THE STRATEGIC LESSONS OF THE STANDPOINT OF ANDRE GORZ by Phil Sharpe
Andre Gorz elaborated a strategy of change based on the lessons of the events of May 1968 in France. (1) He was concerned to oppose the Third Worldist view that social revolution could not occur in the advanced capitalist countries. Instead he argued that student unrest combined with the mass actions of the working class was able to generate the potential for a revolutionary opposition to capitalism. However there are important contradictions in his standpoint. He maintained that the working class was increasing discontented with the social division of labour and was demanding autonomy and the capacity to be creative. The logic of these aspirations was to support workers councils and a different organisation of the relations of production. However he is not sure how this process will be realised, and instead suggests in a vague manner that the actions of the working class can create a logic that is not reconciled with capitalist relations of exploitation. The actual precise character of this development is not elaborated and instead he implies that mass action can become the basis for the formation of workers councils, or the establishment of dual power. Leadership will be provided from within the struggle: “Co-ordination and political-ideological vision and leadership must not be super-imposed from above or imported from outside: if they are to lead to the building of popular power and a new state, they must be internal to the mass struggles themselves, so as not to create from the outset a new social division between those who lead and those who are led, between the workers and their “spokesmen”, between the masses and the vanguard, between state power and the people.”(2)

This comment seems to definitely suggest that the only authentic expression of leadership is created by the mass struggle, or is the outcome of the spontaneous capacity of the working class to develop organisation and political forms of articulation of strategy. However, this standpoint is outlined in an ambiguous manner because whilst he is against the perspective of socialism from above, or the vanguard role of the enlightened elite, he also does not support socialism from below in the sense that the spontaneity of the struggle is able to establish adequate political expression. His questioning of the problems with spontaneity would seem to suggest that the role of the revolutionary party is crucial and yet he has also argued that the only authentic and principled party can be created by the very dynamic of the mass struggle. Hence in a contradictory manner he is implying that spontaneity does have the necessary character to establish the political and organisational forms of opposition to capitalism and yet on the other hand he rejects this assessment. His reservations about spontaneity would imply that the possible creation of a revolutionary party from outside the struggle is important. Gorz is also insistent that the traditional political organisations of the working class are inadequate because of their tendency for accommodation to capitalism, and so the task should not be to obtain governmental power for these parties. Instead the genuine popular rule of the masses that is opposed to the centralised power of the bourgeois state concerns the ability of the working class and not these parties to become hegemonic.

In other words, Gorz suggests that the basis of principled struggle is not expressed by either the traditional political organisations of the working class, or even by the creation of a new party, and is instead based upon the importance of the direct action of the workers in establishing strike committees and open assemblies. This development will indicate the capacity for self-rule and the control of the work process. It will be important to avoid any tendency for the institutionalisation of these organisations by the re-assertion of the influence of the trade unions and traditional political parties. However he seems to contradict this standpoint with the support for the importance of the revolutionary party: “The development of autonomous self-organized actions from below to win direct power over the process of production can therefore grow into a lasting revolutionary movement only if it is accompanied by the building up of political consciousness and organization. In other words, the instrument for winning political power – i.e., the power to change society as a whole –or “party” must be built up “from within” self-organized actions and movements and not from without as their external leadership; the party is to be the means of the working class’s own conquest of power and not a new machine for exercising power on behalf of the working class.”(3) The party is required in order to provide the very possibilities to promote the unification of the spontaneous mass movement around political demands, but the additional view is that this party should be created by the very development of collective mass action.
In other words on the one hand the suggestion is that the very dynamic of spontaneity is sufficient in order to establish effective forms of mass struggle and the prospect of a challenge to the domination of capitalist relations of production and bring about the realisation of popular self rule. The role of the party would not be an external part of the process of struggle because spontaneity would be sufficient to create the appropriate types of organisation, strategy and political perspective. On the other hand he directly contradicts this standpoint and instead suggests that the role of the party is indispensable to the prospect of the success of class struggle. In this context the party is able to overcome the limitations of spontaneity and instead promote the prospects of the struggle in a progressive and effective manner. Without the role of the party the possibility of the realisation of socialism is not possible. But the type of principled and revolutionary party envisaged by Gorz is the outcome of the spontaneous mass struggle. The important question not addressed is how can the process of spontaneity that is characterised by the problem of organisation create the appropriate political party? Gorz does not answer this question and instead assumes that the logic of the development of mass struggle will somehow resolve this question. This ambiguity is not satisfactory. Gorz is right to suggest that the dynamic process of spontaneity can generate popular and democratic forms of collective mass action that are capable of challenging the domination of the existing system. However, the point is that this process of transformation will become self-limiting and subject to the prospect of defeat because of the very fact that it lacks a definite strategy and programme of political action as a result of the lack of the influence of a party. It is true that a party can act in an elitist manner and attempt to undermine the potential of the mass struggle, but this does not deny the importance of a principled party. This is because the very definition of what is principled would mean the development of a party that attempts to promote the very possibilities of the struggle to realise a successful conclusion. But, contrary to what Gorz suggests the creation of this type of party may not be outcome of mass struggle. It may be necessary to try and create the revolutionary party before the development of collective mass action. This prospect would not mean that this type of party had to be inherently elitist and likely to impose itself on the struggle. Instead it is still feasible that a party could be established that is formed before the advent of mass struggle and yet is democratic and sensitive to the requirements of the dynamism of spontaneity.
