MODE OF PRODUCTION, SELF-MANAGEMENT, AND CONTEMPORARY CAPITALISM

Marko Kržan

This lecture is based on the preliminary contribution, which I have sent to the organisers of the conference and which is comprised of two parts. The first part discusses the theoretical foundations for the analysis of social formations, and the second part deals with some recent Marxist accounts of contemporary capitalism. Due to the lack of time I have decided to focus on the first part and only briefly touch upon the second. The main reason to do so is that this theoretical part examines some problems, which were not properly dealt with by Althusser and Balibar in their reading of Capital. I will come to this in a moment. 

What I will do, basically, is to try to specify the connection that exists between the basic concepts of historical materialism and Marx’s political economy. I limit my demonstration to the concept of the mode of production. To clear up the terminology: like Althusser, I speak of the mode of production as a structure comprised not only of economic, but also of political and ideological level. In short, it is a concept of a specific unity of the base and superstructure. I also have to point out that mode of production does not directly refer to real existing societies. It is always said, in Marxism, that social formations exist as a set of mutually articulated modes of production, and that there is always some mode, which is dominant. This is why one can speak of capitalist social formations, feudal social formations and so on, without ignoring the fact that they are made of very different social structures.

My starting point is Balibar’s elaboration of Marx’s comparative analysis of different modes of production. As you know, Balibar isolated three elements, which are present in every mode of production (or, strictly speaking, its economic level). These are (i) labourer, (ii) means of production, which are then decomposed into means of labour and object of labour; and (iii) non-labourer. Now, traditional Marxist would say, ok, Balibar is presenting a list of productive forces. But Balibar goes on to state that these elements are simultaneously articulated within two distinct social relations, which he calls connexion of real appropriation (or possession) and connexion of economic property. Connexion of real appropriation designates the ability to set in motion the means of production, or, in other words, the social organisation of the immediate labour processes through which, as Marx puts it, man appropriates nature. For instance, Marx conceptualises the difference between modern industry and artisanship by saying that, in the latter, the labourer forms a unity with the means of labour. A labourer of this sort, for instance a traditional shoemaker, is able to set in motion the means of production by himself. He has all the skill needed to make a shoe from beginning to an end. In modern industry, with Taylorism and mechanisation, the labourer is no longer a craftsman, but an industrial worker, who is – as an individual labourer and as a group of individual labourers – unable to set in motion the means of production. Marx says that such labourer is separated from the means of production and that there is a unity of means of labour and object of labour. (Marx’s famous example is that of a machine press and a still plate.) The bottom line here is that the industrial workers are not able to initiate and continue the labour process by themselves. They have to be assisted by non-labourer, such as technicians, engineers...

So things are quite clear with regard to the real appropriation connexion, but this is not so when it comes to the property connexion. First of all, as Althusser and Balibar made very clear, economic relations of property have to be distinguished from the ownership as a legal, that is, superstructural relation. We will demonstrate this point later. As far as traditional Marxism is concerned, it is usually said that the property connexion in capitalism is marked by the separation of the working class from the means of production or that the domination of the capitalist class is based on its ownership of the means of production. If we compare this definition with the definition of real appropriation connexion, there is a clear change in perspective. In the first case we are dealing with elements, which can be immediately observed and grasped at the workshop, with concrete individuals and entities: labourer, machine, engineer. In the second case, we are dealing with social classes, which cannot be grasped at an individual or empirical level, because they are, in a way, mediated categories.

Marxist theoreticians didn’t always deal with the mechanisms of this mediation properly. This observation applies to Althusser and Balibar as well, because they have underestimated the importance of these mechanisms, at the level of property connexion, or the importance of the social forms, in general. However, there was another Althusserian, Charles Bettelheim, who did deal with these questions, so this deficiency of Althusserianism can be overcome from within Althusserianism itself. Especially if one includes in it Marxist oriented proponents of Regulation school, such as Alain Lipietz.  

