


[image: Cover]







What people are saying about
 No Bosses


A prime goal of Albert’s work is to help to reinvigorate that common understanding and to revive the commitment to mutual aid and solidarity, and most important, to spell out in some detail how the goals can be realized.

Noam Chomsky

“No bosses” means that no one tells anyone what to do from above, not owners or commissars. “But, how do things get done?” comes the inevitable question. To answer it, Michael begins analytically, methodically, by first answering the question, “How should things not get done?”

Yanis Varoufakis

Michael Albert’s No Bosses is easy reading, thanks to his unique folksy style, but heavy thinking. Be ready to challenge your own narrow view of “the possible.” I recommend that after every sentence, paragraph or chapter that has you saying, “Nice idea but it just won’t work,” remind yourself that the present system doesn’t work (unless, of course, you think Jeff Bezos deserves to make $10 million an hour and the climate crisis is not an existential threat). So read it with delight at the creative ways we can organize—asap—to sweep Mr. Moneybags into the dustbin of history and create the new equitable, participatory, empowering and sustainable world that we want to live in.

Medea Benjamin, author and co-founder of CODEPINK.

Tired of working for a boss but don’t want just to trade your boss for a new boss? Tired of living in a system run by bosses but don’t want to swap it for a system run by other bosses? Take a look at Michael Albert’s No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World. You’ll have a hard time finding a better guide to moving from capitalism to a genuinely free, equal, and participatory economy.

Jeremy Brecher

Michael Albert has the courage and the background to propose solutions to the multitude of our social problems in his new book. Also, he has the life experience to suggest: “Don’t just cling and curse. Swim.” For this he uses one of the most important words in our social vocabulary: “Resist”! Resistance in essence is a moral act. Also, we do not resist alone. We resist together with our neighbour, or as he puts it, “all people share responsibilities”.

Nikos Raptis, civil engineer (retired) and writer

The collapse of socialist and Soviet-type experiments became a heavy burden for post-capitalist perspectives precisely at a time when they are most needed. Michael Albert has devoted his life to re-creating visions and a strategy towards a better future. No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World offers a refined, compelling argument in favor of a non-capitalist, participatory economics. His vision is of utmost importance for people and social movements struggling for a better world.

Ezequiel Adamovsky

Michael Albert firmly rejects capitalism, often through bluntly questioning its basic tenets. Why should people who already have so much be entitled to get more? Why not admire and pursue excellence and expertise without rewarding it with undue material wealth or social power? The arguments in No Bosses go well beyond iconoclasm. Seriously and carefully, Albert aims to create a framework, a “scaffold,” for a worthy economic plan. Building on three decades of research, he describes participatory economics with enjoyable candor, raising as many questions as he answers and inviting readers to set cynicism aside. My advice: equip yourself with a big “Why not?” and give this vision plenty of attention.

Kathy Kelly, activist and author of Other Lands Have Dreams, from Baghdad to Pekin Prison

After Sanders and Black Lives Matter, amidst COVID and Global Warming, many ask what’s next? Michael Albert’s new book, No Bosses, proposes an answer for economics from self-managed decision making to balanced work and from equitable incomes to ending class division. No Bosses should be widely read as we assess the way forward in this unprecedented moment in the history of this nation.

Dr Ron Daniels, social and political activist, President of the Institute of the Black World 21st Century
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Preface To No Bosses

by Noam Chomsky

I am very pleased to be able to say a few words about the most recent of Michael Albert’s very important contributions, which I have been following with great interest and appreciation since we met in the mid-1960s.

As for myself, when asked to summarize my general stance on the socio-economic and political order, I express my sympathy for libertarian socialist (anarcho-syndicalist) goals, and for the core anarchist principle: relations of hierarchy and domination carry a heavy burden of proof; they must demonstrate their legitimacy, and when they cannot do so—which is the norm—they should be dismantled in favor of more just human relations and institutions.

