes to Talcott Parson’s structural functionalism,
arguing that social movements are “semi-rational” and indicative of social dysfunction carried
by social strain (Wasmuht 1984; Smelser 1972). Strain caused by social dysfunction builds up
in the populace, causing movements to spring up to return éociety to full functionality.
Movements follow six steps of articulation, starting with general structural conduciveness (the
dysfunction arises but is not yet strong enough to ferment a movement) followed by
generalized belief (beliefs challenging this dysfunction are generalized to a population or a
group), structural strain (the dysfunction is recognized, leading to strain on individuals and the
system), precipitating factors (some event or events occur that take structural strain to the
extent that movements see the need to immediately mobilize), mobilization of participants
(social movements that have connected their beliefs to the dysfuction react through political

action), and finally mechanisms of social control address the social movement group and

2 “New new” and “Newest social movements” are different terms offered by different authors for the same thing.
Graeber’s (2005) term “new new” and Day’s term “newest” both describe recent anti-hierarchical and anarchist
movements.
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social strain (authorities either stop the movement, solve the social problem or allow the
movement to continue) (Wasmuht 1984; Smelser 1972). According to Smelser, movements
develop essentially as a result of some strain in the system that is either “fixed,” ending the
movement, or not fixed, allowing for the proliferation and growth of movements (Wasmuht
1984; Smelser 1972). While Smelser’s “value added” theory has some explanatory potential
when analyzing revolutionary situations, street protests, and many rights movements, he does
not account for the long-term mobilizing of movements like parecon that are ongoing and do
not rely on a particular structural precipitating cause (other than capitalism in general). Critics
have additionally argued that Smelser unfairly pathologizes activists and categorizes at the
expense of a deeper analysis (Wilkinson 1970). Value-added theory does suggest conditions
under which parecon could grow, but neglects the role of long-term planning, strategy and
changing protest repertoires as well as the effects of rapid social change (Wilkinson 1970;
McCarthy and Zald 1977; Harper 1998).

Olson, McCarthy and Zald move deeper into the actual processes of social movements
with their “resource mobilization” approach. Resource mobilization takes for granted that
social movements arise in a democratic pluralist society and compete as interest groups
(Kerbo 1982; McCarthy and Zald 1977). McCarthy and Zald emphasize five processes of
mobilization: creating a potential base of support; forming recruitment networks; using
framing techniques to arouse motivation for events; removing barriers to participation; and,
once a movement is created, maintaining collective identity and nurturing “interpersonal
relationships” (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Kerbo 1982). While resource mobilization provides
a valuable framework for an analysis of the needs of social movements, they neglect the socio-
political aspects approached by Smelser and others, as well as the differing needs of different

social movement ideologies. Parecon, for example, could draw from the existing literature on
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building a base of support, building networks, framing &c., but would face different barriers
than other groups due to their counter/non-hegemonic position. While it is possible to gain
support for feeding the homeless or catching dolphin-free tuna through standard channels, it is
somewhat more difficult to gain support for replacing the political economic system from
legislators, mass media, grant offices and other groups with a vested interest in keeping the
capitalist market in place. Jean Cohen adds that the mobilization framework leaves
“unanswered” the question of why solitary individuals join groups or form movements from
the beginning (Cohen 1985).

Charles Tilly is often described as one of the founders of “political process theory,” an
approach to social movements that takes the basic resource mobilization framework and adds
an analysis of political opportunity and structural constraints (Tilly 1978; Tilly 2004; Cohen
1985). Tilly expands the resource mobilization approach to analyze social movement
repertoires, the “handbook” of tactics employed by particular social movements (Tilly 2004).
Political process theory agrees with resource mobilization approaches’ support for strong
leadership and “sufficient resources,” adding numerous structural concerns including “elite
disunity,” democratic pluralism, declines in the effectiveness of repression, greater access to
institutional processes and support of opposition by elites (Tilly 1978; Tilly 2004). Tilly’s
approach is appealing as an attempt to bridge structural and micro-social issues under one
framework, but problematic in that it offers no clear definition of social movements that
applies evenly to local, national and international movements (Cohen 1985; Tilly 2004). Tilly,
as with many of the analysts mentioned above, reifies democracy in the form the capitalist
liberal (or neo-liberal) state, leading him to argue that only the spread of constitutionality and
law will expand democracy (Tilly 2005). As I described in chapter 3, the meaning of

democracy far predates the modern capitalist state. Since capitalist workplaces are
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intrinsically undemocratic, due to the control of an unelected hierarchy, the spread of
capitalism and of bourgeois law will never produce radical democracy. Social movement
politics can go beyond existent modes of democracy and work to develop new forms—thus,
the spread of democracy does not so much precipitate democratic movements as much as
movements precipitate democracy. Jean Cohen also criticizes Tilly, arguing that social
movement theories need to account for social movement culture and the formation of social
movements through pre-existing sub-cultures (Cohen 1985). Activists do not necessarily
develop identity “accidentally” but enter a movement with an established identity and a desire
to legitimate this identity politically and socially (Cohen 1985).

The “new social movements” category is one that has been employed by many social
movement theorists in the last thirty years. .For Cohen, “new social movements” are identity
movements that “abandon” the “productivist bias” of the “old left” in exchange for grass-roots
political struggle within civil society (Cohen 1985; Day 2004). The “new” left struggle for
democratization of contemporary structures and for the formation of “democratic associations
that are loosely federated on national levels” (Cohen 1985). The new social movements are
composed of the “middle classes” and some members of the “old bourgeoisie and are made up
of “collective actors [who] consciously struggle over the power to socially construct new
identities, to create democratic spaces for autonomous social action, and to reinterpret norms
and reshape institutions” and “strive to create a group identity within a general social identity
whose interpretation they contest” (Cohen 1985). In essence, Cohen argues that the “new
social movements” have abandoned “old-socialist” emphasis on replacing society, in favour of
a “self-limited” emphasis on “communication and collective identity”” (Cohen 1985). Rather
than advocating for redistributive struggles in the conventional political sphere, post-

materialist values emphasize the quality of life rather than the quantity of goods (Habermas,
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1987; Offe, 1985). In their defense of personal autonomy, they oppose state intervention in
daily life to guarantee security and well-being (Porta and Dianni, 1999). Cohen presents both
Habermas and Touraine as “identity-orientated” analysts who can be used to bridge findings
from social movement organizations, from sociological analysis of tactics and from macro-
social analysis with an understanding of “new social movements” (Cohen 1985).

Since the liberal-democratic worldview permeates all of the above theories, there is
little room to seriously consider anti-authoritarian revolutionaries such as parecon advocates.
All the above frameworks for social movements take the state as a given, placing activists in
relation to the state and representing them as actors making claims with the government and
corporations. Theorists tend not to view activists as people seeking entirely alternative
networks outside, parallel to or in opposition to capitalism. As Cohen identifies, social
movements self-limit their scope in order to work with the state rather than working towards
its abrogation or replacement (Cohen 1985). Anarchists generally reject the state, regarding it
as a politically and militarily enforced arbitrary entity and an instrument of class warfare.
Parecon aims to replace the current state with a series of nested federations, networked across
regions and legislated boundaries. None of the above social movement theories account for
this possibility and none have a space for confronting an ideological, transformational
movement that grows through ideological dissemination in a way distinct from that of old-left
movements.

