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Preface 

The title of this work should not mislead anyone into supposing that I 

have aimed at a condensation of the immense literature on the history 

of socialism—an impossible task in any case. The purpose has been more 

modest: to set up a number of signposts for the benefit of readers who 

may wish at a later stage to inquire into the details of a particular 

period or set of problems. What is needed, I believe, is a certain amount 

of background for the study of those texts to which undergraduates are 

exposed by the normal operation of the academic treadmill. The brief 

reading list appended to this volume serves the same end: it purposely 

omits a number of standard works which would normally find their 

place in any proper bibliography, the aim being to stimulate interest, 

not to provide answers to every conceivable question. 

If a guiding thought runs through this book, it is that the upheaval 

of the industrial revolution needs to be distinguished from the particu- 

lar form it assumed, under historically unique and unrepeatable circum- 

stances, in Western Europe and North America. A new mode of produc- 

tion, and a new way of life, came to birth in an environment already 

transformed by the rise of the market economy and the slow growth of 

bourgeois civilization. Elsewhere, industrialism made its impact upon 

societies which had not passed through this preparatory stage and con- 

e ix 



X Preface 

sequently evoked a different response. This approach will, it is hoped, 

help to bridge the still considerable gap between the historical and the 

sociological perspectives. Both are necessary, as is some knowledge of 

the philosophical concepts underlying the new science of economics 

(itself a response to the phenomenon of a market-centered society). 

When what was originally called Political Economy is seen in relation to 

the ends it served, one realizes that conservatives, liberals, and socialists 

were not merely defending different interests; they were carrying ona 

debate over fundamentals. Conservative traditionalism, liberal individ- 

ualism, and socialist collectivism stood—and stand—for different forms 

of social organization. They embody alternative ways of looking at the 

world. At the same time, they obviously reflect differing and conflict- 

ing material forces. But the term “reflection” is not to be understood as 

signifying something like a mirror image or the simple translation of 

economic interest into what is popularly styled “ideology.” The indi- 

viduals and groups in question discover their separate identities, and 

their conflicting interests, in the very act of seeking common ground. 

The term “socialism” can be employed in a very general manner, 

denoting currents of thought hostile to the theory and practice of 

bourgeois individualism. In the strict or narrow sense, it is only relevant 

to ideas and movements compatible with the outlook of the new intelli- 

gentsia and the industrial working class. It therefore excludes agrarian 

romanticism, on the one hand, and fascist elitism on the other—the 

former because it repudiates the modern world, the latter because it 

rejects the principle that all men are equal and seeks the permanent rule of 

a privileged caste holding uncontrolled sway over a disenfranchised mass 

of industrial helots. In contrast, the cleavages separating communists 

from democratic socialists, and both from anarchists or anarchosyndi- 

calists, occur within what may broadly be termed the socialist move- 

ment. The reason is that these parties or sects, however bitter and at 

times even murderous their internecine conflicts, share certain basic 

assumptions about the nature of man and society—assumptions trace- 

able to the Enlightenment, which transformed the outlook of signi- 

ficant minorities in Western Europe and North America between the 

middle of the eighteenth and the middle of the nineteenth century. 

Socialism in this sense is not a party label, but the designation of a 

historically conditioned response to a particular challenge. Other reac- 
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tions were and are possible. They do not come within the purview of 

this study. 

So as not to burden the reader, I have dispensed with the usual 

apparatus and in particular have renounced the practice of backing 

every citation with a source reference, save where it has been found 

convenient to quote from a work included in the short reading list. In 

such cases the quotation is followed by a page reference to the book or 

author. Thus, to take an example, “(Baron, 358)” refers the reader to 

page 358 of S. Baron’s work listed at the back of the book. This 

procedure is not ideal, but I cannot think of a better one, and at least it 

has the virtue of simplicity. 

I must once more record my gratitude to Elisabeth Sifton for her 

editorial tact and fortitude, already unfairly tested by the antecedent 

task of seeing my Origins of Socialism (1969) through the press, and to 

Mrs. Esther Howell for her unflagging secretarial assistance. 

GL. 

London 

September, 1969 





A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 





l The Foundations 

Histories of socialism traditionally begin with an account of collectivist 

doctrines from Plato to Thomas More which can be linked to move- 

ments in Western thought since the American and French revolutions. 

This approach has the advantage of establishing a perspective in which 

the ideas of modern thinkers can be measured and, if necessary, found 

wanting. There is some obvious justification for this procedure. Philoso- 

phy was born in Greece and almost from the start was concerned with 

the enduring problems of citizenship. When joined to the social ethics 

of the Old Testament centuries later, this kind of theorizing gave birth 

to what is conventionally known as Christian morality, until recent 

times accepted as the ethical code of Western society. It thus has 

seemed reasonable to look for the Hellenic or Judaic origins of socialist 

morality. If one did not wish to carry the investigation so far back, one 

might still contrast modern and medieval thought—a convention fa- 

vored by writers in the Christian socialist tradition. There have been 

distinguished representatives of this school down to our own day, and 

with the global spread of socialist doctrines they have latterly found an 

echo among adherents of other religious faiths. 

The drawback is that this procedure entails a certain cultural provin- 

cialism, and at the same time detracts from specific problems raised by 

3 



4 A SHORT History OF SOCIALISM 

the industrial revolution in its European birthplace. It is easy and 

tempting to rehearse the moral precepts of one’s favorite philosophy or 

religion, thereby providing oneself with a distinguished ancestry. In a 

primitive community, religion is the principal source of social morality; 

hence religious faith can be invoked as the legitimation of demands for 

“justice” —meaning equal or at least equitable treatment. This has fre- 

quently been done, but it has always run into the same obstacle: con- 

servatives no less than radicals can cite these religious precepts, for it is 

their peculiar nature to lay down principles so vague and general that all 

members of the community are able to accept them. Religion has thus 

traditionally served to sanctify the existing state of affairs, while fur- 

nishing a respectable form of protest for the oppressed by legitimizing 

their complaints against inequality and injustice. Philosophy, for its 

part, has commonly tended to transfigure the real world of servitude, 

conflict, and irreconcilable aims into an imaginary realm where all dis- 

putes are settled by reasonable debate among equals. The fact that such 

a state of affairs has rarely existed anywhere—at any rate in recorded 

history—is either ignored or blamed on the failure of those concerned 

to follow the sage advice they are offered. It is this cleavage between 

the real world of scarcity, inequality, and conflicting interests and the 

Eden of theology or of philosophic discourse that has prejudiced ordin- 

ary people against the kind of elevated talk they have come to expect 

from their betters. 
Nonetheless, there is a sense in which socialism, like democracy 

(from which it stems), is rooted in sentiments as ancient and permanent 

as human society itself. To put the matter simply, men have always 
lived in communities and experienced the need to cooperate. Individu- 

alism is a comparatively recent faith, an outgrowth of a particular type 

of social organization. This is not contradicted by the functional divi- 

sion of labor, which has always existed, beginning with the most primi- 

tive of all—that between the sexes. In a traditional community, agrarian 

or urban, a division of functions is quite compatible with cooperation 

or association for common purposes. Indeed, the one cannot exist with- 

out the other. Adam Smith’s calculating savage, with his inborn or 

acquired “propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for 

another,” never had any real existence, any more than did Robinson 

Crusoe on his island (providentially supplied with a colored helper who 
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did much of the real work). These fantasies—worthy forerunners of 
Bentham’s Economic Man and the philosophy of utilitarianism—were 

born in the heads of eighteenth-century writers who had recently dis- 

covered the charms of the market economy. The latter being propelled 

along by a self-regulating mechanism, they naively supposed that men 

had always lived in an environment that clearly distinguished economic 

relationships from family, social, tribal, and political ties. In reality, this 

had never been the case until an exchange economy arose. Even then, 

economic activity for most people remained subordinate to the social 

life within their villages or townships, until these small communities 

were disrupted. This transformation occurred not because an inborn 

“propensity” had at last found a suitable outlet in the exchange of 

saleable commodities, but because a social earthquake had drastically 

altered what for most people had until then been their customary way 

of life. 

It is necessary to grasp that this revolution entailed a radical change 

in the prevailing mode of existence and the moral values that went with 

it. Economists are generally in the habit of treating the industrial revol- 

ution as a beneficial, albeit painful, short-cut to a better life for all. 

Even those among them who concede that the transition period was 

uncomfortable take it for granted that people really wanted what in the 

end they got: a functioning market economy which, in the literal sense, 

“delivered the goods.” But this is nonsense. Most people in the areas 

where the original transformation occurred wanted nothing of the kind. 

Rather, they desired the continuation, and if possible the improvement, 

of their customary way of life—one based upon the economic indepen- 

dence of small farmers and urban craftsmen. These strata were virtually 

wiped out by the sudden introduction of the new technology and the 

emergence of a market economy. In strict logic, there was no inherent 

link between these two aspects of industrial capitalism, for after all 

machines might have been introduced into an economy where produc- 

tion was carried on for use rather than for profit. But it so happened 

that the industrial revolution was accompanied by a social one, and 

production of goods for use became production of commodities for a 

distant market. Moreover, once the logic of the new system had been 

grasped, it was generally seen to involve the subordination of all other 

considerations to a single overriding aim: that of keeping the wheels 
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going at all cost, on pain of condemning the newly created urban pro- 

letariat to starvation and the remainder of society to volcanic eruptions 

from below. 
The novelty of all this emerges most clearly when one asks what the 

term “economics” had come to signify in the early years of the nine- 

teenth century. Traditionally, it had been identified with production 

for use and only incidentally with commodity exchange in a market. 

The ancient term oikonomia pertained to household management and 

was so employed by Aristotle in his Politics. Aristotle knew well that 

there was such a thing as production for gain, but he treated it 

as marginal. Similarly, the medieval schoolmen made do with a doctrine 

that subordinated exchange value (trade) to use value (householding). 

Everyone knew that markets existed for wares to be exchanged, and 

there was some debate over the proper fixing of the ‘just price” which 

a trader might legitimately demand for the commodity he brought to 

market; but it did not occur to anyone to suppose that production and 

exchange had any purpose other than the satisfaction of material wants. 

Markets had to be regulated by the public authorities to perform their 

proper role—as to this there was general agreement. Money was a neces- 

sary evil, and the taking of interest was generally regarded as immoral, 

though it might be unavoidable. Private property was legitimate, inas- 

much as it was normally owned by small-scale producers working on a 

plot of land or manufacturing consumer goods with the help of a few 

assistants who might thereafter become independent craftsmen. On the 

whole one may say that the normative principles of the schoolmen were 

not significantly at variance with the causal theories they elaborated to 

explain how things actually worked. Of course, nothing was perfect, 

but the imperfections were themselves normal, representing departures 

from rules which everyone understood and approved (in principle, any- 

how): production was for use, and trade existed for the purpose of 

facilitating the exchange of technical skills. Difficulties or conflicts 

were of a practical kind, and it was the duty of the authorities to settle 

them in a manner conducive to the public good. 

Fundamentally, this was still Locke’s standpoint in the Two Trea- 

tises of Government, published in 1690 with the avowed aim of justify- 

ing the Whig Revolution of 1688. John Locke (1632-1704) is among the 

ancestors of what socialists were later to call “bourgeois liberalism,” 

and indeed he places a great deal of emphasis upon the civil power’s 
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duty to safeguard private property. But his basic approach is that of a 

philosopher with his roots in the Bible and in Aristotle. Property is 

personal ownership acquired by individual labor. Production is for use. 

To what property is a man entitled? To that which his labor has cre- 

ated. Some men possessed more than others, and Locke’s doctrine 

made room for a primitive form of capital accumulation: a man’s natu- 

ral right was only to such property as his own labor created, but with 

the income he derived from it he might acquire ‘“‘servants” who would 

toil for him. Locke knew that as a matter of fact the majority of 

people in the England of his day possessed very little property, or even 

none at all. This made it impossible for him to advocate political dem- 

ocracy (which would have been dangerous for the wealthy minority), 

but it did not shake his belief in the principles he had stated. Life, 

labor, property, and liberty were all interconnected. They were rooted 

in a state of nature in which men were free and equal. Had such a state 

of nature ever actually existed? “In the beginning all the world was 

America, and more so than it is now; for no such thing as money was 

anywhere known” (Second Treatise, Chap. V). 

Before going further with this topic, we may note that Locke was 

both an absentee landlord and a stockholder in the slave-trading Royal 

Africa Company (Dunn, 211). We may also note that the chapter on . 

“Slavery” in the Second Treatise attempts a discreet justification of 

involuntary servitude, by defining it as “the state of war continued 

between a lawful conqueror and a captive.” The latter, “whenever he 

finds the hardship of his slavery outweigh the value of his life, ’tis in his 

power, by resisting the will of his master, to draw on himself the death 

he desires.”” This sounds cynical but was not so intended. It is just as 

well to remember that Locke had scriptural justification for his atti- 

tude. His morality was that of the age and the class to which he be- 

longed. A century later the more enlightened members of that class felt 

uncomfortable with the notion that a human being might be the prop- 

erty of another, but in Locke’s day this arrangement was still accepted 

by men who in other respects had come to value personal freedom. 

“Gross social inequality was compatible with equality of religious 

opportunity” (Dunn, 250), this last being what really mattered. In 

this sense Locke is a transitional figure—an early liberal who still had 

one leg planted in medieval soil. 

It is characteristic of him that, without repudiating the Thomist 
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doctrine of the “just price,” he amended it so as to make the market 

the regulator of what “justice” signified in practice. At the same time, 

he conserved a residue of medieval morality by insisting that labor 

“puts the difference of value on everything ...of the products of the 

earth useful to the life of man, nine-tenths are the effects of labour” 

(Second Treatise, para. 40). Yet it is obvious that the labor he had in 

mind was primarily that of the early entrepreneur. In other words, he 

drew no clear distinction between “labor” and “capital.” If all this 

sounds muddled, the explanation is that Locke was not a very acute 

thinker, but in part his confusion stemmed from a circumstance that 

does him credit: he did not wish to dissociate economics altogether 

from morals. There were some conventional values that took prece- 

dence over profit-and-loss calculation, at any rate within the society to 

which he belonged. Wealth creation was important and beneficial, but 

the stability of the social order came first. 
This attitude was still shared in all essentials by Adam Smith almost 

a century later, notwithstanding his far greater sophistication in 

economic matters. “Political economy” had meanwhile acquired the 

status of a specialized discipline, but it was still subordinated to broader 

social or moral considerations. Its “laws” might be strictly causal, but it 

was tacitly understood that the creation of wealth was merely one 

aspect of communal life, its purpose being to serve the material welfare 

of “the great body of the people.” If this was an illusion, it was one to 

which Smith adhered as a moralist. Needless to say, he was aware that 

social equality (if it had ever existed) was no more. Chapter VIII of The 

Wealth of Nations opens with a reference to “that original state of 

things which precedes both the appropriation of land and the accumula- 

tion of stock” and where consequently “the whole produce of labor 

belongs to the laborer. He has neither landlord nor master to share with 

him.” This primitive or idyllic state having passed away, wealth could 

be accumulated by those who did not perform physical toil. The 

laborer raised the crop and the landlord demanded a share of it. The 

manufacturer likewise made a deduction from the “produce of labor,” 

for “the greater part of the workmen stand in need of a master to 

advance them the materials of their work, and their wages and mainten- 
ance till it be compleated. He shares in the produce of their labor, or in 

the value which it adds to the materials upon which it is bestowed; and 

in this share consists his profit.” This clearly echoes Locke; equally 
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clearly it is compatible with Rousseauist notions about equality. 

Whether it is useful as a tool of economic analysis need not concern us 

here. The relevant point is that, for Smith as for Locke before him and 

for Robert Owen after him, wealth creation was part of a social process 

to which Natural Law principles were applicable. The autonomy of 

“economics” was relative, not absolute. It described a particular kind of 

activity in which men engaged for purposes subordinate to the broader 

aims of the commonwealth. 

Now this way of looking at the world did not simply fade out 

because it was unduly simple. It was overtaken by a cataclysmic change 

in the actual state of things: at first in England, later on the European 

Continent too, and ultimately in the world as a whole. Between 1760 

and 1840, Britain was transformed by the industrial revolution, while 

social morality was simultaneously transformed by the impact of the 

new economics. The watershed lay somewhere around 1800, after 

Adam Smith had summed up the traditional wisdom of the eighteenth 

century. The Wealth of Nations was published in 1776—also the date of 

another fundamental document in the history of early liberalisrn: the 

Declaration of Independence. Smith and Jefferson represent the two 

poles of the Enlightenment, at any rate so far as the English-speaking 

world is concerned. On the eve of the industrial revolution, early liber- 

alism was still identified with private property in the original sense of 

the term: that of the farmer, the craftsman, the small businessman. At 

this stage the distinction between “‘capital” and “‘labor” did not have 

the meaning it later possessed for the hordes of propertyless laborers 

cast adrift by the industrial revolution. Nor had the “laws” of the 

self-regulating market economy acquired the terrifying mechanical 
effectiveness they were to develop in the early nineteenth century. 

Lastly, there was not as yet that clear-cut distinction between social 
and economic aims which by 1840 had become a commonplace. Even 

the commercial and entrepreneurial middle class which propagated the 

new creed had only the dimmest notion of what its triumph portended. 

In all these respects, the change brought about by the sudden impact 

of the new mode of production was revolutionary and had a traumatic 

effect upon millions of people whose accustomed mode of life was 

thereby transformed. At first, the cataclysm was limited to England, 

while Continental and American thinkers tended to believe their own 
societies might be able to escape the awful blight the British Isles had 



10 A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

recently undergone. The onset of the industrial revolution had cata- 

strophic results in Britain because it occurred before any counterforces 

had been mobilized and because it was superimposed upon an already 

successful capitalization of agriculture, which had gone further than 

elsewhere and had virtually eliminated the class of small peasant- 

proprietors. Resistance to industrialization was weak, and the ruling 

stratum was virtually unanimous in imposing the new way of life. More- 

over, blind faith in the operation of a market economy was encouraged 

by an upsurge of technical innovation which promised to make every- 

one richer, though the immediate effect was to make millions poorer. 

The results have often been described: 

Before the process had advanced very far, the laboring people had 

been crowded together in new places of desolation, the so-called 

industrial towns of England; the country folk had been dehumanized 

into slum dwellers; the family was on the road to perdition; and 

large parts of the country were rapidly disappearing under the slack 

and scrap heaps vomited forth from the “satanic mills.” Writers of 

all views and parties, conservatives and liberals, capitalists and social- 

ists, invariably referred to social conditions under the Industrial 

Revolution as a veritable abyss of human degradation. (Polanyi, 39) 

This social upheaval, however, was only half the story. The factory 

towns, the slums, the long working hours of men, women, and children, 

the fall in real wages, the disappearance of the independent artisan—the 

entire disaster of the early industrial revolution occurred in response to 

the operation of an economy which had escaped from social control 

and acquired a kind of automatism resembling that of a machine. No 

one had consciously willed these results. Everyone, or almost everyone, 

deplored them or at least affected to deplore them. Statesmen, clergy- 

men, scholars, and philanthropists were at one in describing “pauper- 

ism”’ as the greatest of evils. It was, they said, a terrible misfortune. The 

government, it appeared, could do nothing. On the contrary, state inter- 

ference would only make matters worse. It was the price that had to be 

paid for a new kind of rationality which did not trouble itself over 

moral or social considerations. The laws of economics must be allowed 

to take their course. Poverty should be relieved by public assistance 

(this notion was very narrowly defined after 1830, when the newly 
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triumphant Whigs turned /aissez-faire into the official creed of society), 

but the only real remedy lay in expanding production as fast as possi- 

ble, so as to absorb the new urban proletariat and provide it with a 

steady income from regular wages. By 1850 this aim had actually been 

achieved, and thereafter wages even began to rise. Victory had. been 

won at last. Industrialism had triumphed. Free trade had brought down 

the price of imported food. Even the famine of the 1840’s, which 

littered Ireland with corpses and swept millions of survivors across the 

ocean to America, did not undermine the fanatical faith of that genera- 

tion of /aissez-faire liberals. If anything, it strengthened them in their 

conviction that “economic laws” were all-powerful and brooked no 

interference. Ireland had been overpopulated—the proof was that 

millions had died of starvation! At least one eminent economist, the 

worthy Nassau Senior, affirmed (in private, anyway) that the Irish fam- 

ine had not done its job properly: it had killed only one million people 

(this was an underestimate), and that, he said, was not enough to put 

the country on its feet! 

Now this way of looking at the world was quite novel. It had been 

pioneered by Robert Malthus (1766-1834), whose Essay on the Princi- 

ple of Population (1798) introduced a new manner of reasoning about 

social phenomena such as poverty in terms of “laws” as unalterable as 

the laws of gravity. But Malthus still had the excuse of being a clergy- 

man and, as such, a professional pessimist about life in this vale of tears. 

By the time Senior improved on his performance, another half-century 

had passed, the industrial revolution was in full swing, and over most of 

the British Isles it could be said to have triumphed. It was beginning to 

pay off—even to the extent of permitting a slight but perceptible 

improvement in the living standards of the working class. By the 1850’s 

it was possible to take an optimistic view of progress, at any rate in 

England. By contrast, Ireland had the misfortune of being a colony and 

the added misfortune of depending on an inefficient agriculture. In 

both respects it resembled India, except that the Indian problem was on 

a larger scale. From the standpoint of the new liberal economics which 

had come into being alongside the self-regulating market economy, a 

catastrophe such as the Irish famine was a disaster due to circumstances 

over which the state had no control. It was certainly to be regretted, 

but there was no help for it. The most one could hope for was that in 
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due course these wretched countries would learn to manage their affairs 

properly by getting rid of their surplus population and raising their 

levels of productivity. 

This kind of reasoning was an extrapolation from a very special set 

of circumstances which had come together in Britain during the first 

half of the nineteenth century. But it also described the operation of a 

new kind of society that had never before existed in history but was 

now coming into being in all those industrialized countries which 

copied the British pattern. The principles of the new creed could be 

stated as follows: first, the “laws” of the market economy were analo- 

gous to physical laws, in that they were objectively valid, whatever 

anyone might think of the consequences; second, the operation of the 

economy ought not to be judged by success or failure in serving social 

or moral ends; third, it was nonetheless the case that the new mechan- 

ism, if not ignorantly interfered with, would automatically make every- 

one richer and therefore happier; and fourth, the self-interest of mil- 

lions of private individuals was the best guarantee of the general wel- 

fare, since competition was bound to bring down costs of production 

and thus cheapen the price of goods. Consequently no public regulation 

was called for. On the contrary, the institutional distinction between 

state and society must be turned into an effective separation at all 

levels. Only if the state did not interfere—only if the private entrepre- 

neur was left free to pursue his short-range economic goals—would the 

welfare of the nation be adequately safeguarded. Everyone was the best 

judge of his own interest, and in particular the owners of private wealth 

were the best judges of where and how to invest it. If they were left 

alone, they could not fail to betfer themselves, and in the long run 

everyone would profit. 
Whether or not this system of beliefs ever made sense, it was firmly, 

indeed fanatically, defended by the theorists who worked out the basic 

doctrines of the faith around 1830. In saying this one must not, of 

course, overlook either their eighteenth-century Scottish predecessors 

or the founder of utilitarianism, Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), who 

furnished the philosophical basis for what was then known as liberalism 

and what socialists later came to describe as “bourgeois ideology.” It is 

perhaps worth stressing that this judgment did not comport a wholesale 

condemnation of eighteenth-century rationalism. Socialists and liberals 

alike occupied the ground recently clearéd by the democratic revolu- 

tion and its intellectual counterpart, the philosophy of the Enlighten- 
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ment. Marxism too is an outgrowth of what its founder termed the 

“bourgeois revolution.” What appealed to Marx was the heroic side of 

early individualism—the Promethean revolt against authority, divine or 

terrestrial, as reflected in the pre-romantic Sturm und Drang poetry of 

the youthful Goethe on the eve of the French Revolution. But the 

Enlightenment had another and more prosaic side to it, of which utili- 

tarianism was the typical expression. Its spirit was reflected in Benth- 

am’s serene conviction that the principle of utility was as reliable as 

arithmetic, provided all nonarithmetical considerations were left out. 

As he put it in a letter to the Reverend John Forster in 1778, utility 

provided ‘“‘an oracle which if properly consulted would afford the only 

true solution that could be given to every question of right and wrong.” 

He himself never failed to consult the oracle: witness his ready accept- 

ance of his father’s suggestion that he try to find himself a rich wife; 

happiness being compounded of pleasure and pain and both being 

measurable, it was only sensible to apply the monetary yardstick to the 

object of one’s affections. And thus one finds the youthful Bentham 

reporting dutifully to his father in these terms on his pursuit of the 

wealthy Miss Stratton: 

I like her much better now . . . provided always that the fortune be a 

large one: less than £30,000 in possession or expectancy it must not 

be.... She appears good-natured, affable and unaffected: and upon 

the whole her countenance, especially when she smiles, is far from 

being unpleasing. ... 

Apply the same calculus to society, and everyone would be better 

off. We are very far here from the Tory romanticism of Coleridge and 

Carlyle, or from its metaphysical German source in the pantheism of 

Goethe, Schelling, and Feuerbach. None of them had any use for Ben- 

tham’s way of looking at the world, and one need only consult Capital 

to see what Marx thought of “that insipid, pedantic, leather-tongued 

oracle of the ordinary bourgeois intelligence.... Bentham is among 

philosophers what Martin Tupper is among poets. Both could only have 

been manufactured in England.” (Not many years later the youthful 

Nietzsche gave vent to similar utterances.) 

Trivial as this may appear, it is in fact central to the understanding 

of what it was that Tories and socialists alike found intolerable about 

the middle-class consciousness of the age. It-was not simply that Ben- 

tham happened to be a philistine: that might have been forgiven him, in 

Cc 
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view of the undoubted good he and his followers did in many fields of 

legal and administrative reform—notably in clearing up the impene- 

trable jungle of English law and civilizing the atrocious penal code. 

And, in all fairness, Bentham had some sensible notions about educa- 

tion, e.g., that children learn best by actually seeing and touching some 

object. Unfortunately, what mattered most was the blight he cast upon 

the administration of the Poor Law, a set of regulations designed to 

confront the laborer with the grim choice between the factory and the 

workhouse. This legislation was promptly put into effect by the victori- 

ous liberals, whereas Bentham’s speculative notions about full employ- 

ment had to wait for another century, when his Fabian descendants at 

last obtained a share of power. In the long run, and when reinterpreted 

by socialists like Robert Owen, utilitarianism in practice did some good, 

even though it never made much sense as a philosophy. In the short 

term, it was just one more disaster inflicted upon the British working 

class. 

It has often been noted that the new creed was assailed from two 

different directions. The early socialists between 1829 and 1834 turned 

themselves into spokesmen of a spontaneous working-class upsurge 

that led to the formation of the first effective trade-union movement in 

Britain. At the same time, a number of romantic conservatives—later 

described as “Tory Chartists” because they aimed at an alliance be- 

tween the aristocracy and the workers—were likewise in revolt against 

the Benthamite legislation adopted by the reformed Parliament after 

1832. The core of this legislation was the New Poor Law of 1834, 

which did away with the general category of “the poor.” In its place it 

introduced a distinction between useless paupers, whose place was in 

the workhouse, and unemployed workers, temporarily excluded from 

the factory but normally dependent on it for their wages. 

While the pauper, for the sake of humanity, should be relieved, the 

unemployed, for the sake of industry, should not be relieved. 

That the unemployed worker was innocent of his fate did not mat- 

ter... . The perversion of cruelty consisted precisely in emancipating 

the laborer for the avowed purpose of making the threat of destruc- 

tion through hunger effective. This procedure makes intelligible that 

dismal feeling of desolation which speaks to us from the works of 

the classical economists. (Polanyi, 224) 
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What matters in our present context is the doctrine’s logical coher- 

ence. It was both an economic and a social theory. It stated the ground 

rules of the new market economy and at the same time offered a 

rationalization for the changeover from an agrarian to an industrial 

order. Much of its success, indeed, rested upon the fact that it con- 

flated these two quite different phenomena. For historical reasons, the 

introduction of the new industrial technology and the emergence of a 

market-centered society had occurred at roughly the same time. It was 

therefore asserted with considerable plausibility that they were logically 

connected. You could not, it was said, have one without the other. If 

people wanted the new industrial technology, they had to take the 

market mechanism as well. Industrialism only worked if the market was 

allowed to operate. Conversely, if the market economy was given the 

necessary freedom, it was bound in due course to sprout the new indus- 

trial technology which would make everyone richer. There were indeed 

some perverse people who asserted that one could have machinery with- 

out submitting to the self-regulating market, but they had no influence 

and were regarded as eccentrics. The laws of economics, as interpreted 

by the dominant liberal school, rested on the assumption that indus- 

trialism and individualism went together. “Individualism” was the creed 

of the private entrepreneur—the man who happened to have investment 

capital at his disposal. (How he had acquired it was nobody’s business, 

and investigations into this topic were discouraged.) 