One of the relations of domination that can’t pass the test is bosses: subordination to a master is an illegitimate attack on fundamental human rights. Hence a core principle is “No Bosses,” Albert’s theme in the present work

This is hardly a novel thought. For millennia, the principle was taken for granted—for free men, that is, not women or slaves. In the early days of the industrial revolution, working people—by then men and women, the eloquent and militant “factory girls”—fought bitterly against the imposition of what was commonly called “wage slavery,” subordination to a master. The illegitimacy of wage slavery was so much a part of common understanding that it was a slogan of Lincoln’s Republican party. Working men and women created a lively and independent press, written and produced by those driven by need into the brutal industrial system. In their journals they condemned “the blasting influence of monarchical principles on democratic soil.” They recognized that this assault on elementary human rights will not be overcome until “they who work in the mills [will] own them,” and sovereignty will return to free producers. Then working people will no longer be “menials or the humble subjects of a foreign despot, [the absentee owners], slaves in the strictest sense of the word [who] toil…for their masters.” Rather, they will regain their status as “free American citizens.”

The basic ideas articulated in the labor press were shared by independent farmers in what was then a mostly agrarian society. Radical farmers in Texas and throughout the Midwest joined together to free themselves from the domination of Northeast capital and finance and to run their own affairs in the “cooperative commonwealth” to which they aspired. Their Populist movement—remote from today’s “populism”—began to construct links with the Knights of Labor, the rising labor movement. That could have expanded to a new era of radical democracy, but it was beaten down by state and private force.

The US has an unusually violent labor history. Labor historian David Montgomery writes that “Modern America had been created over its workers protests, even though every step in its formation had been influenced by the activities, organizations, and proposals that had sprung from working class life,” not to speak of the hands and brains of those who did the work.

Nineteenth century workers, repeating the common view that a daily wage is a form of slavery, feared that a day might come when wage slaves “will so far forget what is due to manhood as to glory in a system forced on them by their necessity and in opposition to their feelings of independence and self-respect” and hoped that that day would be “far distant.”

A prime goal of Albert’s work is to help to reinvigorate that common understanding and to revive the commitment to mutual aid and solidarity, and most important, to spell out in some detail how the goals can be realized.

I met Michael in 1966, shortly after he arrived as a Freshman at MIT, where I spent almost all of my professional life. Within a few years, he and his friends had radicalized the MIT student body, with large effects on Cambridge and Boston as well. It was inspiring and edifying. Since then, Michael and I have been close friends. We have, however, travelled somewhat different paths.

Michael has spent some of his time addressing the kinds of social and political issues that have been my own priorities, problems of domestic society, international affairs, activist opportunities and possibilities. But he has moved on in several different directions. He has been engaged, very successfully, in creating alternative institutions based on our generally shared principles, often working together with his late, great, personal partner Lydia Sargent; and he continues actively to do so, with constant new initiatives. At the same time, along with a number of others, including in particular Robin Hahnel, Michael has elaborated the kinds of anarchist principles we both favor, mainly, but not exclusively, regarding economic vision. I once wrote that, “The task for a modern industrial society is to achieve what is now technically realizable, namely, a society that is really based on free, voluntary participation of people who produce and create, live their lives freely within institutions they control, and with limited hierarchical structures, possibly none at all.” Michael has impressively refined, elaborated, and carried forward that task.

I have watched these pursuits with enthusiastic support for the first, creation of new alternative institutions, and with more modulated support for the second, elaboration and advocacy of economic vision. Modulated, because I have some concerns. Do we know enough about humans and society to construct detailed plans, or should more space be left for experimentation and learning? Should we take our vision further than general guidelines, perhaps those of the anarcho-syndicalist principles to which we are both sympathetic? How does the pursuit of more specific goals affect the actual work of activists under current circumstances?

So while I have continually admired Michael’s and others’ steadfast drive for their visionary agenda, I have sometimes wondered if they had taken it too far.

These questions are considerably sharpened by Michael’s new book, No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World.

In inaugurating the neoliberal assault that the global population has endured for 40 years, along with her partner Ronald Reagan, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher gave the world the acronym TINA: “There Is No Alternative.”

Not an innovation. The claim that what is being imposed by power is the only possible world has been a prominent bulwark of oppressive systems for as long as they have existed. The hope is that the claim will become what Gramsci called “hegemonic common sense,” unchallengeable, a condition of life, like the air we breathe. Or like the conception that the highest goal is to find a way to spend most of one’s waking life subordinated to a master, who controls every detail of your existence; to have a job.

Michael has always felt that to break free from these fetters people should have a strong shared view of how their general aspirations can be manifested in actual social structures. He has sought to determine the essential conditions we must attain if we are to eliminate oppressive hierarchy and institute authentic self-management.

In the chapters that follow, Michael examines closely a wide range of such issues, developing modalities of self-management, equity, solidarity, diversity, sustainability, internationalism, and participation as guides for proposing better ways of organizing society while freeing ourselves from ingrained habits and assumptions.

