
I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Reinventing Socialism 

What is a good society? What do we want—for ourselves, for our 
families, for those we love? What are the characteristics of a good 
society, one in which we would like to live, one to which we think 
everyone has a right? 

For me, a good society is one that permits the full develop-
ment of human potential. This is really the starting point—as it 
was for Marx and other nineteenth-century socialists. Saint-
Simon viewed such a society as one that would provide to its 
members "the greatest possible opportunity for the development 
of their faculties." Similarly, for Louis Blanc, the goal was to 
ensure that everyone has "the power to develop and exercise his 
faculties in order to really be free." And Friedrich Engels indi-
cated that the aim of the Communists was "to organize society in 
such a way that every member of it can develop and use all his 
capabilities and powers in complete freedom and without thereby 
infringing the basic conditions of this society."' Certainly, too, 
human development was central to Marx's perspective; he looked 
to a society where each individual is able to develop his fiiU 
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potential—that is, the "absolute working-out of his creative 
potentialities," the "complete working out of the human content," 
the "development of all human powers as such the end in itself."^ 

That this vision of a good society is alive today can clearly be 
seen in the Bolivarian Constitution of Venezuela. In its explicit 
recognition in Article 299 that the goal of a human society must 
be that of "ensuring overall human development," in the declara-
tion of Article 20 that "everyone has the right to the free devel-
opment of his or her own personality" and the focus of Article 
102 upon "developing the creative potential of every human 
being and the full exercise of his or her personality in a demo-
cratic society"—the theme of human development pervades the 
Bolivarian Constitution. 

But there is more. This Constitution also focuses upon the 
question of how people develop their capacities and capabilities— 
that is, how overall human development occurs. Article 62 
declares that participation by people in "forming, carrying out 
and controlling the management of public affairs is the necessary 
way of achieving the involvement to ensure their complete devel-
opment, both individual and collective." The necessary way. The 
same emphasis upon a democratic, participatory and protagonis-
tic society is also present in the economic sphere, which is why 
Article 70 stresses "self-management, co-management, coopera-
tives in all forms" and why Article 102's goal of "developing the 
creative potential of every human being" emphasizes "active, con-
scious and joint participation."^ 

These themes in the Bolivarian Constitution of full human 
development and what human development requires both imply 
a particular theory. In the former case, it is a theory that stresses 
the gap between what is and what ought to be. Implicit is the 
recognition that the full development of our creative potential is 
not occurring but that it is possible. In other words, that what we 
observe now in the capacities of human beings is not all that is 
possible, that what we are now is a fraction of what we can be. It 
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is a clear recognition that human development is not fixed and 
that we do not know its boundaries. This is, of course, a political 
statement—because it imphes that there is an alternative. ,, 

Similarly, with respect to the second theme, the Constitution 
embodies a familiar theory in its insistence that participation is 
necessary for human development—Marx's concept of "revolu-
tionary practice." The "coincidence of the changing of circum-
stances and of human activity or self-change" is the red thread 
that runs throughout Marx's work. Human development, he 
understood, does not drop from the sky; it is not the result of gifts 
from above. Rather, we change ourselves through our activity. As 
we will see, Marx's understanding of the simultaneous change in 
circumstances and self-change means that we are the products of 
all our activities—the products of our struggles (and our failure to 
struggle), the products of all the relations in which we produce 
andinteract. ; • 

These two principles—the focus upon human development 
and upon practice and protagonism as the "necessary way"— 
constitute the key link we need to grasp. Once we do, we recog-
nize that without practice, you cannot have the full development of 
human capacities. Without the protagonism that transforms peo-
ple, you cannot produce the people who belong in the good soci-
ety. This key link of human development and practice has pro-
found implications, because it allows us to identify the paths that 
lead not to a good society but to a dead end. 

A good society, though, is also one where people care about 
each other and understand that "the development of the human 
capacities on the one side [cannot be] based on the restriction of 
development on the other."^ It is based upon the concept of a 
human family where our relations (in the words of Article 75 of 
the Bolivarian Constitution) are based upon "equality of rights 
and duties, solidarity, common effort, mutual understanding and 
reciprocal respect." Rather than a collection of self-oriented indi-
viduals (and groups), the good society is one where we recognize 
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"the obhgations which, by virtue of sohdarity, social responsibil-
ity and humanitarian assistance, are incumbent upon private indi-
viduals according to their abihties" (Article 135). Very simply, the 
good society, as the Communist Manifesto put it, is an association 
in which "the free development of each is the condition for the 
free development of all." 