We can now proceed from what I have drawn on the blackboard, namely from the fact that the appropriation of nature by man takes place in a number of geographically and temporary separated units of production. Now, although these units of production are separated, they are not entirely independent. Let’s say that our unit is composed of different labour processes, the result of which is a determinate use value, for instance shoes. To make shoes, one has to have raw materials, instruments of labour and other facilities. By definition, not all of these things can be produced in the same unit of production. In fact, they are produced by a great number of different units. So, whereas the connexion of real appropriation designates the organisation of the labour processes taking place within an isolated unit of production, the property connexion signifies the organisation of labour processes that take place in an indefinite number of such units. It is in this context that Marx uses the term overall social process of labour. It has to be stressed, that there is a profound difference in how the labour processes are organised within the given unit of production and among such units. In the first case, labour processes are planned and determined in advance, so this organisation is in a way a technological question. But in the second case they are only connected a posteriori, through the exchange of their products. Property connexion designates the habitus, as Bourdieu would say, in which economic agents operate. The power of property is the power of certain agents to take economic decisions. I mean this in a strict sense, which can be defined, as the ability and responsibility to answer the economic questions of what, how and for whom to produce (to use the well known term of Paul Samuelson). Whenever these questions have to be settled by each unit of production separately, the property connexion takes the form of commodity relations. It is here that one can trace the mechanism of mediation that I was talking about. It is true that the capitalist class has the power of property over the means of production, but it has to be added that this power can only be exercised through an indefinite number of economic decisions within the scope, which is limited to each and every unit of production taken separately.

This is the territory where Marx’s analysis of the mode of production is linked to his economic theory proper. Up until now I have discussed some abstract social structure of an undefined commodity economy. Marx condensed the properties of such economic system in the notion of simple commodity production. I have claimed, in my preliminary paper, that this notion is a strict correlate of the sociological notion of autonomous social fields, such as is used by Bourdieu, Weber or even Marx himself. In the notion of simple commodity production, Marx tries to elaborate how such absolutely autonomous economic level would function. That is why he abstracts from some very important aspects of economic life: he abstracts from the existence of produced means of production, i.e. capital; he considers the land and natural resources to be distributed by mechanisms other then those appertaining to commodity mode of production and he considers commodities to be homogenous and means of production to be mobile. So his pure economy is limited to a type of production Ricardo called ‘the production of freely reproducible goods’ and it includes the features of the model of perfect competition.

Marx then goes on to examine what happens if commodity production gets generalised, which is the case with capitalism. He has to explain what happens if one considers the elements he has abstracted from. For instance, when the means of production can only be used to produce certain goods (for instance steel plates, but not wooden plates) and when consumers are not indifferent to variations among the goods of the same kind, artificial scarcity and monopolies emerge, which are nothing but ideological preferences fixed by legal means. With the land comes the question of natural scarcity, because natural resources cannot be ‘freely reproduced’, are located in different places and are of different qualities. So, from this angle, the generalisation of commodity production brings on a growing dependence of the economic level on the political and ideological level, the effects of which are, however, manifested in a form of economic representations. Classical economists and Marx tried to grasp this reality in their theory of rent, of things that don’t have value but have a price, or what Karl Polany terms ‘quasi commodities’. On the other hand, in the ‘sphere of freely reproducible goods’, Marx brings into the picture means of production in his theory of capital and wage labour. He has to account for the mechanisms of accumulation, in which profit functions as a necessary social cost of production, in his theory of the prices of production.

In my preliminary paper, I have tried to show the logic of this extension and transformation of commodity relations into generalized commodity production. I used the word extension because, with the emergence of quasi commodities, the allocation of natural resources, labour force and so on is taken care of by mechanisms which have the form of commodity relations, although they are not, strictly speaking, economic mechanisms. I also used the word transformation, because, with the emergence of capital–labour relation and monopolies, we are not dealing with absolute autonomy of economic level even within the sphere of ‘freely reproducible goods’.

These are tremendous modifications (historical and conceptual), but at the same time, the basic form of property connexion, the structure underlying the economic habitus, remains the same: separated units of production as the only effective economic proprietors.