The chapters do not provide a complete blueprint, but rather the essentials, or what Albert calls a “scaffold,” for future experience to fill out. The scaffold describes and advocates a natural and built Commons, workers’ and consumers’ self-managing councils, a division of labor that balances empowering tasks among all workers, a norm that apportions income for duration, intensity, and onerousness of socially valued labor, and finally not markets or central planning, but instead participatory planning by workers and consumers of what is produced, by what means, to what ends. It makes a compelling case that these features can be brought together in a spirit of solidarity to establish a self-managing, equitable, sustainable, participatory, new economy, with a rich artistic and intellectual culture as well.

The book then discusses the relation of the economic vision that is its core concern to aims for polity based on work by Stephen Shalom, aims for kinship based on work by Lydia Sargent and Cynthia Peters, and also aims for culture, ecology, and international relations, as well as some implications of the participatory economic vision for activist practice in our present cruel and potentially even suicidal world.

In a final chapter, Albert responds to questions that might cross the mind of various readers on completing the book. What is the lineage of the viewpoint developed here? What are the disagreements among its advocates? What are its prospects? What difference does it make for activism today? These are questions that Albert has encountered repeatedly, and has thought through carefully.

Does No Bosses produce what it claims to deliver? That of course is a question that readers will have to decide for themselves after what should be an engaging and thought-provoking journey.






Preface to No Bosses


by Yanis Varoufakis

Markets may have spread everywhere like a boisterous virus, from the realm of genes to space, but there are still oases out there not yet wholly infected. One is the family. Imagine that after an extended family dinner that has taken the parents enormous time and effort to organise, cook, and serve, their teenage daughter Jill responds to a request to help with the dishes with the question: “Mum, dad, because I can’t be bothered, how much do you want to take the task off my hands?” No price could ever compensate for the moral outrage that Jill’s question will, one hopes, engender.

But it is not just within family life where marketisation and exchange value are a jarring dissonance. Imagine a bunch of passengers whose airplane crash-landed in a desert. Shaken but thirsty, they fan out in search of water. One of them, Jack, discovers an oasis, complete with a water spring. What if he claims ownership rights over the spring and demands of his fellow survivors labour services in return for water, or even money and property transfers upon their return to civilisation? Surely, they have the right, indeed the duty, to ignore Jack and share the water.

These common-sense reactions to the logic of commodification are, today, exceptions to—and thus a sad reminder of—the stupendous triumph of the extractive powers of private property and their abstract form: money. Capitalism has succeeded in alienating us from our natural tendency, as a species, to do things cooperatively. This is why Michael Albert’s new book, No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World, is such a breath of fresh air: It helps us retrieve from within ourselves the suppressed conviction, shared by every human being, that it is not alright to live under the tyranny of market forces weaponised by cunning bosses.

Bossing people around, of course, predates capitalism by millennia. However, capitalism has achieved something quite remarkable: It has managed to disguise the most authoritarian variety of bullying—i.e., the power of capital—into something that passes credibly as the exercise of freedom in a setting of equals. It has taken Jill’s and Jack’s outrageous behaviours and made them the norm, the mindset, the ideology of an ironclad global system that only ‘extremists’ like us question.

The problem with us ‘extremists’, i.e., those of us critical of capitalism and other exploitative economic systems, is that we have concentrated too much on criticism of what is and avoided talking about what a post-capitalist future worth fighting for ought to be like.

Karl Marx notoriously refused to talk about communism, except in one-liners or vague terms, defending his silence by stating that it was his duty to demonstrate how capitalism’s internal contradictions guarantee its transcendence while it is the duty of the working class to decide what mode of production and distribution follows capitalism. This excuse for not coming up with a post-capitalist blueprint was one that I also hid behind for decades, until in 2020 I ran out of excuses and came up with my own blueprint. [Editor’s addition: See Another Now: a novel, New York: Melville House and London: Penguin]

However, unlike us cowards who came late to the party, if at all, Michael Albert has been at it since the 1960s. Together with various fellow travelers, Robin Hahnel in particular, Michael has valiantly tried to answer the pivotal question: How can we scale up a cooperative, collective approach that emerges as both common sense and justice-in-action in the two examples above—where Jill’s and Jack’s behaviour exposed the lunacy of commodification? This is a hard nut to crack.