Among present-day liberals, it has become the fashion to dismiss this 

whole system of ideas as primitive and outdated. And, indeed, since 

about 1930 the liberal creed has been remodeled so as to make room 

for intervention by public authorities to guarantee full employment and 

the maximization of welfare. It is therefore all the more necessary to 

emphasize that liberalism in its heroic age made no such concessions to 

human frailty. It insisted upon the full rigor of the new economic logic, 

and it did so with the backing of the utilitarian school headed by 

Bentham and James Mill. It was a doctrinaire system of thought—far 

more doctrinaire than socialism, which from the start embodied a 

strong “historical” element. Classical liberalism emphasized the abso- 

lute and universal truth of its dogmas, and it included among them a 

number of wholly arbitrary notions about what it was pleased to call 

“human nature,” which in practice meant the nature of the representa- 

tive British manufacturer. It asserted, among other ailegedly unques- 

tionable truths, that private individuals are anterior to society and that 
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states are founded on contract; that human needs are measurable, as are 

the felicities available to consumers by purchasing material goods in the 

market; that good and evil are synonymous with pleasure and pain; that 

individuals are invariably animated by self-regard and that the pursuit 

of self-interest is the surest road to happiness; that human nature is 

unalterable and the same throughout all historical epochs; that the 

private enterpriser’s activity is essential for the public good and that no 

other system is workable. These principles had already been suggested 

in a more general form by Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century, 

and by John Locke and David Hume in the eighteenth, before Bentham 

converted them into the doctrine of utilitarianism. They made up the 

philosophical substance of early liberalism and underlay the reasoning 

of the new economics. 
By the time industrial capitalism burst upon the scene, the new 

outlook was already predominant among the entrepreneurial middle 

class which had gradually emerged from the Nonconformist Protestant 

sects left over from the abortive English Revolution of 1640-60. It was 

equally prevalent among the gentlemen farmers who spearheaded the 

independence movement in America, with the important difference 

that the availability of free soil there made it possible for large numbers 

of people to elude the full rigors of the market. This circumstance, and 

the introduction of representative democracy following the American 

Revolution, took the edge off the social protest and thus for a time 

effectively prevented the rise of a socialist movement on American soil. 

What anticapitalist sentiment there was in the United States after 1830 

commonly took the form of agrarian populism. In Britain this option 

was precluded by the disappearance of the self-supporting farmer and 

by the rapid growth of an urban proletariat whose living standards until 

1850 were either stationary or declining. Hence the socialist protest 

emerged in Britain (and, for different reasons, in France) earlier than it 

did elsewhere, and when it was formulated, it immediately focussed on 

the centerpiece of the new institutional arrangement—the transforma- 

tion of labor into a commodity. 

A self-regulating capitalist economy is one in which labor is bought 

and sold in the market. Now it is plain that under any conceivable 

social system, material production is dependent upon such factors as 

land, labor, machinery, and technical skill. But it is by no means self- 

evident that land and labor are commodities to be bought and sold with 

no regard to any considerations other than strictly economic ones. 
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Land and labor had indeed always been bought and sold, and in so far 

as the pre-industrial stage of European and American merchant capi- 

talism embraced the “peculiar institution” of slavery, the principle even 

extended to unfree labor. But the affirmation that land and labor were 

simply commodities was something quite new. And it was patently 

absurd. 

Labor is only another name for a human activity which goes with 

life itself, which in its turn is not produced for sale, but for entirely 

different reasons, nor can that activity be detached from the rest of 

life, be stored or mobilized; land is only another name for nature, 

which is not produced by man... . Money, finally, is merely a token 

of purchasing power. .. . The commodity description of labor, land, 

and money is entirely fictitious. (Polanyi, 72) 

The fiction, however, served its purpose in making the market econ- 

omy operative. It supplied an organizing principle that took no account 

of noneconomic ends, and this principle was translated into legislation 

by the entrepreneurial class which from 1830 onward held effective 

political control in Western Europe. In the United States, as remarked 

before, the social consequences were blurred by the existence of free 

soil, which made it possible for millions of farmers to evade the logic of 

the system. In France and England its meaning was immediately and pain- 

fully evident—in a mild form to the landed aristocracy which lost power 

around 1830, in an infinitely more drastic manner to the urban prole- 

tariat. The landowners, after all, remained socially privileged even when 

they had lost control of the state. For the workers there was no escape; 

they were subjected to the full rigor of capitalism. In disposing of their 

labor power, the system also disposed of their physical and moral traits. 

On paper, “labor” and “capital”? might rank as “factors of production” 

along with “land” and “machinery.” In actual practice, labor—and 

hence the laborer—was controlled by the owners of capital. 

The social system therefore entailed a plain disharmony between its 

ideology and the material circumstances. But it also came up against a 

more general objection. There was now a market in labor, just as there 

was a market in everything else. But labor was not an ordinary com- 

modity; it was an attribute of life—life lived by millions of individuals 

whose ancestors had been independent farmers or artisans, but who now 

found themselves reduced to the role of two-legged commodities in a 

market controlled by a small number of people who owned the new 
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means of production. Labor was supvosedly free, and it was indeed 

legally free. The abolition of slavery was the last great triumph of 

democratic liberalism and the termination of its heroic age. It provided 

a fitting climax for the era of revolution that had opened almost a 

century earlier. It also gave the adherents of liberal democracy a justifi- 

able cause to feel proud: in the United States, they had followed out 

the logic of their creed even to the ultimate test of civil war. But the 

abolition of slavery likewise signalized the depth of the gulf separating 

the most radical of liberals from the most moderate of socialists. All 

liberals without exception held that private ownership in the means of 

production was justified and would ultimately be beneficial, while 

socialists maintained that any system which treated labor as a com- 

modity was inherently absurd and immorai. Under capitalism, they 

argued, the function of work was subordinated to the automatism of a 

process whereby capital reproduced itself and, in so doing, reproduced 

the servile condition of the real producer. So far from being recognized 

as the most basic of human activities and the true foundation of the 

new industrial order, labor had become synonymous with a condition 

into which free men were forced when they were employed by others. 

The emancipation of labor thus demanded the abolition of capitalism— 

the latter term signifying the appropriation of-salaried labor by owners 

of capital. 

This was to become the fundamental aim of the emerging socialist 

movement, and in Britain anyway this movement took shape against 

the background of the bleak factory towns described by Engels in his 

Condition of the Working Class (1845). The British proletariat of those 

days, had it been lettered, might with justice have cited the words St. 
Joan addressed to her captors: 

Then lead me hence; with whom I leave my curse: 

May never glorious sun reflex his beams 

Upon the country where you make abode; 

But darkness and the gloomy shade of death 

Environ you, till mischief and despair 

Drive you to break your necks or hang yourselves! 

(Shakespeare, King Henry VI, Part One, Act V, scene 4) 



2 Man and Society 

What has been said so far relates in the main to the industrial revolution 

and to the basic innovation at the core of the new economic system: a 

free market in labor. But the same period also witnessed a series of 

democratic uprisings against absolutist regimes, the political emancipa- 

tion of what was vaguely known as the “third estate,’ and a number of 

minor convulsions stemming from the American and French revolu- 

tions. It did not escape the more acute thinkers that in a certain funda- 

mental sense these phenomena were somehow connected, and in the 

1840’s the various analytical and critical strands were pulled together 

by the early socialists in a more or less coherent doctrine. There is no 

harm in bearing Marx’s theoretical construct in mind—we shall examine 

it more closely later on—but one must not suppose that it was generally 

accepted around 1848. If one inquires what radical democrats and uto- 

pian socialists actually thought they were doing at this time, one had 

better consider the legacy of an earlier thinker, namely Rousseau. The 

theory, and to some extent the practice, of the French Revolution in its 

Jacobin phase was Rousseauist, and Jacobinism for almost a century 

became the model of radical democratic movements in Continental 

Europe and Latin America. (It is arguable that Rousseau’s thinking was 

never very relevant to the Anglo-American world, but we are concerned 

19 
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with the roots of European socialism, and Rousseau’s importance can- 

not be overlooked in this context.) 

We have seen that between 1750 and 1850 the industrial revolution 

was virtually confined to one country, Britain. During the same period, 

the democratic movement in Europe was almost coterminous with the 

history of Britain’s chief rival, France. This is not to say that other 

nations were not affected by it, but the original breakthrough occurred 

in France alone. In Rousseau we thus confront the theorist of a demo- 

cratic movement which was to overstep its own limitations. At the peak 

of the revolutionary transformation in France, the Republic was 

governed by men who regarded themselves (and were regarded by 

others) as followers of Rousseau, and when their power had waned, 

their spiritual heirs became the organizers of an egalitarian conspiracy 

which merged with the earliest beginnings of a primitive communist 

movement. Communism, no less than socialism, was born in France, 

and it came to life under circumstances in which plebeian leaders felt 

obliged to ask why the Revolution had failed to establish social equal- 

ity. This alone is sufficient to justify some interest in the thinker who 

blazed the trail for the first European experiment in radical democracy. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) is commonly described as the 

originator of the romantic movement, as the inventor of a new style in 

autobiography, and as the inspirer of Robespierre. What matters for our 

theme is that he developed a theory of democracy which was not liberal 

and individualist in the Lockean sense. This is not to say that he urged 

the abolition of private property: he did nothing of the kind, although 

on occasion, like other writers of his time, he toyed with the notion of 

common ownership. What he did was to enable his followers to think of 

themselves as democrats without having to accept the set of values held 

by rival theorists who figure in intellectual history as the ancestors of 

liberalism. In France these writers included Montesquieu, Voltaire, and 

most of the learned contributors to the joint enterprise known as the 

Encyclopédie, of which Denis Diderot (1713-84) was the prime 

mover. Although associated with this multi-volumed Bible of the 

Enlightenment, Rousseau inaugurated a line of thought which in later 

years enabled the early socialists to differentiate themselves from the 

liberals. He was not himself a socialist—nor could he be one, socialism 

being a reaction to an industrial capitalism which had not yet emerged 

in Rousseau’s lifetime. But his theory of society served as a bridge 
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across which radical democrats were able to move into new and unex- 

plored territory. These pioneers included Francois-Noél Babeuf, who 

was guillotined by Robespierre’s successors and who may be said to 

have inaugurated the tradition of primitive egalitarian communism in 

France and Europe. Our problem is to define what made Rousseau 

important for later generations of men who shared neither his personal 

eccentricities nor the illusions of his immediate followers. 

The precise relationship of democracy to socialism will be consid- 

ered later. For the moment let us simply note that in the nineteenth 

century it was possible for a democrat to be either a liberal or a social- 

ist, depending on whether or not he accepted the institution of private 

property in the means of production, the establishment of a self- 

regulating market economy, and the transformation of labor into a 

commodity. Liberals approved these principles; conservatives were 

critical of them, but could only advocate a return to a pre-industrial 

and pre-capitalist age; socialists accepted the industrial revolution, but 

not the unrestrained rule of capital or the introduction of a self- 

regulating market economy. Rousseau’s political thought antedated 

these divisions and was thus irrelevant to the specific problems of indus- 

trial society. Among the French socialists of the following age, only 

Proudhon can in any serious sense be called a Rousseauist, and this 

circumstance was no help to him in understanding the modern world. 

On the other hand, it gave him a firm hold upon the affections of those 

among his countrymen who shared his dislike of urban civilization. It 

also supplied him with a ready-made set of moral principles, for Rous- 

seau had been something of a philosopher, though of an unsystematic 

kind. 
Rousseau’s social philosophy, albeit attuned to the circumstances of 

a pre-industrial age, on some points anticipates the subsequent socialist 

critique of bourgeois society, for the simple but sufficient reason that 

he took democracy seriously. The liberals—Montesquieu and Voltaire 

above all—had followed Locke in extolling the Whig Revolution of 

1688, which instituted parliamentary government and made freedom a 

reality for the aristocracy and for intellectuals like themselves. For 

what Voltaire called “the rabble” —that is to say, the mass of ordinary 

people—freedom became a reality, or at any rate a concrete aim, only 

with the French Revolution a century later. Because Rousseau was a 

democrat, he stated the political question in a manner offensive to the 
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liberals of his age, who were anything but democrats, and it is for this 

reason that we can consider him a precursor of utopian socialism. 

The difficulty with Rousseau as a thinker is that he put forward a 

doctrine of social morality in the form of a highly personal, and quite 

unscientific, philosophy of history. In the Discourse on the Origin of 

Inequality (1755), and in some of his later writings, he presented an 

imaginative reconstruction of human history, the purpose of which was 

to explain in nontheological terms what Christianity described as the 

Fall of Man. According to the Stoic philosophers of antiquity, there 

had once been a golden age without property, slavery, and war. This 

belief went well with the account of Eden in Genesis, in which the 

human condition was ascribed to a prehistoric catastrophe due to the 

inscrutable workings of Providence. Rousseau accepted the notion of a 

Fall, but not its theological explanation. Christianity had tended to 

regard human nature as ineradicably evil. Rousseau believed it was 

fundamentally good. But if this was so, why was the history of man- 

kind such a wretched affair? For pessimists like Machiavelli and Hobbes 

this had been no problem: human nature (as they saw it) could only 

manifest itself in perpetual warfare, and this was as true in the original 

“state of nature” as in all civilized arrangements. But for Rousseau the 

“state of nature’ was not what it had been -for Hobbes; rather, it 

signified an age of primitive harmony and contentment, antedating 

property, inequality, and crime. It was pre-social in the sense that men 

had no need for legal institutions, but this did not rule out interper- 

sonal relations founded on mutual sympathy and cooperation. In prin- 

ciple at least, it was conceivable that society might once more be so 

arranged as to recover at least a modicum of reasonableness. The criterion 

of such an arrangement was nature itself. “The simple, central, power- 

ful concept in Rousseau is that of a human nature which is overlaid and 

distorted by existing political and social institutions, but whose authen- 

tic wants and needs provide us with a basis for morals and a measure of 

the corruption of social institutions” (MacIntyre, 183-84). 
Clearly this was not a scientific analysis of what had actually hap- 

pened in history, but then Rousseau did not think it was. His purpose 

was to contrast the currently prevailing state of affairs with what he 

supposed primitive life might have been like. In the same spirit, Proud- 

hon a century later asserted that “Property is Theft.” Neither Rousseau 

nor Proudhon intended to make a factual statement. Each thought he 
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knew what sort of existence ordinary men would want to live if they 

were free to follow their natural bent, and each also thought that 

society had departed from a primitive equilibrium that satisfied men’s 

basic needs. Rousseau held that political institutions owed their exis- 

tence to a social contract, and that the public good was best served by 

consulting the general will (as distinct from the sum of individual wills). 

These were not meant to be descriptions of empirical reality, for 

neither the social contract nor the general will could ever be encount- 

ered in ordinary experience. To Rousseau these concepts suggested how 

history might actually have worked or be made to work in future. To 

invoke the general will was to assert that all citizens of the community 

were at bottom united in recognizing the existence of a common good. 

Because such a recognition was possible, democracy was possible. The 

social order might be corrupt—Rousseau thought it was—but under 

favorable circumstances it could be put right by appealing to the com- 

munity’s uncorrupted sense of what it really wanted and needed. This 

was a possible theory of democracy, though there were others. The 

important thing is that it provided a starting point for men of a later 

age who believed that the common good demanded the abolition of 

private property. 

Let us pause here for a moment and consider the relevance of Natu- 

ral Law to the notion of a social contract. The two doctrines do not 

appear to be very closely correlated, and indeed Natural Law is a good 

deal older than contractual theorizing. Historically, it goes back to the 

Stoics, who were the first thinkers to derive principles of human socia- 
bility from what they supposed to be the order of nature. This was a 

departure from the Aristotelian concept of citizenship, which defined 

human rights and duties solely in the context of the state—concretely, 

the Greek polis. For Aristotle, there was no conflict between the 

authority of the polis and the individual rights of its citizens; neither 

did he recognize a distinction between state and society. On his assump- 

tion, men had rights and obligations only in so far as they were citizens 

of the polis. Stoicism introduced the notion of a pre-social age and thus 

laid the foundation for what in medieval and post-medieval European 

philosophy became the doctrine of Natural Law. This doctrine necess- 
arily begins by asserting the existence of a state of nature and then 

deduces the character of civil society from man’s nature. Natural Law 

thus assumes the presence of isolated individuals prior to the emergence 
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of a social order. It is compatible with a contractual theory of how civil 

society and the state have come into being, but it also permits the 

conclusion that laws and the state have been instituted by coercion, or 

by the will of the deity. Natural Law does not necessarily lead to a 

doctrine of the social contract type, but the latter, if it is to make any 

sense at all, must be grounded in Natural Law. “Every social contract 

reduces the will of the state to the wills of the individuals and must 

thus have a definite view of man’s character prior to the conclusion of 

the social contract” (Neumann, 76). 
Natural Law philosophy and contractual theorizing thus come into 

contact if and when it is assumed that the state has arisen from the free 

consent of the citizens composing it. This assumption is required for 

any thinker who believes that the order of society has been created by a 

deliberate act of will guided by reason. It does not by any means follow 

from the thesis that there are moral rules of conduct appropriate to an 

unchanging human nature. Nonetheless, social contract theorists have 

commonly tended to derive their specific political arguments from 

general statements about the nature of man. If the philosopher happens 

to take an optimistic view of human nature, he may (but need not) find 

reasons for supposing that men might have continued indefinitely in an 

uncorrupted pre-social existence, had they not been expelled from it by 

some historic misfortune. This conclusion, however, does not impose 

itself with logical necessity. In eighteenth-century theorizing prior to 

the revolution introduced by Rousseau, pre-sociai forms of existence 

were commonly identified with barbarism, whereas the emergence from 

this stage was celebrated as the blossoming of civilization. This was the 

liberal variant of the Enlightenment, but in the second half of the 

century there emerged an egalitarian current, prominently represented 

by Rousseau and his contemporary Mably (1709-85). If one started 

from egalitarian ideals, civilization ceased to be an unmixed blessing, 

primitive people were credited with hitherto unsuspected virtues, and in 

particular it was asserted that they were happier than the civilized 

because social inequality and the resulting injustice had not yet cor- 

rupted their way of life. On these assumptions, what was natural was 

equated with what was primitive and, therefore, just and uncorrupted 

by civilized artifice. If the natural is most clearly seen under primitive 

conditions, it follows that civilization—any civilization—is likely to be 

tainted with injustice, for the simple reason that it is no longer natural. 
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That, more or less, is what Rousseau asserted, and down to our own 

age there have been great figures in literature—Tolstoy is the most 

famous—who have made this belief the centerpiece of their social 

teaching. 

At first sight Natural Law in the sense of moral rules of conduct 

seems quite unrelated to the vision of a primitive social life antedating 

civilized society and its corruptions. There may in fact be no logical 

connection, but there is certainly a historical one. Let us see how it 

arose and why it has remained influential down to our own day. The 

crucial idea is that of equality. In Western culture, this had both clas- 

sical and religious roots. The Stoic doctrine that all men are created 

equal is not to be found in the Bible—Jewish and Christian affirmations 

to the contrary notwithstanding. It is a purely philosophical notion, 

and even within the Greek tradition it was opposed to the teaching of 

Aristotle (not to mention Plato, whose elitist utopia is the ultimate 

source of all authoritarian theorizing). What the ancient Hebrews and 

the primitive Christian community—which of course was largely Jewish 

in membership—contributed was something else: a fervent belief in 

social justice and the vision of a coming age when injustice would 

vanish or be rooted out. For practical purposes, the concept of equal 

justice signified mainly that everyone had a right to live in the station 

to which Providence had called him. This was not much, but when one 

considers that economic liberalism took no account whatever of non- 

marketable human needs and wants, it was something. At the very least, 

it suggested that allowing people to starve was immoral. 
These traditions—considerably watered down in medieval Christi- 

anity and even more so in the Calvinist variant of Protestantism, which 

sanctioned almost any degree of social inequality—survived in a form 

that made it possible for eighteenth-century writers like Rousseau and 

Mably to preach a doctrine bordering on communism. I say “border- 

ing,” because Rousseau did not in fact dispute the practical necessity of 

private ownership: he merely asserted that it had not existed in the 

golden age. There is a well-known passage in his writings to the effect 

that the first man who enclosed a plot of land with a fence thereby 

became the author of all the evils plaguing mankind. This sort of think- 

ing lends the weight of a moral judgment to any proposition which 

affirms that social inequality is “unnatural,” in the sense that there 

once existed a “natural” order when men were equal because they held 
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their goods in common. An assertion of this kind could always be put 

forward by people in revolt against what they regarded as injustice. It 

was in fact constantly invoked during the Middle Ages by rebellious 

peasants and artisans, and thus furnished an undercurrent of egalitarian 

sentiment long before the modern democratic movement came on the 

scene. 

There are two points to be made about this kind of thinking. In the 

first place, it is irrelevant to what degree it is mythical or to what 

extent it is grounded in actual recollection of an archaic state of affairs 

before the dawn of what Marxists cali “class society” and liberals prefer 

to describe as “civilization.” Very likely the Stoics were mistaken when 

they postulated the historical existence of a primitive golden age, but 

the legend expressed an acute awareness of the actual change that had 

come over Greek society with the passing of the ancient tribal order, 

where every man knew his place and his duties. (This was also substan- 

tially the Old Testament view of the matter.) Secondly, belief in a 

universal order to which man is “naturally”? subject carries normative 

implications. If the universe is harmonious and governed by immutable 

law, it follows that the terrestrial order ought to exhibit the same 

features. If it fails to do so, there must have been a falling away from an 
earlier state of perfection. In this sense “natural” signifies both “right” 

and “ancient.” This reasoning inevitably raises the question whether the 

social order is in tune with the divine, or universal, order. Conservatives 

will generally assert that by and large it is; radicals, that it is not. 

This kind of theorizing about the origins of society, and the ethical 

norms proper to it, is not peculiar to any one civilization. It was to be 

found in ancient Egypt as well as in ancient Greece, and it accounts for 

the fact that a number of non-Western contemporary movements such 

as Chinese Communism tend to be expressed in a moralistic rhetoric 

concerning the overriding importance of social harmony. Indeed, one 

may say that in Chinese theorizing, whether Confucian or Communist, 

the notion of a common interest is taken for granted. Some of the 

mental confusion apparent in recent Chinese history has been due to a 

failure to perceive that this notion is not so simple or unambiguous as it 

seems at first sight. The idea of a common interest was of course also 

taken for granted by Plato and Aristotle, but they identified it with the 

existing structure of the Greek city-state. And it was certainly taken for 

granted by Rousseau and his followers. 
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But what was the immediate political relevance of these rather 

abstract speculations? Why should men like Robespierre, who after all 

had to govern under extremely difficult circumstances, have based 

themselves on Rousseau’s theory of democracy? The answer is that, in a 

society still overwhelmingly composed of peasants and craftsmen, his 

doctrine up to a point made sense. In so far as most citizens still had 

certain basic interests in common, it was not wholly absurd to postulate 

a political order responsive to their will. France had not yet undergone 

the industrial development which across the Channel was creating an 

entirely different kind of society. In Britain, where the small farmer 

had been swept away and the artisan was being transformed into a wage 

laborer, democracy signified the rule of the propertyless majority and 

hence terrified the new entrepreneurial middle class, which had staked 

its all on the success of the industrial revolution. In France, “bourgeois 

democracy” was still possible because the bourgeoisie had the mass of 

the peasantry on its side and could, if necessary, play it off against the 

nascent proletariat. This, in brief, is the reason why there was a demo- 

cratic revolution in France but not in Britain. 
To sum up: the Jacobin experiment was possible because Frenchmen 

of that age were briefly persuaded that the common interest of the 

body politic could be identified by consulting the general will of the 

whole body of citizens. Bourgeois society having emancipated itself 

from the state, it then turned out that it was not in fact possible to 

impose an egalitarian order by legislative fiat. In this sense it may be 

argued that Rousseau’s notions about the social contract and the 

general will had their share in promoting the catastrophe of the Jacobin 

regime. The reign of terror resulting from the vain attempt to make 

everyone conform to the moral notions entertained by Robespierre and’ 

his colleagues has sometimes been described by conservative writers as 

an essay in “totalitarian democracy.” The term is not very happily 

chosen, since totalitarianism presupposes a degree of state control over 

civil society which in the eighteenth century was simply not practi- 

cable. It also ignores the fact that a temporary dictatorship of the 

“consular” or Roman type is quite compatible with republican democ- 

racy. Like so much else instituted by the Jacobins during their brief 

reign of less than two years (1793-95), it was in fact a Roman inven- 

tion. What destroyed the first French Republic was not “‘totalitarian- 

ism” but the military rule of Napoleon, following a confused period 
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between 1795 and 1799 when the successors of the Jacobins lost their 

popular following: principally because they failed to institute a mini- 

mum of social equality while giving free reign to the appetites of a 

flourishing caste of profiteers. What followed is best described as an 

orgy of individualism, which found its expression at the ideological 

level once Napoleon had left the scene. From 1815 on, and increas- 

ingly after the July revolution of 1830 which placed the liberals in 

power, the French middle class was converted to doctrines imported 

from England. These doctrines assumed not merely the new industrial 

technology, but capitalism—the rule of the private entrepreneur and the 

transformation of the artisan into a salaried worker. Once the logic of 

this arrangement was grasped, it became evident that democracy in the 

Jacobin sense was no longer possible. There had come into being a new 

sort of class conflict: no longer between “‘the rich” and “the poor” but 

between those who controlled the new industrial wealth and those who 

worked for wages. The aim of the industrial system—maximal develop- 

ment of all the productive forces of society—was accepted by liberals 

and socialists alike, although the former approved of capitalism and the 

latter did not. But unlimited wealth creation was irrelevant from the 

traditional democratic standpoint and, indeed, subversive of equality. 

Democracy therefore could no longer be Rousseauist. Yet the gospel of 

equality was retained—by the communists. 

Once this is grasped, one can see more clearly why France, and not 

Britain, was the birthplace of communism, just as a generation earlier it 

had been the testing ground of Jacobinism. The term “communism” 

here signifies a revolutionary creed that specifically aims at the over- 

throw of “bourgeois” institutions and the transfer of political power to 

the industrial proletariat. The ancestors of this faith are Francois-Noél 

Babeuf (1760-97) and Filippo Buonarroti (1761-1837), men who had 
emerged from the extreme wing of the democratic movement at the 

peak of the French Revolution. Its theoretical formulation is linked 

with the name of Etienne Cabet (1788-1856), who can also be classed 

among the utopians, while its first effective political organization 

occurred in the Société des Saisons, founded by Louis-Auguste Blanqui 

(1805-81). This early communism was a purely French phenomenon, 

having no counterpart elsewhere, although after 1830 “communist” 

doctrines began to spread among German and other working men domi- 

ciled in Paris. 
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A distinction needs to be drawn between “communism” as a particu- 

lar revolutionary movement stemming from French experience in the 

1790’s and “socialism” as a general critique of the new economic order. 

What distinguished “communism” from “‘socialism”’ at this stage was its 

proletarian character and its radical egalitarianism, both inherited from 

the Babouvist tradition, which also comported another French trait: 

the emphasis on the need for a revolutionary dictatorship during the 

transition period. When the term “socialism” came into general use in 

France and England around 1830, it was evident that what was in- 

tended was an indictment of liberalism, specifically as an economic 

doctrine. In this sense the “communists” too were socialists. But the 

obverse was not necessarily true, for not all socialists accepted the 

principle of radical equality, which at this stage entailed a demand for 

the levelling of civilized institutions and a return to an egalitarian (and 

therefore natural) state. The early socialists, by and large, accepted 

civilization in general and the industrial revolution in particular. What 

they rejected was the particular historical form it had taken: capitalism 

and the liberal-individualist creed that went with it. Later socialists 

might agree that the industrial revolution could not have taken any 

other form, coming as it did and when it did, since in early nineteenth- 

century Britain, the class of private entrepreneurs was the only signifi- 

cant group which had a vital interest in sponsoring the new technology. 

But this philosophical acceptance of past horrors was too sophisticated 

for the first generation of socialist intellectuals, and it certainly made 

no sense to communist proletarians. Their immediate reaction, when 

confronted with the appalling spectacle of the new industrial capital- 

ism, was either to denounce it as immoral or to aim at its violent 

overthrow. When the latter proved impossible, the next step consisted 

in discriminating between the technical progress inherent in the new 

mode of production, and the system of economic exploitation and 

privilege associated with it. This distinction made it possible for men 

like Robert Owen in England and Henri de Saint-Simon in France to 

demand that the new technology be subordinated to the general inter- 

est of society. 

But all this took time, and meanwhile democratic writers brought up 

on the philosophy of the Enlightenment had to introduce some logical 

order into the connection between Natural Law and the Rights of Man, 

as proclaimed by the American and French revolutions. These rights 

had been asserted for the benefit of a generation which believed pro- 
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foundly that every citizen was entitled to the produce of his own labor. 