This latter point is the very issue not addressed by Gorz. Instead he assumes in a vague manner that the type of party that is required would be formed as a result of the logic of mass struggle. However, his analysis of the events of May 1968 indicates that this did not occur. Indeed, it could be argued that historical experience has not provided the confirmation that spontaneous mass upheaval results in the formation of a principled revolutionary party. Instead it is crucial that a revolutionary party be formed before the development of mass discontent, and it is also important that this party be prepared to offer advice that would promote and not undermine the mass struggle. In this sense what is required is the creation of a party that would be eager to provide a strategy for the progress of collective mass action. The strategy would be based on recognition of the importance of existing circumstances and the balance of class forces, or would be sensitive to the issues that could result in the generation of mass struggles. Hence this party would be part of the working class and be receptive to the very grievances that have resulted in mass discontent and therefore create   struggles. Hence if the party was elitist and not receptive to the interests of the working class it is likely that this type of party would not be able to elaborate a strategy that could result in mass support. What issue is important concerns which type of party will emerge hegemonic in relation to the development of mass struggle? Will it be the party that is interested in the success of mass and democratic struggle, or will it be the party that wants to dictate to the mass movement about what should be its objectives? Gorz is in favour of the former and against the latter, but denies the possibility that the principled party can be formed prior to the development of the mass movement. Thus his approach is over-optimistic because of his view that the mass movement will create the party. What is more likely to happen is that the lack of a revolutionary party in the period of mass struggles will mean that the traditional elitist parties will dominate the political situation and so undermine the prospect of the success of the mass movement. What has not been recognised by Gorz is that only the influence of the revolutionary party prior to the outbreak of mass struggles will enable it to interact with the process of collective mass action. Ideological conflict between the revolutionary party and the elitist party is crucial if the revolutionary party is to be important in the era of mass struggle. 

The problem with the view that the struggle creates the party is that the very exacting requirements of events mean that the party is not likely to be formed, and instead the mass movement could become   undermined by a strategic impasse. Consequently, the view of Gorz is based on a hope that the mass struggle will create the principled party with the necessary strategy. This hope is not based on the actual experience of struggle and he accepts that this development is unlikely to occur. Hence his opposition to the formation of revolutionary party prior to the advent of the mass movement is an expression of accommodation to the role of spontaneity. His approach is based on reliance on the perspective that spontaneous action will resolve the outstanding tasks of the class struggle, including the question of the formation of a revolutionary party. But greater reliance on the lessons of past practice will indicate the very optimistic character of his approach and suggest the necessity of a different perspective. The actual problem is not the organisational question of the role of the party, and is instead about what type of party is required in order to promote the interests and aspirations of mass democratic struggle. In this context the issue of the type of strategy is of crucial importance. This is because the character of strategy can be either the expression of the requirements of mass struggle, or else the justification of the reduction of mass struggle to absorption into the economic and political institutions of capitalism. Gorz recognises the necessity of a revolutionary strategy that advances the aims of popular self-government but he does not always uphold the importance of the party that is actually required in order to advance these strategic aims. This means in the last analysis he depends on the role of spontaneity for resolving these political tasks. Therefore he does not recognise that the optimum situation would be one in which the revolutionary party has started to acquire considerable influence before the advent of important struggles, and so is able to intervene when these struggles occur with a strategy that is capable of acquiring popular support. This approach would resolve the confusion in the standpoint of Gorz about the relationship of the party to mass struggles.
When he is not concerned about the limitations of the role of the party, Gorz is able to eloquently explain its relationship to the mass movement: “The specific function of a revolutionary party is to construct the bridges, to define the “mediations” or intermediary objectives, which will guide the rejection of the crumbling order on to building a new society.”(4) Gorz is not literally suggesting that the party is able to construct practically the stages of the revolutionary process. Instead it is assumed that the party in theoretical terms outlines the conception of what represents the mediations and aspects of the struggle that have to be realised if progress is to be made and the mass movement is able to develop its capacity to realise the new within the old. The role of the party is to provide focus for the mass struggle and to challenge any illusions that the prospect of transformation will be smooth and without problems. It is the task of the party to outline and elaborate the contradictions of the process of change, and to indicate that the state and the forces of reaction will attempt to undermine the prospects of success of the mass movement. In other words, the role of the party is to challenge the illusions generated by the very practice of the struggle, and to outline how the central limitation of spontaneity is the euphoria created by participation in a mass movement.  The mass struggle of May 1968 was characterised by an inarticulate mood that activity would be sufficient to bring about change because of the very lack of the cautionary role of the party. The struggle did result in illusions that spontaneity would be sufficient to bring about transformation because of the lack of interaction between the participants in the action and the role of a revolutionary party. This did not mean that the mass struggle was inherently misguided and should have been more submissive to the dictates of the traditional parties like the Communists and Socialists. On the contrary it was the spontaneous character of the action that enabled it to quickly assume a revolutionary character and to develop popular assemblies and occupy factories: “But it was also this spontaneity that prevented it from defining goals and organs which would have given it unity of purpose and the strategic capacity to co-ordinate immediate demand and local action in a broad perspective and general political offensive.”(5)