After the family dinner, what to do is obvious: Those who did little of the shopping, food preparation, decorating, serving etc., should do the washing up and cleaning. As for the desert, anyone who disagrees with the right of the thirsty to share the water spring in the oasis should have their heads examined. But, what happens when division of labour is necessary at a large scale? Or, to paraphrase Lenin, by which decision-making process do we decide who tells whom what to do?

Michael’s book partly answers the question with its title. ‘No bosses’ means that no one tells anyone what to do from above, not owners or commissars. “But, how do things get done?”, comes the inevitable question. To answer it, Michael begins analytically, methodically, by first answering the question “How should things not get done?” The first thing that we must never do, he says, is to accept Jack’s sick idea that a minority with asymmetric private property rights (like the ones Jack demanded in the oasis he ‘discovered’), or even asymmetric work circumstances, get the right to boss the rest around.

It is fine to own your toaster, and to use it as you please, but it is not fine to own the industrial oven to which human labourers must be attached to produce others’ daily bread. It is fine to have insights, knowledge, skills, and experience able to inform wise decision-making, but it is not fine for a fraction of the population to monopolise empowering conditions, while the rest of the population simply obeys their commands. Michael calls this empowered group, who by circumstance, not by ownership, control outcomes, a coordinator class and it is but one of the main themes of the book that to attain classlessness we must not only remove the owner’s ownership, but we must also disperse fairly the coordinator class’s empowering tasks and roles by way of a new division of labor.

This is not a book for readers wedded to the idea of privately owned factories, offices, and digital platforms. No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World is a book for those of us who take for granted the need to end private property over the means of production but who crave an answer to the question: “How do we manage commonly owned resources and means of production?” Before beginning to answer it, we need to dissect this question into two separate ones: First, how do we run a collectively operated firm or company to produce specific quantities and qualities of products and services? Secondly, who decides, and how, the quantity and quality of products and services to be produced by different firms?

If a firm is to have no boss, capitalist or what Michael calls coordinator, then all its workers must self-manage within a democratic framework. One way to do this is for a workers’ assembly to elect decision-makers and to approve by majority voting the business plan these coordinators put to them. Michael rightly, I think, dismisses this because elected bosses are still bosses and will quickly amass the capacity, circumstances, and mindset to repress those they coordinate and to reproduce themselves as a class. His alternative is to propose self-organising units that fulfill obligations to the rest of the society as specified in an overarching plan arrived at by workers and consumers councils—with, to the extent possible, each worker having influence on matters that affect them in proportion to how they are affected, and with wages that reflect the relative unpleasantness of the work they do, the number of hours they wish to dedicate to the firm, and their intensity of effort.

Keen to keep markets at bay, Michael extends what he calls his ‘self-managing approach’ (which seems to me a form of radical contractarianism) to beyond the firm. So, he answers the broader question of who decides which goods and services different firms must produce in the same manner that he answers the question of how a firm produces given outputs. This, he proposes, should be accomplished via a cooperative negotiation among workplace and consumer councils who arrive at a plan that specifies how many bicycles, electric cars etc. the firms capable of producing these things should supply to the citizen-consumers in light of proposals for what the population wishes to consume.

In short, Michael proposes cooperatively negotiated plans wherein firms and consumers settle on what must be produced and then self-managed choices by members of each firm, in context of the firm’s overarching responsibilities, decide how these products will be manufactured. The bulk of No Bosses thus comprises Michael’s discussion of the features of this participatory economic process, its implications for daily life more broadly and, additionally, his responses to anticipated criticisms.

If one is adamant, like Michael, that markets should be driven to extinction, this version of anarcho-syndicalism is an attractive alternative—possibly the only one. In No Bosses Michael gives a brilliant account of the best thinking along these lines making it a must-read for anyone who is open not only to the eradication of private property of productive means but also to the replacement of central planning and markets with a new form of allocation—one based on self-management, equity, and solidarity. Additionally, Michael argues that, in addition to addressing consumers’ needs and desires, his proposals point to an efficient management of society’s commons, including the ecological ones.

As a reader who does not think that markets should be eradicated once means of production are socialised, I nonetheless found No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World an invaluable guide to the possibilities and limits of an economic system which leaves no room to markets for the purposes of allocating scarce resources. As such, I feel we all have a debt of gratitude to Michael for taking to its logical limits the ambition to end all reliance on the price mechanism.