Richard Day’s Gramsci is Dead is a polemical theoretical text that challenges previous
social movement frameworks. Day specifically addresses some of the issues I felt were
missing from previous social movement theories in explaining the development of parecon.
Day argues that all heretofore social movement theorists have been co-opted into what he calls

the “hegemony of hegemony”—the dominant belief that all political and economic systems
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necessarily control social structures from the top down, and all movements to replace societies
must themselves be prepared to exercise power through some centralized mechanism
(however democratic this mechanism may be) (Day 2004; Day 2005). In order to take power
from entrenched elites, those accepting a “hegemony of hegemony” would argue that
socialists must themselves have some form of hierarchical structure and appointed leadership.
Day argues that the “newest” social movements, such as those that organized the protests
against the World Bank, IMF and WTO, are embracing a “non-hegemonic” (and thus non-
hierarchical) “affinity-group” structure based on informal networks within groups and across
cultural, political and state boundaries (Day 2004; Day 2005). Not gnly is the affinity-group
structure one of the few organizational experiences I remember from participating in the 1999
anti-WTO protests in Seattle, it is a group structure that permeates literature on the new anti-
capitalist activists (Sturgeon 1995; McDonald 2002; Graeber 2003; Clark 2004; Wall 2005;
Day 2005).

The notion of a “leaderless cell” or affinity group is a sticking point for many activists
and academics. Many typify the absence of clear leaders as inefficient, ill-conceived or
idealistic. Porta, Gramsci, Voss and numerous others argue that leadership is important
because it helps bring order and organization to otherwise disorganized individuals, as well as
acting as a focal point for the media and potential recruits (Gramsci 1999; Porta and Diani
1996; Voss and Sherman 2000). I argue that while personal leaders are valuable, movements
that rely too heavily on a leader at the expense of empowered group decision-making are too
easily corruptible. The Owenites of my third chapter are a particularly salient example; their
corrupted leaders fled and left their society to collapse. This pattern is a repeating theme of
my history section and illustrates the value of participatory organization. Indeed, the idea that

people form better decisions collectively is the very founding principle of democracy and
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ultimately of socialism. Purkis, Mansbridge or Brafman and Beckstrom all argue that
leaderless “cells” or those with highly democratic leaderships are more difficult to destroy and
more empowering than those with a clear hierarchy and centralized decision making (Purkis in
Barker, Colin and Lavalette 2001; Mansbridge 2003; Brafman and Beckstrom 2006).
Counselman provides evidence that “leaderless” organizations can actually succeed for many
years if the work of a leader is taken on by the group as a whole (Counselman 1991). Few,
however, argue that there is no place at all for leaders—instead, critics argue that self-critical
analysis needs to be done to diffuse concentration of power. Anarchists generally support
active cycling of tasks and responsibilities to prevent groups from forming separations
between leaders and the led. Morris and Staggenborg additionally argue that it is possible to
democratize and diffuse leadership through active, self-critical attention while Foster, Hoggett,
Heller, and Linhart argue that decentralizing or minimizing the direct control of leadership
encourages individual empowerment among group members (Morris and Staggenborg 2004;
Heller 2001; Hoggett and Foster 1999; Linhart 1993). As Albert and Hahnel argue in their
defenses of parecon, decentralizing leadership and deliberately democratizing tasks also has
the potential to help members develop leadership skills and build a knowledge base for future
members (Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003; Albert 2005). Ultimately there is a place for
strong, motivated leadership, but it must work alongside more directly democratic “affinity
groups” and collective federations to affect change.

The term “new new” social movements and “new new left” is being employed to
describe a form of activism that moves beyond questions of identity towards a new anti-
capitalist revolutionary movement based on affinity between a variety of unique cultural,
ethnic, social, sexual and gender groups and towards radical non-violent alternatives to the

capitalist economy (Graeber 2003; Day 2004; Wall 2005; Day 2005). As one of these
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movements, parecon represents a prefigurative system that offers a concrete opportunity to
move beyond questions of identity towards a non-violent alternative to capitalism.

New new movements reject hegemony as a necessary condition for the replacement of
capitalism. Day argues that these “newest” movements are non-hegemonic rather than
counter-hegemonic, meaning that they seek social change through indirect conflict, by
opening working alternatives that take the place of old institutions and eventually render
capitalist institutions essentially moot (Day 2005). Non-hegemonic approaches avoid direct
conflict with the state, and so far the main parecon organizations fit this model. However, as
parecon grows, I argue that it will face more and more situations where conflict with the state
and corporate structure are unavoidable. While Day is moving away from Gramscian
approaches with his non-hegemonic model, Gramscian theories of political struggle,
particularly his concept of counter-hegemony, provide useful additions to Day’s “newest
social movement” approach.

In order to contextualize Day’s social movement approach, it is necessary to explicate
Gramsci and his use of the concept of hegemony. Gramscian hegemony is a form of
ideological and cultural dominance. Capitalism is successful because people are persuaded to
accept it as the norm. Force is rarely needed precisely because capitalism is ideological
dominant—capitalism becomes the taken-for-granted, unquestioned reality. People hold an
ideological stake in capitalism and thus a consensus is built that, if not perfect, capitalism is
“the best we’ve got” and potentially irreplaceable. Even if they disagree with capitalism, their
will to resist is reduced simply because capitalist ideology permeates society. However,
because capitalism is contradictory and inegalitarian, a “counter-hegemony” develops, a
movement of people opposed to capitalist control. This counter-hegemony survives firstly

because capitalism’s non-violent hegemony provides space for such resistance, and because
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counter-hegemonic movements continually work to find new members and challenge
ideological dominance. This counter-hegemony can develop into a large-scale movement or
“bloc,” precisely because capitalism is so successful—a unified enemy makes it possible to
develop a unified opposition. Hegemony weakens alternative means of accessing power (such
as trade unions), which leads to the proliferation of movements focused on challenging
political and social control, and provides these movements with a centralized focus. If
capitalism was less concentrated and more rhizomatic, a counter-hegemonic resistance would
have difficulty selecting a clear target. The growth of capitalist hegemony has led to many
more identity movements fighting for recognition within the confines of the system (Carroll
and Ratner 2001, Sonbanmatsu 2004, Kebede 2005). Gramscians argue that, while the many
faults of capitalism create different kinds of resistance (environmental harm leads to
environmental movements; patriarchal control leads to feminist movements; worker
exploitation leads to workers” movements, etc), an analysis of hegemony allows activists to
see how their struggles are connected. Gramscian theories thus provide the grounds for a
“paradigmatic” critical approach, a way to unify disparate forms of political opposition
(Carroll and Ratner 2001, Sonbanmatsu 2004, Kebede 2005).

In order to unify disparate social movements and build an effective counter-hegemonic
resistance, activists must employ both “war of position” and “war of movement” approaches.
A “war of position” is a kind of “war of attrition” in which movements chip away at the
ideological dominance of capitalism from an entrenched position. A “war of position” is
generally slow in pace and doesn’t achieve much forward momentum, but is necessary in
order to raise awareness and build up membership for the “war of movement.” The dominant
ideology is challenged through increasing influence of activists in the mass media, the

education system, mass movement recruitment, etc., while solidarity is built between different
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struggles. However, as a counter-hegemonic movement becomes more and more effective,
the state and corporations become more aggressive, necessitating a “war of movement,” to
rally recruits and push for significant change. To put it simply, a “war of position” is the
process of expanding the movement, building a popular ideological alternative and attracting
members. The “war of movement” is the act of challenging the state and corporate structure
with these new members, either through “acts of powerful significance” like protests and
strikes, or widespread rebellion. In a hegemonic state, Gramsci argues that a “war of position”
is needed to lay the counter-hegemonic groundwork for the “war of movement.”