The contradiction of the struggle was that it assumed revolutionary proportions and yet lacked strategic focus about how to bring about the success of this potential. The mass movement was unable to articulate the goals that would express a sense of strategic clarity and understanding of how to progress from a situation of the occupation of the factories to the realisation of the overthrow of capitalism and establishment of the beginning of the construction of the new society. To some extent the very sense of what is meant by an alternative to capitalism is expressed by the strength and depth of the mass struggle because the factory occupations represent the prospects for the development of socialist relations of production. However, the strategic task of the overthrow of capitalism, or the realisation of the potential of collective mass action, is dependent on the importance of the party and its conception of strategic tasks. What is crucial is the interaction of the party and the mass movement if the inarticulate aspects of the consciousness of the participants is to be overcome and instead the action is to acquire strategic clarity: “Only a revolutionary party immersed in the movement could…..translate it into policy, devise a strategy and set in motion a policy of revolutionary change.”(6) 
The actual development of this type of party with a principled strategy does not mean that revolutionary change would occur instantly or quickly. Instead Gorz argues it may have been necessary to advocate reforms that the mass movement should aim to realise as a prelude to the aim of the complete attainment of political power. Gorz is also in favour of the possibility of a left type government, including the traditional working class parties, being formed. This government would be based on the social power of the democratic assemblies formed in the process of mass struggle. This transitional approach expresses aspects of indecision and underestimates the reactionary role of the reformist political parties. Gorz is right to suggest that the importance of strategy cannot be immediately translated into the perspective of a direct attempt to obtain political power. The balance of class forces may not be favourable to this prospect and the masses involved in the struggle may not have attained the necessary level of revolutionary consciousness. Hence the appropriate strategy would involve the role of tactics that could advance the process of movement of change in concrete circumstances. What is crucial is that the working class grasp the importance of strategy, and so recognise how policy that is orientated to the success of the revolutionary transformation of society is vital. However, a principled strategy should not justify the various inconsistencies and contradictions that are implied by Gorz’s conception. This is because his perspective of the formation of a united front with the reformist organisations is problematical when the task is that of movement towards the political overthrow of capitalism. These organisations can only have a counterrevolutionary role and so are unlikely to respond to the aspirations of mass pressure. Instead of Gorz’s illusions in the necessity of the role of the reformist organisations in the revolutionary process it is vital to outline how the mass movement should articulate and develop alternative forms of political representation. The point is that the aim should not be the repetition of the dual power situation of 1917 when the parties of the Provisional government were subject to the political pressures of the mass movement. Thus the aim of 1968 should have been to realise the political power of the popular forms of self rule before the state could stabilise the situation. This would mean dual power is not a necessary stage of the revolutionary process and instead is formed only under specific circumstances. 
Consequently, the lesson of 1968 was that the tempo of development did pose the question of power in a direct and immediate manner. The immediate task may have not been the short-term attempt at insurrection, and instead strategy should have been about the utilisation of collective mass action in order to undermine the cohesion of the various state institutions and the consolidation of the ascendency of the mass popular organisations being formed in the struggle. In this context, the mediating role of the Socialist and Communist parties should have been rejected and instead the aim should have been to form an alternative system of political representation. This would mean the major role of the process of the creation of popular self rule would have the aim of the overthrow of capitalism. The importance of the balance of class forces would not have been neglected in relation to the question of the realisation of these tasks, but this aspect would have been considered in relation to what were becoming favourable prospects for the transformation of society. However, what has been argued above is dependent on the important role of the revolutionary party. Without the formation of this type of party the question of strategic clarity for the mass movement could not be articulated and instead the situation was likely to become stabilised in favour of capitalism. Gorz makes the important point that without the role of the party   the mass movement cannot acquire strategic imagination in relation to the possibility of the progress of the spontaneous dynamic of the struggle. This situation also means that the challenge posed by the mass movement to the capitalist system is likely to decline. In contrast, the role of the state is likely to regain its former hegemonic character and the popular mass opposition is likely to become eclipsed by the re-emergence of the domination of the Parliamentary system. In other words the dynamism of spontaneity is restricted by its lack of strategic focus and this lack of perspective creates an impasse that cannot be resolved without the role of a party. However, Gorz has the wishful hope that the struggle itself will create the political conditions for the formation of a principled party.  This hope is very subjective and not based on accurate assessment of the possibilities of the mass struggle.
Despite his perceptive comments about the limitations of spontaneity, Gorz often assumes in his assessment of the events of May 1968 that the actions of the workers and students constituted  mass pressure that was able to advance the prospect of change. This is why he outlines a scenario of the formation of a workers government based on the traditional working class parties and committed to realising important reforms that will be a prelude to the realisation of the demise of capitalism. In actuality the limitations of the spontaneous struggle enabled the reformist political organisations to attempt to stabilise the situation and to undermine the mass movement. Gorz is aware of this fact and yet he outlines an illusory conception of a workers government. However, the only possibility for the formation of an authentic workers government would be if a revolutionary party had been able to influence the mass movement in order to support this aim. But with the lack of influence of a revolutionary party the ability to formulate these types of precise strategic aims was undermined and instead the mass movement lacked perspective. Hence because of the problems of this situation, Gorz with reservations does outline a progressive role for the traditional working class parties. This conception is in conflict with the reality of the counterrevolutionary role of these organisations. This means that there is confusion in Gorz’s approach because on the one hand he is aware of the reactionary role of these organisations and on the other hand he suggests that a government consisting of these reformist parties would express progress and movement towards the realisation of revolutionary goals.