I'' A P E R V E R S E S O C I E T Y :> 

By the above criteria, no one could honestly say that capitalism is 
a good society. Capitalism is certainly not oriented toward soli-
darity, respect, social responsibility, or caring; it is not about cre-
ating the conditions for protagonism in workplaces and society— 
that necessary way by which people can achieve "their complete 
development, both individual and collective." On the contrary, 
capitalism is not about human development at all. 

The logic of capital generates a society in which all human val-
ues are subordinated to the search for profits. How can the free 
development of workers occur when they are compelled to sell 
their abihty to produce to capitalists for whom they are only a 
means to profit? Not only are workers exploited, but they are also 
deformed ("crippled," Marx said), both in the process of produc-
ing surplus value and by the constant generation of new needs in 
order to realize that surplus value. Rather than building a cohe-
sive and caring society, capital tears society apart. It divides work-
ers and pits them against one another as competitors to reduce 
any challenges to its rule and its bottom line. Precisely because 
human beings and nature are mere means to capital's goal, it 
destroys what Marx called the original sources of wealth—human 
beings and nature. 

The perverse nature of capitalism shows itself most fiiUy dur-
ing periods of economic crises. Then it is possible to see that the 
rate of profit "determines the expansion or contraction of pro-
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duction, instead of the proportion between production and social 
needs, the needs of socially developed human beings." The 
inability of capitalists to make money causes them to bring pro-
duction to a halt, irrespective of human needs.5 The result is a 
combinadon of unemployed workers, underutilized capacities 
and resources, and people with unmet needs. Production could 
occur, but it does not. Why? Simply because it is not profitable 
for those who own the means of production. What more evidence 
of the irradonality of capitalism is needed? In fact, the system is 
so profoundly perverse that it is necessary to ask. What keeps cap-
italism going? 

' ' C A P I T A L I S M AS AN O R G A N I C S Y S T E M 

What allows this system to renew itself? What are its structural 
requirements, its conditions of existence? To understand the 
reproduction of capitalism, we have to think of it as a total, con-
nected process—as a "structure of society, in which all relations 
coexist simultaneously and support one another." In capital-
ism, Marx explained, "every economic relation presupposes 
every other in its bourgeois economic form, and everything 
posited is thus also a presupposition; this is the case with every 
organic system."^ 

The starting point for grasping capitalism as an organic sys-
tem is to see it as a relationship between capitalists, who are the 
owners of the means of production and driven by the desire for 
profits (surplus value), and workers, who are separated from 
means of production and thus have no alternative to maintain 
themselves but to sell their capacity to perform labor (labor 
power). This is the logical premise of capitalism, and this presup-
position (capitalists who own the means of production and work-
ers who must sell their labor power) also must be demonstrated 
to be the result. 
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Capital's purchase of labor power immediately gives it the 
right to supervise and direct workers in the labor process and 
gives it the property rights to what the workers produce. It uses 
these rights to exploit workers, that is, to compel the performance 
of surplus labor. Production of commodides that contain surplus 
value thus occurs in the sphere of production under capitalist 
productive relations. What capital wants, though, is not those 
impregnated commodities but to make that surplus value real, in 
the form of money, by selling those commodities. ,, i , •; 

With the successful sale of those commodities (and thus the 
realization of the surplus value), capital is able to renew the 
means of production consumed in the process of production, 
hire wage laborers again, maintain its own desired consump-
tion, and accumulate capital for the purpose of expansion. Thus 
capital is reproduced and grows. Its ability to continue to oper-
ate as capital, however, requires the reproduction of workers as 
wage laborers (workers who must reappear in the labor market 
to sell their labor power in order to survive); this latter condi-
tion is "the absolutely necessary condition for capitalist produc-
tion."^ And that necessity to sell labor power once again is 
reproduced when the wages that workers obtain are spent upon 
their customary requirements, which are then consumed. So, 
back to the labor market. ; v i ; : i ' ^ i d . ' 