Even Adam Smith, as we have seen, paid lip-service to this doctrine, 

although he was careful to specify that it was enforceable only in an 

“early and rude state of society.” This was just the trouble with Natural 

Law: for those who took it seriously the golden age lay in the past. The 

best that could be hoped for, if access to private property was thought 

desirable, was the kind of arrangement to which Rousseau and his 

followers had given their consent: a society of independent citizens. 

Ideally these would be peasant farmers and artisans living in rural com- 

munities or in small, easily governable countries. This particular vision 

of democracy ‘was respectable enough, whether its spokesmen drew 

their inspiration from the Bible or from the Greco-Roman classics. 

There was only one thing wrong with it: the industrial revolution had 

rendered it illusory. 
This is not to deny that the appeal to moral principles was im- 

mensely effective. For thinking people in Europe and America, the 

Rights of Man plainly included the laborer’s natural right to the pro- 

duce of his labor. Moreover, in religious tradition—which the churches 

and lawgivers in a nominally Christian community could not formally 
repudiate even when it had become inconvenient—moral principle 
was considered the only legitimate source for general rules about par- 

ticular rights and duties. This was as true in Britain as in France and — 

the United States, where the framers of the revolutionary constitutions 

had specifically claimed to be drawing on the command of reason, 

rationis ordinatio in the traditional scholastic meaning of the term. 

Socialist critics of the new economic order could thus take their stand” 

on principles they held in common with conservatives who retained 

their allegiance to Natural Law. This common ground explains why the 

professional economists increasingly fought shy of traditional moral 

philosophy, and why consistent individualists like Bentham wanted no 

part of Natural Law. For Bentham any doctrine of natural rights was 

“nonsense on stilts.” He was content to base his own morality on “‘the 

greatest happiness of the greatest number,” at a time when the “‘great- 

est number” were carrying the burden of the new social policy devised 

by Bentham’s friends. Considered as a philosophy, utilitarianism was 

shallow and its practical consequences were horrendous, but it served 

its purpose: those who adopted it preserved a good conscience while 

they traversed the Iron Age of early industrial capitalism. They even 
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converted a substantial section of the British working class to their 

creed, an achievement much envied by contemporary liberals in France, 

where the industrial revolution encountered a less friendly ideological 
climate. 

Yet we shall see that socialism emerged simultaneously in Britain 

among an elite of craftsmen who had preserved their ancient skills, or 

acquired new ones, throughout the turmoil of the technological up- 

heaval briefly described in our first chapter. This circumstance needs to’ 

be emphasized as a corrective to the notion that socialism, unlike com- 

munism, was a philanthropic affair sprung from the minds of middle- 

class reformers. Socialist and communist theoreticians alike stemmed 

from the middle class and had a following among the workers. What 

distinguished them was their outlook rather than their upbringing. Nor 

is it possible to define socialism as a movement of the intelligentsia; for 

while it is true that every intellectual carries his capital in his head and 

may therefore be described as a mental laborer, those writers who gave 

birth to the early socialist creed did not, with rare exceptions, see 

themselves as spokesmen of a stratum destined to manage the new 

industrial technology. Such notions were never entirely absent, but 

they were not typical of the early socialists, nor was communism as a 

faith confined to authentic members of the proletariat. What divided 

these nascent sects were political issues stemming from the French 

Revolution. 
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A simplified account of the birth of socialism might begin with the 

statement that the industrial revolution furnished the thesis and the 

French Revolution the antithesis, while socialism brought about a 

synthesis of these two parallel but unconnected phenomena. Setting 

aside the fact that this kind of logic is always fallacious, there is another 

good reason for not indulging in it: it would be factually wrong. The 

two currents were not independent of each other. Indeed they inter- 

mingled because they had a common source: the general transformation 

of West European society by what Marx was to describe as the “bour- 

geois revolution.” This process had been going on since the sixteenth 

century, and in England at least it had already gone very far before the 

sudden upsurge of the new industrial technology in the 1760's. Britain 

could not have become the laboratory of the new industrialism if it had 

not already possessed an older, and very successful, agrarian and mer- 

chant capitalism. Inversely, the Revolution in France cleared the 

ground by turning political power over to the bourgeoisie. In one re- 

spect the short-term effect of the Revolution was indeed unfavorable to 

capitalism: it entrenched peasant proprietorship, thereby rendering 

more difficult the modernization of agriculture which in England had 

preceded the investment of capital in mining, industry, and transport. 

33 
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But in other spheres, the Revolution facilitated the accumulation of 

capital by sweeping away a mass of restrictive customs and writing 

economic liberalism into the constitution (or rather, into the several 

constitutions rapidly enacted after 1789). At the same time, it drama- 

tized the issue of social conflict, thereby encouraging a surge of feeling 

which evolved into utopian socialism. 

The decisive economic breakthough, as we have seen, occurred in 

Britain and was then exported: first to Belgium, then to France, Ger- 

many, Austria, and other European countries. The problem for the 

historian of socialism is this: industrial capitalism was born in Britain, 

but the socialist protest against it found its most coherent intellectual 

expression in France, a country that was slow to absorb the impact of 

the new mode of production. And the doctrine which pulled all these 

strands together—namely Marxism—was worked out in the 1840’s by a 

theorist who obtained his philosophical training in his native Germany, 

his political education in France and Belgium, and his understanding of 

economics in England. For the moment we are obliged to neglect these 

complications. Let us then focus upon the epicenter of the great tech- 

nological earthquake: early nineteenth-century Britain. 

Here we encounter another paradox. Britain was economically far 

ahead of its rivals and, by 1850, had transformed itself into what was 

then proudly called “the workshop of the worid.” For some decades, 

indeed, it was the only country in the world which had fully absorbed 

both the new industrial technology and the intellectual innovations that 

went with it. At the same time, the country remained in some ways 

remarkably old-fashioned by comparison with the Continent (not to 

mention the United States, then the only important nation to be gov- 

erned more or less democratically). Not only did the monarchy and the 

Whig Constitution of 1689 remain in force: public life—even after the 

partially successful Benthamite overhaul of the 1820’s and 1830’s—con- 
tinued to present a curiously archaic picture. The economy was being 

transformed, but the social and political structures retained many fea- 

tures belonging to an earlier age. Modernization in these spheres pro- 

ceeded in a rather shaky fashion, even after the Tories had been driven 

from office in 1830 and the urban middle class admitted to the parlia- 

mentary franchise by the Reform Bill of 1832. The prevailing atmo- 

sphere is well illustrated by the grotesque incident which in 1834 
resulted in the Houses of Parliament being burned down, not by a 
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rioting mob, but by Treasury officials trying to get rid of office waste. 

Ever since the original Exchequer accounts were begun by William the 

Conqueror, they had been kept on wooden tally sticks in which notches 

were cut when a tax had been paid. This system survived for seven 

hundred years, until about 1780, when it occurred to an unusually 

enterprising official that one could keep written accounts instead. The 

tally sticks were, however, not disposed of until the 1830’s, when the 

death of the then Head of the Treasury gave the bolder reformers their 

opportunity. Unfortunately they decided to burn the accumulated mass 

of rubbish in the Palace yard of Westminster, with the result that the 

House of Lords caught fire and the entire Parliament building was 

burned to the ground. It was London’s biggest conflagration since the 

Great Fire of 1666, and the Guards had to be called out to control the 

populace. Far from being untypical, this kind of casual disaster was 

quite characteristic of an age also distinguished by a mania for railway 

building, a mass of factory legislation, and the novels of Charles 

Dickens. It was just this bizarre intermingling of the old and the new, 

the survival of ancient institutions in the midst of a volcanic techno- 

logical upheaval, that struck contemporaries as peculiarly British. 

There is some justification for saying that the beginnings of socialism 

in England were marked by a similar quality. They had their emotional 

and intellectual background in a conservative reaction against the dis- 

ruption of established ways of life. And when this Tory romanticism 

had passed away, the new socialism at first presented itself in the guise 

of a defensive movement to safeguard the existence of the independent 

artisan. In the words of a well-known economic historian: 

In a very real sense the bulk of British workers had adjusted itself to 

a changing, industrializing, though not yet revolutionized soci- 

ety....An important group had even accepted, indeed welcomed, 

industry, science and progress (though not capitalism). These were 

the “artisans” or “mechanics,” the men of skill, expertise, indepen- 

dence, and education, who saw no great distinction between them- 

selves and those of similar social standing who chose to become 

entrepreneurs....The “artisans” were the natural leaders of 

ideology and organization among the labouring poor, the pioneers of 

Radicalism (and later the early, Owenite, versions of Socialism), of 

discussion and popular higher education... the nucleus of trade 
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unions, Jacobin, Chartist, or any other progressive move- 

ments. ... Hostile to capitalism, they were unique in elaborating 

ideologies which did not simply seek to return to an idealized tradi- 

tion, but envisaged a just society which would also be technically 

progressive. Above all, they represented the ideal of freedom and 

independence in an age when everything conspired to degrade 

labour. (Hobsbawm, /ndustry and Empire, 70-71) 

These “‘artisans’” were not the independent craftsmen whom the 

industrial revolution had swept away, though by convention they bore 

the same title. They worked for wages—though not necessarily in large- 

scale factories—and were thus pitted against the new stratum of 

middle-class manufacturers. At the same time they represented the elite 

of the industrial working class. In modern parlance, they formed an 

“aristocracy of labor.” As such they conserved habits of mind inherited 

from the independent yeomen and craftsmen of the eighteenth century 

who had provided the broad base of the democratic movement in the 

age of the American and French revolutions. Such men were not down- 

trodden proletarians but skilled workers, conscious of their importance 

in the new scheme of things and unwilling to put up with a state of 

affairs where ‘“‘capital”” monopolized the economic surplus created by 

“labor.” It was to this “labor aristocracy” that the early socialists made 

their appeal. This crucial circumstance has been obscured by the promi- 
nence of a protest literature which made poverty the central theme of 

what was coming to be known as the “social problem.” It was easy for 

well-meaning Tory romantics or religious philanthropists to condemn 

the spread of pauperism or the inhuman hours worked by women and 

children in the new factories, while staying silent on the central issue: 

the line of division between capital and labor. In consequence it came 

to be widely believed that socialism was primarily a protest against 

poverty, whereas the real issue had to do with equality. The new fac- 

tory proletariat was too downtrodden to do more than seek an im- 

provement in living conditions, and to this sort of appeal the more 

philanthropic conservatives lent a ready ear. Hence the spread of what 

in the 1840’s was called Tory Chartism or Christian socialism. Poverty 

was indeed a very real issue, and so was factory legislation to limit the 

exploitation of labor. But socialism from the start stood for something 

else: not merely an improvement in the conditions of the working class, 

but a new social order. 
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If there was some confusion on this issue, the reason is plain enough: 

until about 1850, when real wages began to rise, industrialization went 

hand in hand with an abnormal pressure upon working-class living 

standards. That this pressure was abnormal became evident when the 

abolition of the Corn Laws (1846) and the Ten Hours Bill (1847) 

initiated a gradual improvement in the material conditions of most 

workers. Even then pauperism remained the lot of a mass of casual 

laborers at the bottom of the social heap (many of them Irish immi- 

grants fleeing from the famine). But this depressed stratum did not 

respond to socialist slogans any more than it took an interest in the 

liberal-radical ideology which after the collapse of Chartism in 1848 

replaced the older democratic faith. It was the elite of labor which since 

the 1820’s furnished an audience for the spread of socialist ideas. 

The term “socialist” is found for the first time in the Co-operative 

Magazine of November, 1827. In the same year, Robert Owen 

(1771-1858)—then temporarily in the United States, where he was try- 

ing to organize cooperative settlements on the land—published in the 

New Harmony Gazette a series of articles under the title “Social 

System,” the burden of which was that “social” signified “‘coopera- 

tion.” He was thinking in terms of small communities. But what was the 

significance of cooperation when applied to the new industrial order? 

This question had been debated for some years in the London Co- 

operative Society founded in 1824, and by 1827 the editor of its maga- 

zine thought he knew the answer. The value of a commodity, he wrote, 

consisted of both present and past labor (capital or stock), and the 

great issue was “‘whether it is more beneficial that this capital should be 

individual or common.”’ Those who held that it should be commonly 

owned were “the Communionists and Socialists,” and the chief of them 

was Robert Owen. 

In considering the early beginnings of a movement, there is always a 

temptation to dwell too much upon the personality of the founder. If 

he is a notable eccentric, his private idiosyncrasies will loom unduly 

large, at the expense of more important considerations. Owen, during the 

earlier stages of his career, was remarkably level-headed, but he 

seemed eccentric to his contemporaries for two quite unrelated reasons. 

In the first place, he was a successful manufacturer—a pioneer of the 

new cotton industry, which was at the very heart of the Industrial 

Revolution—who yet condemned a social order based upon private 

enterprise and the unrestrained search for profit. Secondly, he had no 
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use for religion and said so publicly, thereby shocking a good many 

people who might otherwise have approved of him and alarming a 

ruling oligarchy that had recently emerged, victorious but exhausted, 

from the war against revolutionary and Napoleonic France. Most of his 

fellow manufacturers stemmed from the lower middle class and adhered 

to various forms of Nonconformist Protestantism, as did those Tory 

supporters among the workers who had been enrolled by John Wesley’s 

successors in the Methodist movement. Owen’s rational secularism was 

not to their taste, and his criticism of religion—first publicly voiced in 

1817, when he was briefly popular with the Establishment as a wealthy 

philanthropist who could do no harm—ended his career as an adviser to 

statesmen and churchmen. In the light of his subsequent involvement in 

the theory and practice of the labor movement, all this may seem 

accidental and irrelevant, but to Owen it was a matter of great impor- 

tance. The idea of social regeneration was closely connected in his mind 

with the rejection of what he termed “‘individualization,” by which he 

meant the fixing of responsibility for crime and other social evils upon 

the inborn nature of the individuals concerned. It was an axiom with 

him that human nature was malleable and that the formative influence 

of society was the decisive factor in conditioning people’s behavior for 

good or ill. He objected to religion, as it was taught in a predominantly 

Protestant country, because it was indifferent to society. He did not 

reject Christian ethics but rather the notion that men could better 

themselves by their own efforts. As he put it, “individualized men, and 

all that is truly valuable in Christianity, are so separated as to be utterly 

incapable of union through all eternity.” His rationalist psychology was 

somewhat naive (it did not in essentials depart from Bentham’s “greatest 

happiness” principle), but he was realistic enough in noting the effect 

the new mode of production was having on the laboring poor: it 

degraded them. He made the point in one of his early writings, the 

Observations on the Effect of the Manufacturing System (1815): 

The general diffusion of manufactures throughout a country generates 

a new character in its inhabitants; and as this character is formed upon 

a principle quite unfavourable to individual or general happiness, it 

will produce the most lamentable and permanent evils, unless the 

tendency be counteracted by legislative interference and direction. 

It is important to grasp that Owen condemned not industry as such, 
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but capitalism; not the new technology, but the unrestrained spread of 

competition. Yet he also dabbled in communitarian experiments 

on the land (notably the luckless New Harmony venture in the United 

States between 1824 and 1829) which cost him most of his personal 

fortune. These and other aspects of his career are not, however, central 

to Owenism as a doctrine and the role it played in the British labor 

movement. 

Owen’s long career as a social reformer falls into several distinct 

stages. In the first, which began in 1813 with his New View of Society 

and terminated in 1821 with his Report to the County of Lanark, he 

was primarily concerned with what he regarded as the avoidable evils of 

pauperism, unemployment, and excessively long hours worked in fac- 

tories. In this phase he told his fellow manufacturers (who were not 

greatly impressed) that “the pillar of the political greatness of the 

country is a manufacture which, as it is now carried on, is destructive of 

the health, morals, and social comforts of the mass of the people en- 

gaged in it.” This argument was to become a leitmotiv of later 

laborist and welfare-state propaganda and was not in principle incom- 

patible with what the more intelligent conservatives thought of the 

matter. During those years Owen also dabbled with Benthamite reform 

schemes for settling unemployed laborers on the land in specially con- 

structed villages: “Mr Owen’s Parallelograms of Paupers,” as the Tory 

democrat William Cobbett called them—a trifle unfairly perhaps, but 

fairness was ‘never Cobbett’s strong suit, and anyhow Owen had laid 

himself open to ridicule by drafting a plan which resembled Bentham’s 

notorious Industry-Houses for setting unemployed paupers to work. 

Unlike Bentham, who had no use for democracy and wanted his Indus- 

try-Houses to be run by a centralized authority, Owen made some 

provision for self-government in his projected Villages of Unity and 

Cooperation. Nothing came of the scheme, which was offered as a cure 

for unemployment and as such had the support of the celebrated econ- 

omist David Ricardo and other luminaries. Having broken with official 

Britain, Owen in 1824 departed for America, where he was equally 

unlucky with communitarian settlements on the land. In the meantime, 

however, Owenism had been turned into an elementary form of social- 

ism by his working-class followers in England, and it is this circum- 

stance which relates Robert Owen to our topic. 

Between 1820 and 1840, Owenite ideas gradually fused with anti- 
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capitalist notions which had been deduced from the writings of Ricardo 

by the so-called ‘Ricardian socialists”: principally William Thompson 

(1775-1833), Thomas Hodgskin (1783-1869), John Gray (1799-1883), 

and John Francis Bray (1809-97). Whether one thinks that they 

deserved the label conventionally attached to them depends on whether 

or not one believes that they understood Ricardo’s writings. On the 

whole it seems doubtful. They did, however, make effective use of one 

aspect of Ricardo’s thinking, as developed in his great work On the 

Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817): his labor theory 

of value, the general notion of which he had inherited from Adam 

Smith. The labor theory of value does not follow logically from a 

distinction between value and market price. The belief that there is an 

“inherent value” in material goods, as distinct from their commercial or 

exchange value, can be held to signify that the usefulness of things, 

their “virtue” or inherent quality, renders them valuable. In this sense, 

the notion was familiar to Aristotle, the medieval schoolmen, and 

Locke, who held “‘intrisick value” to mean use value (Second Treatise, 

Chap. V). But Locke, as we have seen, also maintained that “labor” (by 

which in general he meant entrepreneurial labor) gave a title to “‘prop- 

erty.” How could these ideas be squared under an industrial system that 

turned the owners of capital into controllers of labor? The answer is 

that they could not be squared. This was just what the “Ricardian 

socialists” were eager to point out. 

The central paradox about the labor theory of value is that it was 

put forward in the seventeenth century by writers like William Petty 

and John Locke to justify private property—the property of the private 

entrepreneur or pioneer capitalist—while two centuries later socialist 

spokesmen of the workers’ movement turned it against the industrial 

manufacturers. In itself this does not make the theory either right or 

wrong. One may hold that it never had any analytical value and still 

recognize that it was of great importance socially. What matters in our 

context is that the doctrine was originally meant to apply to the 

“labor” of the proprietor. From Petty to Ricardo, no economist ever 

thought of wage-labor as the creator of “value”—hence the alarm 

when the early socialists began to use it in this way. It then became 

necessary for the liberal economists to specify that “capital” also 

created “‘value.” (The more extreme among them even maintained that 

wage-labor created no “‘value” at all.) As for the notion that salaried 
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labor gave its owners (the workers) a title to the capitalist’s profit, this 

could certainly not be deduced from Locke, for whom the laborer’s 

share was merely a subsistence wage. There was a passage in Adam 

Smith to the effect that in common equity “‘they who feed, cloath and 

lodge the whole body of the people, should have such a share of the 
produce of their own labour as to be themselves tolerably well fed, 

cloathed and lodged” (Wealth of Nations, Book I, Chap. VIII). But this 

kind of sentiment, while agreeable enough to Christian opinion, had no 

socialist—or even egalitarian—implications. It simply laid down a reason- 

able moral precept. Socialist conclusions could be read into the labor 

theory of value only after capital itself had been defined as past labor. 

Now Ricardo had not been altogether clear as to whether “labor” was 

the actual source, or merely the measure, of “‘value,” but the “Ricar- 

dian socialists” read him to mean that the expenditure of physical 

energy (labor) was the ultimate source of wealth or value. This was 

quite enough for them. It gave a kind of theoretical underpinning to 

Owen’s moral condemnation of capitalism, and for the moment this 

was all that mattered. 

British socialism, we may then say, developed on the two-fold 

foundation of a moralistic critique of the market economy and a labor- 

ist literature that implied something like a primitive doctrine of class 

conflict. What was the relation of this nascent socialism to the parailel 

stirrings in France, where a socialist movement had silently grown up 

since 1815 and suddenly burst upon the scene in 1830? Owen’s social- 

ism belonged to the pre-democratic age, in the sense that its founder 

did not work consistently for a democratic reformation of society 

which would institute a new social order. Down to about 1817 he had 

placed his hopes on enlightened rulers. In this he followed the example 

of Bentham, but Bentham’s liberal pupils could appeal to the manufac- 

turing middle class which gained political power in 1832, whereas Owen 

remained isolated. When his communitarian experiments in America 

failed, he could only fall back upon the customary last resort of disap- 

pointed reformers: the hope for a “‘change of heart” or, as he put it, a 

“revolution of the human mind directed solely by truth, by charity, 

and by kindness.” Yet by the 1830’s a genuine labor movement had 

grown up which to some extent adopted Owen’s doctrines. The years 

1830-34 witnessed a great wave of union organization, culminating in 

the temporary enrollment of half a million members in what was 
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proudly styled the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union. This 

enterprise sprang from a drive to establish a nationwide union move- 

ment, centrally directed and under socialist control. A number of labor 

leaders during this period turned to Owen, and he responded with a 

utopian scheme for Home Colonization, which inevitably failed. 

The upshot was that Owen withdrew from politics, while the union 

leaders from 1836 onward turned in the direction of Chartism: essen- 

tially an attempt to make Parliament responsive to the will of the 

people by introducing universal suffrage. This too failed, and the British 

labor movement thereupon was taken in tow by the middle-class 

liberals. It is hardly surprising that in these circumstances Owen lapsed 

into political quietism. It is less clear why his enduring practical 

achievement as a founding father of the cooperative movement (1844) 

should have been succeeded by those sad last years when his remaining 

energies flowed into mystical channels, including spiritualist sessions in 

which he held converse with, among others, the shade of Benjamin 

Franklin. But then Owen had always been one of those men in whom 

faith needed a supersensible outlet. In the end, socialism was not quite 

enough. It is easy to make fun of the community at Queenwood he 

directed as Social Father of the Society of Rational Religionists. But 

the conversion of religious faith into secular humanism was in fact 

among his more lasting achievements. !t had its counterpart in France, 

in the Saint-Simonian movement. France, however, was a Catholic 

country which had recently passed through a great revolution. On both 

counts it was volcanic soil compared to England, and French socialism 

from the start was something very different from the pacific and gradu- 

alist movement on the other side of the Channel. 

This is not to overlook the distinction between socialism and com- 

munism, to which reference has been made earlier. Communism in 

France by the 1840’s had become a primitive proletarian class move- 

ment, for the most part organized in secret societies or fraternities 

whose leaders thought in terms of conspiracy and armed insurrection. 

French socialism, at the start, was the work of men who had no 

thought of overturning society, but wished to reform it, by enlightened 

legislation if possible. This is the link between Robert Owen, Charles 

Fourier, and Henri de Saint-Simon, and the reason why in communist 

literature all three figure as “utopians.” Perhaps they should rather be 
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described as doctrinaires, though doubtless there is a connection. Saint- 

Simon’s schemes were fantastic enough, and Fourier in some phases of 

his career was just barely on the border line of sanity, if not on the 

other side altogether. From the historian’s viewpoint these personal 

traits are relevant only because they show that the whole movement 

was still in a very early stage. It was possible then for private eccen- 

tricities to loom large; it does not follow that they were important. 

There was a background to this new movement: the Bourbon Resto- 

ration (1815-30) following the fall of Napoleon; the rise of the bour- 

geoisie to social prominence and economic power; its political triumph 

in the July Revolution of 1830, which in turn invigorated liberalism in 

England and helped to push the Reform Bill through in 1832; the 

spread of the industrial revolution to France and Belgium and the con- 

sequent emergence of a factory proletariat; the first primitive working- 

class revolts in Lyon and elsewhere; and the dawning notion that the 

French Revolution had inaugurated an era of social conflict. Some of 

these topics will be discussed in the next section. Here we must take 

account of the two men who, more than any others during this time, 

turned French socialism from a vague aspiration into a coherent intel- 

lectual system. 

Henri de Saint-Simon (1760-1825) has many claims to eminence, 

not the least of them being his parentage of a movement which sought 

to fuse the Enlightenment with romanticism, the heritage of religion 

with the impact of rationalism, faith with reason, mysticism with 

science—one could go on forever. Saint-Simonism became the cradle of 

feminism, pacifism, philo-semitism, Europeanism, and Christian social- 

ism. It was also the driving force behind such enterprises as the con- 

struction of France’s first railway system and the building of the Suez 

Canal. Saint-Simon’s personal career included active service under Wash- 

ington at Yorktown in 1781, participation in the Thermidorian regime 

after the fall of Robespierre in 1794, incarceration as a lunatic in Char- 

enton together with the Marquis de Sade, and the founding of a new 

religious creed, set out in his last published work, Le Nouveau Chris- 

tianisme (1825). His extraordinary band of disciples included bankers, 

mystics, veterans of Napoleon’s campaigns, and founders of the Char- 

bonnerie—the French ‘branch of the international secret society better 

known under its Italian name as the Carbonari. Heinrich Heine was a 

sympathizer and so for a while was Hector Berlioz. Barthélemy Prosper 
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Enfantin (1796-1864), on whom Saint-Simon’s mantle fell after the 

master’s death, undertook a search for the Female Messiah who was to 

replace Christ, and ended as a railway director. He also proclaimed free 

love and the emancipation of women, and made a pubtic issue of sexual 

repression a century before Freud. It is fair to say that virtually every 

new political or social idea that convulsed Europe in the wake of the 
Romantic movement between 1820 and 1850 had its origins in the 

Saint-Simonian sect. Marx inherited an entire stock of ideas from 

Saint-Simon, and so did Auguste Comte. In the period between World 

War I and World War II, there was a Saint-Simonian revival among 

captains of industry in France and Germany, and after 1945 Saint- 

Simonism furnished some of the ideological inspiration of the Gaullist 

movement. When Europe’s African and Asian colonies were emanci- 

pated, the new rulers—politicians, officers, and technologists—hastened 

to deck themselves out with a Saint-Simonian ideology behind which 

they could in good conscience launch a modernization drive. What is 

known today as “African socialism” or “‘Asian socialism,” prevalent in 

areas of the world that have not accepted Communism in its Stalinist or 

Maoist forms, is usually a variant of Saint-Simonism—the ideology of an 

industrial revolution which can but need not be socialist in the conven- 

tional sense of the word. It can also be run by private entrepreneurs in 

collaboration with the state apparatus. What matters to the political 

elites of a society undergoing this kind of modernization is that a new 

industrial technology should be implanted in an archaic society. 

Whether the outcome is a socialist order or not depends upon political 

circumstances. By itself Saint-Simonism is indeterminate. It can help to 

launch a socialist movement. It can also become the ideology of the 

industrial bourgeoisie, and in its authoritarian Comteist form it has 

occasionally played this role. 

But this is the wisdom of hindsight. Today one can see some of the 

reasons for the movement’s immense success and the almost unbeliev- 

able rapidity with which it spread across France and Europe. It was 

both a reaction against individualism and a glorification of the Indus- 

trial Revolution. It had come into being as a response to the new 

society born from the political upheaval of 1789. This society was 

bourgeois, and the Saint-Simonians inaugurated the critique of liberal- 

ism, which was then just coming into its own. Saint-Simon himself had 

briefly toyed with liberalism around 1815, but his writings after that 
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date opened up a cleavage between his more radical followers and the 

bankers and economists who at first supported him because they 

wanted what he wanted: Anglo-French reconciliation after the Napole- 

onic wars; enlightened government (but not democracy); and industrial 

modernization. What frightened the liberals about Saint-Simon had 

been in the first place his attacks on organized religion, as with Owen, 

but in the end the issue was more clearly defined. Saint-Simon had 

begun by extolling captains of industry as the organizers of a new mode 

of production, and he looked forward to a world order supervised by a 

committee of bankers (another interesting anticipation of the future). 

