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Non-Market Socialism 

Adam Buick 

I first became critical of capitalism while still at school towards the 
end of the 1950s. At first I thought that the alternative was what 
existed in Russia. After ail, they called themselves 'socialist', the 
opposite of capitalism. But then I read Milovan Djilas's book, The 
New C/ass, which came out in 1957 and showed that Yugoslavia, 
Russia and so on were not the classless societies they claimed to 
be (see Box 7.1). 1 At the same rime, I read left-wing Labour Party 
politician Aneurin Bevan's book, In Place of Fear, which had corne 
out earlier, in 1952, and which convinced me that not only did 
socialism have to be democratic but also could only be established 
by democratic (electoral, parliamentary) means.2 

After reading these rwo books I was convinced that countries 
such as Russia were not socialist and that socialism could only be 
democratic. As the Labour Party - and the Trotskyists who were 
then 'boring from within' it - never- had any attraction for me, I 
looked around for an organisation that was left of Labour but 
not the Communist Party. In Britain I approached five parties: the 
Independent Labour Party, the Socialist Party of Great Britain, the 
Socialist Labour Party of Great Britain (a UK affiliate of the Socialist 
Labor Party of America), the Fellowship Party (a pacifist party) 
and the Fife Socialist League (a breakaway from the Communist 
Party in Scotland). 

The rwo parties that particularly interested me were the Socialist 
Party of Great Britain and the Socialist Labour Party because, 
basically, they advocated only socialism as they understood it and, 
unlike the others, nothing else. It so happened, though I did not 
fully realise it at the time, that both of them argued that socialism 
involved the abolition of money - although the Socialist Labour Party 
wanted to replace it with 'labour-rime vouchers' (discussed later in 
this chapter). The Socialist Party of Great Britain is a 'companion 
party' of the World Socialist Movement. (Box 7.2 outlines the 
distinguishing principles of the World Socialist Movement today.) 
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140 LIFE WITHOUT MONEY 

A MONEYLESS SOCIETY 

Any party that a<lvocates only 'socialism' inevitably must have a
lot to say about what socialism would or could be 'like. As I read
through the past and current literature of the Socialist Party of
Great Britain, I realised that right from its formation in 1904 it
had insisted that socialism had to involve the abolition of money. I
was introduced to and read the two classics of a moneyless society,
Thomas More's Utopia and William Morris's News (rom Nowhere
(see Box 7.3). In the end I was convinced that the alternative to
capitalism had to be a moneyless society. Further reading led me
to the understanding that this was the position of Karl Marx and 
Frederick Engels, despite the daims of the Russian government and
its supporters. 

Looking back, I think that what attracted me to the idea of
a moneyless society was disgust at the methods used by sellers
to obtain money. I always used to say (and still would) that an
evening watching the advertisements on commercial telcvision 
(introduced into Britain in 1955) should be enough to put anyone
off capitalism, with its tricks, half-truths and patent lies devised to
try to sell you things. 

In college I studied, among other things, economics and could
see that I was being taught an intellectual defence of buying and
selling. Economies was defined as the study of the allocation of
scarce resource� amongst competing needs, with money as the best 
way to do this. ln fact, because needs were assumed to be infinite, 
scarcity and money were seen as natural phenomena that could 
never be abolished. I did not agree but that was what I was taught,
and what, as far as I know, economics students still learn. 

The fallacy put forward by the writers of these textbooks was to
beg the question. By defining scarcity in relation to infinite needs
they made it impossible to overcome. But this is not a normal
definition of 'scarcity' and its opposite 'abundance', which are
more normally defined in relation to some actual needs, which are
never infinitc. But once it is conceded that needs are not infinite 
(as they are manifestly not) then the whole intellectual structure of
economics collapses. Whether or not scarcity- and money- can be
abolished becomes a question, not of definition, but of fact. Could
or could not enough of the things actually needed be produced? On
the basis of statistics produced by such organisations as the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation and the World Health

\I Organisation, and with the elimination of the waste that capitalism
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involves, not just in arms but in the whole money system, I was 
convinced that it could be. Therefore, a moneyless socialist society 
was possible.

WILD CAPITALISM 

In the 1980s there was a change in the intellectual atmosphere, as
reflected with the coming into office of Ronald Reagan in the United
States and Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain. Keynesianism and
the idea of government intervention to help people went out and
were replaced by the harsh doctrine of unregulated, wild capitalism.
The old ideas of Ludwig von Mises that a moneyless, socialist society
was impossible were resuscitated. In 1920, in his article Economie
Calculation in the Socialist Commonwealth, Mises had argued that,
while a moneyless society might be able to decide what it wanted
to produce, it would not be able to work out the most efficient way
to do this; only a system with market-determined prices could. 3 If
attempted, a moneyless society would sooner or later collapse into
economic chaos. This. became known as the 'economic calculation'
argument against socialism. Mises had been criticising the ideas
circulating at the time (and earlier) inside the German and Austrian
Social Democratic parties about how to organise the production and
distribution of wealth in a non-capitalist society, in particular the
view put forward by Otto Neurath (later a noted philosopher) that
money would not be needed, as calculations could be clone directly
iri kind. (See detailed discussion of these debates in Chapter 4.) 