The production, distribution, and consumption characteristic 
of capitahsm all support one another to ensure its reproduction as 
an organic system. Production under capitalist relations repro-
duces capitahst distribution relations; capitalism, in short, is a 
system not only of production but also one of reproduction: 

The capitalist process of production, therefore, seen as a total, 
connected process, i.e. a process of reproduction, produces not 
only commodities, not only surplus value, but also produces and 
reproduces the capital-relation itself; on one hand the capitalist, 
on the other the wage labourer.** 
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Of course, it's not quite that automatic. If the reproduction of 
capital requires the reproduction of workers as wage laborers (in 
other words, that they continue to sell their labor power), what 
ensures this? While capital constantly tries to drive wages down, 
workers push in the opposite direction. So what ensures that 
workers will not gain sufficient wages to extract themselves from 
the need to sell their ability to work in order to survive? 

One way capital keeps wages down is by dividing and separat-
ing workers so they compete against one another rather than 
combine against capital. Not only does capital do this by using 
workers against one another (as Marx described the manner in 
which capital took advantage of the hostility between English and 
Irish workers) but it also does this by constantly reproducing a 
reserve army of the unemployed through the substitution of 
machinery for workers. The competition among workers and the 
division of the working class into employed and unemployed 
both tend to keep wages down. That is, as Marx commented, "the 
great beauty of capitalist production": 

It not only constantly reproduces the wage labourer as a wage 

labourer, but also always produces a relative surplus population 

of wage labourers in proportion to the accumulation of capital. 

The result is that wages are "confined within limits satisfactory 
to capitalist exploitation, and lasdy, the social dependence of the 
worker on the capitalist, which is indispensable, is secured."^ Add 
to this the fact that workers' needs to consume grow as the result 
of the combination of the alienation (the impoverishment, the 
"complete emptying-out") characteristic of capitalist production 
and the constant generation of new needs by capital in its attempt 
to sell commodities, and it is easy to see why workers are com-
pelled to continually present themselves in the labor market.'" 

What we can observe clearly here is the vicious circle of capi-
talism. Beginning with (a) people who are separated from the 
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means of production and with needs they must fulfill, we see that 
these people (b) must go into the labor market to sell their labor 
power—competing with other people in the same situation. They 
(c) enter into capitalist production, that process which yields as 
its result impoverished workers with both the need and the means 
to consume. Having (d) consumed the products they are able to 
purchase, however, they are once again without the means to 
maintain themselves and must present themselves again to capi-
tal; they must once again produce for capital's goals. This is a 
vicious circle, and its phases are interdependent—you cannot 
change one without changing them all. 

As we will see in the first chapter, though, it is not only capi-
tal's ability to displace workers that ensures the "indispensable" 
social dependence of the worker on the capitalist. Capital contin-
ues to rule over production and society, Marx argued, because 
workers think capital is necessary. Indeed, capital tends to pro-
duce the working class it rueds: 

The advance of capitalist production develops a working class 

which by education, tradition and habit looks upon the require-

ment of that mode of production as self-evident natural laws. 

The organization of the capitalist process of production, once it 

is fiilly developed, breaks down all resistance." 

In short, "in the completed bourgeois system, every economic 
relation presupposes every other in its bourgeois economic 
form." 

As long as workers do not understand that capital is the result 
of exploitation, they will always be dependent upon it—no matter 
how much they may struggle on particular questions, such as 
questions of "fairness" (e.g., "fair" wages). And that is why Marx 
wrote Capital. Precisely because of capital's inherent tendency to 
develop a working class that looks upon capital's requirements as 
"self-evident natural laws," Marx's purpose was to explain the 
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nature of capital to workers and to help them understand the 
necessity to go beyond capitalism.'2 

Understanding that capitalism is a perverse society that 
deforms people and that capital, itself, is the result of exploitation 
is not enough, however. If people think there is no alternative, 
dien they will struggle to do their best within capitalism but will 
not waste their time and energy trying to achieve the impossible. 
For that very reason, a vision of an alternative is essential. 