But although hostile to Jacobin democracy (hardly surprising, since he 

had narrowly escaped the guillotine during the Terror), he was tempera- 

mentally out of tune with liberalism. The ideal society of his imaginings 

centered upon the scientific organization of industrial production, and 

the “producers” were not to be hampered by bourgeois notions about 

the sacredness of private property. This is the message of his later 

writings, some of which were composed with the help of his then 

secretary, Auguste Comte: notably Lndustrie (1816-18) and Du 

systeme industriel (1821-22). These works, as well as the famous 

Catéchisme des industriels (1823-24) to which Comte contributed an 

entire section, somehow crossed the invisible border line between 

liberalism and socialism. They also led to a breach between Saint-Simon 

and Comte, who in later years made a career by converting socialism 

into sociology. Le Nouveau Christianisme (1825) did the rest. It inaugu- 

rated a tradition of Christian socialism which became politically influ- 

ential in the 1830’s and 1840’s. Saint-Simon may not have been quite 

conscious of what he was doing when he drew up his various blueprints 

for an industrial society which would be centrally planned. It was his 

followers who turned Saint-Simonism into the ideology of the technical 

intelligentsia. It was they too who placed the new romantic sensibility 

in the service of the socialist faith. The movement ran its course 

between 1830 and 1848, after which it lost its revolutionary coloration 

and became the private hobby of successful bankers and industrialists 

who still yearned for socialism but had cut their connection with the 

labor movement. As such it endured down to 1870. 

By comparison with Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier (1772-1837) cuts 

a lesser figure, though not for want of originality..He was the great 

eccentric of the early socialist movement, the inventor of a fantastic 

D 
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cosmology; he was also the descendant of Rousseau, in that his criti- 

cism was directed against modern civilization as such, not merely 

against the middle class (from which he stemmed and whose mental 

traits he shared to a remarkable degree). Today he is best known as the 

originator of a communitarian scheme of mixed industrial-agricultural 

settlements similar to Owen’s: the “‘phalanstery.” Experiments in 

setting up groups along these lines were undertaken (mainly in the 

United States) by his followers, and after his death the school exper- 

ienced a new upsurge under the direction of Victor Considérant, who 

ranks among the more important figures of the movement culminating 

in the 1848 revolution. Considérant’s Principe du socialisme (1847) 

foreshadows some of Marx’s ideas and probably influenced the author 

of the Communist Manifesto. But Considérant was no communist 

(Fourier had admitted private property, at least in principle); the jour- 

nal he edited in the 1840’s bore the title La Démocratie pacifique, and 

this was no camouflage. Considérant regarded the industrial proletariat 

as an exploited class, and he was fully convinced that France and 

Europe were drifting toward revolution—as indeed they .did in 

1848—but he was no advocate of violence. In principle, he (like other 

socialists of the period) did not exclude the possibility of a reconcilia- 

tion between the classes: specifically, between the industrial bour- 

geoisie and the proletariat. This was just what set them off from the 

early communists, for whom such a notion had ceased to possess any 

reality. We shall see in the following chapter why and how this issue 

came to a head in 1848 and what its significance was for the socialist 

and communist movements of the post-1850 age. 

Saint-Simonism has been described as “‘the religion of the engi- 

neers,” partly because it found its original disciples mainly among the 

students of the Ecole Polytechnique, which to this day has remained a 

great center of French industrial management (and of a “technocratic” 

version of centralized economic planning). Fourierism and Owenism are 

more difficult to place in sociological terms. They were private visions 

spun by thinkers reflecting upon material circumstances which they 

themselves did not share. All three schools were “utopian.” Their prin- 

cipal achievement was to anticipate social and moral issues still lying in 

the future: the conversion of religious faith into humanism; feminine 

emancipation; sexual liberation; the abolition of war, social oppression, 

and racial intolerance. Some of these aims were also shared by the more 
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radical liberals of the period, and there was constant coming and going 

between the two camps; but the social issue continued to divide them. 

The liberals accepted individualism and “free enterprise” as the only 

possible motivations of a modern and progressive society. The socialists 

saw conflict and disaster looming where the liberals saw harmony and 

contentment. Both movements were animated by the common stock of 

ideas inherited from the Enlightenment and the Revolution; neither can 

simply be explained in class terms. In the last resort the cleavage was 

philosophical: it arose from conflicting and incompatible visions of 

man’s role in the world. 





4 Socialism and 

the Workers’ Movement 

The title of this chapter may seem rather oddly chosen: socialism and 

the workers’ movement—are they not the same? We shall see that this 

question has recurred frequently in socialist and labor history, at any 

rate since 1848, when the French working class for the first time assem- 

bled under the red banner. Before that crucial episode few observers 

would have argued that socialism (as distinct from communism) repre- 

sented labor’s aims. After 1848 this notion became common in France 

but not in England, where with the disintegration of Chartism the 

unions lost their interest in politics and Owenism became a mere sect. 

Between 1830 and 1850 there was an immature labor movement whose 

leaders were socialists. When in 1867 the bulk of the urban working 

class obtained the vote something quite different emerged: a union 

movement increasingly won over to liberalism, although a sizable 

minority, then and later, supported the Conservatives, either from dis- 

like of Irish immigrants and other foreigners (always a safe Tory atti- 

tude) or because Britain’s “imperial” role was beginning to have an 

effect on working-class voters who identified with the ruling oligarchy 

of their own country. Whatever the cause, socialism in Britain went to 

sleep for a generation, rising to the surface once more in the 1880's in 

the wake of unemployment and general disillusionment with Glad- 

49 
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stonian laissez-faire liberalism. Meanwhile, Germany—having botched its 

first democratic revolution in 1848—from 1863 onward witnessed the 

growth of a social-democratic movement and the spread of a watered- 

down form of state socialism: the Lassallean agitation. About the same 

time, the First International assembled in London in 1864, with mainly 

Anglo-French participation and a program (drafted by Marx) of the 

type that would later be called social democratic. There was thus in the 

1860’s a partial emancipation of the labor movement from liberalism, 

but one must not suppose that this process was uniform or that the 

participants were conscious of what was happening. Some were—Marx 

and Engels above all. But they were virtually isolated until the founding 

of the International in 1864 provided them with a ready-made audi- 

ence. Even then, they had to accommodate themselves to a mental 

climate radically different from that of the 1840’s, when “socialism” 

(as we have seen) was sharply distinguished from “communism.” 
The crucial watershed is June, 1848, when the Paris proletariat 

manned the barricades and was duly massacred by an army obeying the 

instructions of a newly elected republican government. A year later, in 

June, 1849, a coalition of repentant democrats and reformist social- 

ists—the embryonic social-democratic movement—tried its hand at a 

different form of protest—peaceful mass demonstrations in Paris against 

an unpopular government—failed miserably, and dispersed. These events 

entailed an enduring loss of faith in democracy on the part of a working 

class which until then had naively identified the Republic with the 

notion of popular sovereignty. Until 1848 democracy had been a revo- 

lutionary cause. After that date it became safely bourgeois, at any rate 

in Western and Central Europe, where the authorities could rely on the 

peasantry and the lower middle class to keep “communism” in check. 

But what was communism? This: was another puzzle. To the radical 

Parisian workers in the 1840’s it had meant something like an equal 

distribution of property, but this slogan became meaningless once the 

industrial revolution had been absorbed: “property” now took the 

shape of huge factories which could not be “equally distributed” in the 

way that land had been divided among part of the French peasantry in 

1793. Then what was the meaning of communism as distinct from 

socialism? Nobody knew. 

One can also look at the matter from a different angle, in the 

economic perspective of our opening chapter. Between 1776 and 1848, 
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the liberal democratic movement ran its course in North America and 

Western Europe, and by the mid-century it had run out of steam. These 

dates are not chosen at random. The year 1776 witnessed both the 

publication of The Wealth of Nations and the start of the American war 

of independence. The year 1848 witnessed an abortive national demo- 

cratic movement in Germany, the final disappearance of peasant serf- 

dom in Europe outside Russia, a proletarian insurrection in France, the 

failure of Chartism in England, and the publication of the Communist 

Manifesto. The long-run effect of these events was momentous, but 

some of the more important signposts to the future were only very 

dimly perceived even by Marx and Engels. Both men had counted upon 

a successful national democratic uprising in Germany, which in turn 

would link up with Chartism in Britain and “communism” in France. 

Not only was the German revolution defeated, but communism disap- 

peared, while British socialism went into eclipse for a generation. The 

Manifesto went unread for years: it had summarized the faith of a 

radical vanguard in the 1840's, but this elite was dispersed and disillu- 

sioned by the events of 1848-1851. By the time its survivors reas- 

sembled in the 1860’s, ““communism” in the sense of the Manifesto had 

ceased to have any political meaning. Paradoxically, the only people 

who still believed in it were a group of Russian emigrants in Geneva. 

But they were followers of Bakunin and consequently had no use for 

those who came to be known as “Marxists” —originally a term of abuse 

coined by Bakunin’s adherents to designate a handful of German social- 

ists who took their line from Marx. 
The principal event of the 1860’s undoubtedly was the reconstitu- 

tion of the old democratic movement on a new social basis. In the 

1840’s there had been a democratic coalition, but it had little to do 

with socialism, even though during this decade socialist doctrines 

entered labor’s mentality. There was also a primitive workers’ move- 

ment which for the most part equated “democracy” with “commun- 

ism.” By the 1860’s a new phenomenon had arisen: the First Interna- 

tional. But alongside it there was a potent liberal-radical current among 

both the lower middle class and the workers. In Britain and the United 

States the unions on the whole accepted liberalism. On the Continent 

of Europe during the same period they turned toward social democ- 

racy. At no stage was the entire labor movement unequivocally com- 

mitted to socialism as the term is currently understood. [t would be 



52 A SHoRT HIstToRY OF SOCIALISM 

truer to say that the early socialists had to convert the working class to 

their own faith. In some areas they succeeded; in others they failed or 

lost ground. Their most spectacular failure occurred in Britain. Their 

most solid and enduring success was scored in Germany, where they 

captured the democratic inheritance and the workers’ movement along 

with it. France provided the scene for a series of bloody disasters, from 

the “June days” of 1848 to the Paris Commune of 1871, but it lagged 

behind industrially. The world outside Europe was not as yet affected 

by these issues, although the American Civil War of 1861-65 did be- 

come an issue in the formation of the First International, as we shall 

see later on. Marx, in the preface to the first German edition of Capital, 

hailed it as a turning-point: “As in the 18th century the American war 

of independence sounded the tocsin for the European middle class, so 

in the 19th century the American civil war sounded it for the European 

working class.” 

Let us return to the starting point and try to imagine what the 

situation looked like in France and Britain around 1840. Let us also try 

to settle, once and for all, what was the difference between “socialism” 

and “communism” during this period—that is, what was the real distinc- 

tion, and what did the participants think it amounted to? There is, after 

all, a difference between what men do and what they imagine them- 

selves to be doing. If one takes the Marxian view, one may even hold 

that there is a logic of social development which has an existence of its 

own, and to that extent is quite indifferent to the psychological motiva- 

tions of the individuals concerned. On this assumption, what socialists 

and communists thought they were doing in the 1840’s matters a good 

deal less than what they were actually accomplishing. The same applies 

to learned bystanders, such as the German sociologist Lorenz von Stein, 

who in 1842 published a celebrated work entitled Der Socialismus und 

Communismus des heutigen Frankreich. Stein (who in his spare time 

Operated as a secret agent for the Prussian government among the Ger- 

man refugees in Paris) clearly thought there was a distinction to be 

drawn between the two terms, and so did his contemporaries. But what 

was it? According to Stein, “socialism” signified the writings of Saint- 

Simon and Fourier, while “communism” was identified with the doc- 

trines of Babeuf and his successors, notably Etienne Cabet. Socialism 

was philanthropic and had for its aim a peaceful reorganization of 

society, while communism was revolutionary and “immediately practi- 
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cal”: a circumstance that impressed this learned conservative as danger- 

ous, and which he did not fail to stress in his confidential reports to his 

employers. 

But Stein had also noticed something else: communism (he wrote) 

was a proletarian movement and indeed possible only among men who 

owned nothing, since it amounted to a radical rejection of the existing 

social order. He likewise saw the connection between industry and the 

modern working class: only France and England possessed a genuine 

proletariat. Russia and China might have many poor people, but these 

did not forma separate “estate.” Germany had not yet acquired a 

proletariat (in 1842, when Stein published his work, this statement was 

ceasing to be true), and North America was too rich in resources to 

have to bother about it. France was the danger zone, for there the 

proletariat was politically conscious: it had inherited the revolutionary 

doctrines of the plebeian sans-culottes who had brought the Jacobins to 

power in 1793. Stein’s book was duly noticed by Moses Hess 

(1812-75), who was doing his best to implant socialism in Germany, 

and it was probably read by Marx. But neither Hess nor Marx had need 

of Stein to tell them that there existed a revolutionary movement in 

France which descended from Babeuf’s Conspiracy of the Equals in 

1796 and his death on the scaffold in 1797: the topic was thoroughly 

familiar to French writers of the period. They could hardly fail to 

notice the numerous proletarian insurrections in Paris, Lyon, and other 

cities after 1832, and the share taken in them by Buonarroti’s disciples: 

notably the youthful Louis-Auguste Blanqui, who had graduated from 

left-wing Jacobinism to “communism.” They also knew that socialists 

(unlike communists) by and large disapproved of violence, although 

they were beginning to address themselves to the workers. What then 

did “communism” signify? First, it was a French movement; next, it 

was descended from the traditions of the extreme wing of the Great 

Revolution; third, it was based on the new industrial proletariat. 

Beyond this point everything became rather vague. In particular it was 

not easy to tell the difference between socialist and communist utopian 

literature—save that the utopian communists (for practical purposes this 

meant Cabet) were more authoritarian and proposed to ban private 

property altogether, whereas Fourier and the socialists were willing to 

tolerate it. 

Fourierism made converts in the United States and to a lesser degree 
b* 
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in Russia and Poland, where it was taken up by philanthropic aristo- 

crats such as the youthful Alexander Herzen (1812-70) and the Polish 

philosopher August von Cieszkowski (1814-94), who combined Hegel- 

ian idealism with Catholic mysticism and utopian socialism. For the 

Germans Fourier was too eccentric and not systematic enough. They 

assimilated utopian socialism in its Saint-Simonian version. The Hegel- 

ian philosopher Eduard Gans, whose lectures Marx attended at Berlin in 

the late 1830’s, had come across Saint-Simon’s doctrines in 1825 and 

thought well of them. Another prominent Hegelian, K. L. Michelet, 

discovered Saint-Simonism during a visit to Paris in 1828 and appar- 

ently informed Hegel about it. The general public in Germany learned 

of socialism from Heinrich Heine, whose reports from Paris were widely 

circulated. The aged Goethe regularly read one of the Saint-Simonian 

journals, and Marx’s future father-in-law, Ludwig von Westphalen, on 

occasion expressed Saint-Simonian views, as did other members of the 

social elite in Trier, where Marx was born in 1818. In short, socialism in 

its Saint-Simonian form was at first considered both respectable and 

harmless. This situation changed in the 1840’s, when Moses Hess, in his 

far from respectable manner, began to preach a democratic revolution 

leading to socialism. From then on, the distinction between socialism 

and communism narrowed, and in the end Hess himself became a mem- 
ber of the Communist League (originally founded by German “demo- 

crats,” i.e., radical intellectuals and working men, in Paris in 1836). Yet 

influential leaders of French “socialism” in the 1840’s, such as Louis 

Blanc, still refused to associate with “‘communists’’ like Marx (in 

Blanc’s case because he disapproved of their atheism). The controversy 

went on, coming to a provisional climax in 1850, when the Communist 

League itself split (and when Marx for all practical purposes ceased 

to be a communist). 

It is worth remarking that in the formative period between 1830 and 

1850, when all these ideas and movements took shape, London and 

Paris were the only cities that counted. Germany still lagged behind, 

and the remainder of Europe had barely reached the stage of debating 

the merits of political and economic liberalism, although in Russia at 

least a few advanced spirits began to toy with the notion that the liberal 

phase might be skipped altogether. 

What, then, was the central issue? Above all the continuing relevance 

of the French. Revolution for the theory and practice of the workers’ 
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movement. Here two radically different viewpoints were possible and 

were indeed maintained: (1) that the Revolution—more particularly the 

rule of the “Mountain” in 1793-94—was the proper model for the 

inevitable phase of “proletarian dictatorship” which would precede the 

classless society: this became the “communist” faith; (2) that Jacobin- 

ism was irrelevant to the “organization of labor” and had best be aban- 

doned altogether: this had been the opinion of Saint-Simon and 

Fourier, although it was qualified by their successors. There were also 

some intermediate positions, and by the 1840’s there had emerged 

something like a “republican socialist” ideology which combined repub- 

lican democracy (but not Jacobin dictatorship) with the aims of labor. 

Its outstanding representative until 1848 was Louis Blanc. Alongside 

these democrats, the secret societies founded by Buonarroti and Blan- 

qui, with their following of communist workers and radicalized 

students from the middle class, continued the Babouvist tradition of 

minority dictatorship. 

But was the proletariat actually a minority? It depended on one’s 

definition of the term. In 1836, when asked by a court to describe 

himself, Blanqui replied “proletarian,’ and when the judge objected 

that this was no proper occupation, Blanqui exclaimed: “What, no 

occupation? It is the occupation of thirty million Frenchmen who live 

by their labor and are robbed of their political rights!”’ Babeuf might 

have said the same thing forty years earlier (and substantially did). But 

to later socialists this kind of talk was meaningless. Blanqui equated all 

the “toilers,” including peasant-owners and craftsmen. The ruling class 

he visualized as a handful of landowners, bankers, and industrialists 

who monopolized political power. Given the fact that under the Bour- 

geois Monarchy of Louis Philippe (which collapsed in the February 

revolution of 1848), only some 240,000 Frenchmen out of 36 million 

had the vote, this was a plausible notion, but it signified that radical 

democracy must be equated with communism. For if all Frenchmen 

except for a small wealthy stratum were by definition “proletarians,” 

then the “dictatorship of the proletariat” was synonymous with the 

rule of the great majority. This simple faith was destined to have a great 

career in pre-industrial societies at a later date, notably in China after 

1949, when under the name of Maoism it became the official creed. But 

it was already too primitive for France in the 1840's, and in the end 

even the Blanquists ceased to hold it. What took its place was the 
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Marxian view that capitalism had created an industrial proletariat which 

might—or would—become a majority of the population. 
But this was a later development. In the 1840°s and for some 

decades thereafter it was clearly evident that outside Britain the indus- 

trial working class formed a minority of the citizenry. This was just 

why democratic socialism did not seem a very hopeful prospect—unless 

allies could be found. Socialism in this sense could signify one of two 

things: (1) that labor must form an alliance with the lower middle class 

and the peasantry, so as to obtain an electoral majority and then legislate 

for socialist reforms; (2) that the labor movement must count solely 

upon its own strength, develop its organizations, above all the unions 

(syndicats), and pay no attention to parliamentary politics, which were 

bourgeois by definition. The reformist position became identified with 

Louis Blanc (1811-82), the syndicalist (not then so described) with 

Proudhon (1809-65). Both were plausible and obtained wide support. 

Neither promised early victory. Meanwhile the notion of an insurrec- 

tionary coup d’état went on being cherished by the Blanquists. They 

were able to retain it because they held the ancient faith that a basic 

identity of interests bound workers and peasants together. The perspec- 

tive of armed revolt did not frighten them—why should the people not 

rise against its oppressors? This was sound Jacobin logic. The flaw in 

the reasoning lay in the fact that most French peasants had become 

conservative and could be enrolled in the armed forces for the purpose 

of crushing urban insurrections. In the Blanquist view this danger was 

to be met by setting up an energetic dictatorship in Paris and then 

appealing to the peasant masses over the heads of the conservative 

forces—the church above all. On this point Blanqui anticipated both 

Bakunin and Lenin. For a while—between 1847 and 1850 to be pre- 

cise—he also persuaded Marx that it was possible to short-circuit the 

democratic process. Then their ways parted: a circumstance not often 
noted in later Communist literature. 

Let us disregard these quarrels for a moment and look at the social 

circumstances of the age. Such influential writings as Louis Blanc’s 

Organisation du travail (1839), Cabet’s Voyage en Icarie (1840), and 
Proudhon’s Qu’est-ce que la propriété? (1840) made their appearance 

against a background of acute social misery. They also revived a few 

archaisms. Thus when Proudhon posed the question ‘What is Property?” 
and gave the famous reply, “Property is Theft,” he merely repeated a 
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slogan already employed in 1780 by the Rousseauist Jacques-Pierre 

Brissot, later prominent among the Girondists. It was standard doctrine 

among Rousseau’s followers that there had once been a golden age 

without inequality and private property, but Proudhon was as inconsist- 

ent on this topic as on most others. For practical purposes he disap- 

proved only of large-scale capitalist property, while defending and 

indeed extolling the economic independence of the small farmer or 

craftsman. In brief, he was not a “communist,” for even in relation to 

industry he preached “mutualism” (a form of cooperative association) 

rather than socialization in the modern sense. At bottom he never 

renounced the vision of a society in which the producers would own 

their tools, individually rather than collectively, and it was just this 

which set his later followers apart from the “‘collectivism” of the Marx- 

ists. Here was another difference between “‘socialism” and “commun- 

ism”: one that had nothing to do with the issue of dictatorship, but 

rather with the organization of industrial society. Proudhon’s doctrine 

appealed to craftsmen who still owned their tools (just as his archaic 

notions about women and family life appealed to the peasantry from 

which he sprang). He was in this sense a transitional figure, and his 

death in 1865 symbolically occurred a few months after the First Inter- 

national—the International Workingmen’s Association—had got under 

way. 

But this once more is to anticipate. Something more must still be 

said about the year 1848, when democracy and socialism separated—for 

in that year universal suffrage in France produced a bourgeois majority, 

which relied upon the army and the peasantry against the urban 

working class. The resulting conflict was uniquely French, in that the 

participants re-enacted some of the events of 1793-95. Yet France was 

becoming an industrial country, although rather more slowly than 

Britain and Belgium. In neither of the two latter countries did the 1848 

turmoil lead to an armed confrontation between the state and the 

proletariat. In France it did, thereby confirming the Blanquists in their 

belief that nothing was to be expected from parliamentary democracy, 

while deepening Proudhon’s conviction that the labor movement must 

stay out of politics: the first tentative formulation of what later became 

the syndicalist faith. One is thus driven to the conclusion that the 

opposing forces in the France of 1848 saw the actual situation through 

the distorting lense of memories inherited from the great revolution 
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fought out by their ancestors. To employ a phrase later made famous 

by Marx and Engels, they were equipped with a “false consciousness.” 

The democratic republicans of 1848, self-styled Montagnards, were a 

mere caricature of the real “Mountain” of 1793-95: the radical wing of 

the Convention which had pushed the revolution through to a conclu- 

sion. Louis Bonaparte, elected to the presidency of the Republic by the 

peasantry in December, 1848, and self-proclaimed Emperor of the 

French in 1852, caricatured Napoleon. And the Blanquists? If they did 

not exactly parody the movement led by Babeuf in 1796, they cer- 

tainly were no more successful than their ill-starred ancestors. 

For the time being, the defeat of June, 1848, brought the revolu- 

tionary movement to a halt. In 1871, with the repeat performance of the 

Paris Commune, the disaster was on such a scale that even the surviving 

Blanquists began to question the entire Jacobin tradition of Parisian 

insurrection, whereas in 1848 even bourgeois republicans had still 

thought it quite normal: one seized power in Paris and the rest would 

follow. Those who no longer put their faith in this practice might be 

either democratic socialists like Louis Blanc or anarchists like Proud- 

hon. In either case they had one thing in common: they did not greatly 

care for the spiritual legacy of Robespierre and St. Just. To the major- 

ity of French republicans this was still heresy. Babeuf in 1796 had 

proclaimed “Robespierrism is democracy, and both these words are 

absolutely identical.” This was not what either Blanc or Proudhon 

thought: they had begun to work their way through to a different 

conception of democracy. 

If Blanqui stood for the residual Babouvist tradition and Blanc for 

democratic socialism (“to prepare for the future without breaking vio- 

lently with the past,” as he put it), P.-J. Proudhon is usually described 

as one of the two fathers of anarchism (Bakunin being the other). There 

is considerable justification for this view, but it is well to bear in mind 

that for every “anarchist” statement in Proudhon’s voluminous writings 

one can find an “authoritarian” utterance: just as one can find him 

simultaneously on the side of revolutionary workers, conservative peas- 

ants, Louis Bonaparte (whose military dictatorship in 1851 he greeted 

with applause), and the slaveholders of the American South, whose vile 

cause he espoused in 1861 because they were fighting against “‘centrali- 

zation.” Perhaps the only consistent thing about Proudhon was his 

attachment to what he called “justice’’—(a principle he was never able 
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to define, although what he probably meant was the exchange of 

equivalents)—and his dislike of religion: “Dieu c’est le mal’ (“God is 

the principle of evil’). On the issue of centralized authority he was a 

Rousseauist, even though he characteristically described Rousseau as 

“the Genevan charlatan” (it is not recorded that he ever expressed a 

favorable opinion of another writer). That is to say, he was against the 

state in principle and against state socialism in particular. This attitude 

separated him from utopian communists like Cabet and from moderate 

socialists like Blanc, both of whom he tirelessly abused. It also led him, 

by a rather circuitous route, to defend private property (in his posthu- 

mously published Théorie de la Propriété) as a counterweight to the 

menace of state power. An earlier treatise, the Systéme des Contradic- 

tions Economiques, ou Philosophie de la Misére (1846), provoked a 

celebrated rejoinder from Marx but is otherwise insignificant. Proudhon 

was self-taught both as an economist and as a philosopher, and while 

endowed by nature with a better mind than Bakunin, he does not rank 

high as a theorist. His importance is historical: he somehow bridged the 

gap between agrarian populism and urban syndicalism, and in his post- 

humously published writings he threw out some hints about labor 

unionism and politics on which men of a later age could build. In this 

sense, he is one of the ancestors of anarchosyndicalism—a considerable 

achievement, whatever one may think of the man and his writings. 

If all these issues were brought to the test in 1848, the reason is that 

this stormy year witnessed Louis Blanc’s spectacular failure as a mem- 

ber of the Provisional Government hastily set up after Louis Philippe’s 

flight, and the subsequent slaughter of the proletariat in the streets of 

Paris. By 1849 both the nascent social-democratic movement repre- 

sented by Blanc and the tradition of armed insurrection kept alive by 

Blanqui had suffered shipwreck. These opponents having been discred- 

ited, Proudhon had some cause for satisfaction. His earlier doctrinal 

quarrel with Marx was of small importance to him and did not at the 

time attract much attention. What mattered was that Blanc had failed 

to win effective public support for abolishing unemployment by what 

he called the “organization of labor,” while Blanqui’s cause had been 

drowned in blood during the “June days.” As for utopian or “Icarian” 
communism, Cabet left for America in 1849 with a group of disciples 

and after an unsuccessful experiment in Texas duly founded a commu: 

nist “Icaria’’ on the territory of the former Mormon center at Nauvoo, 
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Illinois. Like the Owenite settlements in the New World which preceded 

it, Icaria lingered on for a while and then quietly gave up the ghost in 

1895. Cabet had dreamed of a self-sufficient commonwealth with some- 

thing like a million inhabitants, organized on communist lines and 

including industry as well as farming. The real Icaria never got beyond 

1,500 members. It was the end of the communitarian dream. It was 

also—or so it seemed at the time—the end of democratic socialism 

(Blanc) and Jacobin communism (Blanqui). What then was left? Tri- 

umphant bourgeois society on the one hand, military rule on the other. 

For in December, 1851, parliament was got rid of by Louis Bonaparte 

who was thereupon confirmed in power, for the second time in three 

years, by millions of peasant voters who preferred him to the liberals. 

Proudhon took this as final proof that popular sovereignty was a myth, 

since the electorate could be fooled by any demagogue. “‘I shall belabor 

the people” (he wrote), “until I have made the dogma of its alleged 

sovereignty fly to pieces. It is not enough that we should not see the 

incapable leaders of 1848 again; what matters is that we should not 

reconstruct their idol’”” (Hampden Jackson, 104). 

Very well, but what was the alternative? Proudhon’s first move, 

grotesquely enough, was to call upon Louis Bonaparte to fulfill his 

“mission” by introducing Proudhon’s cherished “mutualism”: a utopian 

project for supplying millions of small producers with unlim- 

ited and gratuitous bank credit. This led to the ban on his recent 

writings being cancelled by a grateful dictator who stood in need of 

socialist champions, but it had no further practical consequences. In so’. 

far as the self-styled Napoleon III had ever entertained socialist inclina- 

tions, they were of the Saint-Simonian variety, and his twenty-year 

reign consequently witnessed an unparalleled upsurge of capitalist 

industrialization. Much of this was pioneered by former Saint- 

Simonians who had turned Bonapartist, somewhat in the spirit in which 

a century later numerous disillusioned champions of “workers” rule” 

transformed themselves into ardent Stalinists: if industrialization was 

not socialism, it was the next best thing. Proudhon, needless to say, had 

no more use for Saint-Simonism than for Blanquism, and much of his 

energy was spent denouncing the orgy of financial speculation in the 

1850’s. During the 1860's political life revived, the labor movement 

began to reorganize, the unions obtained some degree of legal recogni- 
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tion, and their leaders turned to Proudhon. He advised them to abstain 

from politics. At the same time he put forward a political idea of his 

own—federalism: the break-up of France into self-governing units on 

the Swiss model. In the economic sphere, industry should be carried on 

in workshops which would “federate” for common purposes. This at 

least was an advance upon his earlier schemes for extending interest-free 

loans to all and sundry through a national bank. “Federalism”? became 

an element of the syndicalist creed in France, although qualified by a 

growing awareness that large-scale industry had outgrown the dimen- 

sions of the workshop. 