To illustrate this analysis, let us consider the case of really existing socialisms. The basic feature of these economies was the nationalisation of the basic means of production, i.e. of the main enterprises and natural resources. However, as Lenin himself pointed out, nationalisation is not to be identified with the socialisation of the economy. As a legal sanction, it can only affect legal relations, meaning that it is only able to transform, to some degree, for instance, the mechanisms governing allocation of natural resources, such as land. (At best, it might be claimed that, in really existing socialism, the allocation of such resources was governed by legal/administrative means and did not take on the form of economic (market) representations, i.e. of quasi commodities.) 

In the sphere of economy proper, socialist project consists of transforming the habitus of economic life, that is, the property connexion in its capitalist form, which is the form of commodity relations. The result of these transformations should be the emergence of an economy where the links between different units of production or between different labour processes taking place in separated units of production (overall social process of labour) would resemble the links established between different labour processes taking place within a single unit of production. This means that these labour processes could be determined and interlinked in advance, which is only possible if there are means available for efficient economic planning. Here it is crucial to grasp correctly the paradox relation of socialism and planning. On the one hand, socialism cannot be identified with planned economy, because the aim of planning is not necessarily the abolition of exploitation. A civilisation such as Egyptian can be considered a sort of planned economy, in which the overall process of labour was coherently determined on a social scale and in advance. But it was not socialist because exploitation remained its structural feature. On the other hand, socialism is not possible without, at least to some degree, planned economy. This is so because capitalist exploitation takes the form of commodity relations and cannot be eliminated fully without the elimination of the latter. 

Let me illustrate this with the example of Soviet economy. The basic idea was this: the process of the appropriation of nature takes place in isolated units of production, which have the exclusive ability of setting in motion the means of production available to them. They are the possessors of their means of production. This is a universally valid fact. They are also the proprietors of the means of production and products in this, limited, sense. But if society could find a way to coordinate the labour processes taking place in such units on a social scale and more or less in advance, the power of property would pass to its political and administrative institutions. In theory, the following situation should have emerged: although determinate groups of labourers within the determinate units of production are separated from the means of production, the working class has the power of property at the level of economy as a whole. Of course, the working class, which is an abstract entity, does not exert the power of property directly, but through the mediation of the Party and the State.

There are two immediate questions that have to be posed: (i) to what extend did the practices of economic planning really dominate the connexion of property; (ii) to what extent was the working class able to exercise its power as a proprietor through the mediation of the party. I leave the second question to political philosophers present at our conference and only give a brief answer to the first one. To say that property connexion has been modified is to say that different units of production have been technically integrated to the extent that the different labour processes taking place in each of them can be efficiently coordinated in advance. There are numerous cases of such integration even in capitalist economy, for example in car industry. There are common technical platforms used by different manufacturers (so the same complex elements and production techniques can be found in a Volkswagen, Škoda, Seat or Audi models). Along with horizontal integration there are also widespread cases of vertical integration because only specific elements can be used for specific cars and so on. If different car manufacturers and their dependent cooperates still exist as independent enterprises, it is not because of technical necessity, but because of other considerations, peculiar to capitalism (such as risk sharing, taxes an so on). The same can be said of electrical power production: although the technical unit of production is a power plant, a true economic unit can only be situated at the level of network of such units. This is because efficient economic decisions can only be taken from the point of view of the network as a whole. The crucial lesson is that the products of different labour processes do not have to be bought and sold, or paid for, in order to be transferred. Commodity relations are no more a technical necessity, they can even become an obstacle.

However, there are numerous cases where efficient economic decisions can only be taken at the level of isolated enterprise, because the scope at which different labour processes can be coordinated is limited to the unit of production itself. In such cases, the decisions have to be made based on the indicators, which are established a posteriori, such as anticipated prices, effective demand and so on. The policy of the Soviet state was therefore the one of integration of the units of production and, where this was not possible, the one of indirect control of economic activities. The first type of policies tried to establish a new kind of property connexion directly. The second had to proceed indirectly relying on the existing habitus of commodity relations. Basically they operated in a form of regulated prices. Two typical mistakes of Soviet planning were: either forced, administrative, integration where there was no technical basis for such integration, or assigning enterprises the power of property (autonomy), which was not necessary for their efficient operation. Instead of providing grounds for efficient social planning, in the long run Soviet economy faced the tendencies of extreme economic inefficiency, on the one hand, and restoration and enhancement of commodity forms, on the other.