The standpoint of Gorz is based on the view that bourgeois democracy is in decline because of the domination of monopoly capital and this means that any struggle of the discontented students or working class has the potential to acquire revolutionary dimensions. He contends: “And revolution cannot be brought about by adding up votes or by any union of non-monopolist elements based on a minimum programme. It has to be brought about by the creation of an anti-capitalist block, by mass struggle for reforms which will set the revolutionary process in motion, by defining a socialist alternative to the monopolist policy of rationalization and the kind of society this demands. In all these respects a revolutionary party is indispensable.”(7) This comment represents an explicit opposition to a united front government of the working class parties as being inadequate and which would not be able to oppose the dominant power of the monopolies in an effective manner. But his alternative is ambiguous in that he suggests the necessity of mass struggle for reforms as the prelude to revolutionary conflict. What is not established is how the struggle for reforms would become revolutionary. The relationship between reforms and revolution is not established. In this context, Gorz needs to articulate a collection of transitional demands that would connect immediate aspirations to revolutionary aims, such as workers control. It is also questionable whether reforms can always be inspirational and motivational for the development of struggle. The May events were inspired by the mood that capitalism was alienating and was unable to realise the creative aspirations of the people. Hence to have actually argued for reforms in this situation, as the Communist party tried to with the call for an increase in wages, could only have contributed to the de-mobilising of the mass action. In some circumstances, the aim of reforms like the shorter working week, can acquire revolutionary dimensions, as in relation to the occupation of the factories in France in the mid 1930’s. But this possibility was not present in May 1968. Instead the mass movement spontaneously rejected the apparent limited character of reforms and aspired to create an alternative society. The role of this revolutionary party would have been to try and connect this utopian aspiration to the importance of strategy, and so reject an emphasis on reforms which in this context had acquired a diversionary character.
Gorz is perceptive to suggest that the issue of strategy has to be connected with developing an adequate understanding of capitalist development and is about outlining a conception of socialism that can tackle the problems that have arisen in the various attempts to construct an alternative to capitalism. The revolutionary party must be able to unite the various struggles around an imaginative vision of the alternative to capitalism, but this does not mean the imposition of a form of bureaucratic centralisation and instead is about providing a policy to enhance the collective power of the specific struggles within the process of development of common action. This means the role of the party is to enhance the ability of the working class to struggle for strategic aims and an alternative society, and not to dictate in an elitist manner. This suggests the role of the party is to promote the ability of the participants in spontaneous struggle to develop the capacity to challenge the power of capitalism and to transform society. In general terms it is difficult to disagree with the view of Gorz. He outlines the difference between imposing the imperatives of the party from the democratic role of encouraging the mass movement to become increasingly conscious of their requirements. The process of formulating tasks and aims is about providing advice to the mass movement. An important aspect of the strategic role of the party is to promote the strategic vision of the mass movement. This does not mean that the party should be anti-theoretical. On the contrary, the greater the knowledge of the party, the more it is able to provide information and understanding about what is required in terms of the advance of collective mass action. However the crucial question is whether the conception of capitalism outlined by Gorz is able to express a sense of what is necessary in order for mass struggle to make progress and acquire revolutionary dimensions.

Gorz’s standpoint is based on the view that the institutions of representative democracy are in decline and the only political alternative is the progress of direct democracy.  The accommodation of the trade unions with the interests of capital has been challenged by the increasing rejection of the working class of its subordination to the imperatives of capital accumulation. The result of increasing militancy in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s is a strategy of workers control. This connects the real movement of workers in struggle with the aim of the transformation of the relations of production and the establishment of a new kind of popular democracy: “The workers are not at first interested in overall political-economic changes which, eventually, may also change their daily lives. It is by acting upon their present work situation that they will develop an interest in issues and struggles affecting society as a whole. Unless it is bound with the struggle for workers control in the factory, the fight for democracy is in serious danger of remaining an abstraction.”(8) The point is that the issue of popular democracy is the result of a response to the authoritarian character of the domination of capital within the workplace, and it becomes the basis not only to challenge the role of the employer but also to establish the ability of the working class to organise the economy and advance the socialist alternative to capitalism: “It is through the struggle for “industrial democracy” as the British call it – that is to say, the workers power of control, of management and self-management, rising from the shop floor to the corporation and the industry until it embraces the economy as a whole – that the working class learns to know the value and necessity of socialism and thus grows up to become the ruling class.”(9)
In other words, on the basis of observation of the character of mass discontent within capitalist society, Gorz is suggesting that the appropriate strategy that is practical and relevant is expressed by the struggle for workers control. This has the merit of being able to connect the immediate concerns of the workers with the possibility of bringing about the transformation of the relations of production and the effective realisation of socialism. Gorz makes the point that the very success in achieving a limited expression of workers control only encourages the ambition to make advances to realise an effective self-management of the process of production by the working class. Hence the role of the party would be to provide a strategy of workers control, but the ability to bring about the success of this strategy would still depend on the militant and collective actions of the workers. What would be important about the role of the party is that it could provide the reasons why the continued advance of workers control cannot be limited within the economic system of capitalism. It is the party that can explain why workers control is more than an expression of defence of the material interests of the workers and is ultimately an expression of how and why socialism can replace the domination of capitalism.