Proudhon’s other writings were mainly directed against the authority 

of state and church and thus helped to promote the anarchist cause. 

However, this statement (like every other generalization about Proud- 

hon) needs to be qualified. In the first place he was no pacifist, as any 
reader of his 800-page treatise La Guerre et la Paix can discover (if 

indeed one can imagine anyone reading 800 pages of Proudhon). So far 

from condemning war, he regarded it—in principle anyhow—as the ulti- 

mate revelation of justice. Secondly, he had no use for feminine eman- 

cipation, although it would be unfair to say that he disliked women. He 

liked them well enough, but only as housekeepers and domestic ser- 

vants. A woman’s place was in the home (he was greatly devoted to the 

memory of his mother, a hardworking peasant woman). Outside the 

home she could only disgrace herself by losing her morals. On this issue 

Proudhon stood quite alone among the early socialists, all the others 

being champions of women’s rights—a tradition established by the 

Saint-Simonians and Fourier. Consistent with his puritanical and con- 

servative outlook, Proudhon regarded the family as the basic unit of 

society. This archaic side of his personality connects him with the 

agrarian roots of French Catholicism, and it explains why the political 

right in France has always had a certain fondness for him. Anti-urban, 

anti-liberal, anti-foreign and (needless to say) anti-Jewish, he stood for 

traditional rural values. Some of these themes were later revived by the 

best known of his spiritual heirs, Georges Sorel. Still later, in the 

1940’s, slogans of this kind became the inspiration of that section of 

the right which supported: Pétain and the Vichy regime. And yet it is 

undeniable that in his own queer fashion Proudhon was a genuine 

socialist. Janus-faced, he pointed simultaneously to the past and to the 
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future, to rural populism and to urban syndicalism, to the peasant and 

to the worker. The founder of anarchism was also the defender of a 

traditional society which the industrial revolution had disintegrated. 

For if these were the years when socialism made contact with the 

working class, it was also the age when capitalism uprooted the peas- 

antry on the Continent of Europe. These were two sides of the same 

coin, for the peasant who left his customary way of life behind to seek 

work in the city was likely to encounter socialist ideas if he joined a 

labor union. In France, one aspect of rural life was the peasant’s more 

or less active attachment to the Catholic Church, and the same was true 

in Austria, Belgium, Italy, Spain, and parts of Germany, Holland, and 

Switzerland. Hence in all these areas the industrial revolution not only 

separated the peasant producer from his plot of earth, it also disrupted 

a culture of which the Church was the spiritual center. As time went 

on, urban Catholicism gave birth to a labor movement (though not one 

that cared to describe itself as socialist), but for millions of workers 

whose ancestors had been peasants or craftsmen, the social and cultural 

catastrophe of the industrial revolution swept away their inherited reli- 

gious faith along with established modes of life. Socialism stepped into 

the breach. In Protestant regions such as Scandinavia, northern Ger- 

many, and England, Socialism normally coalesced with a union move- 

ment which had already created something of an autonomous working- 

class culture. In Catholic Europe, where industrialization generally 

came later (Belgium was the exception) and encountered stiffer resist- 

ance, socialism and anarchism not only ran ahead of the labor move- 

ment: they also showed a tendency to substitute themselves for religion 

to a higher degree than in the Protestant north, where liberalism was 

more influential and had a following among the workers. For the work- 

ing classes of France, Italy, Spain, and other predominantly Roman 

Catholic areas, socialism thus acquired the character of a faith. The 

bitterness of anti-clericalism in these countries was a measure of the 

mutual hostility with which believers and atheists regarded each other, 

and they did so because the Catholic Church claimed an allegiance 

which an increasingly rebellious proletariat was no longer willing to 
accord it. 

Proudhon was not alone in preaching militant atheism. Moreover, 

some aspects of his thinking retained a traditionalist character; it was. 

his great rival Blanqui who popularized the slogan “Mi Dieu ni 
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maitre’’—“neither God nor master.”’ Yet it was left for the anarchists— 
notably in Spain, the most fanatically Catholic of all European coun- 

tries—to place the struggle against the Church in the forefront. The 

search for a new morality that would supersede religion while retaining 

some of its egalitarian features had been initiated earlier, by the Saint- 

Simonians and the Fourierists. But it became a practical problem for 

millions of men after the culture of a predominantly agrarian order of 

society had been uprooted. It may be worth adding that the traditional 

cleavage between Protestant northern Europe and the predominantly 

Catholic south had always been more marked in politics and culture 

than in economics (fashionable sociological notions to the contrary 

notwithstanding). It is true that the industrial revolution came first in 

Britain and that the religious climate there clearly favored its progress. 

But once the new mode of production was established, it spread— 

admittedly with varying speed—in Protestant and Catholic areas alike. 

This is not to deny that liberalism encountered a more hospitable 

climate in Britain and the United States than in Spain or Latin America. 

Indeed, Spanish liberalism was a failure (even economically from the 

standpoint of the middle class), and Italian liberalism was no great 

success. One can perhaps ascribe these crucial differences to the religious 

background, just as one might attribute to the influence of the Catholic 

tradition the astonishing passivity with which the Irish peasantry 

endured the disaster of the 1845-47 famine. But then how is one to 

account for the revolutionary temper of the Spanish peasants and 

workers who in the 1870’s reacted to the behavior of the Church by 

going over en masse to the anarchist faith? National as well as religious 

traditions must be taken into account, as may be seen from the curious 

parallel between the Lutheran inheritance of northern Germany, Hol- 

land, and Scandinavia, and the Social Democratic form of Marxism (or 

pseudo-Marxism) which struck root in these areas. 

Such topics properly form the subject of a history of culture in the 

nineteenth century, whereas here we are concerned with the theoretical 

aspect of the socialist movement. Still, it does no harm to bear in mind 

that socialism became the faith of the working class, which it helped to 

civilize by making available to it the heritage of the Enlightenment. In 

the same manner, liberalism may be said to have had a civilizing effect 

on the middle class, with which the labor movement now entered into 

political conflict. Liberalism and socialism were rivals. They also had 
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something in common: both movemerts demonstrated a capacity for 

raising men above themselves. And, needless to say, both were mediated 

by intellectuals, although not every country witnessed the emergence of 

an intelligentsia in the Russian sense: a stratum with a corporate con- 

sciousness and a sense of mission. In the most advanced industrial coun- 

tries, where radical liberalism in the later nineteenth century became 

the creed of the masses—Britain and the United States are the chief 

examples—the intellectuals were fairly well integrated and hardly felt 

the need to differentiate themselves from the ruling stratum and its 

culture. Tsarist Russia stood at the other extreme, most of Continental 

Europe somewhere in the middle. In some areas of Eastern and Central 

Europe, the radical oppositional intelligentsia was largely Jewish, thus 

adding an extra dimension to an already ancient problem which in the 

end proved insoluble. Whatever its background, the intellectual stratum 

produced and mediated the body of ideas—conservative, liberal, or 

socialist—in terms of which the whole society experienced and debated 

its internal problems and tensions. The labor movement was not 

exempt from this general rule. Its spontaneous drive toward a different, 

egalitarian order of society had to be raised to the level of generality by 

theorists reflecting on material conditions which they themselves did 

not share. It is, then, a mere truism to say that socialism was bound to 

be the creation of intellectuals of bourgeois origin. Nor does this state- 

ment comport any judgment upon the validity of socialist theorizing. 

General concepts, though of particular origin, are universally valid 

irrespective of their social background and the psychological motiva- 

tions of their inventors. Were it otherwise, social science could never 

have been distinguished from class-bound ideology. 



5 Marx. Social Theory 

Karl Marx (1818-83) is the central figure in the history of socialism. 

That much is conceded even by his critics. It is less easy to establish a 

consensus as to the reasons for his obvious pre-eminence, and it is 

notoriously impossible to obtain agreement even among Marxists as to 

the significance of all he said and did. There is a further difficulty: asa 

man of his age Marx stood in a particular relationship to the philosophi- 

cal legacy of what is known as German idealism, notably the philos- 

ophy of Hegel (1770-1831). In a historical sketch of nineteenth-century 

thought, or in a study of European intellectual history from 

the French to the Russian Revolution, this theme would have to figure 

prominently, if only because the Russian intelligentsia discovered 

French socialism and German philosophy at roughly the same time: in 

the 1830’s. We shall have to say something on this topic when we come 

to the immediate ancestors of Russian Marxism, the Populists of the 

1860’s and 1870’s. But for the moment we are still concerned with the 

western half of the European Continent and with that phase of socialist 

history which ran its troubled course between 1848 and 1871. We 

therefore start off not by considering what effect Marx had on the 

generation that came after him but by asking what it was that enabled 

him to create the intellectual system to which his name has been 

attached. 

65 



66 A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

There exists a popular and plausible reply to this question, first 

suggested by Marx’s life-long friend and comrade Friedrich Engeis 

(1820-95) and later given additional prominence by Lenin and his fol- 

lowers. Marx, they said, had synthesized the basic elements of three 

national traditions: German philosophy, French socialism, and British 

economics. In a sense this is obvious, but it leaves unexplained the 

secret of the operation. How could one man, even if endowed with 

extraordinary intellectual powers, take hold of these disparate elements 

and turn them into a coherent theoretical structure? But after what has 

been said earlier, the answer should be evident: Marx was able to bring 

German idealist philosophy, French socialist politics, and British clas- 

sical economics together because they had all grown from a common 

root—the combined impact of liberalism and democracy. German 

philosophy, French socialism, and British economics were three differ- 

ent reactions to this revolution. In fusing them, Marx disclosed their 

common ancestry and provided the socialist movement with a doctrine 

that encompassed philosophy, history, sociology, and economics. On its 

theoretical side, Marxism was at once an explanation and a critique of 

bourgeois society. 

Stated in this manner, the answer to our question—what was it that 

Marx did and how was he able to do it?—has another implication: 

namely, that Marxism had (and has) a built-in reference to the official 

liberal ideology of the new society. What Marx did was to take the basic 

assumptions of the liberal creed and subject them to systematic critical 

analysis. Earlier socialists had tried their hand at this operation, but 

they had never advanced very far, because for one reason or another 

they remained content with moralistic censure or fragmentary attempts 

at theorizing. Thus Owen, as we have seen, repudiated liberal economics 

and took some steps on the road to providing the British labor move- 

ment with a socialist orientation at a time when that movement was 

activated by the Chartist struggle for a democratic reconstruction of 
society; but even before the unions turned away from Chartism, Owen 

had abandoned politics. In France, the utopian socialism of Saint- 

Simon and Fourier was succeeded by the political propaganda of 

Blanqui and Louis Blanc, and by Proudhon’s theoretical system; but 
Blanqui and Blanc suffered shipwreck in 1848, and Proudhon thereafter 
maintained contact with the still rather primitive French workers’ 
movement only because his own thinking did not seriously challenge its 
traditional prejudices. 
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Proudhon’s system resembled Marxism in that he too aimed at a 

synthesis of philosophy, economics, and politics. But self-taught and 

muddled as he was, he never rose markedly above the level of what 

might be called applied Rousseauism. His basic position amounted to 

this: the French Revolution had promised equality but had not 

achieved it because bourgeois privilege stood in the way. Equality 

demanded justice (the exchange of equivalents), but capitalism as an 

economic system worked to the disadvantage of the immediate pro- 

ducer. Its effective operation rested upon the exchange of nonequiva- 

lents: labor on the one hand, property on the other. The property- 

owner was privileged because he was able to live on rent, interest, or 

dividends, whereas the worker had only his labor, which he was obliged 

to sell in the market to the highest (or lowest) bidder. As a critique of 

bourgeois society this was too simple, although it satisfied the first 

generation of anarchosyndicalists (especially since Proudhon also 

denounced the state). It was only after Marx had intervened that social- 

ists began to understand how capitalism actually worked. They could 

get no such understanding out of Proudhon. For proof one need only 

consider his major work, the Systéme des contradictions économ- 

iques ou philosophie de la misére (1846) where he tried his hand at 

economics. 

The doctrine that emerged on this occasion went something like 

this: what people really needed were use values, whereas they were 

actually being offered exchange values by the market economy. These 

represented thesis and antithesis; Proudhon (having on this point mis- 

understood Hegel) looked for a synthesis which he termed “‘constituted 

value.’’ This amounted to saying that goods should be exchanged in 

proportion to the amount of labor embodied in them—an arrangement 

that would do away with market fluctuations and at the same time 

satisfy the requirement of “‘justice.’’ Proudhon was extremely proud of 

this discovery, in some respects already anticipated in England by Owen 

and J. F. Bray. The solution of the social problem, as all these writers 
saw it, lay in establishing labor exchanges where workingmen’s coopera- 

tives and independent craftsmen could exchange their products accord- 

ing to prices based on labor-units, thus at one blow circumventing the 

market and realizing the ideal of social equality. To facilitate this pro- 

cedure, Proudhon advocated the establishment of a national bank that 

would extend interest-free loans to qualified candidates, so that every- 

one might have access to means of production and become an indepen- 
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dent proprietor. Implicit in all this was a desire to retain bourgeois 

society while purging it of its “negative” aspect. But the “negative” was 

just what kept it going. 
Bourgeois society of course was older than modern industrial capital- 

ism, and this must be kept in mind if we are to see where Marx’s 

reasoning diverges from that of his predecessors, the Enlightenment 

theorists. For as a thinker Marx was in a tradition: that of the French 

Encyclopedists and their British, Dutch, Swiss, Italian, and German 

contemporaries. We have seen that both nineteenth-century liberals and 

their socialist critics could invoke Rousseau, but they could likewise 

appeal either to French materialism or to the heritage of German ideal- 

ist philosophy. Marxism is a critique of liberalism, but one that shares 

with it the legacy of the Enlightenment. What this legacy was we may 

take for granted: it was spelled out in the American and French revolu- 

tions, whose basic documents are familiar to anyone able to read, and 

this early liberalism also found an echo in classical German philosophy, 

from Kant and Fichte to Hegel (although there were influential German 

thinkers, notably Schelling, who repudiated it). In taking German 

philosophy for his point of departure, Marx took off from a line of 

thought that ran parallel to the Anglo-French Enlightenment. This par- 

allelism is particularly noticeable in Kant, less so in Fichte and Hegel. 

The reason is that these two latter thinkers had begun to come up 

against some of the problems raised by the new social order: politically 

in the experience of the French Revolution, philosophically in the form 

of Rousseauism and later of the Romantic movement. Hegel stands at 

the point where all these currents intermingle, which is why he has been 

claimed by liberals (as a rationalist) and by conservatives (as a his- 

toricist). What does this mean? 

Hegel—in this respect resembling Goethe and other contemporary 

German poets and philosophers—started out by asking why European 

culture was inferior to the classical polis of Greek antiquity, and the 

reply he gave was that modern society had been fragmented into selfish 

individuals who cared for nothing but their own interest. This notion 

(already suggested by Schiller in 1794-95, in his “Letters on the Aes- 

thetic Education of Man”) was in part inspired by Rousseau’s view of 

culture as in some sense contrary to nature, but the German thinkers 

were also struck by the baleful effects of the division of labor. This: 

line of thought is an obvious ancestor of the youthful Marx’s concern 
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with human alienation. Hegel and Schiller idealized the Greeks in a 

manner hardly compatible with Marx’s more realistic outlook, yet ina 

certain fundamental sense Marx always adhered to the credo of classical 

German philosophy, in so far as it signified that man is a “‘universal 

being’’—one capable of unlimited development—who has been spiritu- 

ally mutilated by the conditions of the modern world. While the roman- 

tics (and the conservatives generally) looked back to the lost harmony 

of the Middle Ages, Rousseau, Diderot, Kant, Schiller, Goethe, Fichte, 

Hegel, Feuerbach, and Marx, consciously or not, sought a model in 

classical antiquity. This is the hidden link between Marxism and the 

tradition of Western rationalism, and it accounts for the fact that a 

philosophical critique of civilization could be turned into a sociological 

indictment of capitalism. This, however, is not to say that Marx was 

ever a Rousseauist. As we have seen, Rousseau believed that the “gen- 

eral will” could operate in a society of independent property-holders, 

though on occasion he also toyed with the notion of socialization. 
Almost a century later Proudhon landed himself in an intellectual 

tangle by trying to make Rousseau’s philosophy work under the condi- 

tions of industrial society. Marx avoided, these pitfalls because—like 

Hegel and unlike Rousseau or Kant—he took history seriously. That is 

to say, he realized that the historical process had a logic of its own 

which could not be ignored. 

This approach, too, stemmed from the Enlightenment tradition. Its 

originator was Giambattista Vico (1668-1744), who first introduced the 

notion that history is made by man and that the historical process can 

be understood because society—unlike nature—is the work of man. 

From Vico the road goes via Montesquieu and the Scottish historians 

(Hume and Ferguson above all) to the Saint-Simonians on the one 

hand, Hegel and Marx on the other. The philosophy of history they 

held in common was rooted in a more ancient tradition: that of the 

Stoics and Epicureans and their modern successors, e.g., Spinoza. This 

tradition was “‘naturalist”’ in the sense that it recognized only natural 

causes and quietly ignored the belief in divine intervention; it was 

“determinist” in that it looked for a chain of causal explanation; but it 

was not fatalist, for if man can understand himself and his creation, he 

can also become the creator of his own destiny. The general formula is 

summed up in the statement that true freedom is insight.into necessity. 

This notion, which goes back to Spinoza and was revived by Hegel 
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before being popularized by Engels, is not to be understood as signify- 

ing that there are historical determinants in the sense of physical or 

natural causation which men can do nothing about. The historical pro- 

cess is not something that goes on regardless of human wishes (although 

Hegel sometimes talked as though he believed it did). Men’s aspirations 

are themselves part of the process, and human insight may be critical as 

well as contemplative. Man makes himself and is the creator of what is 

called “universal history.” His insight into the material preconditions of 

the process serves to guard him against the folly of supposing that 

anything is possible at any moment. What can be achieved in practice 

depends upon the material potentialities of the particular stage of devel- 

opment which has been reached. This is the meaning, or one meaning, 

of what Engels later called the “‘historical materialism” of Marx. It is 

not a fatalist doctrine, but it does impose limitations upon the doctrin- 

aire voluntarism of the true utopians. What these limitations are can 

only be discovered in practice and in theoretical analysis of the mate- 

rial conditions underlying and conditioning this practice. 

Now this mode of thought was common to thinkers who stood in 

the tradition of the French Enlightenment, so that it is not obvious at 

first sight in what way Marx introduced an intellectual revolution. He 

was of course a socialist, but so were others, and indeed he had origi- 

nally come to socialism by way of the Saint-Simonians and their Ger- 

man followers, notably Moses Hess. He rejected the capitalist form of 

industrialization and the standard definition of “property” in the 

liberal or Lockean sense cf ownership of means of production belong- 

ing to private entrepreneurs, but he had been anticipated on this point 

by Owen and by the Ricardian socialists. As for the doctrine of class 
conflict, which is frequently associated with his name, we have seen 

that it was a commonplace among the early French communists. For 

that matter, French historians like Guizot (1787-1874) and Saint- 

Simonians like Thierry (1795-1856) were familiar with it, although 

they differed from each other, and from the communists, in the conclu- 

sions they drew from it. That the French Revolution had dethroned the 

aristocracy and in some sense inaugurated the reign of the bourgeoisie 

was a notion with which hardly anyone in the France of the 1830’s and 

1840’s would have quarrelled, though there were different opinions as 

to the beneficial aspects of this change. Likewise, the British middle 

class was quite conscious of itself as a class and indeed gloried in its 
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role as the “backbone of the nation.” Even in Germany, where 

lawyers and statesmen were still in the habit of invoking the different 

rights and interests of the “estates” (Stande), the concept of class was 

beginning to make headway. What, then, was the novelty Marx intro- 

duced? Or did he simply fuse all these notions? But in that case why 

did the fusion have the effect of an earthquake? 

We shall get nowhere if we try to answer this question with reference 

to the political upheaval of 1848-49, for Marx’s personal intervention 

during this stormy period, though important, did not become decisive, 

and the organization he led, the German Communist League, fell apart 

after 1850. Nor did the Communist Manifesto (which was published 

just before the February, 1848, rising in Paris) have much of an effect 

upon that generation of revolutionaries: in fact it was hardly noticed in 

the general excitement, and a second edition had to wait until 1872, by 

which time Marx had achieved public notoriety in the wake of an 

explosion over which he had no control whatever—the Paris Commune 

of 1871. Until then he was less well known to the general public, or 

even to the workers’ movement outside Germany, than Proudhon, 

Blanqui, Mazzini, or Bakunin. Yet ever since the 1840’s there had been 

a number of people—mainly German socialists, but also a few radicals 

from other countries—who realized that Marx was somehow unique and 

incomparable. In the spring of 1850, after the failure of the general 

democratic uprising, his former friend and teacher Moses Hess, who 

differed quite sharply from him on a number of issues, still testified to 

this conviction in a letter to Alexander Herzen. What you and I have 

been writing about the recent European upheaval (he said in substance) 

resembles a neat sketch drawn on paper, whereas Marx’s judgment upon 

these events is, as it were, engraved with iron force in the rock of time. 

Coming from an older man who was also an old associate (and who in 

the same letter complained bitterly about Marx’s intolerable dictatorial 

manner), this was high praise; nor was it unmerited. No one who com- 

pares Marx’s series of articles published later as The Class Struggles in 

France (1850) with Herzen’s highly personal and emotional outpour- 

ings, or even with Proudhon’s eloquent diatribes, can fail to realize that 

as a thinker Marx was in a class by himself. 

Setting aside the incalculable factor known as “genius” and the tedi- 

ously familiar variations on the theme of Marx’s German-Jewish back- 

ground (which he shared with the amiable but not very effective Hess 
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plus a crop of lesser personalities), there is at least one clearly definable 

circumstance which no one has ever questioned. If liberalism repre- 

sented a vision of the social whole encompassing philosophy, history, 

politics, and economics, then Marx’s formulation of socialism was the 

only alternative doctrine that was both coherent and universal. For 

Marx challenged liberalism not in this or that respect, but all over the 

field. Moreover, being the product of a single mind—and an extremely 

powerful one at that—his theorizing necessarily had a systematic charac- 

ter. However empirical a thinker may be by inclination, if he is a 

theorist of the first order he is bound to impose some kind of unity 

upon the composition of his brain, so that the finished system will be a 

totality, not a mere casual aggregate of disparate thoughts. Normally 

this effect is achieved by specialization: the theorist settles down in one 

particular corner of the field and makes it his business to analyze its 

structural principle. But Marx was a “generalist” before he became a 

specialist, and moreover he lived in an age when a single mind could still 

encompass the entire domain subsequently broken up into the com- 

peting fields of history, political philosophy, sociology, and economics. 

Auguste Comte (1798-1857)—a writer much inferior to Marx in general 

ability and almost entirely ignorant of anything that went on beyond 

the borders of France—had yet achieved an impressive synthesis of 

contemporary knowledge simply by refusing to accept the crippling 

limitations of specialization. Now Marx was a genuine European in the 

fullest sense. It is more than just a biographical circumstance that after 

leaving Germany in 1843 he spent five years in France and Belgium 

and in 1849 settled down for the remainder of his life in London, then 

the capital of the world’s greatest power and in a very real sense the 

center of the Western world. Marxism was a fusion of three different 

national traditions; it was a synthesis of philosophy, politics, and eco- 

nomics; and it was socialism’s answer to liberalism. A fourth characteri- 

zation must be added: it outlined a theory of the bourgeois revolution. 

What Marx meant by this frequently misunderstood term is best 

made clear by citing the opening passage of his pamphlet on the Bona- 

partist coup d’état of 1851, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bona- 

parte (1852): 

Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historical events and 

personalities occur, as it were, twice. He forgot to add: the first time 
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as tragedy, the second time as farce. Caussidiére for Danton, Louis 

Blanc for Robespierre, the Montagne of 1848 to 1851 for the Mon- 

tagne of 1793 to 1795, the Nephew for the Uncle. And the same 

caricature occurs in the circumstances attending the second edition 

of the eighteenth Brumaire! 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they 

please, under circumstances chosen by themselves, but (rather) 

under conditions immediately encountered, given and transmitted 

from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a 

nightmare on the brains of the living. And just when they seem 

engaged in transforming themselves and their surroundings, creating 

something unprecedented, precisely in such periods of revolutionary 

crisis do they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past in their 

service, deriving from them names, battle cries, and costumes, so as 

to enact the new world-historical drama in time-honored disguise 

and borrowed language. Thus Luther donned the mask of the 

Apostle Paul; the Revolution of 1789 to 1814 draped itself alter- 

nately as the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire; and the 

Revolution of 1848 could think of nothing better than to parody 

either 1789 or the revolutionary tradition of 1793 to 1795.... 

Camille Desmoulins, Danton, Robespierre, Saint-Just, Napoleon, 

the heroes as well as the parties and the masses of the old French 

Revolution, performed in Roman costume and with Roman 

phrases the task of their age: that of unchaining and establishing 

modern bourgeois society....Once the new social formation had 

been brought into being, the antediluvian colossi disappeared and 

with them the resurrected Romans—all those Brutuses, Gracchi, Pub- 

licolas, Tribunes, Senators, and Caesar himself. Bourgeois society in 

its prosaic reality had brought forth its true interpreters and spokes- 

men in the Says, Cousins, Royer-Collards, Benjamin Constants, and 

Guizots; its authentic field marshals sat behind the office desk, and 

the hogheaded Louis XVIII served as its political chief. Wholly 

absorbed in the production of wealth and the peaceful rivalry of 

competition, this society no longer realized that its cradle had been 

surrounded by the departed spirits of Roman antiquity. And yet, for 

all its unheroic nature, it nonetheless required heroism, sacrifice, 

terror, civil war, and national slaughter to bring bourgeois society to 

birth. And in the classically austere traditions of the Roman Repub- 
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lic its gladiators found the ideals and the art forms, the self-decep- 

tions they needed in order to conceal from themselves the bourgeois 

limitations of their struggles, and to maintain their passion at the 

level of historic tragedy. Thus too at another stage of development, a 

century earlier, Cromwell and the English people borrowed from the 

Old Testament the language, the passions, and the illusions [they 

needed] for their bourgeois revolution. When the real aim had been 

achieved, when the bourgeois transformation of English society had 

been accomplished, Locke supplanted Habakkuk. (Selected Works, 

97-98; tr. in part revised after the German original) 

What this signified was (1) that modern society had arisen from a 

series of political convulsions dating back at least to the seventeenth 

century and (2) that the “bourgeois revolution” had given birth to a 

social reality quite unlike anything its creators had actually intended. 

That is to say, the actual transformation had been accomplished 

through the instrumentality of what Marx and Engels came to describe 

as “‘false consciousness” or “ideology.” It followed that, for socialists 

to avoid a similar outcome, they must above all guard themselves from 

the temptation to relapse into the “ideological” thought-forms proper 
to the bourgeois revolution. Their own theorizing had to be “scientific” 

and historical at once: they must not merely perceive empirical reality 

as it presented itself, but see through it. 

In principle it was open to mid-Victorian liberals to adopt a similarly 

disillusioned view of their ancestors. The revolution having been accom- 

plished, it was possible to look back and draw up a balance-sheet (to 

employ the language of the age). But those who felt inclined to system- 

atize liberalism—John Stuart Mill is the greatest name in this tradition— 

were handicapped by their commitment to the culture of their age. Mill 

to some extent outgrew the utilitarian creed in which he had been 

brought up by his father, James Mill; nor was he indifferent to the 

claims of socialism—in a fashion he even sympathized with them—but 

he never saw either capitalism or bourgeois society as a whole. He was 

inside the system, and if he disliked some aspects of it, he did not 

question its assumptions. Marx was both an insider and an outsider. So, 

in his own queer way, was Comte, who had started his career as secre- 

tary to Saint-Simon. But Comte (in this respect resembling Proudhon, 

with whom otherwise he had little in common) was limited, and, for 
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good measure, he was more than a little mad. Socialism and sociology 

both came to birth in France, while theoretical economics reached its 

ultimate perfection in England. But it was Marx who fused all these 

intellectual creations, and he did so against the background of Ger- 

many’s recent revolution in philosophy. 

In a later chapter, something will have to be said about the part 

played by Bentham, Mill, and Comte in preparing the ground for the 

Fabian school of British socialism. In a different context, more atten- 

tion ought perhaps to be paid to Comte’s role in formulating an author- 

itarian creed which a century after his death could still be invoked by 

Latin American military dictatorships officially committed to the 

Comtean slogan “Order and Progress.” There is food for thought here, 

especially when one considers that Comte had broken with the Saint- 

Simonians on the issue of socialism versus private entrepreneurship. 