Having said that, I remain skeptical regarding some of Michael’s specific proposals. For example, the replacement of bosses with sequential bargaining negotiations. Or the new type of division of labour he proposes. And especially the replacement of markets as means of connecting firms and consumers by worker and consumer decentralized planning that takes place within and between his proposed worker and consumer councils and federations of councils.

While I see how Michael’s proposed organisation would rid workers of individual bosses and market pressures, I fear they may end up being bossed around by tyrannical majorities. Having, for instance, to seek the approval of a council before you are allowed to try out new things, either as a firm or as a worker within a firm, appears to me also as a form of oppression and an impediment to genuine innovation.

Michael’s book is, however, deliciously open-ended. He calls what he has offered not a blueprint but a scaffold on which future people, in light of future experiences, will add the details, to arrive at a fully functioning economy. His aim is not so much that his vision becomes reality, as that a post capitalist vision emerges that is sufficient to attract wide and deep support, to inform planting the seeds of the future in the present, and to guide efforts at change which are undeniably now a matter of life and death for everyone.

In this context, Michael’s scaffold seeks to provide the institutional features essential for classlessness, collective self-management, and equity. Michael wants future people to take his scaffold and add to it what is missing to create a functioning economy without, however, compromising its fundamental principles. But it is at this point that my questions and qualms return: Can this be done by relying exclusively on negotiated plans and without adding a price mechanism somewhere along the scaffold? Who decides how resources in fixed supply are to be distributed (e.g., the current housing stock, agricultural land between different cooperatives)? How is international trade to be conducted? Can this be done by relying exclusively on negotiated plans and without adding a price mechanism? If there is a role for money, what is it and who issues it?

The seeds of answers to these questions are in No Bosses and I shall, therefore, leave it to you, dear reader, to assess and to develop them—as Michael wants you to do. So, I conclude with the remark that, like Michael, I too yearn for a world in which we can live free of the tyranny of bosses and market competition—a world in which Jill’s and Jack’s mindsets are confined to the Museum of Human Miseries. Michael’s new book is a remarkable study of the economic arrangements necessary to achieve this today, even if I retain a hunch that, while we have a duty to eradicate bosses and private property immediately, markets will still have a role to play for quite some time.





Introduction: Beyond Depravity, A New Economy


Tell no lies. Claim no easy victories.

Amilcar Cabral




It’s been a long A long time coming But I know a change gonna come Oh, yes it will.

Sam Cooke



Behind closed doors I write. Outside people die. Outside the wealthy get richer. Outside the poor get poorer. This is America. This is the world. March, 2021.

Fifty eight years ago Sam Cooke sang “a change gonna come.” Yesterday Arundhati Roy asked, will we walk through “a gateway between one world and the next…dragging the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smokey skies behind us? Or [will] we walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine a new world? And ready to fight for it?”

Winter, spring, summer, fall, 2021, 2022, 2023…Will we mobilize vociferously but nonetheless slip-slide toward downbeat normality? Will we organize deeply and thereby dance toward upbeat liberation? Will we suffer miserably in a gasping old world? Will we flourish gloriously in a better new world?

To transcend disease, depravity, sadism, catastrophe, and firestorm, Big Change will have to come. But Big Change will require steadfast, informed collectivity. Big Change will require unified motion. Big Change will require no lies.

But Big Change to what?

Don’t deny the obvious. Humans can be cruel.

Israeli virus-infected settler gangs spit on Palestinians to sicken them. American youths gleefully call the virus a “Boomer Remover.” Teenage parties invite guests with Covid, charge admission, and offer prizes for whoever first gets virus-ed. Kids kill classmates to rule school corridors. Corporate vermin impose misery to enlarge profits. Nations pour hard rain onto other nations. Militarized police crush bare necks dead. Pharmacies impose murderous vaccine apartheid. Landlords produce raging homelessness. Employers endlessly impoverish. Media lies. Cruelty.

Don’t deny the obvious. Humans can be kind.

Mutual aid proliferates street to street, home to home. Blacks revolt. Whites join. Neighbors share. Organizers block evictions. People deploy selflessness. Change rears up. Desire grows. Material resources appear. Optimism rises. Trillions for the already rich? Why not trillions for the unnecessarily poor? Bailouts for the unceasingly elevated? Why not health care, housing, education, and empowerment for the tediously trampled? Pragmatism pivots left. I’ve got your back. You’ve got mine. Produce integrity not pollution. Distribute dignity not submission. Save the planet. Kindness.