Gorz also suggests that the success of the advance of workers control of production can generate the creation of popular assemblies of direct democracy that can establish important priorities about how the socialist society can be organised. It is interesting that he does not consider these popular assemblies would be the product of mass struggle and instead are conceived as the outcome of what has been the successful process of the realisation of socialism. His major argument is actually propagandistic. He suggests that the failure of traditional representative democracy, the decline of the authority of Parliament and the increasing corrupt character of established political parties, is creating the necessity of direct democracy. However, what he has not established is why direct democracy would actually express the aspirations of working people for a different form of democracy. He insists that only with direct democracy could socialism be constructed, but this standpoint is presented as a technical argument in terms of the prospect of the more efficient allocation of resources. Thus the relation of popular assemblies to the class struggle is actually considered in vague terms. However, it could be argued that the May events of 1968 generated the embryonic organs of direct democracy and this situation could have created the call for ‘All Power to the Popular Assemblies’. The point is that under certain circumstances the Popular Assemblies can become the central aspect of a strategy of transition to socialism. In contrast, Gorz seems to underestimate the revolutionary importance of direct democracy, and the result is that he absorbs the role of direct democracy within the economic importance of workers control: “The political battle is to be dislodged from its parliamentary and electoral rut and removed to the place where people work and live together, where they can have a direct bearing on the their condition, and where their needs and conflicts with existing society arise, and where they feel the need for liberation and for a collective power which is incompatible with the present structure of the state.”(10)
The point is that it is entirely possible that the central feature of the struggle for socialism will be either workers control, or the importance of direct democracy. It is also possible that a combination of these two aspects will also be significant. Furthermore, we can envisage different political circumstances that would mean the question of the general strike would acquire pre-eminence. We cannot be dogmatic about the central aspects of strategy and instead must be prepared to be flexible. In contrast, Gorz seems to incline towards dogmatism and so suggests that because of the militancy of the period in which he is writing the most important strategy is that of workers control. Hence his proposals for direct democracy seem to be quite vague, or are effectively the outcome of the development of workers control. This is an unsatisfactory stance, and instead it is necessary to outline why direct democracy could become the most important aspect of the class struggle.

Gorz contends that socialism cannot be the automatic result of economic crisis, or the culmination of the introduction of gradual reforms. Instead revolutionary success can only be the combination or interaction of socialist strategy with the collective mass action of working people: “It can be brought about only by deliberate, long-term action of which the beginning may be a scaled series of reforms, but which, as it unfolds, must grow into a series of trails of strength, more or less violent, some won and others lost, but of which the outcome will be to mould and organize the socialist resolve and consciousness of the working classes. This is how the struggle will develop provided each battle serves to strengthen, within the capitalist system, the strongpoints, the weapons and the reasons which enable the workers to withstand the forces of capitalism and prevent the system from repairing the breaches opened in its own power structure.”(11)
In other words the issue of the development of the capacity of the working class to transform society is integrally connected to the promotion of class consciousness, which is the increasing awareness of the importance of the aim of realising socialism. This standpoint suggests the close relation between theory and practice because the increasing knowledge in the working class about the importance of communism will also generate imaginative practical methods for attaining this aim. However, Gorz seems to underestimate the significance of defeats for undermining the prospect of developing communist mass consciousness, and his conception of the protracted character of change also denies the empirical fact that revolutionary upheaval is often of a brief character and so means that the question of success requires quick and decisive policies and actions. Most of the history of capitalism has been characterised by long periods of stabilisation and some infrequent periods of upheaval with the prospect of revolutionary change. Despite these qualifications his emphasis on the importance of socialist class consciousness is of crucial importance. Without the advance of class consciousness the sense of the importance of revolutionary change will not be present in even the most militant of mass movements. Gorz also seems to be correct when arguing that the question of victory depends on strategic imagination, and an understanding of the vulnerability of the ruling class and recognition of how the state can be overthrown. This means any credible strategy would have an assessment of the balance of class forces and Gorz is perceptive to suggest that a crucial question is the generation of the necessary strength that would make the prospect of the attainment of social and political power by the working class possible. This aspect is connected to the successful construction of alternative centres of economic and political power, or the effective advance of the new society within the old.
However his strategic approach is confused when he considers the question of reforms. On the one hand he denies the possibility that genuine reforms can be the result of the legislative actions of parties within Parliament. Instead real reforms can only be the result of popular mass pressure. On the other hand he also rejects the possibility of a direct transition to socialism that would repudiate the importance of reforms. The immediate and short-term character of the revolutionary process is denied because that would imply the working class was able to quickly develop socialist consciousness. Instead of this apparently unrealistic scenario we need to envisage the prospect of the importance of reforms that would prepare the possibility for the revolutionary transformation of society: “If immediate socialism is not possible, neither is the achievement of reforms directly destructive of capitalism. Those who reject all lesser reforms on the grounds that they are merely reformist are in fact rejecting the whole possibility of a transitional strategy and of a process of transition to socialism.”(12) The role of a socialist process of reforms is to unite working people to struggle for the socialist objective, and so the culmination of reforms should be to advance the prospects of realising revolutionary aims. This means the attainment of reforms is based on the progress of popular political power and the importance of mass pressure. What is not explained is the character of the political system that would be the basis of implementing these types of reforms. Gorz is aware of the limitations of a reformist type government and how it tends to retreat when reforms undermine the economic activity of capitalism. Consequently he implies in a vague manner that it is possible to establish a revolutionary inclined government within capitalism that would be determined to implement reforms that prepared the basis for socialism: “What it calls for, on the part of the political leaders, is full awareness of the nature of the process of transition to socialism, the mechanisms involved, the real aspirations of the masses on which it can be based, and a grasp of the relatively short span of time during which the success or failure of the operation will be decided.”(13) But, who are these principled leaders determined to introduce socialism, and how did they establish a situation of secure political power? The apparent failure to address these important questions means that Gorz can only justify his perspective in terms of a conception of socialism from above, or the view that socialism is being introduced by the actions of a vanguard or enlightened elite. In this context the role of mass pressure is secondary and is not the primary aspect of the ability to develop a process of transition to socialism. However, his strategy is ambiguous because he has explicitly rejected the possibility that the reformist parties could introduce socialism because of their tendency for compromise and retreat when challenged by the power of capital. Instead the question of the advent to power of an apparently revolutionary party committed to the introduction of serious reforms remains a mystery.