Through a Gramscian lens, parecon and other “newest” social movements would seem
to be waging a “war of position,” without a program that builds towards a “war of movement.”
Parecon activists, for example, are working to build a working alternative ideology and
increase parecon’s ranks in the form of pareconic workplaces. There are two core differences,
however, between groups engaged in a “war of position” the non-hegemonic groups as
described by Day, Wall and others. First, non-hegemonic groups are working to create
solutions that are meaningful in the here-and-now. A very critical Gramscian response might
argue that this is exactly the problem of the "war of position," however, for non-hegemonic
organizations, there is little interest in being wrapped up into a larger battle per se. To suggest
that these groups need to articulate their struggle as a war of position is to distort the self-
stated aims, and to impose success or failure conditions that are not embraced by these groups
themselves. Parecon activists do not see themselves as building for a final battle, but rather as
creating a working alternative that transforms peoples’ everyday lives today. Non-hegemonic
activists hope to avoid or greatly reduce the need for a direct conflict with the state,
minimizing the role of the Gramscian war of movement. Second, non-hegemonic activists

have no interest in creating a single, unifying ideology. Unlike the “old left,” which
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traditionally strived to draw social movements (gender, sexuality, ecology) etc., under a
single-issue banner, non-hegemonic groups want to maintain movement and tactical diversity.
Parecon activists often state that they would like to see a broad-based movement to replace
capitalism, but are not interested in building an ideology that is hegemonic, that encompasses
all other movements. Gramscian dominance is problematic because it relies on an (albeit
peaceful) consensus that may be impossible to achieve. While it is entirely possible for large
portions of nations, whole societies and international coalitions to accept a parecon as the best
form of economy, this still leaves many other issues to be handled in other ways. Gender,
sexuality, environmental issues etc., require a diversity of approaches that may remain in
opposition to one another. There may also be groups of people who agree to work under
different prefigurative principles, such as Queer economics, deep ecology, or radical
democracy as described by Takis Fotopoulos. While Gramscian hegemony is not a product of
force, it still must rely on ideological dominance, not merely a general agreement over core
ideals and principles (in the case of radically democratic diversity) but collective domination
by one ideology. While socialist hegemony is supposed to be spread organically and
democratically, ideological dominance can equally be spread (as it currently is under
capitalism) through deceptive propaganda and centralization of media/power. Unlike counter-
hegemony (which may value diversity), non-hegemony must be diverse by definition in order
to avoid any one ideology becoming hegemonic. While this creates an apparent contradiction
between “counter” and “non” hegemony, this contradiction is more an aspect of emphasis than
it is of core disagreement. Parecon activists are working to make their vision widespread, but
have no interest in bringing together all disparate forms of activism (gender, sexuality,
environmental, and other progressive movements) under one banner. In fact, parecon

advocates would be happy to work in parallel with other progressive systems. Allowing a
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variety of people access to power through participatory governance is the backbone of parecon
and the necessary diversity of non-hegemonic movements is considered its strength. Whether
or not non-hegemonic movements can be effective without a strong “war of movement,” these
groups are not simply engaging in a “war of position” in the strictest Gramscian sense. Non-
hegemonic movements thus attempt to bypass the problem of economic, political and social
control by working for systems with built in barriers to centralized control. However,
hegemonic and non-hegemonic socialist movements are not necessarily as diametrically
opposed as Day and other commentators suggest.

Carroll and Ratner are two notable critics who challenge Day and others’ attempts to
work outside the Gramscian model of movements. As I argue below, the “newest” social
movements perspective is effective in describing movements such as parecon, but it is not
without its flaws. Day accurately identifies the “affinity group” structure shared by the new
movements, parecon’s focus on functioning alternatives, and newest movements’ desire to
supplant neo-liberalism with decentralized, highly democratic, and diverse alternatives. The
major flaws of Day and others’ approach are their inability to explain how non-hegemonic
movements will effectively render capitalism moot, their unnecessary rejection of all counter-
hegémonic approaches and the ambiguity of the terms “new new” and “newest.”

In their non-hegemonic structure, Day argues that newest social movements take on an
“affinity group” model as a structure that avoids the necessity of centralized leadership and
places democratic control in the group as a whole (Sturgeon 1995; Graeber 2003; Day 2004;
Day 2005; Wall 2005). As I will demonstrate in Chapter 6, the VPC does employ an affinity
group structure. Affinity groups are a useful component of non-hegemonic organization, but
these “newest” social movements recognize that “affinity” through developing identity is not

enough—a more broad-based movement against neo-liberalism is required (Day 2005). A
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second non-hegemonic element of the newest social movements is an attention to a disparate
set of struggles including environmental, gender, sexuality, economic and.political, all linked
through opposition to neo-liberalism (Graeber 2003; Day 2005; Wall 2005). Again, Albert,
Hahnel and several of my interview participants all emphasize the necessary connection
between parecon and rights/recognition movements. Rather than a central leadership, the
“new new left” embraces decentralized decision making with protests, workshops and talks
being developed by a variety of groups and not by representative leaders (Graeber 2003; Wall
2005). A protest may be started by an anonymous blogger, or through an organization without
a representative figure, or even through unofficial interpersonal networks (Graeber 2003; Wall
2005; Day 2005). The newest movements recognize that decentralization often leads to
simply more complex, rhizomatic systems of control and so believe that decentalization is not
enough (Day 2005). As Day argues, these newest groups are neither “reformist” nor
“revolutionary” in the traditional hegemonic/counter-hegemonic sense, but rather strive to
neutralize/block/resist and render both corporate and state power redundant (Day 2004; Day
2005).

There are flaws in Day and others’ “newest social movements” framework that can be
addressed through integration with other social movement theories and further analysis. Day’s
argument that non-hegemonic movements are not trying to replace capitalism all in one go
does fit with Albert’s position on gradual “non-reformist reforms,” reforms that pave the way
for participatory structures (Day 2005; Albert 2005). In making his argument, Day
unnecessarily maligns counter-hegemony and revolutionary change altogether,
disproportionately privileging non-capitalist alternatives at the expense of directly anti-
capitalist or anti-state tactics (Caroll 2006). As Albert suggests in Parecon: Life After

Capitalism, it may indeed be possible for parecon federations to proliferate through self-
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perpetuating networks (parecon workplaces help set-up other parecon workplaces without the
aid of other movements) and partially sidestep state/corporate barriers. However, as parecon
organizations grow large enough to challenge the ruling powers, a counter-hegemonic “war of
movement” will likely be needed to create space for more parecon (or other alternatives).
Since parecon activists are not trying to unify all anti-capitalist activism under one banner,
parecon will not take on the exact Gramscian specifications of a “war of position.” Parecon is
not trying to take over the state or create a socialist world government, but break the state
down, making state borders less relevant and create a more diverse field of networked
communities, perhaps some operating with different democratic systems. Nonetheless, by
drawing on Gramscian strategies, parecon activists can advance both counter-hegemony as
well as their non-hegemonic ideals. If parecon activists use pareconic workplaces to promote
the real possibility of at least one meaningful alternative to capitalism, to connect activist
struggles in different parts of the world, and to motivate parecon workers to support other
social justice movements, parecon will weaken the taken-for-granted dominance of capitalism.
By working towards the proliferation of parecon workplaces and fighting for participatory
planning in‘communities, parecon activists will be creating non-hegemonic alternatives that
undermine capitalist hegemony in indirect ways. Thus, by contributing to a “war of position™
and non-hegemonic alternatives simultaneously, parecon will effectively bridge the gap
between “non” and “counter’” hegemony without sublimating their movement under the
counter-hegemonic banner. Although he uses somewhat different terms, Carroll further argues
that movements need to move from one unstable position to “walk on two legs™ by connecting
“non” and “counter” hegemonic movements into a single political approach (Carroll 2006). A
“war of position” will not only bolster a wider anti-capitalist movement, but also will be

needed to defend non-hegemonic alternatives from the inevitable capitalist backlash and work
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towards lasting, widespread change. While diverse, using non-hegemonic means to build
ideological resistance to capitalism will allow non-hegemonic movements to do as Carroll
suggests and “walk on two legs,” both creating diverse alternatives that are meaningful now,
and working towards a counter-hegemonic movement for the future. A counter-hegemonic
conflict with the capitalist hegemony will open up avenues for more non-hegemonic
alternatives, since the barriers to such alternatives are intrinsic to capitalist ideological
dominance. While the “newest” and “new new” social movement perspective seems to
advocate strategies that minimize “war of movement” and emphasize the “rendering moot” of
the ruling powers, a broader strategy must encompass both approaches in different
political/social spheres.

