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Two dates, seventy-four years apart, serve as bookends to the twentieth cen-
tury’s many experiments with socialism. On November 8, 1917, Vladimir
Lenin announced the formation of a new communist government in what
was to become the Soviet Union, a government that ruled in one form or
another until Christmas Day 1991, when Mikhail Gorbachev resigned and
handed over power to Boris Yeltsin.

For many, the collapse of the Soviet Union represented the triumph of lib-
eral capitalism and the end of a century-long debate over socialism and com-
munism. Whether one was concerned about the viability of actually existing
socialist countries, such as Yugoslavia, China, or Cuba, or the theoretical
possibility of new forms of socialism in capitalist countries, such as Japan,
France, or even the United States, suddenly the very idea and project of
socialism seemed passé. The triumph of capitalism was widely proclaimed.
The “End of History” was nigh, not as the inspired liberation of universal
freedom of working people everywhere, as Marx and Engels had predicted in
the Communist Manifesto, but, rather, as the coldly ef‹cient ascendance of
global neoliberalism.

Many reasons have been offered for the collapse of socialism, ranging
from the inef‹ciency of planning in a large economy, to the lack of material
incentives and rewards for innovation, to the overly statist and undemocratic
nature of socialist politics, to the outside aggression and imperialist
advances of capitalist countries. An alternative explanation, which I favor,
focuses not so much on the failure of socialist economies along one or
another dimension but, rather, on a failure of the socialist imaginary.

Socialism has long been identi‹ed not only with an end to economic
exploitation, exclusion, and alienation but also with the end of business
cycles, the eradication of poverty, ecological sustainability, and the abolish-
ment of racial, gender, and sexual oppression. This socialist imaginary has
placed impossibly heavy burdens on socialist projects everywhere. Social-
ism’s burden has been that not too little but too much has been asked of it.
No economic system can guarantee such a myriad of bene‹cial outcomes.
Socialism can and should instead be de‹ned “thinly,” not as a modernist



utopia, but as a project that seeks to end economic exploitation and exclu-
sion through the transformation of class relations in production. Various
types of socialism can and have coexisted with both democratic and non-
democratic political institutions, with environmental degradation and eco-
logical sustainability, and with poverty and egalitarian distributions of
income. What makes the socialist project different from others is that within
it those who participate in the production of surplus are not excluded from
the decisions about how it is to be used and distributed, regardless of the
dif‹culty of the decisions and trade-offs that the disposition of the surplus
requires.

The deconstruction of socialism’s burden in many ways takes its theoret-
ical cue from what is now known as postmodern Marxism. In contrast to
more traditional forms of Marxism, postmodern Marxism casts a skeptical
eye on intellectual or political projects that seek to ‹nd an overarching logic
to history or to provide a rational foundation for individual or class behavior.
Postmodern Marxism looks for moments of “dialectical surprise” in history,
moments of contingency and uncertainty that cannot be predicted or con-
tained. It is in this sense that postmodern Marxism shares an af‹nity with the
work of Friedrich Hayek, a profound critic of classical socialism and a doyen
of the conservative Right today.

The dialectical surprise in this book is how Burczak uncovers and then
recovers what he calls Hayek’s “applied epistemological postmodernism,”
and then shows how it can be used to rethink the socialist project in a new
and unique way. Hayek was deeply critical of what he thought was the hubris
and certitude of the classical socialist model. He felt that economic action
(including the actions of government of‹cials and professional economists)
was characterized by uncertainty, error, and subjective perception—what he
called “knowledge problems.” These knowledge problems gave rise to other
fundamental concerns for a socialist economy that many critics of socialism
have pointed out: problems of incentives, information dissemination, and
coordination.

Rather than dooming the idea of socialism, Burczak transforms Hayek’s
critique into a profound new way to think about socialism. By linking the
Marxian focus on various forms in which surplus labor is performed, appro-
priated, and distributed to the Aristotelian capability theory developed by
Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, Burczak weaves a tapestry of a new
model of socialism that is rich in its understanding of complex economies
(and thoroughly informed by Hayek and the Austrian tradition of economics)
while making visible many of the ethical concerns that have animated social-
ists for over one hundred years. This is heterodox economics at its best.
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