Comte’s doctrine was from the first distinguished by its determinist 
character, its emphasis upon “science,” and its tendency to turn 

“society” into an entity different from, and superior to, the individuals 

composing it. Even so, a considerable distance separates his early 

writings from his celebrated Cours de philosophie positive (1830-42) 

and the latter (which had some influence upon John Stuart Mill but 

none upon Marx) from the full-fledged Comtean doctrine outlined in 

the Systéme de politique positive (1851-54). It was this work that 

supplied the authoritarians of a later age with a philosophy of sorts, but 

it also provoked a split among Comte’s followers—a subject we shall 

briefly examine when we approach the ancestry of Fabianism. Here it is 

sufficient to say that Comte represented the side of Saint-Simonism 

which did not appeal to Marx. In consequence Marx tended to ignore 

him, while going back to Saint-Simon and reinterpreting him in the 

light of Hegel’s philosophy. 

This rather difficult topic is only indirectly relevant to our main 
theme, but the preceding extract from Marx’s celebrated pamphlet of 

1852 can serve as a guide to what was principally at stake between 

Hegelians and adherents of the empiricist school, of which J. S. Mill was 

then the outstanding representative in England, while Comte may be 

said to have founded its French branch. Anyone who takes the 

trouble to follow Marx’s argument will see that he is operating with an 

essentially Hegelian concept: the “cunning of history.” For a theist, 

this notion might signify something very closely related to the inscru- 
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table design of Providence. To an atheist like Marx it signified that 

history had a logic of its own which could be deciphered, on condition 

that no serious account was taken of the “ideological” fantasies spun 

by the actors of the drama. In this sense, the “historical materialism” of 

Marx was still indebted to the idealist philosophy of Hegel. It was also 

at variance with empiricism. Since German philosophy after Kant was 

largely animated by a romantic distaste for Anglo-French rationalism, 

and since this bias carried over into politics (inasmuch as the Romantics 

came to distrust liberalism as being Western and therefore “mechanis- 

tic’), one can argue that both topics are relevant to Marxism, but one 

must not make the mistake of identifying the historical materialism of 

Marx with the “dialectical materialism” later put forward by Engels. 

Unlike his friend, Marx never proposed a theory of the universe. 

And secondly, even if he had done so, it would not necessarily affect 

one’s judgment of the contribution he made to the understanding of 

history. This must be the excuse for saying nothing about dialectical 

materialism: a doctrine elaborated by Engels and others after the death 

of Marx. Anyone is free to believe that historical materialism (so 

described by Engels in his polemic against Dithring in 1876-78) is 

rooted in a more general theory of how the material world operates. 

But in point of fact it was the other way around: Marx’s followers 

transformed his theory of history into what the Germans call a Weltan- 

schauung, and Lenin’s successors eventually turned it into something 

even more grandiose, namely a state religion. Aithough extremely 

important in its own way, this development is quite extraneous to our 

theme. Socialists do not necessarily have to be Marxists, and Marxists 

are not obliged to adopt “dialectical materialism”—in fact they are 

better off without it. 

Now clearly this does not apply to those of Marx’s own writings 

which were either published by Engels after his death, e.g., the Theses 

on Feuerbach, originally jotted down in 1845, but made public only in 

1888; or neglected until the 1930s, e.g., the celebrated Paris Manu- 

scripts of 1844, which made their first appearance in 1932, were largely 

ignored at the time and came to be read by the general public only in 

the 1950’s, when they were republished in the original German and ina 

number of other languages. By now these early works are so well 

known that neither exposition nor comment is necessary. Anyone who 

is at all interested in Marx or in socialism has read or will read them—to 
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say nothing of the quite astonishing amount of nonsense that has been 

written about them. Their significance within the corpus of Marx’s 

work has become the theme of impassioned debates in East and West— 

debates which (in the Soviet sphere anyhow) tend to acquire both 

political and emotional overtones. The humanist creed they embody 

has been endorsed by democratic Socialists, “‘revisionist’” Communists, 

philosophical existentialists, and practicing anarchists. They have also 

made an impact upon left-wing Catholics and liberal Protestants and, 

for that reason, have been treated with suspicion by old-fashioned athe- 

ists, whether Social Democrats or Communists. In short, the topic has 

entered the general consciousness. But it is by no means evident that it 

ought to figure prominently in an account of socialist theory, for the 

specifically socialist content of the Economic and Philosophical Manu- 

scripts is not easy to disentangle from Marx’s general indictment of 

modern civilization—which of course is why these writings have become 

popular with people who happen to dislike not just capitalism but 

industrialism generally. Take the following passage: 

Just ‘as alienated labour transforms free and self-directed activity 

into a means, so it transforms the species-life of man into a means of 

physical existence. Consciousness, which man has from his species, is 

transformed through alienation so that species-life becomes only a 

means for him. Thus alienated labour turns the species-life of man, 

and also nature as his mental species-property, into an alien being 

and into a means for his individual existence. It alienates from man 

his own body, external nature, his mental! life and his human life. A 

direct consequence of the alienation of man from the product of his 

labour, from his life activity and from his species-life, is that man is 

alienated from other men. (Bottomore, ed., Early Writings, 128-29) 

Now it is true that Marx combines this analysis of what the division 

of labor does to man with an indictment of what capitalism does to the 

worker. There is thus an implication that the whole disaster is due to 

the particular historical form taken by the Industrial Revolution in its 

transitory bourgeois phase, from which it follows that communism will 

abolish not only the bourgeois property relationship, but the division of 

labor itself, including the antithesis between mental and physical labor. 

Since Marx made a statement to this effect over thirty years later, in the 

Critique of the Gotha Program (1875), one cannot dismiss the philos- 

E 
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ophy of the Manuscripts as a piece of youthful romanticism. But even 

though it be agreed that the humanist vision held out in these early 

writings was never quite abandoned, and indeed was concretized in 

Capital, one has to face the fact that in 1844 Marx had not yet gone 

very far in disentangling the critique of capitalism from the familiar 

habit of deploring the atomization of modern society, a theme he 

shared with classicist admirers of antiquity and romantic adherents of 

medievalism alike. The Paris Manuscripts are important just because 

they are not, strictly speaking, a finished piece of social analysis. They 

are philosophical in that they disclose the unspoken assumptions with 

which Marx approached his task. And of course they are “utopian” in 

that they anticipate a distant future and a complete “transvaluation of 

values” (to employ the language of a very different school of philos- 

ophy). But Marx, unlike Bakunin and his anarchist progeny, did not 

place his trust in mere agitation. He was enough of a Hegelian to believe 

that history had its own logic and that this logic pointed obscurely in 

the direction of communism. 

At this point one inevitably comes up against the difficulty of having 
to decide how much of Hegel’s philosophy Marx retained in his later 

years, when he had absorbed Comte, Darwin, and the climate of positiv- 

ism generally. There is no problem about his early writings. His start- 

ing-point was Hegel (or Hegel plus J. G. Fichte [1762-1814], who was 
then rather popular with the Young Hegelians because of the stress he 

laid upon purposeful activity). Like Hegel, Marx envisaged freedom 

concretely, as the overcoming of obstacles to the fulfillment of man’s 

historic destiny; unlike Hegel, he thought in terms of going beyond 

bourgeois society (not to mention the Prussian state, whose official 

apologist Hegel became in his later years). Having begun with the philo- 

sophy of the Enlightenment, then, he turned the table on the liberals 

by taking the promise of human emancipation seriously and contrasting 

it with the miserable reality of bourgeois society. In doing so, he was 

not merely, like so many other radicals of his age (e.g., the 

materialist philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach [1804-72]), measuring 

reality against a humanist ideal. He was asserting the superior realism of 

his own viewpoint. Bourgeois society had “alienated” the worker from 

the instruments of his toil. It had thereby opened up a gulf between the 

classes, but at the same time it furnished the means for transcending its 

own contradictions. The industrial proletariat—reduced to servitude by 
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the operation of the economy—was the predestined instrument of 

human emancipation. Existing society was a veiled form of class rule, 

although its official ideology denied this. A radical critique of this 

ideology was thus at the same time a precondition of actual change. For 

what kept the system going was an economic mechanism that subordi- 

nated the elementary needs of human beings—specifically, the material 

needs of the exploited class—to the interests of capital. The class con- 

flict inherent in this situation would eventually reflect itself in a politi- 

cal revolution whereby the bourgeois limitations of freedom and equal- 

ity would be overcome. This revolution would in principle serve the 

needs of all men, but only the working class could bring it about. Hence 

mere appeals to freedom and justice were futile, for each class inter- 

preted these ideals in its own specific terms. Hence too the ineffective- 

ness of old-style Rousseauist democrats. Proudhon, for example, being 

the more or less conscious spokesman of the peasant or the craftsman, 

interpreted “justice” to mean “exchange of equivalents.” But an ex- 

change of equivalents was impossible under capitalism, as Marx sought 

to demonstrate in his polemic against Proudhon. What was possible and 

necessary was the transfer of the means of production to the collectiv- 

ity. This, however, was only a means to an end. The end was the 

“classless society.” 

It is as well to be clear about the fact that this was a communist 

slogan, not merely a socialist one. The idea of an egalitarian community 

without private property, and thus without class distinctions, was very 

ancient, but in its modern form it had been developed by the followers 

of Babeuf and Buonarroti, that is, by the French communists we 

encountered earlier. We have also seen that the realization of this aim 

could be conceived in two different ways: the “Icarian” utopia of 

withdrawal from the world of capitalism, and the revolutionary over- 

throw of the existing society by a (transitional) dictatorship. As envis- 

aged by Bakunin’s heirs (and later by Lenin’s), the political form of a 

communist society would differ from liberal (bourgeois) democracy in 

that there would be no need for parliamentary government or indeed 

for any separation of power between executive and legislative. All these 

institutions would be replaced by the unitary and consensual self- 

administration of the people: that is to say, the people in its entirety 

would be legislator, administrator, and judge. This anarchist ideal was 

implicit in early French “communism,” but the true anarchists did not 
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think it could be made to work on a large scale—not only must the state 

disappear, but society must be broken up into small self-governing 

units—whereas the communists held that the classless society would be 

nationwide and inherit modern industry and everything that went with 

it. Marx developed this theme in the Communist Manifesto and more 

briefly in his pamphlet on the Paris Commune, The Civil War in France. 

He also hinted at it in his Critique of the Gotha Program, although by 

then (1875) he had come to reserve communism—as distinct from 

socialism—for a distant future, so distant as to have virtually no politi- 

cal meaning for the first generation of Marxists. In practice, his German 

and French followers were concerned with socialism: public ownership 

of th. means of production and exchange. 

A philosophy of history is not, of course, the same as a theory of 

society, and while it was certainly Marx’s intention to analyze the 

actual logic of the historical process, one may legitimately inquire to 

what extent he was helped or hindered by his philosophical inheritance. 

It is arguable that this heritage was in a sense irrelevant: a provisional 

structure to be taken down after the building (a theory of society) had 

been put up. This later became the standpoint of the more positivist 

among Marx’s followers. To cite an eminent representative of this 

school: “‘Marx’s materialistic science, being a strictly empirical investi- 

gation into definite historical forms of society, does not need a philo- 

sophical support” (Korsch, 169). But the same author also had this to 

say: 

Just as positivism could not move with freedom in the new field of 

social science, but remained tied to the specific concepts and 

methods of natural science, so Marx’s historical materialism has not 

entirely freed itself from the spell of Hegel’s philosophical method, 

which in its day overshadowed all contemporary thought. This was 

not a materialistic science of society which had developed on its own 

basis. Rather it was a materialistic theory that had just emerged from 

idealistic philosophy; a theory, therefore, which still showed in its 

contents, its methods, and its terminology the birth-marks of the old 

Hegelian philosophy from whose womb it sprang. (Korsch, 231) 

Since the author of these lines was at the time of writing (1938) still a 

Communist, it is significant that in substance he was repeating what the 

arch-revisionist Eduard Bernstein (1850-1932) had suggested forty 
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years earlier, when he first scandalized Engels’ followers among the 

German Social Democrats by questioning the value of Hegel’s philos- 

ophy. Evidently, then, this is not a party matter. 

There is a further difficulty. Suppose we agree to treat Marx as a 

theorist of society who had emancipated himself (though perhaps never 

completely) from Hegel’s outlook. We are then faced with a different 

kind of problem: to what extent did Marx, in the act of criticizing the 

liberal philosophy of his time, nonetheless retain some elements of it? 

We have seen that his theory of the bourgeois revolution and his cri- 

tique of capitalist economics were taken over by the socialist movement 

and made to serve labor’s struggle for emancipation. As such, Marxism 

proved enormously effective—far more so than any rival socialist doc- 

trine. The question is how far the theory served its long-run purpose. 

Marx’s aim had been to formulate a socialist critique of bourgeois 

society, and no one can deny that he succeeded where his predecessors 

had failed. He penetrated to the heart of the system—the logic of the 

market economy. Whatever may be thought of his theoretical eco- 

nomics (wé shall come to that presently), there is no questioning the 

acuteness of his insight. His critique of liberalism struck at the system’s 

inmost nerve: the way in which its philosophy had drawn a veil over the 

process that converted live human substance (labor) into material 

wealth (capital). There is a celebrated passage in Capital where Marx 

appends an ironic gloss to the then customary description of a social 

order in which self-interest supposedly serves the general good: 

This sphere that we are deserting, within whose boundaries the sale 

and purchase of labour-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the 

innate rights of man. There alone rule Freedom, Equality, Property 

and Bentham. Freedom, because both buyer and seller of a com- 

modity, say of labour-power, are constrained only by their own free 

will. They contract as free agents, and the agreement they come to is 

but the form in which they give legal expression to their common 

will. Equality, because each enters into relation with the other, as 

with a simple owner of commodities, and they exchange equivalent 

for equivalent. Property, because each disposes only of what is his 

own. And Bentham, because each looks only to himself. The only 

force that brings them together and puts them in relation with each 

other is the selfishness, the gain, and the private interests of each. 



82 A SHort History OF SOCIALISM 

Each looks to himself only, and nc one troubles himself about the 

rest, and just because they do so, do they all, in accordance with the 

pre-established harmony of things, or under the auspices of an all- 

shrewd providence, work together to their mutual advantage, for the 

common weal and in the interest of all. (Marx, Capital, 1, 155) 

The point Marx is making is that whereas this appears to be the case to 

those concerned, the true outcome is quite different. The purpose of 

his analysis is to tear the ideological veil off. As he puts it in the same 

context: “Here we shall see, not only how capital produces, but how 

capital is produced. We shall at last force the secret of profit making.” 

Still, it is important to see that while Marx held up the mirror toa 

social order whose economic mechanism “produced capital” out of 

living labor, he followed the economists (Ricardo above all) in describ- 

ing the process and employed their logic in defining class interest in 

economic terms. Classes had arisen on the basis of market relations; 

what distinguished them from the “estates” of an earlier age was pre- 

cisely that they were defined not in legal but in economic terms. On 

paper, all individuals had equal rights, once the ancient privileges 

of “rank” had been abolished. In actual fact, the property-owners consti- 

tuted a new privileged stratum, even where they had extended the 

parliamentary franchise to the workers. (By 1867, when Capital was 

first published in the German original, this was substantially the case in 

England.) Class was rooted in property, and property automatically 
conferred political power. The question was whether this would always 

be the case. By the same token, one might ask whether the distinction 

between “state” and “‘society” would always be as clear-cut as it 

appeared to Marx—and to the liberals. 

Let us see what this distinction implied. To the ancients and their 

modern successors, down to and including Machiavelli, there was no 

theoretical problem about the difference between civic status and 

political power. How could there be if all citizens took part in public 

affairs? The first modern thinkers to distinguish the political authority 

(the state) from society were Hobbes and Locke—not accidentally both 

English, since England was further along the road of bourgeois develop- 

ment than the other European countries and a clear-cut division 

between state and society was possible only after the typical feudal 

amalgam of social-economic and legal-political “rights” had been re- 
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placed by the new institutional arrangements that grew up alongside the 

market-centered economy. Politics was now perceived as something dis- 

tinct from the sphere of ordinary social life. The latter was rooted in 
market relations—that is to say, in relations between propertied individ- 

uals. In the eighteenth century this state of affairs was taken for 

granted by the Scottish economists and historians and by their French 

contemporaries: notably the physiocrats, of whom Frangois Quesnay 

(1694-1774) is the best known. These writers, aided by constitutional 

theorists like Montesquieu (1689-1755), built up the body of doctrine 

later known disparagingly as laissez-faire liberalism, although the physi- 

ocrats are perhaps more celebrated for their peculiar doctrine that farm- 

ing is the only truly productive economic activity. (They had in mind, 

however, the capitalist landlord, not the peasant or the agricultural 

laborer.) Rousseau had no adequate theory of the modern state and 

thus got his Jacobin pupils into trouble, since they could never under- 

stand why eighteenth-century Frenchmen did not behave like ancient 

Romans. After the Revolution had run its course, Saint-Simon and 

Comte found the explanation: bourgeois society had emancipated itself 

from the state. From then on French and British historians and sociolo- 

gists made a sharp distinction between the political and social spheres. 

So did the Germans, although they tended to think more highly of the 

state than did the French and English liberals. Hegel, indeed, in his 

Philosophy of Right (1821), made a final and not very successful 

attempt to represent civil society as an inferior domain. He saw that it 

existed, disliked its autonomy, and demanded that it be regulated in 

accordance with the overriding aims of the supreme political authority. 

His doctrine, which is closer to Hobbes than to Locke, rests on the 

notion of an antagonism between selfish individual and group interests 

(civil society) and the superior claims of the community (or the nation) 

as embodied in the state. In this respect he had been preceded by 

Fichte and was to find a distinguished pupil in Ferdinand Lassalle 

(1825-64), of whom little more need be said than that he differed from 

Marx principally in that he remained an orthodox Hegelian (and for this 

reason always had admirers among German professors and civil servants 

who could not stand Marx). For Lassalle, socialism represented the 

interest of the entire community because it placed the common good 

above the selfish claims of the individual or the group. Not that Lassalle 
was a “national socialist’ in the pejorative sense this term later 
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acquired. He was too civilized for that. quite apart from the fact that as 

a Jew he could not well function as the herald of a rabidly Teutonic 

and racialist movement. The fact remains that Marx stood out among 

the early German socialists—though not among the French who were 

already ‘“‘materialists” in his sense of the term—just because he did not 

share the traditional idealist veneration for the state. Indeed, his first 

real break with the Hegelian legacy occurred in 1842-43 in the form of 

an (unpublished) critical essay on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, specifi- 

cally on those passages where Hegel had tried to represent the state as 

an ethical construction superior to civil society (see Avineri, 17 ff.). 

If the state did not transcend society—as Hegel, in common with the 

entire German idealist tradition, had held—then what did it do? The 

customary liberal-democratic reply to this question was simple enough: 

politics served the welfare of the citizenry. To this the socialists in 

general, and Marx in particular, objected that society was not homoge- 

nous. Neither was it a mere aggregate of private individuals. Rather, it 

was split into conflicting classes that differed on fundamentals. The 

state, on this assumption, might attempt to mediate between the 

classes, but it would do so primarily in the interest of safeguarding 

ruling-class interests defined as “order,” which in turn signified that 

there would be no basic political change that could be represented as 

“disorder.” If radical liberals argued that under democracy there was 

no “ruling class,’ because all citizens had equal rights and (approxi- 

mately) equal chances, the answer was that such a condition of things 

presupposed a society of free and equal citizens who were owners of 

private property, which was just what modern capitalism tended to 

eliminate. The theory of liberal democracy was no longer relevant to a 

state of affairs under which organized capital and organized labor con- 

fronted one another. But what would happen if the working class 

acquired political power within the system? In the Communist Mani- 

festo (1848) this possibility had barely begun to appear on the horizon. 

Marx was here concerned to oppose “proletarian dictatorship” to 

“bourgeois dictatorship.” By the time of the First International 

(1864-76), he and Engels had modified their standpoint sufficiently to 

allow for the democratic conquest of power, and eventually this be- 

came the conventional outlook of Marxist Social Democracy. But in the 

1840’s, Marx’s newly adopted “materialist” standpoint permitted only 

one conclusion: if the state in some sense expressed or reflected the 
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class structure of society, then the existing state must be the political 

guardian of bourgeois society—as indeed it was. 

So far as nineteenth-century politics went, the Marxian analysis was 

realistic, but we must inquire what were its built-in limitations. In 

retrospect it is clear that in the Manifesto Marx read a particular notion 

of class conflict back into earlier situations to which it was not really 

applicable. He corrected this mistake in his later writings, but his 

mature analysis was too subtle for his followers. As a result they never 

quite grasped that the phenomenon of class—as well as the sharp dis- 

tinction between state and society—was closely linked to the market 

economy and its social counterpart: bourgeois society. The Manifesto 

made far too sweeping a claim when it asserted that “‘the history of all 

hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles,” and Engels 

did not help matters when (in a footnote added in 1888) he introduced 

an exception for primitive tribal society. For the real issue was not the 

existence of communal ownership of land among the ancient Celts or 

Slavs, but the mechanism of social strife under conditions where “‘class”’ 

could no longer be defined in strictly economic terms. Later Marxists 

eventually came around to the view that class analysis in economic 

terms was applicable only to bourgeois society, but by then a good deal 

of energy had been wasted. Moreover, it took them some further time 

(plus the experience of the Russian Revolution and the Communist 

movement) before they realized that the particular form of class con- 

flict described in the Manifesto was a by-product of the bourgeois 

revolution. A Jacobin-Blanquist theory modeled on French experience 

might suit the Russian Marxists (or some of them), but it could not 

provide a model for the Western labor movement, even though that 

movement had inherited the democratic tradition once associated with 

the emancipation of the “third estate.” 

But Marx’s approach also had a more general theoretical horizon. 

Having rid himself of Hegel’s political philosophy and accepted the 

Anglo-French view of society as autonomous, he likewise adopted the 

conclusion that society was in some sense more “real” than the state. 

This belief was inherent in his familiar distinction between “economic 

base” and “‘political superstructure,” a notion which would have done 

little harm if Engels had not later generalized it into his own private 

version of the doctrine miscalled “historical materialism.” As formu- 

lated by Marx in the Preface to his Critique of Political Economy 

E* 
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(1859), the contrast between “‘structure” and “superstructure” has gen- 

uine analytical value as a way of saying something about the process of 

societal evolution. By the time Engels had begun to popularize Marx’s 

thought for the benefit of the German labor movement in his Anti- 

Dithring (1878), the “‘materialist”’ standpoint was understood to signify 

that “‘the final causes of all social changes and political revolutions are 

to be sought ...not in the philosophy, but in the economics of each 

particular epoch.” Now clearly a great deal depends on how “final” the 

“final cause” is thought to be. It may be so remote as to be invisible. It 

may also be confused with what goes on in the market place. Marx 

intended neither of these silly meanings. What he had in mind was the 

relationship of a particular technological upheaval (the industrial revo- 

lution) to a particular society (the bourgeois one). Beyond that, he 

simply took for granted—as Smith and Ricardo had done before him— 

that “society” was both logically and historically anterior to the 

“states? 

This depreciation of the political realm is one aspect of what later 
became known as the “‘materialist conception of history.” As outlined 

by Marx and then popularized by his followers, this doctrine lent itself 

to a kind of technological determinism: new “forces of production” 

somehow generated new “relations of production” (corresponding 

more or less to what Comte meant by “‘society”’), and upon this ‘“‘mate- 

rial base” there arose the “superstructure” of politial institutions and 

ideas. There are some notorious errors to be avoided in trying to picture 

this process. First, it is not a matter of technology by itself causing a 

social revolution. It was Napoleon, not Marx, who said “Cannon killed 

feudalism.” Cannon did nothing of the sort. It merely speeded the 

demise of the typically feudal form of military combat, which is not 

the same thing. Napoleon’s own career was to show that artillery (the 

French artillery was already the best in Europe before he employed it 

to smash enemy armies, but he certainly made more efficient use of it 

than his opponents) was powerless to alter the relation of social forces 

or to overcome the handicaps of geography, The kind of technological 

enthusiasm typified by Napoleon’s dictum about cannon became an 

article of faith in the Ecole Polytechnique, where his officers were 

trained and where the Saint-Simonians later got their first foothold. But 

it is not “Marxist,” and if on rare occasions Marx employed similar 

language, he later qualified it. Second, the kind of “economic deter- 
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minism” to which Marx’s theory of history has sometimes been reduced 

fails to do justice to its complexity. And third, this sort of determinism 

must on no account be confused with the question of economic motive. 

The notion that individuals and classes have throughout history been 

uniformly “motivated” by the hope of economic gain was an article of 

faith with the disciples of Smith and Bentham; it was also what Marx 

most disliked about them. So far from regarding it as true, he invariably 

treated this belief as an instance of what in his impolite fashion he 

termed “bourgeois asininity.” If this is kept in mind, a great deal of 

vacuous talk about “the economic interpretation of history” can be 

(and should have been) avoided. 

Nonetheless, liberalism and Marxism had more in common than was 

visible during the years of the epic contest between them—a contest 

that began in real earnest about 1870 and reached its peak around 

1930, when both classical liberalism and classical Marxism began to 

disintegrate, politically and theoretically. For our immediate purpose it 

is enough to say that Marx set out his critique of Hegel’s authoritarian 

doctrine of the state before he had himself become a socialist. Once 
having turned from liberalism to socialism—a process set in motion by 

his encounter with the French socialists and communists in Paris 

between 1843 and 1845—he developed the critique of classical eco- 

nomics for which he was to become famous. But he never worked out a 

consistent theory of the state, although this was part of his original 

intention in drafting the general plan of Capital. We are thus obliged to 

register the fact that the only great thinker the socialist movement 

produced—for none of the others are within a hundred miles of him— 

did not try to forecast the transition from the existing social order to 

another. Capital was not meant to be a blueprint for socialism. This did 

not begin to trouble his followers for another generation, but the lack 

of an adequate political theory then made itself felt. 
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6 Marx. Economics 

Enough has already been said to make it clear that Marx the economist 

cannot be separated from Marx the sociologist or historian. Nonethe- 

less, even Marx’s followers, not to mention his critics, have been seri- 

ously divided over the relevance of his philosophy to his economics. 

Matters are not eased by the fact that some of his most important 

writings came to light after the more technical controversies over his 

economic doctrine had spent themselves. It was bad enough that the 

second and third volumes of Capital were left unfinished and had to be 

edited and published by Engels (in 1885 and 1894 respectively) after 

Marx had died. An immense treatise on the history of economic doc- 

trine, composed in 1861-63, was made public by Karl Kautsky in 

1905-10 in three volumes under the title Theories of Surplus Value 

(subsequently re-edited and re-published in the East German edition of 

Marx’s collected Works). And in 1939-41 the Marx-Engels Institute in 

Moscow brought to light for the first time the full text of Marx’s 

1857-58 draft of Capital: a thousand-page work entitled Grundrisse der 

Kritik der Politischen Okonomie. These circumstances may seem impor- 

tant only to specialists, but in fact they concern anyone interested in 

the theory of socialism, for the only genuine link between Marx’s soci- 

ology and his economics is to be found in the Grundrisse, a work whose 

89 
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gradual dissemination has obliged Marxists and non-Marxists alike to 

revise a number of previously accepted notions concerning the Marxian 

approach. Acquaintance with the Grundrisse makes it plain, for ex- 

ample, that Marx’s economic and social theorizing in the 1840’s, down 

to and including the Manifesto, does not carry the full authority of his 

subsequent utterances. 

Since it is quite impossible in the space at our disposal to give an 

account, however brief, of Marx’s economic doctrines, we shall have to 

content ourselves with a sketch of his intellectual development, plus a 

few general observations on the relevance of his work to socialist eco- 

nomics at the present day. The student in search of enlightenment on 

technical points may consult the works listed in the short bibliography, 

which should satisfy his or her appetite, as long as it is understood that 

we are dealing with Marx, not with his followers, and that the purpose 

of this chapter is to bring out the internal logic of his argument. Our 

aim is restricted to clarifying (1) what he actually said and (2) in what 
way his work on economics was related to his theory of society. 

If the matter is put in this way, there appears at first sight to be a 

fairly simple conclusion. As an economist, Marx inherited a certain 

body of doctrines from his predecessors, notably Ricardo, subjected 

them to systematic investigation, and developed a theory of his own 

which was both an analysis of capitalism and a critique of classical 

“political economy.” This is the conventional view of the matter; it is 

also perhaps the only aspect of this whole topic on which both Marx’s 

followers and his critics are agreed. In itself this approach is not wrong, 

but it is deficient in that it fails to make clear precisely what distin- 

guished Marx from writers like Proudhon on the one hand, and from 

the Ricardian socialists on the other. The latter included the German 

economist Johann Karl Rodbertus (1805-1875), who was both a con- 

servative in politics (being a iandowning Prussian monarchist) and a 

socialist in economics, in that he derived a theory of exploitation from 

his reading of Ricardo. Contrary to a legend put about by some German 

academics, Marx and Engels derived no inspiration whatever from 

Rodbertus, whereas Lassalle did. 