Day’s disinterest in demonstrating how “non” and “counter” hegemonic can work
together is not the only flaw of the “newest social movement” perspective. Prima facie, the
“newest” social movements and “new new left” labels are unnecessarily awkward. While Day
makes a strong case for non-hegemonic movements, the entire usage of “new” and “newest” is
temporally restrictive, especially in a world of rapid change. It could be argued that many of
the utopian movements mentioned in my history chapter fit with the “new new” model. The
Owenites in particular showed elements of the “new new” movements in their organization
and non-combative political approach. The short-lived Paris Commune’s inability to directly
challenge the state and build a broader movement created the space for its own destruction.
Alternative communities flourished in the first years of capitalism but most did not last long
and those that did often changed their moral positions to work with the dominant economy’

(Holloway 1966; Manuel and Manuel 1966; Bradeley and Gelb 1983). Parecon cannot follow

3 In fact, there is a relatively vibrant subculture of utopian communities today (North America hosts over 700),
few of the first non-religious based societies remain and fewer still are poised to threaten capitalist hegemony.
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the same path of these earlier non-capitalist alternatives. As Albert and Hahnel argue,
pareconish workplaces can work within capitalism and a parecon system could operate
alongside a capitalist state, but full-fledged parecon (including fully developed worker and
consumer councils that determine production and consumption) could not work in conjunction
with capitalism or within a market capitalist state because the two are in clear contradiction
(Albert and Hahnel 2001; Albert 2003).

As an activist interjection, the “newest” social movement concept is also problematic
as it complicates the study of activism with another new schema, rather than contributing to an
analysis of the key issues facing movements and the strategy that can be used to overcome
them. Day’s book also contains unnecessary generalization and swipes at academics and post-
Marxists (Day 2005). Despite significant weaknesses, I believe the non-hegemonic movement
framework offered by Day fits well with the actual practices of parecon and anarchism, and
can be bolstered with a counter-hegemonic perspective. While Day seems to maintain that
“non” and “counter” hegemonic approaches are in direct opposition, I suggest that they can
complement each other. Non-hegemony fits with the current strategies of parecon well, but
counter-hegemony will help parecon diversify, strengthening the movement.

In the next chapter I analyze the texts identified as influential by the VPC in order to
expand my discussion of the parecon program and integrate analysis of parecon into a praxical
approach inspired by the problems of anarchist and socialist history. Throughout this
discussion I expand a definition of parecon and raise questions facing those critical of and
copasetic to parecon. By exploring the specific arguments that define parecon, I hope to show
how movements such as the VPC can work to combine “non” and “counter” hegemonic

strategy.
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Chapter 5
Parecon Texts Through a VPC Lens: A More Extensive Analysis
Introduction
This chapter examines how parecon was read, interpreted, and understood by VPC activists
through an analysis of parecon texts and the interaction of these texts with related articles,
books, and discussions. My purpose is both to identify what coordinated the efforts of VPC
activists and explicate the exact meaning of parecon for the reader in the context of radical
prefigurative politics. I start by listing some of the key texts VPC members cited in their
interviews and continue with an exploration of the various core tenets and proposed
institutions of parecon. After explaining each tenet or institution I discuss some of the
critiques each face and how parecon authors have responded. In each case, Albert and other
authors offer an in-depth response to their criticisms but in many cases they leave some of the
precise details of how problems will be addressed unanswered. According to Albert and
Hahnel, while they do want to produce as complete an impression of parecon as possible, too
much specific instruction would be counter-productive. Any new society will face unique
challenges and solutions to such challenges must arise organically out of the specific context.
Albert and Hahnel try to leave room for parecon to develop in a participatory and democratic
way, rather than dictating every rule as self-appointed rulers of the movement. By examining
parecon in depth, my purpose is to show how seriously VPC members have examined their
ideas, and to fully explicate parecon as a vision and a prefigurative movement. An in-depth
look at the parecon system will help clarify strategy issues I explore in further chapters.
Texts Selected

There is no single text that unifies the VPC. Each member I interviewed emphasized

different books and articles in the parecon pantheon, including “Michael Albert and Robin
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Hahnel’s joint efforts on Looking Forward: Participatory Economics for the 2I*' Century”
(2001), “Michael Albert’s dramatic ‘debate’ with... Zerzan,” (“Albert/Zerzan: Primitivism.”
2006) “a ‘What is Anararchist Economics’ lecture that [Michael Albert] gave” (“What Is
Anarchist Economics” 2001) and “Life After Capitalism” (2003) or “essentially everything
Michael Albert and Robin Hahnel had written on the subject” (Appendix A;
http://boston.iﬁdymedia.org/newswire/display/4098). Each informant also stated that they had
read most “if not all” of the online parecon writings, a collection which has now grown to be
quite large: the online parecon site contains full-text of most of the available books, debates,
articles and both talk transcripts and full-audio recordings (Appendix A). While varied, I
found that these texts enriched rather than contradicted each other: while each member cited
different sources, the overall message and prescriptions for organization were the same,
allowing these texts to coordinate the movement. However, such texts are not “everything” to
the coordination of the VPC, as Phil notes:
values of parecon inform just about everything we do. We ask each other questions and
we listen to each other at the talks we give and we read each others’ essays, interviews
and reviews and give each other feedback. I think this feature of our organizing is
probably more important than any specific texts (Appendix A, p. 196).
In my research, I continually used my interview transcripts as a guide, tracing the origin of
concepts and terminology and expanding into lengthier articles and books where necessary.
Although Albert and Hahnel were the prime authors, I ended up following articles by Nikos
Raptis, Tom Wetzel and some of the VPC members themselves. Due to time constraints, I did
not comb through all such material, but did study each of the published books and combed
through articles and debates from numerous authors in order to get a sense of the complexities

and historical progression of the parecon program. For example, while I did examine the

existing text of “What is Anarchist Economics,” the original audio is now down, and some
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material is missing from the Boston Indymedia site where it was originally hosted. While
parecon has become more and more complex through response to various points of debate, the
central tenets and ways in which proposed institutions are supposed to work are fairly simple
to grasp. Having combed through many years of parecon writings, I would argue that, for
those interested in prefigurative vision, even one book or one in-depth article should be
sufficient, since most such texts merely re-enforce the same core points with some refinement
and attempts to counter criticism.