As desperation surges we cling to hospitals, druggists, and police. As mortification multiplies we beseech banks, corporations, courts, and legislatures. As outrage explodes we curse them all. As insurgency rises we assault them all.

Society’s institutions spit floods. Society’s institutions deploy leaky life rafts. North, south, east, and west. High water everywhere. High water rising higher. What to do? What’s the lesson? Reject internalized docility. Reject habitual obedience. Replace leaky life rafts.

Don’t just cling and curse. Swim. Don’t just hunker down. Reach out. Don’t just mobilize. Organize. We have no choice. Nine to five heart attack machines are everywhere. There will be no easy victories. We overcome or we die. Apocalyptic rhetoric? No. This is the coming of the third decade of the twenty-first century.

Suffer the verities of virus? Resist. Suffer the ravages of racism? Resist. Suffer global climate dissolution? Resist. Suffer gender deprivation? Resist. Suffer economic impoverishment? Resist. But not so fast. Prior decades teach that needing Big Change will not alone win Big Change. Desiring Big Change will not alone win Big Change. Even believing Big Change is gonna come—will not alone win Big Change. Resist to what end?

We hate how contemporary life constricts and kills. We are courageous, committed, and confident. We resist. But without shared vision of what we seek, our courageous, committed, and confident resistance will ultimately deposit us back where we began. Without capacity and consciousness to persist, we will travel from outsized Covid, resurgent racism, and flaming fascism back to normal-sized business as usual. We will cling to leaky life rafts—but not replace them. We will polish the old nasty normal—but not end it. And the old nasty normal will end us.

To attain a better world we must replace today’s institutions like a transplant replaces a dying heart. Keep society breathing while we operate. Scorched earth would burn us too.

Our actions must mitigate present-day injustice. To do less would be callous.

Our actions must win changes in the present. To do less would forego the experience of struggle that arouses people to seek more.

Our actions must envision, advocate, seek, and finally win a succession of new presents that accelerate into a better future. To do less would forego hope and produce despair.

But into what future?

When we suffer losses our experiences must inform later wins. When we enjoy victories our experiences must ensure that we fight on to a new world. Our losses and our victories must together accumulate awareness, connections, and organization. We must win a trajectory of synchronized gains. We must bury the old and birth the new. To do less would lose. We must win.

Win what?

Do I sound naive? Does this sound pie eyed? Here is the harsh truth. We have no other choice. Alone on foot in the desert, we must walk until we reach water. To curse the sun’s heat and bemoan the sand’s seeming endlessness while standing still guarantees death. We must walk, march, prance, dance, run.

But where to?

First, what values can inform a long march to a new world?


	That all people share responsibilities and benefits fairly.

	That all people collectively self-manage their own situations.

	That social options and outcomes express the full diversity of human potentials.

	That all people feel solidarity and even empathy toward all other people.

	That across the world, what’s good for one is warranted for all.

	That the planet enjoys sustainability and stewardship.



Second, what changes can ensure that a better future fulfills such guiding values? What arrangements can ensure that we always wisely and ceaselessly invest in the day after tomorrow’s tomorrow? What attitudes and practices can ensure that we continually re-harmonize with each other and with our ever-changing planet?

A new world should always be busy being born. A new world should never be busy dying. But what new norms and structures can meet that high standard?

To seek what we want, we must envision it and describe it. Okay, already, let’s get on with it. But wait, there is an important caveat. To build a bridge over troubled waters we have to preconceive fine details. But to build a bridge to a better future is different. We have no capacity to pre-conceive fine details. More, it is not our place to determine the detailed preferences of everyone in a better future.

We cannot know finely detailed future choices even if we had a right to do so. It is beyond our experience. More, a worthy future will reveal many good choices that will differ from one time to another, from one society to another, and even within a single society from one region to another. There is no one worthy future.

For our new future we should not propose, share, and pursue a detailed blueprint. We should envision only what we can now show to be necessary for future citizens to be prepared, able, and institutionally propelled to determine their own finely detailed fates. We should propose a scaffold of a new world. A scaffold can provide hope, guidance, and means. A scaffold can accept details when experience yields them. A scaffold doesn’t go too far. A scaffold can go far enough.