Since Lassalle’s brief and stormy political career was largely deter- 

mined by a tactical attempt to strike a bargain with Bismarck (after 

having first created a socialist labor movement led by himself), there 
was every reason why he should go to Rodbertus rather than to Marx 
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for his economic theorizing, and in fact Lassalle’s observations in the 

1860’s on what he called the “iron law” of wages were an echo of 

doctrines put forward earlier by Rodbertus. Both men held that under 

capitalism real wages cannot rise above a mere subsistence level; both 

agreed that proof of this contention was to be found in Ricardo; and 

both demanded that the state should do something about it. Here their 

paths diverged. Rodbertus placed his faith in the benevolence of the 

ruling bureaucracy and was skeptical of Lassalle’s campaign for univer- 

sal suffrage. Lassalle, a political adventurer with a career to make (and a 

Jewish intellectual to boot, hence ineligible for entry into the Prussian 

ruling caste, although his personal ties were with the aristocracy), 

looked to the labor movement to put pressure on the government and 

for the rest sought to draw it away from the liberals. At the same time 

he had no faith in the effectiveness of trade unions or in consumer 

cooperatives on the Owenite model. His long-term remedy, which seems 

to have been suggested by Louis Blanc’s unsuccessful experiments in 

1848, was strikingly simple: the workers must become their own 

employers. Industry should be reorganized on the basis of producer 

cooperatives, with ownership and control vested in the workers. But 

who was to effect this transformation? Lassalle’s reply testified to his 

intellectual descent from Fichte and Hegel: it was to be done by the 

state—not some future socialist regime, but the existing Prussian one! 

This, however, could only be done if the workers gained political con- 

trol of the goveriment by means of universal suffrage. 

In this way Lassalle constructed a plausible link between his socialist 

economics and the drive for a broader electoral franchise: two quite 

distinct issues held together only by his personality. And his branch of 

the nascent Social Democratic movement inherited this legacy after his 

sudden death in a duel in 1864. In a certain fundamental sense the 

German socialist movement remained true to his spirit even after it had 

become superficially reconciled to Marxism (largely through the instru- 

mentality of Engels and his two distinguished pupils, Liebknecht and 

Bebel, in the 1870’s and 1880’s). Lassalle was emphatically a German 

patriot. And even more emphatically he was an authoritarian who 

looked to the state to refashion society. All this was in the best (or 

worst) German tradition, arising from an outlook born in the so-called 

“war of liberation” against Napoleon in 1813 and pointing straight to 

the patriotic attitude adopted by German Social Democracy in 1914. 
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No one familiar with this tradition could have had the slightest doubt 

how the movement would react to the challenge of war, especially since 

the Lassalleans had already struck a patriotic note on the occasion of 

the Franco-German conflict in 1870. 

This is the place to introduce a few remarks about German socialism 

and the early German labor movement. The industrial revolution having 

reached the Continent about half a century after its first disastrous 

impact on the British Isles, socialist ideas were already in existence 

when the nascent labor movement in Central Europe began to look for 

political leadership. One consequence of this was the relatively early 

maturation of a Social Democratic party, which then took the lead in 

organizing the working class. With only a slight degree of exaggeration 

it may be said that on the Continent, more especially in Germany, trade 

unions were created by the political party, whereas in Britain the party 

was created (after 1900) by the unions. One may also say that in 

Germany the unions became socialist at a relatively early date—in part 

due to Lassalle’s very effective oratorical campaign in 1862-64—whereas 

British unionism for another generation trailed in the wake of political 

liberalism. Both the British and the German movements reflected a 

deep-rooted hostility to the operation of an uncontrolled market econ- 

omy and a determination to assert labor’s rights against the power of 

capital. But the German unions looked to the state, the British to 

collective self-help. On the Continent, the authoritarian state was hos- 

tile to democracy—more so than in Britain—but ready enough to pass 

legislation which rendered the impact of the market economy upon the 

worker’s welfare somewhat less disastrous. This had long-term implica- 

tions for the political outlook of the German labor movement. Marxism 

and Lassalleanism articulated a rudimentary form of class conscious- 

ness, but they also taught the workers to identify socialism with the 

passage of welfare legislation extracted from the state. 

Rodbertus and Lassalle left their mark on German public life, but 

neither of them exercised any influence abroad. Friedrich Engels 

(1820-95) did so as Marx’s lifelong associate from 1844 onward, when 

he was twenty-four and just about to publish his famous indictment of 

British capitalism and the Manchester school: his book on the condition 

of the British working class (1845). What drew the two young men 

together in the first place was an essay Engels contributed in 1844 to 

the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbiicher, then briefly edited by Arnold 
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Ruge and Marx. In this sketch, of which Marx evidently thought highly, 

Engels put forward a socialist critique of British capitalism in essentially 

moralistic terms derived from Owen and from Carlyle, whose Past and 

Present (1843) Engels had liked, although he deplored Carlyle’s Tory 

romanticism. The edge of Engels’ polemic was turned against the 

market economy, whose ruthless logic (as he saw it) threatened to 

dissolve the bonds of family life, of social solidarity, and of human 

morality itself. Private property and free competition, those twin poles 

of liberalism, had begun to animate a feverish struggle in which the 

weak went to the wall. Capital and labor, originally one and the same 

thing, had been torn asunder, thus giving birth to a class antagonism 

which threatened society with dissolution. On top of this, economists 

such as Malthus were preaching the inhuman doctrine that the poor 

should not be encouraged to propagate children, there being already 

too many of them. This “infamous, abominable doctrine” was but the 

logical consequence of the system excogitated by the liberal econo- 

mists. Birth and death subordinated to the demands of the market— 

there was capitalism in practice! Unbridled competition was the law of 

the system. It must be replaced by a rational organization of produc- 

tion if mankind was to be preserved from catastrophe. 

There is evidently a connection between the appearance of this essay 

and Marx’s 1844 Paris Manuscripts, but Marx, while elaborating on 

Engels’ rather vague hints about the destructive side of the market 

economy, introduced a different line of reasoning: what was wrong 

with bourgeois society was not that it relegated moral considerations to 

the attic in favor of cold calculation, but that it turned labor into a 

commodity, thereby causing the alienation of the producer from his 

human essence. Still, Marx’s early writings on economics did emphasize 

the importance of competition and the market for the functioning of 

the system. The Communist Manifesto likewise had a rather moralistic 

passage on the all-pervasive rule of economic motivation leaving “no 

other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest.” On the 

theoretical side, Marx’s Poverty of Philosophy (1847) demolished 

Proudhon’s fantasies about equal exchange among individual producers, 

while in a lecture series delivered in 1847 (later published under the 

title Wage Labor and Capital in 1849), he affirmed that competition 

tended to hold wages down to a subsistence level. This was then stan- 

dard socialist doctrine and was confirmed by experience. But Marx 
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introduced an interesting dialectical argument: profits rise in propor- 

tion as labor’s share of the total product declines, and yet “the rapid 

growth of capital is the most favorable condition for wage labor.”’ This 

observation anticipates the striking remark in the preface to the first 

German edition of Capital (1867): “We ...suffer not only from the 

development of capitalist production, but also from the incompleteness 

of that development.” With a side-glance at his native Germany, Marx 

adds, “Alongside ‘of modern evils, a whole series of inherited evils 
oppress us, arising from the passive survival of antiquated modes of 

production, with their inevitable train of social and political anachro- 

nisms. We suffer not only from the living but from the dead.” It may be 

noteworthy that a generation later, Lenin, in a polemic with the Rus- 

sian Populists, made the same point: for Russia the only thing worse 

than capitalist exploitation was the relative backwardness of capitalist 

development. Such an approach is quite in accordance with Marx. 

Unlike most writers of his time, who never saw more than one side of 

any question, he realized that capitalism, for all its horrors, was a way 

of developing society’s latent wealth: the forces of production. What he 

detested about the liberal hosannas was their unqualified jubilation over 

“progress” and their refusal to acknowledge that the whole process was 

taking place at the expense of the producer. The accumulation of 

capital was only possible because wage labor had been turned into a 

commodity subject to the mechanism of demand and supply. From this 

it followed that wages would normally tend toward a minimum, 

although it did not follow that they must sink below the subsistence 

level, thus turning the worker into a pauper. Contrary to a popular 

misconception, pauperization or “immiseration” figures in Marx’s 

mature writings not as an absolute necessity, but as a “tendency”—the 

obvious implication being that there may also be countervailing 

tendencies. 

What keeps capitalism going is the operation of an impersonal “law.” 

The worker has to sell his labor—or rather, his labor-power (Marx intro- 

duced this distinction in Capital and Engels incorporated it in the 

revised text of Marx’s earlier writings)—in order to live. He would not 

do so if labor had not been turned into a commodity. In Wage Labor 

and Capital the social consequences of this state of affairs are spelled 

out in language reminiscent of the 1844 Manuscripts. This fact, by the 

way, undercuts the notion that Marx had by then abandoned his earlier 
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standpoint in favor of a “class” approach. He never did any- 

thing of the kind, even though after 1846 he gradually abandoned the 

term “alienation” because it had been discredited by sentimentalists 

among the so-called “true socialists.” Marx’s attitude in 1847-49 

remained substantially the standpoint he adopted in Capital: 

Labor [power] is...a commodity which its possessor, the wage- 

worker, sells to capital. Why does he sell it? In order to live. But the 

exercise of ... labor is the worker’s own life-activity, the manifesta- 

tion of his own life. And this life-activity he sells to another person 

in order to secure the necessary means of subsistence. Thus his life- 

activity is for him only a means to enable him to exist. He works in 

order to live. He does not even reckon labor as part of his life, it is 

rather a sacrifice of his life. It is a commodity which he has made 

over to another. 

The dehumanizing aspect of this transaction always remained Marx’s 

basic objection to capitalism, even though he recognized that wage 

labor was “‘free labor” by comparison with the work performed by 

slaves or serfs. He did not regard this as sufficient reason for enthusing 

over the institution of a labor market in which the worker was “free” 

to sell himself on pain of starving to death. Capitalism was “‘progres- 

sive” indeed, but it was progress bought at the price of turning the 

living worker into an appendage of his own alienated labor. This labor 

had the unique faculty of producing material value over and above what 

the worker needed to maintain himself and his family, and this surplus 

wealth (or value) went to the owner of the means of production: the 

capitalist. 

This may be the place to utter a warning against a rather common 

misconception. A writer who holds that labor is in some ultimate sense 

the only source of value is not necessarily committed to the further 

belief that the prices of all commodities can be reckoned in terms of 

labor units. There are sound practical reasons for not trying to calculate 

commodity prices by counting up labor-hours: for example, the diffi- 

culty of measuring different kinds or skills of labor, not to mention the 

awkward problem introduced by the growing importance of scientific 

technology—a “force of production” clearly dependent upon the input 

of intellectual labor (including education). Technology blurs the dis- 

tinction between physical and mental work. How then does one 
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measure ‘‘value,” if the term is not simply taken to mean the incorpora- 

tion of physical labor? 

One eminent contemporary socialist economist has argued that 

“there never will be a unit for measuring national income that has the 

same meaning for everyone, still less a unit that means the same thing at 

different dates or in the setting of different economic systems” (Robin- 

son, Economic Philosophy, 34). Marxists committed to the labor 

theory of value could agree with this and still maintain that the theory 

tells one something about the difference between capitalist and pre- 

capitalist social formations. But what this really means is that it tells 

one something about the social arrangements characteristic of bourgeois 

society; it is not a very helpful tool for economists who have to get on 

with the job of trying to measure the national income. Nor does it 

indicate where precisely to draw the line between productive and 

unproductive labor: a distinction Marx had inherited from Smith. In 

practice this resolved itself into a discrimination between output of 

physical goods and the performance of noneconomic (albeit socially 

important) services. This was quite a useful approach, since physical 

goods are more easily measurable than services, but the sort of 

measuring-rod it introduced was not designed to analyze the factors 

entering into the formation of prices. Nor does this particular 

distinction satisfy those present-day theorists who are concerned to 

establish rules for measuring skills by transforming physical into intel- 

lectual labor, or vice versa. In Marx’s day, “labor” could still be 

equated, by and large, with unskilled manual labor. 

Even on this latter assumption, the labor theory of value in Volume 

I of Capital does not work as a theory of prices. But then Marx never 

supposed it did (Henry Smith, 58 ff.). Its purpose was to set forth the 

distribution of income between social classes. When Marx got down to 

price formation (in the concluding volume of Capital), he set out a 

theory which was logically independent of his propositions about the 

role of labor in value formation. The labor theory is an exploitation 

theory. (Incidentally, Marx did not hold that labor is the only source of 

material wealth, as is sometimes suggested. On the contrary, he con- 

demned this popular notion as pernicious nonsense [see his Critique of 

the Gotha Program] because it tended to make people forget that 

nature was just as much the source of use-values [riches]. It was just 

because the worker possessed. nothing but his naked labor power, the 
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instruments of production having been taken away from him, that he 

was in practice dependent upon others: those who owned the natural 

sources of wealth.) The entire concept of “exploitation” —in the Marx- 

ian sense, not in the popular meaning of the term—stands and falls 

with the thesis that under capitalism the worker necessarily produces a 

surplus for the benefit of those who own or control the material 

means of production: including those resources which nature places at 

the disposal of man. “Exploitation” signifies just this and nothing else. 

It has nothing whatever to do with the upward or downward movement 

of wages, and it is not a matter of anyone’s good or bad intentions. 

Until 1850, then, Marx was a “‘Ricardian socialist” so far as the 

analysis of capitalism went. He was a “communist” inasmuch as he 

envisaged a type of society in which private property in the means of 

production would be abolished, not merely controlled or regulated in 

the interest of social harmony, which was what the “socialists” were 

after. What the mature Marx after 1850 put forward was an analysis of 

capitalism as a system of commodity production destined to develop 

the “forces of production” up to a certain point and to decline from 

that point onward, and he spelled out the reasons for this necessary 

failure at great length in Capital. 

Now it is plain that between 1850 and 1880, when Marx virtually 

stopped working on Capital, he not merely heaped up a mountain of 

unpublished drafts, but also revised some of his earlier notions. One 

such revision has already been noted. Whereas in his writings of the 

1840’s he followed the convention of treating “labor” as a commodity 

like any other, in Capital he explained that what the worker sold was 

rather his “labor power,” a unique human attribute in that it denoted a 

capacity for producing surplus value over and above the value con- 

sumed in the process of production. Those classical economists who 

argued that “labor” was remunerated at its “value” had been unable to 

explain the phenomenon of profit, while their socialist critics could 

explain it only by suggesting either that the consumer was being over- 

charged or that the worker was somehow being cheated or underpaid. 

The point Marx makes in Capital is that, on the contrary, the worker 

gets the full ‘‘value” of his “labor’’—that is to say, the “value” of what 

it costs to keep him and his family going. It merely so happens that 

his labor power (or potential) adds “surplus value” to the product, 

which surplus value accrues to the owner of capital. This obviously has 
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nothing to do with how much the worker is paid or whether real wages 

tend to rise or fall. The point at issue concerned the source of profit. 

That the product of “labor” was normally worth more than the repro- 

duction costs of the laborer (his minimum wage or subsistence wage) 

was obvious, and Marx took it for granted in his early writings. But it is 

only in Capital that “surplus value” becomes the explanation of profit. 

Of course, if one believes that the concept of value is itself inherently 

faulty—because value cannot be measured or because it refers to a social 

relationship rather than an economic magnitude—one need not bother 

about it. But for Marx, having inherited the notion that “labor” was the 

measure of “value,” there was no logical objection to the further step 

of arguing that “surplus value” was the source of profit. The typical 

form of labor (or labor power) in his day was unskilled, hence more or 

less uniform, and thus ‘measurable. The difficulties his followers 

encountered when they tried to apply this “value” concept to market 

prices do not concern us here; with the wisdom of hindsight we can 

now see that they would have done better to treat “value” as a social 

category signifying a relationship between people—namely, the pro- 

ducers of commodities; instead, both they and their critics became 

involved in the pseudo-problem of relating “‘values” to market prices. 

This was an inheritance from the classics. Ultimately the idea of 

measuring commodity prices by making use of a unit of labor-time 

went back to Ricardo. His immediate followers had deduced from his 

use of units of labor-time to measure commodity prices the “law” that 

commodities normally exchange at prices proportional-to their value (in 

the sense of labor-time), and were then baffled when they discovered 

that in actual fact this was not so. But they did not think of “surplus 

value”: this refinement belongs to Marx. 

Let us see what the theory of surplus value involved for Marx’s 

sociology of capitalism as a system of production. This analysis took 

shape in the Grundrisse of 1857-58 and was only briefly spelled out in 

the published text of Capital, which is why its importance has fre- 

quently been overlooked. Marx had before him a social division of labor 

still nebulous to Adam Smith but already clear to Ricardo and 

Malthus: with production carried on under circumstances where the 

only bond holding the producers together was the exchange value their 

products fetched in distant markets. On top of this there was the antag- 

Onism between capital and labor, concretely manifested in the rise of a 
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workers’ movement whose ultimate aim could be summed up in one 

phrase—recovery of control over the means of production, now mono- 

polized by the capitalist class. What was the connection between these 

phenomena? Exchange value was associated with commodity produc- 

tion for markets, while surplus value arose in the exchange between 

capital and labor. On the surface, it appeared that the worker gave his 

labor and received wages in exchange. In actual fact, the capitalist 

obtained temporary control over a unique source of energy which pos- 

sessed the faculty of creating material riches. This was what Marx called 

exploitation. It was a social arrangement whereby the capitalist class 

collectively appropriated the creative power of the working class and 

then used it for purposes of its own. The chief of these purposes was 

the accumulation of capital. Satisfaction of material wants was inci- 

dental to the system, for although use values had to be produced for 

sale, what the capitalist really needed was exchange value. The secret of 

the operation lay in the fact that he obtained the source of this 

exchange value by entering into what looked like an equal exchange 

with the worker. The latter was legally free and could withdraw his 

labor—especially after he had learned to organize for that purpose. 

Thus, in the exchange between both parties, capital and labor were 

mutually dependent on each other and appeared to be on an equal 

footing. Yet this equal exchange produced social inequality. As Marx 

put it in the Grundrisse, the worker necessarily impoverishes himself 

“because the creative power of his labor establishes itself in opposition 

to him, as the power of capital, as an alien power. . . . The separation of 

labor from possession of the product of labor, the divorce of labor and 

wealth, is already posited in this act of exchange.” 

Stored-up labor (capital) enters into an exchange with living labor. 

The relationship between capital and labor, although juridically an 

equal one, is in fact weighted in favor of capital because the law assigns 

to the capitalist the right to dispose over society’s productive apparatus, 

which latter in turn is the creation of past labor, appropriated by earlier 

generations of capital owners and inherited or bought by new owners. 

For historical reasons, then, the crystallization of past labor has taken 

the form of privately owned means of production, controlled by a class 

of private entrepreneurs (and in a later age by their successors, the 

banks and the great corporations). These owners constitute a class and 

confront the laborers collectively, even if the individuals composing the 
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class are not aware of this circumstance. Operating as they do in a 

market economy, they are obliged to extract a profit from their trans- 

actions, and the ultimate source of this profit is living labor—the labor 

belonging to the individuals under their control. 

Now clearly this vision of the capitalist production process is not 

affected by practical considerations having to do with the increasing or 

declining share taken by labor in the total product. What Marx is 

saying, quite simply, is that under capitalism the worker is engaged in 

building a world which does not belong to him. This “world” includes 

the entire legal and cultural “‘superstructure”’ of bourgeois civilization, a 

civilization controlled by the possessing class. The notion of “‘super- 

structure” is employed in the Preface to the 1859 Critique of Political 

Economy (itself an extract from the Grundrisse). It is a way of stating 

the basic principle inherent in the “materialist conception of his- 

tory.” Marx holds that under given conditions the existing property 

relations (or “relations of production”) will correspond to the 

“material forces of production.” This must not be misunderstood as 

a kind of technological determinism. When Marx speaks of “relations of 

production” he has in mind the social mechanisms that keep the econ- 

omy going. The extraction of surplus value from labor power (to use his 

vocabulary) is such a mechanism. It determines the relationship of the 

ruling class to those under its control. Bourgeois “relations of produc- 

tion”—supporting the edifice of law, government, politics, and culture: 

the “superstructure”—have come into being historically and are thus 

subject to change. But what are we to understand by the “material 

productive forces of society”? These “productive forces”’ clearly in- 

clude technology and science, but equally clearly they also comprise 

the creative force of labor, itself raised to the highest pitch of effective- 

ness by the capitalist mode of production. Marx leaves the reader in no 

doubt on this point. In the Grundrisse there is a striking passage on how 

capitalism creates the preconditions for its own disappearance by devel- 

oping the productivity of labor: 

What appears as surplus value on the side of capital, appears on the 

worker’s side as surplus labor . . . beyond the immediate requirement 

for the maintenance of his existence. The great historic side of capi- 

tal is to create this surplus labor, superfluous labor from the stand- 

point of mere use value, mere subsistence; and its historic destiny is 
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fulfilled as soon as, on the one hand, needs [wants] have been so far 

developed that surplus labor beyond necessity [subsistence] has 

itself become a general need [want] ...on the other hand, the 

general disposition to work [industriousness] has, through the severe 

discipline of capital...been developed into the general property 

[possession] of the new breed of men [des neuen Geschlechts]— 

finally, when the development of labor’s productive forces . . . has 

reached the point where the possession and maintenance of societal 

wealth requires a diminishing quantity of labor-time, and where the 

laboring society takes up a scientific attitude to the process of its 

progressive reproduction ... where consequently the kind of work 

man does, instead of letting it be done by things on his behalf, has 

come to an end. 

A passage such as this tells one a great deal about how Marx’s think- 

ing developed in the interval between the writing of the Communist 

Manifesto and the drafting of the first volume of Capital. In the first 

place, there is no longer any romantic or anarchist utopianism about a 

sudden rising ushering in a new kind of society. In other words, 

he had by then realized what some of his nominal followers only began 

to grasp a century later—that the political perspective sketched out in 

the Communist Manifesto was applicable only under fairly primitive 

conditions. Secondly, we have in this passage a fusion of the historical, 

sociological, and economic aspects of his theorizing. Thirdly, the attain- 

ment of socialism is placed at the end of a lengthy process in the course 

of which capitalism becomes superfluous. Lastly, the humanist philos- 

ophy of the 1844 Manuscripts has not by any means been abandoned. 

On the contrary, it has been concretized into a perspective which is 

both analytical and normative. From the standpoint of the mature 

Marx, capitalism appears as a historically conditioned mechanism for 

developing society’s productive powers to the point where the 

subordination of labor to capital, of living people to dead matter, will 

become unnecessary. It will be looked upon by later generations as a 

barbarous relic of the past, in the same way that the liberals of his age 

had come to regard slavery and serfdom. 

But why should capitalism—that is, private property in the means of 

production—not go on forever, making use of scientific technology, 

constantly expanding production, improving the conditions of work, 
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and thus rendering itself invulnerable? Marx believed the system was 

inherently self-destructive, having come into being under conditions 

where the “material productive forces of society” could only be devel- 

oped by accumulating riches and poverty at the two opposite poles of 

society. He clearly underestimated the extent to which real wages could 

rise under capitalism. (So, for that matter, did the liberal economists of 

his age.) This is strictly an empirical issue. If “capital” is reckoned 

in terms of labor-units or wage-units, it is evident that real wages must 

rise if technical development leads to a cheapening of wage goods or to 
greater output per man-hour (provided the labor force does not grow 

faster than the gross social product). In this respect there is no differ- 

ence between capitalist and socialist economics, as may be seen by 

comparing the respective developments in Eastern and Western Europe 

since 1945: on both sides of the political divide, real wages have gener- 

ally kept pace with technological progress, and where they have not 

done so this has been due to an insufficient rate of growth, in other 

words to an inadequate rate of capital formation, whether public or 

private. The public authorities taay use their power to keep labor’s 

share of a growing national product artificially low. (They did this very 

effectively under both Stalinism and Fascism, the two rival systems 

having in this respect precisely the same economic function.) But given 

a normal degree of political freedom, organized labor cannot be pre- 

vented from obtaining a more or less constant, or even rising, share of 

society’s output. 

Why then is it still possible to employ Marx’s analysis to demon- 

strate the economic superiority of socialism? Because this analysis does 

not depend on a doctrine of “increasing misery.’ Capitalism does entail 

the creation of an urban proietariat during the transition from an agrar- 

ian to an industrial order, and where it does so under conditions of 

political instability it gives its opponents a chance: which is why Com- 

munist movements have been notably successful in backward countries 

suffering the birth-pangs of industrialism. But a mature capitalism does 

not entail “increasing misery,” if the public authorities possess the 

minimum of competence needed to maintain full employment and to 

keep booms and slumps under control. What it leads to is a state of 

affairs where it becomes plain that modern industry operates more 

effectively if it is not loaded down by a body of parasites: the heirs of 

the original entrepreneurs. 
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This conclusion is usually associated with Fabianism, and we shall 

see that the Fabian socialists were indeed among the first to suggest 

something like it. But it can also be deduced from Marx’s argument in 

the Grundrisse and in Capital. In the earlier work he looked forward to 

a state of affairs where, as he put it, “Labor no longer appears as an 

integral element of the productive process; rather man acts as supervisor 

and regulator of the productive process itself.” In Capital he specified 

the particular reasons why the bourgeois mode of production was self- 

contradictory and ultimately self-defeating: (1) cyclical crises of over- 

production and (2) a concentration of ownership whereby produc- 

tion is in the end so centralized that it is no longer compatible with the 

legal institution of private property. The second point is no longer in 

dispute. It has been tacitly accepted by modern economists (whose 

intellectual ancestors would have been horrified by the use currently 

made of their heritage). As to cyclical crises, the debate between liberal 

and socialist economists became rather pointless after the Keynesian 

revolution of the 1930’s and 1940’s had done away with faith in the 

self-regulating market economy. Once it was admitted that the public 

authorities could ensure full employment if private capital investment 

failed, socialists could start quoting Keynes as well as Marx. 

The later development of Marxian economics is chiefly associated 
with two controversies: over the nature of capitalist crises and over the 

economic roots of imperialism. The second of these topics became 

prominent in socialist literature after 1900 and eventually reached a 

global audience by way of Lenin’s theorizing. Marx himself had no 

theory of imperialism, and neither did Engels, while Karl Kautsky 

(1854-1938) suggested only the bare rudiments of one, and Rudolf 

Hilferding (1877-1941) concentrated on the role of finance capital to 

the exclusion of other factors. What Marx did have was a theory of 

capital accumulation leading to cyclical crises: that is, periodic convul- 

sions arising from the nature of the production process. This became 

very topical in the 1930’s when capitalism behaved exactly as the more 

pessimistic Marxists had always said it would. Instead of going over this 

well-trodden ground, let us briefly look at the connection between 

Marx’s basic assumptions and his account of how the system actually 

works under ordinary empirical circumstances. 

From the economist’s standpoint, capitalism is simply a particular 

way of solving a problem every society must wrestle with: the alloca- 
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tion of resources among the various branches of production. Under 

ideal conditions (from the liberal viewpoint), the market allocates 

resources without any central planning by the political authority (the 

state). Under less ideal conditions, the state makes the basic decisions 

and leaves the rest to the private entrepreneurs. Either way, the system 

functions through competition among individual units, whether private 

firms or publicly controlled enterprises. Competition maximizes tech- 

nical progress and at the same time eliminates the less efficient units. A 

competitive market economy normally expands because it has a built-in 

dynamic principle: capital must be accumulated and production tech- 

niques improved in order to keep up with or surpass rivals. Since pro- 

ductivity is not evenly spread throughout the economy, some units will 

be ahead of others (the same is evidently true of competition among 

nations, at any rate as long as there is no central world authority). 

Although progress is uneven and may become catastrophically unbal- 

anced, the system taken as a whole is dynamic, in that growth is a 

condition of its very existence. All this is familiar stuff, but it took the 

founders of classical “‘political economy” quite some time to work out 

the logic of the argument. The question for us is where Marx stands on 

this issue. And the answer (which can no longer surprise the reader) is 

that he regarded the system as inherently unstable and ultimately self- 

contradictory. It was unstable because there was no over-all planning. It 

was self-contradictory because it steadily undermined its own founda- 

tions. Capitalism’s built-in motcr—competition—functioned only as 

long as the economy was atomized into independent units, each trying 

to price its output above production costs. The mechanism for achiev- 

ing this aim was technological innovation which raised the productivity 

of labor, i.e., altered the “organic composition of capital” (the ratio of 

capital to labor) so as to replace labor by machinery. But the operation 

of this mechanism tended to bring about a concentration of capital 

such that in the end the competitive motor ceased to function. This 

paradoxical result arose because each individual capitalist must try to 

evade the logic of the system by expanding his own sphere of control. 