The mandate text on the VPC’s homepage was not considered a significant influence
by any of the VPC’s members, and yet offers a useful starting place to map out their
movement. Clearly stated at the top of the page is that VPC is a group set-up to “advocate,
research and implement parecon institutions, values and procedures” in the Vancouver area
(“Introduction” http://vanparecon.resist.ca/, 2006). The definition of parecon as used in the
VPC’s online introduction can be found through links on other pages of the VPC “hub”
including it’s most prominent link, www.parecon.org, the centre-point of parecon on the web.
In its most basic articulation, parecon is a model for a functioning “participatory” non-
hierarchical classless society (Albert and Hahnel 1990). Under parecon, power is taken from
coordinator and capitalist classes (managers, bureaucrats, land owners, CEOs) and divided up
among workers and consumers (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003; Albert 2005). This
“take” need not be violent or sudden—the parecon movement could begin with small
participatory workplaces building alliances and forming participatory federations, or it could
involve large-scale ideological change and spontaneous bursts of direct action: there is no one
single route to parecon and no need to resort to vanguard politics. There may be “experts”
who push parecon forward, but these are not meant to be “leaders” as much as they are

facilitators, working with community members, activists, and workers to demonstrate the
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efficacy of alternatives. From the start, Albert, Hahnel and other writers have responded to
criticism and occasionally updated or altered their arguments as a result of critique (Albert and
Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003; Appendix A). From the very beginning,
parecon has been made up of four core principles: workplace and consumer councils/nested
federations; balanced job complexes/job rotation; remuneration for effort and sacrifice; and
participatory allocation (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003; Wetzel 2004; Albert 2006).
Each of parecon’s four principles have been grouped slightly differently from iteration to
iteration, but the names and their implication have remained more or less the same.
Councils

The main social structure I learned about from my informants is the council, both
consumer and workplace. Workplace councils operate in any workplace, from a hospital to a
warehouse, to an office, a school, a library, a factory, etc. Consumer councils consist of all
people in a parecon outside of their position as workers. Councils are working groups that
meet to make decisions—such groups may consist of all the people in a single workplace, in a
region, in an industry, in an affected area, or even sub-committees entrusted to examine a
specific issue or problem (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003).
These councils may be “nested” so that a person may be in a small sub-committee and then
report on behalf of that committee to the workplace council, which then reports to a regional
council, etc (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). Workers may take part in many or few
councils—the emphasis is in direct participation over abstract representation. Nonetheless, if
a representative is merely providing a report on what has already been decided by a “lower-
level” council, such representation would be acceptable—it is only when representatives hold
special power to affect policy that they become problematic (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert

and Hahnel 1991).
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The term “consumer council” may raise some red flags for anti-consumerist activists,
but Albert and Hahnel are not referring to consumers as an undifferentiated mass with rights
or power to consume anything they like: parecon advocates begin with an admission that
humans cannot avoid consuming things, from water to air to food, and that their actions as
consumers are distinct from their actions as producers (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and
Hahnel 1991). Some people are affected by workplace decisions but are not workers, because
of age, physical ability or any number of other issues. There will be consumption in any
society, and councils allow this process to be participatory and collective without being
dominated by a centralized authority. Consumer councils consist of the same people as
worker councils as well as those who cannot work, and deliberately extend to as many affected
parties as are realistically possible (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2004; Day 2005). The
closest working example is the participatory budgeting initiative being championed in places
like Porto Alegre. While limited due to budgetary constraints imposed regionally and
nationally, the participatory budgeting of the city is a way to control allocation of resources
socially, rather than through a centralized hierarchy (Chomsky “Preparatory to Porto Alegre”;
Graeber 2003; Wall 2005). Under parecon, consumer councils help provide information on
what communities and individuals need to be produced or provided, what local concerns need
to be taken into account and what a community may have a surplus or other excess of.
Parecon advocates argue that economic decisions should include all potentially affected
parties to the degree to which they are affected: those living in an endangered wetlands should
have say at the same table as workers who wish to extract resources there (Albert and Hahnel
1990; Albert 2003).

Councils may be organized in various democratic ways, from open voting to consensus

model decision-making—as long as the members are collectively satisfied with the
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organization and proceedings (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). As currently occurs in
the Mbndragon coffee house, an explicitly pareconic co-op in Winnepeg, workers can be
regularly polled at meetings or over internet communication to discover how satisfied they are
with the organization, what directions they think things ought to be moving in and how
knowledgeable they feel they are about the council and parecon in general. Such polls can be
public or anonymous depending on the wishes of collective workers through their council
(Appendix A; Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). Workers determine how long they
would like to work for an appropriate share of allocated rewards, what they wish to produce or
what services they will provide, what methods they will employ, how sub-committees will be
structured, etc. etc. (Albert 2003). While this may seem like a great deal of responsibility,
Albert and Hahnel argue that it is not much more than many corporations and NGOs give to
upper echelon managers already. Now, most such decisions are made in disempowering
meetings that place all power in senior management, or behind closed doors of state and
corporate institutions such as ministries of finance, corporate boardrooms and world trade
organizations. Unlike most meetings workers attend today, council meetings (of both worker
and consumer councils) would be included as part of the work-day and would be appropriately
remunerated. Workers determine each aspect of their working experience, but they do not do
so in a vacuum. Worker éouncils interact with consumer councils to allow for participatory
planning and eschew the need for a centralized economic authority (Albert and Hahnel 1990).
Consumer councils are alsb designed to be “nested” from small neighbourhoods, large

city areas, regions, even nations' (Albert and Hahnel 1990). Consumer councils inform

! Though the full implementation of the parecon model would allow for the elimination of meaningful national
boundaries, in the short-term parecon would have to operate locally and regionally first, then within national
boundaries, until such boundaries could be eliminated.
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workplaces as to what the local/regional/national/international needs are, and allow for the
collection of necessary data such as consumption projections, potential costs both
environmentally and socially, and a variety of qualitative information from consumer
satisfaction to social inclusion (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). The underlying
principle of networked councils and federations is that “every actor should have a say in
economic decisions in proportion as he or she is affected by them” (Albert 2006). All these
councils make decisions and produce plans, but none of these plans take precedence over
emergent conditions: council plans are participatory in that workers and consumers are
encouraged to participate directly. Workers and consumers also implement the plans,
determine their role, and adjust their actions as appropriate (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert
2003; Appendix A). Accountability can be built into any needed additional structures,
including “accountability sessions” such as those used by the Mondragon Coffee House
described in Chapter 6. Mondragon, like other parecon workplaces, makes use of extensive
online and in-person meetings to determine future strategy, and of “accountability sessions” to
track people’s involvement and participation in projects, as well as to help keep sub-
committees on task (Appendix A; Burrows 2003).