The Soviet model of socialist development had its alternatives, for instance in the policy of workers self-management in Yugoslavia, which has been implemented as a reaction to bureaucratic deviations produced by the Soviet model in which the party and state were to function as mediators of working class’ power of property. In Yugoslavia, the workers councils were formed in enterprises.  They were, at least formally, given control over the labour processes within the units of production and the latter were, in turn, given more autonomy in relation to planning institutions. Schematically put, the labourer or determinate groups of labourers, become the possessors of the means of production within the given enterprises and the proprietors of the means of production and of products in this limited sense, while the working class ceases to be the proprietor of the means of production on the social scale. The property connexion could then only exist in a form of commodity relations effectively dismissing any real possibility of the a priori coordination of the overall social process of labour. (To comprehend fully the historical development of Yugoslavia one has now only to appreciate the fact that the labourers were not actually in possession of the means of production within a given unit. This could not be the case, since the conditions of separation of the labourer from the means of production in (mostly) industrial (Fordist) enterprises were not abolished. In their ‘administering’ of enterprises they remained dependant on non-labourers (engineers, managers), not only when it comes to setting in motion the labour process, but even more so when ‘economic questions’ had to be settled under conditions of commodity exchange. This was the base for the (official) restoration of capitalism in the 90’s.)

Let me finish with a few words on the analysis of contemporary or Postfordist capitalism. Majority of theories have focused on the sphere of real appropriation. What they tell us is that the separation of labourer from the means of production has ceased to exist, at least in branches of cognitive production. From my viewpoint, and I’m not speaking ironically, this means that the wishful thinking of Yugoslav policymakers has finally come to being. The labourers have become the possessors of the means of production. But most of the theories of Postfordism stop here. They fail to address the issue of property connexion. So what they miss is the fact that its basic structure still enforces the same old habitus of commodity relations. Of course, there are tremendous changes happening in contemporary capitalism. But their logic can and should still be described as a dialectic of extension/transformation of commodity relations, or, as Marx put it, of simple and generalized commodity production. From my point of view the fundamental feature of contemporary capitalism is the weakening autonomy of the economic level combined with the increasing action of other levels (and modes of production) dressed in a form of economic representations (quasi commodities). This means two things: firstly, in the sphere of production of ‘freely reproducible goods’ the features of simple commodity production are becoming increasingly blurred. Artificial scarcity of commodities that claim to be highly individualised, and of the means of production of all kinds (which are increasingly protected as intellectual property), is a growing tendency. Secondly, there are changes in the sphere of reproduction. We know that the activities such as healthcare, education and so on were until recently assured by mechanisms other then market (such welfare state) and even by modes of production other than capitalist (household economy, kinship structures). The extension of commodity relations to these spheres is highly ambiguous, since the commodity form of property connexion is spreading to spheres of social reproduction where social entities can function as economic units of production only under very specific conditions. So these are, indeed, dramatic changes.

To conclude: if establishing social control over the process of reproduction is still a reasonable objective, one cannot be optimistic about the development we are facing. Not only have commodity relations strengthened within the sphere of economy proper, but they are also spreading to spheres of social reproduction, which were until recently subjected to real social control. This is especially true of the mechanisms of the welfare state. So, when, in my preliminary paper, I considered proposals, such as the guaranteed social income, to be symptomatic, it is because they not only don’t provide the means for the social control of the process of reproduction, but they don’t even try to. And this in a sphere, which was, again, until recently subjected to real social control. This is not to say that they couldn’t have beneficiary effects, but they are clearly not a socialist strategy. They are a liberal strategy, which tries to change the world without transforming its fundamental structures. 

Of course, if there is a need and possibility for socialist strategy is another question, which, I think, should remain open for discussion.
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