Instead of trying to resolve these important strategic questions in order to uphold an approach of socialism from below, Gorz is defending the more ambiguous view that the introduction of challenging reforms (by whom, and in what manner?) can bring about a process of transition to socialism. He suggests that this process will be of a short-term character because a long term process of attrition will become the basis of retreat, and the stabilisation of capitalism. Hence he rejects the long-term perspective advocated by Gramsci, of the war of position.  However, he also rejects the standpoint of a direct and immediate overthrow of capitalism. Instead he envisages a period of upheaval and flux, and the introduction of reforms will increasingly undermine the dominant power of capitalism. If the period of change stagnates he predicts that the reforms will become part of a process of integration into capitalism, and so there can be no vindication of gradualism. He rejects a conception of the progressive realisation of socialism over a decade: “There can be no cumulative effect of a series of gradual reforms if they are introduced over a long period and without a very sharp trail of strength based on a considered strategy.”(14) Hence, he rejects both the view that any struggle regardless of circumstances can become a direct struggle for socialism, and he also rejects the view that the possibility of socialism is a long-term process and instead it should express a decisive and short-term attempt to introduce reforms that will quickly prepare for the complete introduction of socialism.
Gorz’s perspective is one-sided in important aspects. Firstly, Gramsci is surely right to suggest that the prospect of socialism involves a long-term process of ideological preparation and the importance of challenging the hegemony of the ruling class in terms of promoting the ideas of socialism. Only success in relation to this long-term task will encourage the possibility for the period of struggles to acquire revolutionary dimensions. Secondly, once the process of the struggle for socialism has begun in a serious manner the central strategic issue is not the introduction of transitional reforms and is instead about the appropriate moment for the seizure of power. This does not mean that every struggle has revolutionary dimensions, but what is implied is that the conception of a reformist stage in the process of the transition to socialism is problematical. Frequently the emphasis of mass struggles on reforms has meant that the perspective of revolution becomes rejected. The very favourable prospects for the transition to socialism become neglected because of illusions that reforms are the most that can be gained by mass struggle. To some extent Gorz shares this concern because he is critical of concentration on the importance of reforms to the neglect of socialist objectives. He argues that the working class can only overcome capitalism by having a consistently anti-capitalist stance that is explicitly in favour of socialism: “The element of truth in the present maximalist position lies, however, in the fact that the workers movement will not progress towards socialism if socialism is not the objective meaning of its day-to-day claims and destined eventually to become its conscious or (subjective) intention.”(15) But the admirable clarity of this comment is undermined by the conception of a reformist transitional stage in the process of the realisation of socialism. The point is that the connection between immediate objectives and the ultimate aim does not require the realisation of reforms, and instead what is important is the question of the progress being made in the development of the economic and political power of the working class and the connected issue of when the domination of capital can be seriously challenged. 

Gorz rejects the reformist view that political priorities should be about relative and partial improvements, but he then obscures this understanding by still insisting on the importance of reforms as being integral to the revolutionary process: “Absolute and global betterment does not, of course, mean promising an immediate earthly paradise, by the instant creation of a socialist order. It means that every partial improvement, every reform that is campaigned for, shall be related in the context of a comprehensive plan designed to produce an overall change. The import of this change must transcend all the minor gains which in one way or another contribute to it.”(16) Thus Gorz is effectively arguing that the strategy of transition to socialism is not feasible without the importance of reforms that challenge the capitalist system. These reforms will be brought about by the mass actions of working people who increasingly are trying to realise an alternative to capitalism. This means workers control is defined as a reform. But the point is that it is confusing to call such aspirations reformist. Workers control can only become viable and successful if it becomes a formidable challenge to the domination of capitalist relations of production, and this represents the fact that real transitional objectives that connect the immediate to the ultimate aim are not reformist and instead have the revolutionary quality to promote genuine change within the character of the relations of production. Furthermore, at a certain point the very representatives of capitalism become reluctant to grant concessions because they are considered to be problematical. Hence the success of mass struggle can only be ensured by the acceptance of the view that the aspirations of the movement require revolutionary objectives. It is the actions of the supporters of the capitalist system that ensure the struggle for reforms has become difficult. The present austerity policy of the political establishment is based on the view that the welfare state is a luxury that can no longer be afforded. Hence the defensive strategy of the trade union bureaucracy is discredited by the very stance of the bourgeois politicians. In contrast the revolutionary approach of Marxism has been vindicated by actual events. Therefore the conception of revolutionary reforms is discredited by the polarisation of the class struggle. Consequently the influence of reformism is not an expression of a credible strategy for socialism and is instead an expression of the ideological problems involved in trying to develop a mass communist consciousness.