The main criticism of workplace and consumer councils is that they would be overly
cumbersome. No one wants to be in meetings all day on half-a-dozen committees. Moreover,
locking people into too many councils would be inefficient. Another criticism is that these
councils are just further lines of bureaucracy obscuring economic relations. Many of Dorothy
Smith’s criticisms of capitalist patriarchy rely on the physical distance between steps in a
bureaucracy (Smith 1999). Critics of parecon argue that the difference between parecon and
command economy could become blurred as plans would dictate economic relations (Albert

and Hahnel 1990; Hahnel 2000; Albert 2004). Albert and Hahnel deal with these challenges



96

head-on, first pointing to the massive number of committees and sub-groups already in place
to deal with every aspect of capitalism, from monthly economic forecasting, to national policy,
to inflation and monetary adjustment. There are hundreds or even thousands of organizations
and corporations from the local to the international level that deal with comparable
complexity—just in a comparatively undemocratic way (Albert and Hahnel 1990). By
balancing job complexes (described in the section below), workplaces need not be overcome
by meetings, rather making cooperative and informal planning sessions part of the normal
workday. Albert and Hahnel argue that the majority of criticisms of “interminable meetings”
are based on the experience of being part of highly alienating discussions where employees
worry more about trying to agree with their boss than any gains in their participation in
decision-making. Council meetings under parecon would represent real opportunities to
advance policy and inspire action, since they have the concrete power to enact collective
decisions (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). Albert also argues that the parecon
federations would not be organized so that every single decision must make its way all the
way up a “hierarchy.” Instead, various federations may determine general programs based on
reports from individual members describing their needs and their anticipated consumption for
a period, and these may be used to guide the discussion at the workplace level (Albert 2003).
Since people have a personal stake in the operation of the economy as members of worker and
consumer councils, it is in their own best interest to make their workplace efficient and
receptive to the needs of their community. There is no need to bring every decision to a
higher level, since workplace decisions are not dictated hierarchically, but through self-
managed groups and individual workers. Workplaces can handle the hiring and firing of
members collectively (based on workplace needs or performance) and not rely on any wider

council. Ideally, these workers participate both because they support their workplace (within
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any democratic workplace model, workers would be free to change workplaces or careers at
will without significant personal cost or risk) or because the structure of allocation and
rewards (discussed below) favors participation (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003; Wetzel
2004). It is important to recognize that different “levels” of communication do not necessarily
imply increased bureaucracy—as Weber argues, bureaucracy is a hierarchical form of
organization, not specifically democratic, inclusive or participatory (Weber 1994). The wider
federations do not make the decisions, they merely collect information and make
reccomendations based on consensus from other workplaces. They do not enforce such
recomendations. All in all, Albert and Hahnel argue that the nested councils are simply more
democratic and less bureaucratic than any of the systems that have operated under capitalism
or the “Co.mmunist” command economies, stating
While it might be that democratic decision-making requires somewhat more overall
meeting time than autocratic decision-making, it should also be the case that a lot less
time is required to enforce democratic decisions than autocratic ones. It should also be
clear from our discussions of the daily circumstances and behavior in participatory
workplaces that workplace meeting time is part of the normal parecon workday, not an
incursion on people’s leisure (Albert and Hahnel 1990, p. 255).
Apart from the mechanisms that have been put in place by parecon workplaces to build
accountability and participation, daily workload is managed through “balanced job
complexes” described below.
Job Complexes
The job complex system is designed to diversify people’s skill-sets, provide variety
and engender both transparency and accountability in decision-making processes. In simple
terms, a job complex is like a network of jobs or tasks that each worker takes on. Parecon

advocates argue that there are more and less desirable jobs or tasks and that these represent a

spectrum of desirability (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Raptis 2003). Tasks may be more desirable
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because they require less rote work, less repetition, less physical or mental strain than other
jobs, or because they provide more information or responsibility, while undesirable tasks may
be routine, monotonous, less respected, or more dangerous/stressful (Albert and Hahnel 1990;
Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003). Although people will disagree over which tasks are
better or worse, people generally agree today that there are certain jobs less desirable than
others: dishwashing, for example, or clean-up. To create more equality and to reduce the
opportunities for such differences to build into effective hierarchies, parecon advocates argue
for more “balanced” “job complexes,” collections of jobs emphasizing a variety of tasks for
each individual worker (Albert 2003). Doctors may make a number of stressful decisions and
require exacting training, but their position provides specialized knowledge and access to
authority which ultimately leads to the inefficiencies and stratification associated with elite
professions (Albert 2003; Albert 2004). Parecon advocates would argue that under a social
situation in which all workers are given more-or-less equal rewards, very few people would
choose to clean bedpans or dispose of medical waste all day. To avoid such inequalities and to
diversify the available stores of knowledge of each worker, under parecon, workplaces would
balance the types of work performed by each member: medical personnel would spend some
time researching, some time cleaning, some time performing medical procedures (Albert
2003). Albert and Hahnel argue that education would be free and appropriately remunerated
under parecon, as in any more just society, and this would allow for many more people to
work in medicine, allowing for more doctors and fewer patients per doctor or nurse. While
there may be some leeway given to specialists, there would be no pure “gruntwork,” and all
medical staff would have time allotted for a variety of tasks. In a factory, each worker would
take some management tasks, some assembly-line work, and some clean-up. There would still

be some workers who choose to take on more janitorial duties and some who would do more
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administrative tasks, but these would depend on their personal interests and on the relative
rewards they would like to receive. Unlike under capitalism where the worst work is generally
rewarded the least, as I will explain in my section on remuneration, the hardest, least favorable
work would receive more rewards (by small increments) than others (Albert and Hahnel 1990;
Albert 2003). Further, the “balance” would not simply be some token interaction with
cleaning or support staff:
We do not mean that we have doctors who occasionally clean bed pans, nor secretaries
who every so often attend a seminar. Parading through the ghetto does not yield scars
and slinking through a country club does not confer status. Short-term stints in
alternative circumstances—whether slumming or admiring—do not rectify long-term
inequities in basic responsibilities. We do mean, instead, that everyone has a set of
tasks that together compose his or her job such that the overall implications of that
whole set of tasks are on average like the overall implications for empowerment of all
other jobs. Further, for those doing only elite work in one workplace to do only rote
work in another would not challenge the hierarchical organization of work in either
one. We need to balance job complexes for desirability and empowerment in each and
every workplace, as well as guarantee that workers have a combination of tasks that
balance across workplaces. This and only this provides a division of labor that gives all
workers an equal chance of participating in and benefiting from workplace decision-
making. This and only this establishes a division of labor which does not produce a
class division between permanent order-givers and order-takers (Albert 2003, p. 104).
Albert admits that some workplaces may simply have more or less hardship than others, and
for that reason, workers would be provided the opportunity to spend some time in one
workplace and some in another, in each case contributing as much as possible to a fulfilling
and productive balance (Albert 2003). People living under capitalism today work two or three
jobs and instead of being a necessity, this could be an opportunity to explore different groups
of tasks. The advantage of this system is that it automatically precludes excessive
specialization towards exclusive trades or professions, towards people primed for leadership
and those not, towards “grunt” and “intellectual” workers, instead allowing everyone the

opportunity to experience some variety, holding access to influential positions at each stage of

their work.
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There are many arguments against balanced job complexes, and the various writers at
www.parecon.org handle many of these clearly and concisely, but there are other issues
pertinent to this thesis. Firstly, there is the problem of judging the hardship or desirability of
jobs. While statistics could be produced to determine which jobs are indeed more highly
desired, there would be no accounting for individuals with greatly divergent experiences from
the majority: there may be some people who just enjoy simple, intellectually unchallenging
work, or visa versa. Some work may also be so valuable or specialized that it could not be
equated to anything else, and might take a life-time of study to master—or simply be more
efficient with a few people focused on the task over a limited period of time. As a juggler, for
example, I discovered that professional circus performers often have to practice all day just
about every day to progress and to develop the skills necessary for performance. As a
backroom stock-worker in a warehouse store, I found coming in every day increased my
ability to keep track of, and improve on, the many procedures. The most common example of
the “specialist” problem is that of the surgeon, who may spend all her time studying a
particular aspect of physiology and the science of curing a particular ailment. Albert and
Hahnel argue that highly specialized workers are scarce under capitalism partially because
many people lack access to the requisite education due to economic status or accessibility, and
under parecon, skills-training and study would be appropriately remunerated as with any other
kind of work (Albert 2003; Hahnel 1991). In a society with open access to training and
democratic workplace-to-workplace mobility for workers the “expert” and “specialization”
problems facing balanced job complexes become less pertinent as there would logically be a
larger pool of “experts” to draw from (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991).
While some people would be so advanced in a particular field that taking them into another