Different people typically hear an advisory like the above differently. Many people’s books, essays, and other works claim to address a vision for a better future but first analyze past and present relations. When the dust settles the resultant works are typically 90 percent, 95 percent, or even 99 percent about what we endure and barely at all about what we want. The 90 percent, 95 percent, or even 99 percent about what we endure provides sound arguments that prove our present is perverse. But the 1 percent, 5 percent, or even 10 percent about what we want falls horribly short of providing worthy, workable, vision. No Bosses: A New Economy for a Better World is not going to fit on the same shelf as those works. No Bosses may be less eloquent. Some of No Bosses’ arguments may prove less sound. As a proposal No Bosses will propose, not declare. It will need improvement from ideas still to be thought and from experiences still to be had. No Bosses mainly addresses economics. Its every page knows, however, that we don’t live by economy alone. We also need vision for racial and community, gender and sexual, political, international, and ecological relations to overcome cynicism, provide hope, inspire efforts, and orient strategy. Does No Bosses present a sufficiently useful, workable, and evidenced scaffold for experience to fill out?

Chapter one offers a short list of key vision-orienting values.

Chapters two through seven respectively address economic Commons, decision-making, classless division of labor, equitable income, rejected markets and central planning, and finally new participatory planning.

Chapter eight considers how our proposed economic vision might intersect new community, kinship, political, and ecological vision.

Suppose our economic vision would be classless, equitable, self-managing, and consistent with equally visionary new cultural, kinship, political, international, and ecological relations. Nonetheless, a question would remain. Would our vision be just a thought dream or could we navigate from where we are today to where we hope to arrive tomorrow? Chapter nine offers a bit of strategy, a bit of tactics, and a bit of mindset.

A final more personal chapter assesses and situates the whole discussion. A short bibliography then points to some selected sources and references.

Some books entertain and edify. Some books inspire, engage, and instigate. No Bosses would love to do all that but mainly seeks to prod and provoke. Will you find its economic vision sufficiently worthy to elaborate, advocate, and use as you see fit?

Finally, what might we call our proposed economic vision? Originally it was called participatory economics, or parecon for short. Some have taken to calling it participatory socialism as a part of participatory society. But a rose by any other name would smell as sweet—and a thorn by any other name would hurt as deep. Rose or thorn? You decide.





1
 Values for A Better World


If we don’t stand for something, we may fall for anything.

Malcolm X




Do not go where the path may lead, go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.

Ralph Waldo Emerson



All around apocalyptic novels portray pathology. Blockbuster movies display depravity. Disease ravages. Ecological nightmares rampage. Inexorable inequality, raging racism, surging sexism, and advancing authoritarianism all assassinate dignity.

Billboards reborn as cyber screams pummel our nerves and butcher truth. “Hunker down,” they order. “Serve self,” they holler. Despair goes viral. Virus goes normal.

Pundits pontificate that it is easier to think about apocalypse than to envision a new world. The end, is it really our only friend? But pundits be damned. Desires visibly rise. What new world might our new desires seek?

How can living, breathing, suffering, struggling souls on fire envision a better future? Three ways suggest themselves:


	Reject current reality’s debilitating racism, sexism, authoritarianism, and classism. Preserve what remains.

	Reject past visions’ debilitating authoritarianism and narrowness. Extend what remains.

	Proclaim positive values we want a better world to actualize. Describe new institutions to implement those values. Celebrate what emerges.

	
The first two approaches reject existing evil to seek future good. Nice idea. The third approach establishes positive aims to seek future good. Nice idea. Luckily we don’t have to choose. We can pro-actively embrace positive future features and firmly dismiss past ills we reject.




Finding Worthy Values

Start with positive social values. How?

Perhaps we should divide society into a few fundamental functions and propose a value for each. That’s a plan. Plans are worth trying.

But what functions should we highlight? Why not follow activist wisdom?

Every society makes decisions. Decisions dramatically affect life prospects. What role do I play? What role do you play? What role do we all play in the decisions that impact me, you, and all of us? What degree of influence do we each wield? What do we value for better decision-making?

Every society delivers burdens and benefits that dramatically affect life prospects. Do we become poor, rich, or something in between? Do we endure too many burdens? Do we enjoy too few benefits? What do we value for a better distribution of burdens and benefits?

Every society has people who delightedly, neutrally, or antagonistically engage with one another. These engagements dramatically impact how we feel and what we can achieve. Do we aid or fleece one another? Do we respect or denigrate one another? What do we value for how people might better relate to one another?
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