Therefore whilst Gorz is making the credible point that not all struggles have a socialist character, and so cannot represent a direct opposition to capitalism, this does not mean that he is principled when suggesting that the process of transition has a necessary reformist stage. Hence the reason for his adherence to the importance of reforms is not because they uphold the strategy of realising the process of transition to socialism, and instead this standpoint expresses the influence of reformism in a period of economic boom and the importance of the welfare state. He argues that there are differences between reforms introduced from above and reforms instigated by mass pressure from below. This is an important distinction because reforms from above are meant to ensure the smooth functioning of capitalism and to neutralise the pressure for change within society. However reforms from below are not an expression of a necessary stage in the process of progress being made towards socialism and instead they represent the contingent outcome of the balance of class forces. Consequently the question of transition to socialism does not depend on the role of reforms and is instead about the development of communist mass consciousness and the increasing socialist objectives of the mass movement. In this context the role of transitional demands are not reforms and are instead measures that genuinely advance the process of transformation and advance the prospect of socialism. In this context it is possible that Gorz is talking about reforms when he actually means a transitional programme that represents the support of the working class for the objective of advancing the transformation of society. Gorz is right to suggest that the process of change cannot occur without a transitional stage and the importance of a transitional programme, but he is unprincipled to also contend that the content of this programme consists of reforms. Instead the principled character of strategy is based upon the elaboration of an approach that can emphatically promote the overthrow of capitalism and its replacement by a socialist state. In this context reforms do not represent a necessary stage of development and instead they ultimately express concessions to the working class in order to avoid the prospect of revolutionary change. This is not to suggest that the introduction of reforms cannot generate increasing confidence within the working class, and so represent success in the class struggle, but this does not mean that the introduction of reforms expresses a necessary transitional stage in the process of the advance towards socialism.
Gorz suggests that the task of creating a mass movement for the advance of socialism does not mean the rejection of alliances between the revolutionary party and other left-wing forces.  The question of alliances around a common programme is important. Unfortunately Gorz does not outline what would be the content of this programme. Hence he does not explain how it is possible to establish unity between the revolutionary party and Social Democracy when one of the central criticisms of Social Democracy is its pragmatic management of capitalism. In other words he fails to recognise that the very goal of socialism may actually alienate the forces of reformism and opportunism. Consequently an important task will be to try and attract the rank and file of Social Democracy, including the trade unionists, without diluting the principles of the revolutionary standpoint. But, instead of developing a principled united front of opposition to capitalism, Gorz is more concerned to dogmatically insist on its empirical possibility. This is because he conceives of alliances as being an integral part of the process of transition to socialism. This means what is not contemplated is the prospect of the necessary isolation of the revolutionary party because of the increasing adaptation of Social Democracy to the requirements of capitalism. He does recognise the importance of the task of trying to win the left wing of Social Democracy to the revolutionary cause, but he does not suggest how their continued allegiance to reformism can be overcome. Instead the issue of alliances is outlined as a political ought but how it is to be accomplished is left vague.
In theoretical terms Gorz outlines how the ideological tasks of developing a critique of the existing system are important if a mass movement of opposition to capitalism is to be possible. He insists that: “The work of ideological research and formulation, apart from its political aspects, is thus a cultural undertaking designed to subvert the values currently accepted by society and to make people aware of its alienations.”(17) This task is connected to advancing the ability of the working class to articulate a policy of opposition to the domination of capital and about suggesting how the conditions of the workplace can be improved in a manner that contributes to the prospect of the transformation of the relations of production. But the major cultural task of the party is to promote discussion within working people about the type of society they aspire to realise. In other words the significance of the progress of the ideological tasks of the party is to contribute to the formation of a socialist culture within the working class: “It can, moreover, succeed only by encouraging the widest possible spread of democracy and initiative among the masses where people live and work collectively; by encouraging free debate on every level; so that the needs that society represses may be expressed and become consciously manifest in all their depth and diversity; and by attracting intellectual elements which will give the working class its voice and language, and perceive, reveal and formulate its deepest needs, unifying these on the highest level of a new perspective and an anti-capitalist “alternative.”(18)
Gorz is aware that the success of this process should not result in an intellectual hegemony of the party over the people. On the contrary, the intention should be to merge the party with the struggles and aspirations of working people so that the character of the revolutionary process should be truly popular and democratic, and the party should dissolve with the success of the realisation of socialism. However, the party is important for the task of the promotion of a socialist culture and the elaboration of a strategy of revolutionary change. Unfortunately, Gorz does not connect these aspects and instead seems to conceive of intellectual tasks as having a propagandistic character that is without strategic implications. In a vague sense he is aware that the progress of cultural and ideological tasks will advance the influence of socialism, but what this means in relation to the strategy of attaining socialism is not explained. In this context Gramsci is more explicit that the very importance of the ideological tasks of the party is connected to making advances towards socialism. The erosion of the ideological hegemony of the ruling class is an expression of the very strategy of revolutionary change. Thus the realisation of counter-hegemony is part of the progress towards the transformation of society. In contrast, Gorz seems to disconnect the significance of cultural and ideological tasks from the strategic aspects of the mass struggle. Hence, the success at the cultural and ideological level is effectively a prelude to the development of mass struggle. What is not explained satisfactorily is that without the progress of the cultural and ideological tasks the possibility of the relationship between the mass movement and socialist objectives will be undermined. In this context we could argue that realisation of ideological tasks are a transitional prelude to principled mass struggle. Consequently, Gorz does not have an adequate long-term approach in order to justify his short-term conception of the intensification of the class struggle. The result of this inconsistency is that the role of reforms becomes the pretext to uphold the transitional character of his approach. But this means there are opportunist problems with his generally perceptive standpoint.