would be a waste, these are extreme cases that could be dealt with on an individual basis.
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However, even if a more accessible education system allows for more specialists, most
hospitals will still likely require a small staff of dedicated specialists for some operations and
it may be inefficient to- create a fully balanced job complex. While Albert argues that there are
actually very few specialist positions that could not be given a balanced job complex, I still
think there is more work to be done by parecon advocates to examine the specialist prob'lem.
In addition to the specialist problem, some critics argue that balancing job complexes
would be inefficient for many reasons, including redundant training, split resources, lack of
interested people, and ignorance of the superior ability of some people to perform certain tasks
(Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003). Albert and Hahnel reply on numerous fronts to each of these
problems. In terms of judging hardship, Albert and Hahnel argue that they are interested in
determining relative levels through workplace councils that will be designed democratically
and non-hierarchically so that consensus between workers will determine a task’s desirability,
with room to accommodate special cases, just as there is now in many real-life organizations
(Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). One of my interview subjects challenges the idea that
anyone would really want to do all the “shit jobs™ all day anyway—most people he has met
want at least some variety in their work as the same thing all day, be it intellectual or physical
labor, tends to be exceptionally exhausting (Appendix A). Some people may also not be
capable of a variety of tasks due to various disabilities or challenges, but this does not mean
that an effort could not be made to enlist workers into as much variety of necessary tasks as is
possible (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Hahnel 1991). Balanced job complexes not only eliminate
many forms of elitism and inequality, they also help educate people into being able to
participate in a number of fields. Under parecon especially, all people need experience in
empowered positions so that they gain confidence in their ability to participate in decision

making processes (Albert and Hahnel 1990). Albert and Hahnel argue that the freedom of
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these complexes and their potential to enrich the workforce have direct benefits for efficiency
and empowerment, which I have discussed above and are spelled out more formally in their
more technical volume, The Political Economy of Parecon. However, balanced job
complexes also reduce the opportunity for great inequalities of wealth through their interaction
with the parecon system of remuneration.
Remuneration

Remuneration, or “payment” for effort and sacrifice is another aspect of parecon I
initially found problematic but warmed to after interviewing my informants and reading the
many debates, arguments and rebuttals on the parecon.org site (now moved to Zmag.org).
Basically, parecon advocates choose the agreed-upon difficulty of a task and then rate this
according to the abilities of the worker as a basis for payment in “pareconic credits” (Albert
and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003). While parecon would guarantee a basic level of subsistence
aimed to meet the needs of all people, these “pareconic credits” would be added to people’s
basic subsistence and would be traded for a variety of “nonessential” or luxury goods and
services. In other words, the council collectively decides what skills are required for a
particular task and how much effort is required and then each worker is evaluated for the skills
they have and the effort they will need to put out to complete the task. The more effort, the
more pay, within the bounds of relatively egalitarian wages. Credits are then traded for goods
in stores not based on competitive market value but on social/environmental/economic
production cost. In opposition to capitalism, in which remuneration is based on either on this
competitive market value or whatever the boss wants to pay, and command economies in
which wages are set by the state bureaucracies, parecon advocates payment based on a
collectively agreed upon level of “hardship.” The more difficult people’s work, the more they

are rewarded. While it may seem problematic to separate allocation and need, Albert argues
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that the two are entwined by the overall principles of parecon. It is simply the mechanisms of
remuneration that are divorced from need; social welfare is designed to be built in at the base,
through parecon’s basic guaranteed income combined with an ethical parpolity, or
participatory social system. Remuneration for effort and sacrifice merely diversifies above
and beyond people’s basic needs as a reward for work. Albert argues that systems of reward
based on result rather than input are unfair. To Albert, it is unjust to reward “fantastic luck in
being born genetically endowed with special talent” or born/placed into a social situation
which provides one with greater access to education, training and inspiring familiar figures
than the other (Albert 2003). If there is a just way to differentiate income—even at a
relatively minute level—such distributive justice must be based on effort and sacrifice, in
order to reward hard work and provide incentive outside of a marketplace for people to excel
(Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003; Albert 2006). This fits with the testimony of one VPC
member who criticized a co-op he had been working for because it failed to pay based on any
agreement over which tasks were the most difficult. Hahnel clarifies the process in his most
clear and detailed account in a response to parecon critics, stating:
Consumption is according to effort. Effort is whatever the effort rating committee in
one’s workplace says it is. The procedures effort rating committees go through to come
up with their ratings are up to them and the workers council of the particular work
place. Self evaluation, peer evaluation, observation, measures of output, changes in
output from previous periods, grievance procedures, or tossing coins! - all of that is up
to each workers council to decide...Will they get it perfect? No. Will there be
complaining? Yes. But they’ll estimate effort as best they can and those who are
sufficiently dissatisfied will go somewhere else where they’re more appreciated
(Hahnel, “Response to Criticisms of Parecon,” 2006, p. 8-9)
Remuneration for effort and sacrifice is useful in framing parecon’s job complex balancing,
providing a reason to want to take on comparable jobs to other workers, and creating a

structure through which hard work is promoted without resorting to markets, law enforcement,

or rigid, centrally planned structures.
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Just as with the first two aspects of parecon, the parecon remuneration system has
faced numerous critiques. Many criticisms, such as those that equate the remuneration system
with that of a command economy or that of capitalism, are routinely dismissed as they are
easily disproven with reference to the actual literature (Albert and Hahnel 1991; Hahnel 1991;
Albert 2003; Albert 2006). While remuneration is based on participation, such evaluation is
not made by centralized party cadres as in a command economy, but by the workplace
collectively. Unlike capitalism, remuneration is not highly competitive or based on market
forces, but based on collective agreement over the desirability of certain work. At the
Mondragon coffee house, for example, regular meetings help the workplace decide which
tasks are more or less difficult and help re-balance workloads. There is simply nothing in the
actual texts or practices of parecon to suggest that participatory allocation will be anything like
that under a command economy or capitalism. It would additionally be difficult to exaggeréte
the difficulty of one’s own job, since job complexes are balanced anyway, away from
excessive wage differentiation. Those who claim the system wouldn’t work due to
competitive human nature are also referred to Albert and Hahnel’s detailed political economic
analysis in The Political Economy of parecon, or Albert’s Parecon: Life After Capitalism,
which does more justice to these claims than I could in the relatively short space of this paper.
Their response basically narrows down to the argument that there is no evidence that “human
nature” forces humans to be greedy, dishonest or unable to contribute to discussions or debate.
Numerous social scientists have demonstrated the power of social norms, propaganda and
institutional structures to affect people’s actions (Albert 2003; Albert 2006, Habermas 1987;
Weber 1994). Whether “human nature” is compassionate and cooperative as is evident in
family and kinship structures, or whether it is competitive and violent, is still very much an

open question and largely irrelevant to parecon (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003).
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Albert argues that if it is true that humans are competitive and violent, and it is also true (as we
know) that societies operate with differing levels of violence and competition, then we would
want a society that reduces the rewards for those who attempt to dominate others as to channel
this energy in other ways: i.e., a parecon (Albert “Reply to Marko™). Considering the vast
inequalities and emphasis on competition in capitalism, there is only one way to find out if
humans have tﬁe capacity for greater cooperation and egalitarian relationships:
experimentation (Albert 2003; Albert “Reply to Marko”). The one way to guarantee
capitalism will continue to thrive is not to challenge it, not even to attempt to build working
alternatives.