; T H E S P E C T E R OF S O C I A L I S M 

FOR T H E T W E N T Y - F I R S T C E N T U R Y 

Marx had a vision of an alternative—the society of associated pro-
ducers, "a society of free individuality, based on the universal 
development of individuals and on their subordination of their 
communal, social productivity as their social wealth."'^ Socialism 
for him was a society that removes all obstacles to the full devel-
opment of human beings; it was one in which "the worker's own 
need for development" guides society. The possibility of that 
"good society" was indeed the perspective from which he criti-
cized capitahsm; it is die premise of his book, CapitalJ^ • 

Rather than this focus upon the full development of human 
potential, however, the dominant conception of socialism in the 
twentieth century tended to stress the development of productive 
forces, a development that someday (and somehow) would pro-
duce a society that negated the unsatisfied needs characteristic of 
capitalism—a society characterized by an abundance that would 
allow everyone to consume and consume in accordance with their 
needs. An important part of the sociahst vision was lost—human 
beings at the center. >' • ' 

Unfortunately, too, a significant part of the image conveyed by 
"socialism" and "communism" was that of a state standing over 
and above society, one that directs and oppresses working peo-
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pie—a bitter irony, given Marx's contempt for the "all-directing 
bureaucracy" and the "state parasites, richly paid sycophants and 
sinecurists" of the state of mid-nineteenth-century France, a state 
that squeezed "the living civil society like a boa constrictor." 

" have to reinvent socialism"—here was the statement with 
which Hugo Chavez electrified activists in his closing speech at 
the January 2005 World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil. "It 
can't be the kind of socialism that we saw in the Soviet Union," he 
stressed, "but it will emerge as we develop new systems that are 
built on cooperation, not competition." If we are ever going to 
end the poverty of the majority of the world, capitalism must be 
transcended, Chavez argued. "But we cannot resort to state capi-
talism, which would be the same perversion of the Soviet Union. 
We must reclaim sociahsm as a thesis, a project and a path, but a 
new type of socialism, a humanist one, which puts humans and 
not machines or the state ahead of everything."i6 

In short, neither expansion of the means of production nor 
direction by the state should define the new socialist society; 
rather, human beings must be at its center. This is the specter that 
is haunting capitalism—the specter of socialism for the twenty-
first century. At its core is the "key hnk" of human development 
and practice—the premise that the development of human 
capacities can occur only through practice and that thus points 
to our need to be able to develop through democratic, participa-
tory, and protagonistic activity in every aspect of our lives. 
Through revolutionary practice in our communities, our work-
places, and in all our social institutions, we produce ourselves as 
other than the impoverished and crippled human beings that 
capitalism produces. 

The process by which the outlines of this specter emerged in 
Venezuela is clear. As we have seen, the Bolivarian Constitution of 
1999 contained definite elements that pointed in the direction of 
the good society. At the same time, though, that constitution 
clearly supported the maintenance of capitalism—a "good capi-



I N T R O D U C T I O N 23 

talism," the Third Way which Chavez at that point desired.'^ His 
beHef in the possibihty of a capitahst road, however, essentially 
ended with the thwarted coup of 2002 and the capitalist lockout 
of oil and other sectors in the winter of 2002-3—demonstrations 
that Venezuelan capitalists and their imperialist supporters were 
not interested in a "good capitalism." 

In the wake of these developments, the Bolivarian process 
shifted significantly to the left. There was still no open talk of 
socialism. Rather, the "social economy" was offered as the alter-
native to capitalism. Thus, on his Alo Presidente program of 
September 14,2003, Chavez announced that "the logic of capital 
is a perverse logic." Capital, he argued, doesn't care about putting 
children to work, about the hunger of workers, about the malnu-
trition of their children. It is not interested in labor accidents, if 
workers eat, if they have housing, where they sleep, if they have 
schools, if when they get sick they have doctors, if when they are 
old they have a pension. "No. The logic of capital cares nothing 
about that, it is diabolical, it is perverse." 

In contrast, Chavez argued that "the social economy bases its 
logic on the human being, on work, that is to say, on the worker 
and the worker's family, that is to say, in the human being." This 
social economy also does not focus on economic gain, on 
exchange values; rather "the social economy generates mainly 
use-value." Its purpose is "the construction of the new man, of the 
new woman, of the new society."'̂  In fact, by 2003, Chavez was 
talking about socialism without the use of the term. 