However, the latter-da y followers of Mises had a problem: there
was no longer anybody around defending these ideas since the
Social Democratic and Labour parties �had long since abandoned
any idea of abolishing the market, arguing merely for government
intervention to regulate it. The only people prepared to take Mises
head-on were the Socialist Party of Great Britain; in the 1980s and
early 1990s, I spent some time arguing in the columns of Free Life
(the journal of the Libertarian Alliance) and Libertarian Student (its
student publication) that the production and distribution of wealth
could be sustainably organised without money.4 

I have to admit, though, that the latter-day followers of Mises
forced us to think more about how this could be clone and to sharpen
our arguments. They accused us of standing for a centralised,
command economy that implied that ail decisions about the
production and distribution of wealth would be taken by some
central planning office. This is, I suppose, theoretically possible if
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it required a very powerful computer but, in the end, we came to 
the conclusion that it would not be necessary. 

PRODUCTION FOR USE 

The alternative was a self-regulating system of moneyless production 
for use, which would be responding to real demand (that is

.' 
to 

what people decided they wanted for their individual consumpt10n) 
as opposed to only 'effective' demand (that is, what people were 
·prepared to buy with money). If a system worked for effecnve/
paying demand, as Mises ànd other defenders of the capitalist
market system claimed, why would it not work for real demand?
Much of the work on this alternative system of self-regulatmg
production for use was done by Pieter Lawrence, who drafted
the 1994 Socialist Party of Great Britain pamphlet Socialism As
A Practical Alternative.5 Another contributor to elaborating this
alternative system was Robin Cox.' John Crump and I outlined such
a system, in 1986, in the final chapter of our book, State Capitalism;
The Wages System under New Management:

Since the needs of consumers are always needs for a specific 
product at a specific iime in a specific locality, we will assume 
that socialist society would leave the initial assessment of likely 
needs to a delegate body under the contrai of the local community 
(although, once again, other arrangements are possible if that 
were what the members of socialist society wanted). ln a stable 
society such as socialism, needs would change relatively slowly. 
Hence it is reasonable to surmise that an efficient system of stock 
contrai, recording what individuals actually chose to take under 
conditions of free access from local distribution centres over a 
given period, would enable the local distribution committee (for 
want of a name) to estimate what the need for food, drink, clothes 
and household goods would be over a similar future period. Sorne 
needs would be able to be met locally: local transport, restaurants, 
builders, repairs and some food are examples as well as services 
such as street-lighting , libraries and refuse collection. The local 
distribution committee would then communicate needs that 
could not be met locally to the body (or bodies) charged with 
coordinating supplies to local communities. 

Once such an integrated structure of circuits of production and 
distribution had been established at local, regional and world 
levels, the flow of wealth to the final consumer could take place 
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on the basis of each unit in the structure having free access to what 
is needed to fulfil its role. The individual would have free access 
to the goods on the shelves of the local distribution centres; the 
local distribution centres free access to the goods they required 
to be always adequately stocked with what people needed; their 
suppliers free access to the goods they required from the factories 
which supplied ihem; indus tries and factories free access to the 
materials, equipment and energy they needed to produce their 
products; and so on. 

Production and distribution in socialism would thus be a 
question of organising a coordinated and more or less self
regulating system of linkages between users and suppliers, enabling 
resources and materials to flow smoothly from one productive 
unit to another, and ultimately to the final user, in response to 
information flowing in the opposite direction origirtating from 
final users. The productive system would thus be set in motion 
from the consumer end, as individuals and communities took 

- steps to satisfy their self-defined needs. Socialist production is
self-regulating production for use.

To ensure the smooth functioning of the system, a central
statistical office would be needed to provide estimates of what
would have to be produced to meet people's likely individual
and collective needs. These could be calculated in the light of
consumer wants as indicated by returns from local distribution
committees and of technical data (productive capacity, production
methods, productivity, etc.) incorporated in input-output tables.
For, at any given level of technology (reflected in the input-output
tables), a given mix of final goods (consumer wants) requires
for its production a given mix of intermediate goods and raw
materials; it is this latter mix that the central statistical office
would be calculating in broad terms. Such calculations would
also indicate whether or not productive capacity would need to
be expanded and in what branches. The centre ( or rather centres
for each world-region) would thus be essentially an information
clearing house, processing information communicated to it
about production and distribution and passing on the results to
industries for them to draw up their production plans so as to
be in a position to meet the requests for their products coming
from other industries and from local communities.7 

This is still my position. 


