Some writers argue that emphasis on the “efficiency” of parecon’s remuneration
system risks missing opportunities for truly emancipatory alternatives—no one should feel
they “have to” contribute to some abstract ideal just to make a living (Wetzel “Self-
Emancipation”; Hahnel 1991). Parecon’s remuneration system does not necessarily provide
unconditionally for the d.esires of all people. Other writers point out there is no need to create
an additional remuneration system as the entire system could be participatory or democratic:
instead of some abstract, value-laden approach, remuneration could be determined by worker
and consumer councils alone, even working in conjunction with broader federations (Wetzel
“Self-Emancipation”; Albert 1990). There is no objective standard of “hard” and social
preconceptions about the difficulty of some work over others could dominate the remuneration
structure. Effort and sacrifice are also not necessarily commendable. By way of a reductio,
destroying a forest could involve more effort than planting some trees, or a brilliant surgeon’s
work could be relatively effortless compared to that of a less efficient medical student, or the
selfish pursuit of wealth could involve great hardship but little social value. In fact, prima

facie, reward for effort and sacrifice might seem to reward inefficiency and redundant work.
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Parecon advocates respond first by pointing out that workers do not determine their
level of hardship in a void. Just as in any workplaces, workers can be hired or fired for
reasons of performance. Unlike capitalism or a command economy, however, such decisions
are collective rather than up to a centralized hierarchy. The same workers who exaggerate the
difficulty of their own tasks would be selling-short their own community council, of which
they are members. If a workplace were consistently exaggerating the difficulty of central
tasks, regional councils would simply recommend that their job complexes be re-balanced or
that they hire new workers, so as to make their work easier. Albert and others further argue
that remuneration for luck, skill, or talent simply isn’t just, while remuneration based on need
disproportionately rewards those who can claim they need more—whether or not that claim is
accurate (Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003; Wetzel “Self-Emancipation”). Obviously,
someone with a serious physical impajrm-ent who wishes to work in a field where their
impairment is a disability needs some sort of assistance, but within a complex society in which
a variety of goods exist for entertainment and in which non-material goods such as vacations,
spa treatments, and even additional training are to be distributed, determining who “needs”
these things more would be an enormous challenge. It could be argued that the person who
“needs” a vacatipn or a spa or some recreational toy most is the person who has worked the
hardest, and that is the basis of parecon’s remunerative justice. Albert argues that
remuneration for contribution in the economy is additionally problematic even when
considering the fact that these individuals endured long periods of training (Albert 2003). In
our own society doctors, lawyers and sociology professors are (theoretically) paid more than
construction workers, janitors and gas station attendants, theoretically because of all the elite
skills they possess and long hours of training they put in. Under capitalism, it makes sense to

disproportionately reward these people for their economic hardship, but under parecon or just
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about any egalitarian economic system, where training or schooling would be itself
remunerated (as it produces social “good” and requires effort), rewarding people after their
schooling would be double remuneration above and beyond the advantage of gaining
knowledge and becoming a more versatile person (Albert 2003). Albert (a professor himself)
argues that, while schooling can be painful, it is largely the double stress of making money to
pay for registration and performing all the necessary tasks that makes it difficult. Eliminating
the former, education can actually be fun and is greatly preferable to all kinds of laborious
jobs from mining to scrubbing toilets (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). Not only is
rewarding luck, skill, training and natural ability unjust, a system of rewards emphasizing
luck, natural ability or the heightened ability/opportunity to access training and gain skills (the
joint conditions of so-called meritocracy) is a priori an ineffective incentive, since each exists
prior to or apart from any system of reward and must therefore manifest and be “spent” before
any remuneration process could take place (Albert 2003). In other words, people ﬁave talent
before they are given the incentive to develop them. No one can improve their luck or natural
ability, and while skills can be improved, under parecon, it is only at the point when these
have already been developed that such ‘incentive’ would be given. Instead, Albert argues that
hard work and sacrifice are very easy to measure, based on ratings determined by a workplace
or other context, and would easily serve as motivation because their would be a direct ratio
between their effort put in and rewards reaped (Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003). Tom
Wetzel also argues that leaving rewards entirely up to democracy would be harmful, not
because there is an internal flaw in democratic systems, but because it would be too difficult to
account for individual or sub-cultural preferences in a mass assembly (Wetzel “Self-
Emancipation”). Albert additionally states:

Why, if we believe in equality, don’t we give everybody one car, one tennis racquet,
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seven plums, thirteen books (one by Jacqueline Suzanne, one by Chomsky, etc.), and

two green shirts? The answer, of course, is that being equally deserving does not mean

that people have the same preferences. We want people to have the freedom to follow

diverse preferences, but equality does imply that people shouldn’t draw more from the

public supply than anyone else (Albert 2003, p. 113).
Therefore, the parecon system of remuneration would bolster efficiency and social justice
simultaneously against less “technical” systems that would end up being more unjust.
Allocation

Participatory allocation is one way that parecon bridges the individualism of anarchism
with the co-operative distributive ethos of socialism. Basically, a rotating IFB or “Iteration
Facilitation Board,” operating as a fully participatory, democratic and qualitatively informed
version of capitalism’s central banks, government budget offices and treasuries, takes data
from previous years (or newly collected data for the first IFB) and announces an “indicative”
price for all goods and services (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert
2003). IFBs may have a regular staff or rotating membership, but should act more as
facilitators than active organizers. IFB reports are based on consumption from previous years,
reports from consumer and worker councils and reports on social and environmental
costs/conditions (Albert and Hahnel 1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003; Albert
2006). Workplaces and federations submit proposals listing what output they mean to produce
and what input they will need in terms of resources and allocations for workers (Albert 2003).
These reports may be weekly, or monthy, or yearly, depending on the needs of the workplace
and need not take any longer than a regular inventory or monthly report does today. After
reading allocation reports from councils, IFBs submit an adjusted report based on perceived
demand or supply, to which councils and workers reply with their own revised report. This

process can be simplified and ideally requires only two iterations but is open to as many

iterations as are required to reach a rough consensus (Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003).
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Workers submit annual and semi-annual requests to their workplace which analyses them for
submission to the IFB to reduce the chance of the necessity for serious revisions such as
requests to increase or decrease their allocation requests/projected output (Albert and Hahnel
1990; Albert and Hahnel 1991; Albert 2003). These plans are not meant to be set in stone, but
rather determine on average how much each worker will be able to consume and to determine
their work hours (Albert 2003). Workers have input into the daily proceedures of their
workplace and can easily make adjustments based on need, such as sick days, trips to be part
of family events, unexpected allocation requirements, etc (Albert 2006; Hahnel “Response to
Criticisms”). Workers make reports detailing their consumption over the year, selecting goods
and services online without ever having to go out of their homes and these consumption
reports are adjustable, more of a guide with buffers on either side than an absolute rule (Albert
and Hahnel 1990; Albert 2003). Consumption requests may be made yearly like filing taxes
under capitalism, or more regularly like shopping online. Robin Hahnel notes that although
people are being asked to plan some time in advance,
I shop for the week, and then end up going to the store every other day for more Ihilk,
or eggs, - or actually, cookies and ice cream that I tried to believe I was going to cut
down on. I will be able to do just that in a participatory economy as well. The only
difference is I will be asked to estimate my annual consumption of items in advance,
and will receive a kind of pre-approval for that amount based on my effort rating. In
the end I’ll be “charged” for what I actually consumed during the year which will
differ to some exten<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>