Chavez's announcement in early 2005 of the need to "reinvent 
socialism" was just the beginning, and his ideas about socialism 
increasingly took shape in 2005 as he immersed himself in 
Beyond Capital, "the wonderful book of Istvan Meszaros." From 
this thousand-page book, Chavez's orientation toward use-values 
rather than exchange values was reinforced by Meszaros's reading 
of Marx's Grundrisse critique of commodity exchange in the new 
society. 19 Excited by Marx's argument that the communal econ-
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omy requires an exchange not of things but of activities—activi-
ties determined by communal needs and communal purposes, 
Chavez called in July for creation of "a communal system of pro-
duction and consumption, a new system.''̂ " This would be the 
way to build solidarity, cooperation, complementarity, reciproc-
ity, justice, equality, and sustainability—all those characteristics 
contrary to the logic of capital {Alo Presidente # 229). 

Following his reelection in December 2006, Chavez's presen-
tation of the socialist alternative deepened. In January 2007, he 
introduced the concept of "the elementary triangle of social-
ism"—the combination of social property, social production, and 
satisfaction of social needs (Ab Presidente #264 but see also 
#263). Consider the logic underlying this particular combina-
tion: (a) social ownership of the means of production is critical 
because it is the only way to ensure that our communal, social 
productivity is directed to the free development of all; (b) social 
production organized by workers builds new relations of cooper-
ation among producers and is a condition for the full develop-
ment of the producers; and (c) production for communal needs 
and purposes is inherent in a solidarian society, one which recog-
nizes that the free development of each is the condition for the 
free development of all. All of these were connected, interdepen-
dent—three sides of "the elementary socialist triangle."^' ,i ; ,, 

Once again, Chavez's theoretical step can be traced back to 
Meszaros's Beyond Capital. Drawing upon Marx, Meszaros had 
argued the necessity to understand capitalism as an organic sys-
tem, a specific combination of production-distribution-consump-
tion, in which all the elements coexist simultaneously and sup-
port one another. The failure of the socialist experiments of the 
twentieth century, he proposed, occurred because of the failure to 
go beyond "the vicious circle of the capital relation," the combi-
nation of circuits "all intertwined and mutually reinforcing one 
another" that thereby reinforced "the perverse dialectic of the 
incurably wasteful capital system." In short, the lack of success (or 
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effort) in superseding all parts of "the totality of existing repro-
ductive relations" meant the failure to go "beyond capital."22 

Thus, Meszaros stressed the need to restructure all of the 
parts of capitalism's organic system. The socialist alternative 
requires "the radical reconstitution of the dialectic of production-
distribution-consumption, setting out from the genuine social 
control of the means of production."^^ Here, then, was the under-
lying concept that led ultimately to "the elementary triangle of 
sociahsm": social property, social production, social needs. 

The promising path that the concept of the socialist triangle 
opens up is the theme of this book. The Socialist Alternative: Real 
Human Development is divided into two sections. The opening 
part, "The Sociahst Triangle,'" contains chapters on "the wealth 
of people," "the production of people," and "the solidarian soci-
ety." Part II, "Building the Socialist Triangle," includes several 
chapters on the concept of socialist transition and on concrete 
measures for building the good society. There is a reason for this 
division and sequence. 

While the specter of socialism for the twenty-first century has 
appeared (with much more material substance than the specter 
Marx and Engels described in the mid-nineteenth century) and 
has grasped the minds of masses in Venezuela and elsewhere, it 
has not been realized yet. Socialism for this century needs to be 
built—a task of special importance given that other specter that is 
haunting us, the specter of barbarism. And, as I argued in 
"Socialism Does Not Drop from the Sky," we need to understand 
that the process of building it will differ everywhere: 

Every society has its unique characteristics—its unique histo-

ries, traditions (including religious and indigenous ones), its 

mythologies, its heroes who have struggled for a better world 

and the particular capacities that people have developed in the 

process of struggle. Since we are talking about a process of 

human development and not abstract recipes, we understand 
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that we proceed most surely when we choose our own path, one 

which people recognize as their own (rather than the pale imita-

tion of someone else). ,, 

Add to that different levels of economic development, differ-

ing correlations of political forces (nationally and internaUonally), 

and the different historical actors who start us on the path, and it 

is clear that "we would be pedandc fools if we insisted that there 

is only one way to start the social revolution."^'' 

But we do need to know where we want to go. There's an old 

saying that if you don't know where you want to go, then any road 

will take you there. The saying is wrong, though. If you don't 

know where you want to go, then no road will take you there. 