Gorz also outlines a conception of the socialist society that we should strive to achieve. He argues that the economic requirement of socialist accumulation in countries of low development of the productive forces has undermined the success of direct democracy. The result is state domination of the economy. He insists that authentic socialism has to be based on the combination of state centralisation with the importance of the autonomy of the producers in local and national terms. However, he also maintains that the problem of the lack of democratisation within society has been combined with an apparent attempt to compensate by the satisfaction of the needs of the consumer in an alienating manner. This means that the limited role of market demand has been combined with the lack of economic democracy: “Economic democracy, that is to say, socialism, means that production policy, and therefore all decisions relating to the nature and priorities of consumption, must be controlled by the “associated producers”. No distinction between producer and consumer can be acceptable in a socialist outlook. The needs which production is required to satisfy are those of the workers themselves, and the use value of any product has to be assessed in terms of the amount of social labour it entails.”(19)
This is a dogmatic standpoint that denies the importance of consumption for the success of socialism. To suggest that the producer is not a consumer is to deny the actual distinction between all people because they are both producers and consumers. Consequently the success of a socialist economy is connected to its ability to provide the highest quality consumer goods. This means that the market will have a limited role because consumer demand is still the most practical and durable means in which the aspirations of the consumer can be realised. In contrast the approach of Gorz implies that the requirements of production will determine what consumer goods are created. The result could be that goods which are not wanted by the consumer, but which are relatively easy to produce, will be created and so the result will be the production of goods that become waste. This situation will represent the inadequate allocation of resources and the creation of an economic crisis despite the political condition of genuine democracy. Ultimately state centralisation will be introduced in order to try and solve the crisis and this will mean that popular democracy will be compromised. Gorz is using his distaste of the Western consumer society and imposing this dislike onto a socialist society and the result is an inability to understand the problems that will be created if the imperatives of production define the character of consumption under socialism.
Instead of this flexible understanding Gorz insists on the importance of the subordination of consumption to production as the only basis to overcome alienation within social relations: “The only way to create a society founded on the liberation of the worker, in which the social individual is in control of his consumption and social relations because he is in control of his productive work and work relations, is to recognise the original contradiction between his needs as a worker and as a consumer. Although exploitation is abolished in a socialist society, that contradiction still exists to the extent that scarcity still exists. To deny it by postulating a unity of producer and consumer which does not exist in practice is to require the subordination of the producer to the consumer, the sacrifice of needs and aspirations regarding men’s working lives to the need for higher consumption (and therefore higher production) To deny this contradiction is to deny alienation in work, and to prevent this alienation becoming conscious.”(20) This understanding that the requirements of consumption have become the basis of alienation within countries of so-called socialism is to justify dogmatic reasoning. It is not the role of consumption or the consumer that has led to alienation of the workers, and instead this condition is the result of the limitations of the relations of production. It is the requirements of the command economy that has reduced the workers to becoming the instruments of the plan and the bureaucracy. In this context the demands of consumption were always secondary to the importance of the production of the means of production. Consequently to blame consumption for the situation of scarcity and alienation within production is a caricature of reality. The real situation was that of a scarcity of consumer goods and the economy was orientated to the demands of heavy industry. Furthermore, Gorz’s call for the liberation of society from the demands of consumption is a denial of the empirical reality of the production of meagre and often low quality consumer goods. What would actually contribute to the generation of meaning and the ending of alienation within production would have been the creation of a situation in which the economy was committed to the production of high quality consumer goods.  Gorz suggests that: “The fundamental and decisive superiority of socialism lies in the liberation of the worker at the level of the productive act and of relations of production.”(21) This is a one sided definition because he does not recognise that part of the meaning of economic activity is provided by the ability to consume. The aim of production is consumption. Therefore an important failure of so-called socialism was its inability to satisfy the aspiration for adequate consumption. The lack of economic democracy within the relations of production meant the producer was unable to rectify this unsatisfactory situation because of economic centralisation and state repression.
Gorz also suggests that the party will have an important role in the administration of the economy. The implication is that the party will act as the ultimate defence of the socialist economy: “But it is not the union’s role to formulate the general, long-term economic and social policies which imply decisions of ideological and political nature that is the definition of a pattern of civilisation. That is the role of the party.”(21) In other words the workers and trade unions would be concerned with general conditions of work and immediate grievances, but the party would define the strategic tasks of economic construction and organisation. This viewpoint seems to contradict Gorz’s view that the party would cease to be important with the advent of socialism. Genuine socialism from below would imply that the most important aspects of the economic development would be expressed by the role of the trade unions. This is the only manner in which genuine economic democracy could be realised. The point is that if authentic socialism is to created the character of popular participation would not be expressed by the domination of a party. It has been the very control of the economy by a single party that has led to the formation of the domination of the bureaucratic elite.
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