The “anarchy of production” inherent in the system was tolerable in its 

early stages; it would become socially intolerable once the competing 

units had become large enough to permit conscious planning. Marx 

wrote before the era of cartels, monopolies, and other forms of con- 

scious organization, themselves the forerunners of today’s nationally 
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planned state capitalism. But the outcome would not have surprised 

him. It is consistent with his argument in the Grundrisse and in the later 

volumes of Capital. It is also consistent with his value theory (although 

not necessarily dependent on it—on this latter point even Marxist eco- 

nomists have to this day been unable to reach complete agreement). 

Marx remains relevant as an economist, then, because he was more 

than an economist. This has indeed long been recognized, but it is only 

in recent years that the precise link between his sociology and his 

economics has been clarified by the belated excavation of the massive 

drafts preceding the only major work of economic theory made public 

in his own life-time: the first volume of Capital. Yet even before these 

drafts came to light, the logic of his argument had been perceived by 

economists who for the rest were wholly out of sympathy both with his 

methods and his aims. Let us conclude by citing the greatest of them 

all, Joseph Schumpeter, in his History of Economic Analysis, a work 

whose monumental scale would in itself be sufficient to dwarf the 

efforts of lesser men, even were it not the product of a mind unequalled 

among modern economists for breadth of vision and depth of pene- 

tration: 

Marxist analysis is the only genuinely evolutionary economic theory 

that the period produced. Neither its assumptions nor its techniques 

are above serious objections—though, partly, because it has been left 

unfinished. But the grand vision of an immanent evolution of the 

economic process—that, working somehow through accumulation, 

somehow destroys the economy as well as the society of competitive 

capitalism, and somehow produces an untenable social situation that 

will somehow give birth to another type of social organization— 

remains after the most vigorous criticism has done its worst. It is this 

fact, and this fact alone, that constitutes Marx’s claim to greatness as 

an economic analyst. (Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis, 

441) 





7 Russian Socialism: 1840- &0 

1. From Panslavism to Anarchism 

A historical study arranged in proper chronological order would at this 

stage move to the First International—to give it its proper name, the 

Working Men’s International Association—founded in London with the 

active participation of Marx in 1864, a year that also witnessed the 

death of Lassalle, and Proudhon disappeared from the scene a few 

months later. The subsequent conflict between Marx and Bakunin 

within the International leads on logically to the next stage: the rift 

between socialism and anarchism. This is how historians of the Euro- 

pean labor movement have usually seen it. Bakunin was after all Proud- 

hon’s successor, and the motley army he led was for the most part 

composed of Frenchmen, Belgians, Italians, and Spaniards, although 

after 1871 Marx too had the support of an influential French faction: 

the Blanquists. If one is content to describe what occurred in Western 

and Central Europe during and after the 1870’s, the picture is simple 

enough: social democracy on the one hand, anarchism on the other. 

The adventitious circumstance that one of the rival camps was headed 

by a Russian is easily explained in terms of Bakunin’s earlier involve- 

ment with the 1848 insurrection. 

107 
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Unfortunately, none of this helps one to understand the peculiar 

character of the Russian revolutionary movement. Neither does it help 

if one inquires how it came about that in the 1880’s some of the 

Russian Populists transformed themselves into Marxists while others 

became liberals. There must have been something in the ideology of the 

movement that permitted its leaders to box the compass in this manner. 

What that something was can be discovered by going back to its origins. 

One then sees that both before and after Bakunin’s death in 1876 there 
were rival currents within Populism, one of which corresponded to the 

West European anarchist movement, while the other mingled with the 

Marxist stream. One also understands why it was possible for one and 

the same man—N. G. Chernyshevsky—to become the patron saint of 

Populism and the teacher of the first generation of Russian Marxists. 

And finally one sees that these Marxists, albeit in their own estimation 

orthodox social democrats, retained some of the characteristic traits of 

their ancestors. For the moment, however, we must ignore Chernyshev- 

sky and turn our attention to the rival school: that conventionally 

associated with Alexander Herzen and Michael Bakunin. This procedure 

is justified on biographical grounds, inasmuch as both men were Marx’s 

contemporaries. But it also has the advantage of establishing that what 

we are concerned with here is related to the history of socialism. Our 

theme is the inner logic of the Russian socialist movement during the 

generational span marked at one end by disillusionment after the failure 

of the 1848 risings in Europe, and at the other by the crisis of pre- 

Marxist, “agrarian” radicalism of the Populist variety, in the 1880's. 
Now clearly the term “socialism” is here applied in a very broad 

sense. We have already seen, in dealing with the revolutionary current in 

Western Europe between 1830 and 1870, that one must discriminate 

between “socialism” properly so called and “communism”: the latter 

really signifying a subdivision within the French movement. We have 

also seen that the Communist Manifesto could be so described by its 

authors only because at the time of writing they adhered to the “com- 

munist” wing of a West European movement which in a generic sense 

was later described as “socialist” by historians no longer concerned 

with these pre-1848 disputations. After 1871 and the split in the First 

International, a similar problem arises in regard to the distinction 

between “socialism” and “anarchism” (or, as the anarchists preferred to 

call it, “libertarian socialism,” to distinguish it from the ‘‘authoritarian” 
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Marxist brand). If one is so minded, one may retain the term “social- 

ism”’ only for those who did not follow Bakunin; but until the founding 

of the Second International in 1889, this does not leave one with a 

great deal to talk about outside Germany, where a Social Democratic 

Party had established itself in the 1870’s under the nominal patronage 

of Marx. In a wider sense, the loosely controlled organizations that 

adopted the anarchist program formed part of the general socialist 

movement, if only because they looked back to Proudhon. 

With the Russian Populists we are in a different world. Their spiritual 

ancestors included the more liberal Slavophils of the 1840s, and it is 

not always entirely obvious in what respect they can be described as. 

“socialists.” The nature of the problem becomes a little clearer when 

we inquire into the faith and works of the man who has been called the 

“father of Russian socialism”: Alexander Herzen. 

Alexander Herzen (1812-70) was the illegitimate son of a wealthy 

Moscow nobleman and until his departure from Russia in 1847 a mem- 

ber of the brilliant circle which grouped the pro-Western, liberal, and 

oppositional leaders of thought in Petersburg and Moscow: Stankevich, 

-Turgenev, Granovsky, Belinsky, Ogaryov, and Bakunin being the best 

known among them. The group had come into being in consequence of 

a dispute dividing radical modernizers from conservative nationalists, 

but both factions shared certain notions about Russia’s past and future 

which may broadly be described as “‘Slavophil.” (In saying this one does 

an injustice to those genuine “Westernizers,” Pushkin among them, who 

rightly sensed that Russia’s lack of political freedom had something to 

do with the absence of a genuine feudal tradition; but let us stick to 

biography.) As a student, Herzen, like his friends, duly underwent the 

influence of Hegel and the Left Hegelians, became involved with mildly 

conspiratorial activities in the spirit of aristocratic liberalism and tyran- 

nicide, spent a few years in fairly comfortable exile not far from Mos- 

cow, and in 1847 was able to transfer his family and most of his 

considerable fortune to Western Europe. Unlike Marx or Proudhon he 

did not play a prominent part in 1848-49; unlike Bakunin, who had 

gone to Germany and then to Paris some years earlier, he did not even 

play a minor part. Whether resident in Italy, France, or Switzerland, his 

F 
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attitude during these stormy years was that of a critical spectator, a role 

which suited his contemplative bent and his grandseigneurial style. 

Thereafter, personal problems occupied much of his time and energy, 

his wife having fallen in love with a minor German poet called Herwegh, 

a misfortune that deepened Herzen’s already confirmed dislike of all 

things German. The year 1851 witnessed the death of his mother and 

his second son in a storm at sea, and this disaster was followed by an 

even more crushing blow: the collapse of his marriage and the death, 

shortly thereafter, of his unfaithful Natalie. Coming at the ebb of revo- 

lutionary fortunes all over Europe, these personal tragedies plunged 

Herzen into a state of despondency from which he never really recov- 

ered. Paradoxically, however, the most notable stage in his career as a 

publicist dates from this unhappy period, for it was only after he had 

settled in London in 1852 that he found both the means and the energy 

to launch those journals of opinion which enabled him to reach a select 

public in Russia. Previously he had come to the attention of French and 

German readers with disillusioned reflections on recent European his- 

tory, and he had also engaged in a public controversy with the French 

historian Jules Michelet, which prompted him to acquaint the public 

with his views on Russia’s probable future. But it was his establishment 

(with the help of the Polish underground organization) of what he 

proudly called the Free Russian Press that made him an important 

figure: the first Russian publicist to address himself to his own country- 

men in uncensored language. That an early enterprise of his private 

press should have been the publication of parts of his celebrated auto- 

biography, My Past and Thoughts, is doubtless understandable in the 

circumstances, the more so since it gave him an opportunity to unbur- 

den himself on topics of general importance, in addition to producing 

what his biographer has described as an apologia pro vita sua (Malia, 

394). 

It is with Herzen the ancestor of Russian utopian socialism, how- 

ever, rather than with Herzen the diarist and man of letters, that we are 

here concerned. My Past and Thoughts is a minor literary classic, but 

the reader who looks for enlightenment on its author’s philosophical 

and political affiliations must be prepared to tackle (in addition to 

Professor Carr’s and Professor Malia’s critical studies) the thirty vol- 

umes of the complete Works in the orginal language gradually made 

available by the Soviet Academy of Sciences. Even if he is content to 
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dip into the one-volume English-language selection published in Mos- 

cow in 1956, he will discover that Herzen raises awkward problems not 

only for present-day Leninists, but for Western liberals too. It is per- 

haps safe to classify him as a democrat, but the term has always had a 

very special connotation on Russian soil. It can hardly be an accident 

that the Soviet editors'of the 1956 selection found it possible to intro- 

duce the volume with a laudatory essay Lenin wrote in 1912 on the 

centenary of Herzen’s birth. It is true that Bolshevism was in 1912 no 

more than a faction within the Russian social-democratic movement, 

and that Lenin was at pains to claim Herzen for the democratic cause, 

while deploring his failure to understand Marx. But it is worth bearing 

in mind that by 1869 Herzen had given some evidence of having 

become tired not only of liberalism, but of Bakunin’s anarchism too. 

The possibility cannot be excluded that, had he lived a few years 

longer, he might have ended his days as a kind of social democrat. 

Be that as it may, we are under an obligation to ask what it was that 

originally separated Alexander Herzen from the aristocratic liberals 

among whom he grew up and whose Voltairean outlook he shared 

before he experienced the combined attraction of German idealist 

philosophy and French utopian socialism. This topic leads back to a 

consideration of the Russian intelligentsia’s radicalism. Readers of Her- 

zen’s autobiography may easily derive the impression that he and his 

friends, being “Westernizers” and rationalists, had nothing in common 

with their conservative opponents, generally described as ‘“‘Slavophils” 

by Herzen himself. This is to simplify a complex situation. The conserv- 

atives worshipped Muscovy’s despotic tradition which was semi-Asiatic 

and lacked the characteristic elements of West European feudalism: 

personal freedom at least for the nobility, and some constraints upon 

the ruler. Liberals and radicals detested just this lack of personal lib- 

erty. On the other hand, both sides to the controversy had certain 

attitudes in common: above all an invincible distaste for the bureau- 

cratic regime that Peter the Great and his successors had clamped upon 

Russian society. They likewise agreed in regarding the village commun- 

ity as the true foundation of all that was healthy in the national life. 

The difference was that the conservatives were prepared, with whatever 

qualifications, to put up with serfdom and the autocracy, while the 

radicals dreamed of a democratic revolution in the Jacobin manner. 

Lastly, both parties held that Russia’s future development was bound 
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to be quite different from that of Western Europe or Germany. But 

what was it to be? The conservative Slavophils naturally thought in 

terms of national greatness, but Herzen and his friends were patriots 

too, even to the point of sharing the traditional view that Russia had a 

claim to possession of Constantinople. 

What, then, divided them? In My Past and Thoughts Herzen gave a 

sort of answer, and it is worth quoting. After disputing the conven- 

tional Slavophil doctrine that Russia’s golden age lay in the ancient 

past, before Peter imposed his “German” reforms upon the country and 

moved the capital from Moscow to the artificial new city on the Baltic, 

he had this to say about the village community and its collectivism: 

The immediate foundations of our way of life are insufficient. In 

India there has existed for ages and exists to this day a village com- 

mune very like our own and based on the partition of fields; yet the 

people of India have not gone very far with it. 
Only the mighty thought of the West, with which all its long 

history is united, is able to fertilise the seeds slumbering in the 

patriarchal mode of life of the Slavs. The workmen’s guild and the 

village commune, the sharing of profits and the partition of fields, 

the meeting of the mir and the union of villages into self-govering 

volosts, are all the corner-stones on which the mansion of our future, 

freely communal existence will be built. But these corner-stones are 

only stones...and without the thought of the West our future 

cathedral would not rise above its foundations. (II, 528) 

This was not exactly to the taste of the conservatives, for whom 

“the West” was the enemy, but neither was it what the liberals wanted 

to hear. For the latter, if they adhered to the enlightened wing of the 

aristocracy (Herzen’s own class), an “English Constitution” on the Whig 

model was the dream to be pursued. Behind this lay a dim apprehension 

of the fact that what differentiated Russia from Europe was the 

absence of a genuine feudal tradition. Muscovy had been despotic, not 

feudal. Thereafter, when Peter’s ““German” reforms had sunk in, the 

ruling bureaucracy had taken Prussia for a model, and the “conserva- 

tive liberals” within that bureaucracy fancied themselves the equals, if 

not the superiors, of the Prussian reformers of 1807-19 who had some- 

how managed to modernize their country while preserving the auto- 

cratic power of the ruler. It was precisely because Hegel had after 1820 



Russian Socialism: 1840-80 eS 

accommodated himself to the Prussian state that his more conservative 

German disciples possessed a following in Moscow and that Hegelianism 

itself was regarded as respectable. Indeed, some of the rebels of the 

1840’s (Belinsky and Bakunin among them) began their intellectual 

careers as right-wing Hegelians and defenders of the status quo, and 

remained so until this position became morally impossible. They then 

discovered to their relief that Hegel could also be interpreted quite 

differently—by the atheist and democrat Ludwig Feuerbach, but also 

by the mystical Polish philosopher A. von Cieszkowski, who combined 

Hegelianism with Roman Catholicism and utopian socialism. What in 

later years became the creed of the first Russian Populists emerged 
from this intellectual turmoil of the 1840’s, when a group of young 

men in Petersburg and Moscow moved from the extreme right to the 

extreme left wing of the Hegelian school. There were others who con- 

tented themselves with plainer fare—Bentham, Mill, and English liberal- 

ism in general. And, needless to say, the bureaucracy to the end clung 

to its faith in the Prussian model, especially after Bismarck had shown 

them in the 1860’s how to harness nationalism in support of Throne 

and Altar. Herzen and his friends opted for a different solution: the 

village commune as the basis of Russia’s coming social regeneration. 

One may say that they had synthesized the Slavophil enthusiasm for 

the common people, the narod, with the socialist doctrines pouring in 

from France. One then begins to see how and why some of these 
Populists a generation later turned to Marx, once it dawned on them 

that a fusion of Hegelian logic with the revolutionary will to “change 

the world” had been accomplished by the author of Capital. 

But in the 1840’s and 1850’s all this still lay in the future. So far as 

Herzen was concerned, socialism was then identified with France— 

specifically with Louis Blanc and/or Proudhon—and after 1850 it 

became clear that France was in no mood for a further revolutionary 

effort. The Germans clearly were philistines in politics, whatever the 

profundity of their philosophers. As for the British, Herzen admired 

and envied the political liberty he encountered during his stay in Eng- 

land, and the liberal grandseigneur in him had some affinities with the 

Whig aristocracy. But in the last analysis he agreed with the Slavophils 

in holding that Western institutions could not be acclimatized in 

Russia. Even in 1852, at the lowest depth of his private fortunes and of 

the revolutionary cause, he had sounded a defiant note in the cele- 
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brated pamphlet (a sort of Open Letter to Michelet) commonly cited 

under the title “The Russian People and Socialism”’: 

Russia will never be a Protestant country. 

Russia will never be juste-milieu. 

Russia will never make a revolution with the object of getting 

rid of Tsar Nicholas and replacing him by other tsars—parliamentary 

representatives, judges, and police officials. We perhaps ask for too 

much and shall get nothing. That may be so, but yet we do not 

despair. Before the year 1848 Russia could not, and should not, have 

entered the arena of revolution: she had to learn her lesson. Now she 

has learnt it... . 

We should have no blind:faith in the future: every seed has its 

claim to growth, but not every one actually grows up. The future of 

Russia does not depend on her alone, it is bound up with the future 

of Europe. Who can foretell the fate of the Slav world if reaction and 

absolutism finally suppress the revolution in Europe? 

Perhaps it will perish. 

But in that case Europe too will perish. 

And history will pass over to continue in America. (Selected 

Philosophical Works, 497) 

Now it may be said that this kind-of talk was not uncommon among 

disillusioned democrats after the failure of 1848. Many of them 

actually felt that Europe had perished, and they drew the logical con- 

clusion by emigrating to the New World; others, Marx and Engels 

among them, retired temporarily into their private shells while awaiting 

the next turn of the wheel. What makes Herzen’s case peculiar is that 

for him “the fate of the Slav world” was inextricably involved with the 

prospects of what he called “the revolution.” To that extent one may 

safely describe him as a Slavophil, though he would have repudiated the 

label, Panslavism being in bad odor among European democrats, who 

still remembered Russia’s armed intervention in Hungary in 1849 and 

the pseudo-revolutionary antics of the minor Slav nationalities (the 

Poles always excepted), whose behavior in 1848-49 had on balance only 

benefited the Habsburg Monarchy. Herzen was certainly no Panslavist 

in the vulgar sense, although Marx on occasion suspected him (and 

Bakunin) of being just that. But he did believe that the cause of social- 

ism was in some fashion bound up with the national development of 
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the Slav peoples, above all the Russians. One has only to read “The 

Russian People and Socialism” to perceive that this faith was grounded 

in a piece of socio-historical exegesis which he and Bakunin shared with 

their conservative opponents. This creed had its patriotic aspect: it was 

now the turn of the Slavs. There was even a Great Russian undertone 

(although diluted by sympathy for Poland): “‘There is . . . no future for 

the Slav world apart from Russia. Without Russia it will not develop, it 

will fall to pieces and be absorbed by the German element... . But that 

in our opinion is not what it is destined for.” There was likewise the 

vision of a democratic revolution which, starting from the basis of the 

village commune, would carry over into socialism. At times Herzen 

sounds remarkably modern, even though his economics were extremely 

shaky and even his knowledge of the Russian village had for the most 

part been acquired by reading what a German traveler, the Baron von 

Haxthausen, had to say about it. Consider the following: 

The commune has saved the Russian people from Mongol barbarism 

and imperial civilization, from the Europeanized landlords and the 

German bureaucracy. The communal system, though shattered, has 

withstood the interference of the authorities; it has successfully sur- 

vived to see the development of socialism in Europe. This circum- 

stance is of infinite importance to Russia... . 

From all this you can appreciate how fortunate it is for Russia 

that the village commune has not perished and personal ownership 

has not split up the property of the commune; how fortunate it is 

for the Russian people to have remained outside all political move- 

ments, outside European civilization, which would undoubtedly 

have undermined the commune, and which today has reached in 

socialism the negation of itself. (/bid., 486, 489) 

Before hastening to describe the author of these lines as a precursor 

of Lenin—which of course is how Soviet historians prefer to view him— 

one had better face the paradox that a few years later, after the acces- 

sion to the throne of the “‘liberal’’ Alexander II in 1855, Herzen began 

to sound like a Whig grandee, to the point of publicly congratulating 

Alexander on his projected abolition of serfdom, on terms of maximum 

economic disadvantage to the wretched peasants. It is true that Herzen 

eventually got over his enthusiasm for the Tsar. It is also true that in 

1863 he very properly sided with the Polish insurgents. when they 
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claimed their freedom from Russian imperial domination. (Bakunin’s 

arrival in London about this time may have had the effect of replenish- 

ing Herzen’s dwindling stock of radicalism.) Nonetheless it will not do 

to make a proto-Bolshevik out of Herzen on the strength of a few 

passages about the socialist potentialities of the village commune. Lenin 

had no illusions on this topic. In his anniversary article of 1912, Herzen 

is expressly blamed for his failure to understand “the bourgeois nature 

of the Russian revolution.” The emancipation of the peasants in the 

form proposed by Herzen (he observed on that occasion) would simply 

have resulted in the more rapid spread of capitalism! 

Herzen’s inconsistencies have never bothered his admirers or dam- 
aged his considerable reputation with liberals and socialists alike. Essen- 

tially a literary man, endowed by nature with a fine artistic sensibility 

and generous emotions, he was a medium through whom other men’s 

ideas passed, rather than an original thinker in the proper meaning of 

the term. Although he prided himself on his youthful immersion in 

German philosophy, there is no evidence of any systematic concern on 

his part for what might be called the serious business of theorizing. In 

this respect he differed from the radicals of the following generation, 

the “men of the sixties,” whom he intensely disliked for their plebeian 

manners and who in turn regarded him as an aristocratic dilettante. 

Their hero was the radical democrat Chernyshevsky, for whom Herzen 

had no use. Setting aside the personal element in these animosities, one 

cannot altogether disregard the evident connection between Herzen’s 

lack of system and his disdain for the dull but essential grind of mental 

labor that must precede the completion of any major theoretical con- 

struction. Professor Carr’s description of Herzen as “a distinguished 

minor figure—one of the select company of diarists and memoir writers 

who continue to be read long after their own time” hits the nail on the 

head. It also helps to explain Herzen’s reputation with the public: 

literary and academic critics generally prefer diarists to theorists. In his 

lifetime Herzen made few enemies, and after his death the translation 

of his memoirs into the principal Western languages continued to win 

him friends. Like Turgenev, he was the sort of Russian whom foreigners 

could understand: a cultivated aristocrat whose heart was in the right 

(that is to say, the left) place. With Herzen one was on familiar ground: 

he represented what the Russian nobility and gentry might have be- 

come if Muscovy had not systematically destroyed the feeble begin- 
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nings of a genuine feudalism (and every element of personal liberty, at 

least among the privileged, along with it.) 

And yet this assessment is not altogether fair. There was another side 

to Herzen’s thought, but it is unlikely to disclose itself to readers 

immersed in the complex story of his personal and political entangle- 

ments. The romantic mise-en-scéne never fails to enthrall a public that 

could not care less about narodnichestvo. Yet the only reason for 

including Alexander Herzen in a history of socialism lies in the fact that 

he did have something to say that was relevant to the orientation of the 

Russian socialist movement: he drew the attention of the radical non- 

gentry intelligentsia to the importance of the village commune. Perhaps 

one had to be an eccentric Russian grandseigneur to toy with such 

dangerous thoughts, while staying on amiable personal terms with 

liberal aristocrats who went on hoping for something like the English 

constitution. And there was something else: in his Letters to an Old 

Comrade, addressed in 1869 to Bakunin, Herzen showed some aware- 

ness of the European workers’ movement which was then taking its first 

halting steps. The Letters culminated in an appeal to his old friend to 

take the labor movement more seriously. This may seem odd, for Baku- 

nin was furiously active within the First International, whereas Herzen 

as usual adopted the role of philosophic bystander. But Bakunin’s fren- 

zied conspiracy-mongering was in the tradition of Mazzini (another old 

acquaintance of both men), while Herzen had been impressed by the 

practical and unrhetorical spirit of the labor movement: 

The International Congresses of Workers are becoming sessions at 

which one social question after another is discussed; they assume an 

ever-increasing organizational nature; their members are experts and 

lawyers. They call strikes and allow the cessation of work only asa 

dire necessity, as a pis aller, as a way of testing their strength. .. . In 

forming a sort of “‘state within a state’ which establishes its own 

system and its rights without capitalists and proprietors, the workers 

will constitute the first . . . germ of the economic organization of the 

future. (Selected Philosophical Works, 582) 

Although probably derived from Proudhon, whom Herzen liked and 

admired, these sentiments were in accordance with what Marx was 

thinking and doing at the time, and they were incompatible with Baku- 

nin’s chiliastic vision of an armed rising that would smash state and 

F* 
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society. But then, as Herzen observed on the same occasion, “The term 

‘sradual progress’ holds no terrors for me, discredited though it is by 

the vacillations and mistakes of diverse reformers.” 

The fact is that by 1869 Herzen had lost some of his sovereign 

contempt for the Western way of life. Not merely was he now more 

deeply aware of the strength of rural conservatism (‘‘All throughout 

Europe the peasant population will rise to a man in defense of the old 

order’’), he believed these enfranchised citizens of Western Europe had 

a claim to being taken seriously: 

The denial of private property as such is nonsense. ... Love of his 

land is as deeply rooted in the peasant of the West as is the idea of 

communal possession in the Russian peasant. There is nothing ab- 

surd in this. Property, particularly the ownership of land, has repre- 

sented to the man of the West his emancipation, his independence, 

his dignity, and constituted an element of the highest civic impor- 

tance. It may happen that one day he will realize that the contin- 

uous parcelling of his dwindling land is detrimental and see his 

account in the free economy of the common cultivation of the 

fields; but in the meantime how can one make him suddenly and of 

his own accord renounce a dream he has been fostering for centuries, 

which has been his life and joy, which really did put him on his feet 

and attached the land to him; the land to which until then he had 

been attached. (/bid., 585-86) 

And what of Bakunin’s pet notion, the destruction of the state as 

the first step to social regeneration? Herzen, without renouncing his old 

libertarianism, had come around to the view that the state might after 

all be a necessary evil. ““Lassalle wished to utilize state power in order 

to introduce his social system. Why destroy the mill, thought he, when 

its millstones are capable of grinding our flour as well? For this same 

reason I see no sense in refusing to make judicious use of it” (U/bid., 

592). What of the systematic employment of violence? 

I do not believe that people who prefer destruction and brute force 

to evolution and to amicable agreements are really serious... . An 

outburst of unbridled savagery provoked by obstinacy will spare 

nothing. ... Along with the capital amassed by the usurer will be 

wiped out that which has been transmitted from generation to gener- 
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ation and from nation to nation, a capital which bears the imprint of 

the personality and creativeness of different ages and which is itself 

an annal of human life and a crystallization of history. The un- 

bridled forces of destruction will wipe out, along with the fences, 

those extreme mileposts of human power which mankind has 

attained . . . since the dawn of civilization. (/bid., 594) 

So much for Bakunin’s vision of a day of judgment when a cleansing 

storm would blow away not merely bourgeois society but urban civili- 

zation as a whole. Herzen even had an inkling of what might some day 

be let loose upon a startled universe, if radicals went on toying with 

violence. “Christianity and Islam have demolished enough of the 

ancient world; the French Revolution has destroyed enough statues, 

pictures and monuments for us to be able to dispense with playing at 

iconoclasm.” It would be unjust to the Parisian Communards of 1871 

to say that their brief revolt a year after his death lent point to this 

warning, for the destruction wreaked upon Paris in the final days of the 

Commune was the work of men driven frantic by the coldblooded 

savagery of the “forces of order.” Still, one may say that Herzen was 

guided by a sound instinct when he warned his old friend not to play at 

revolution. The warning fell on deaf ears. For if Alexander Herzen 

represented the civilized side of Populism, the destructive forces barely 

contained within that complex movement found their embodiment in 

the person of Bakunin. 

To turn from Herzen to Michael Bakunin (1814-76) is to enter a 

different zone of the same mental universe. The two men were contem- 

poraries and for a while belonged to the Moscow literary circle which in 

the late 1830’s discovered German literature and philosophy. But then 

so did Turgenev, whom no one would ever suspect of being anything but 

a very moderate liberal. For that matter Michael Katkov, in later years 

an arch-reactionary, made his debut there too. If these philosophical 

and literary influences do not account for the peculiarity of Bakunin’s 

later political outlook, neither does his social origin. As a descendant of 

the landowning nobility, destined for a military career but unwilling to 

pursue it, he naturally sympathized with the Decembrists: that gallant 
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band of aristocratic rebels in uniform who in December, 1825, vainly 

tried to launch an armed insurrection against the new Tsar and paid for 

it with their lives or with exile to Siberia. By temperament Bakunin was 

no doubt closer to the Decembrists than were the other members of the 

Moscow circle. He remained, one may fairly say, all his life a man of 

action rather than a thinker. It is, however, possible to be both. 

Measured by the standards of someone like Saint-Amand Bazard— 

veteran of Napoleon’s campaigns, co-founder of the Charbonnerie, and 

prominent exponent of Saint-Simon’s thought after the Master’s 

death—Bakunin does not strike a particularly heroic figure, although he 

never missed a chance to rush to the nearest barricade, and, after the 

defeat of the revolution in 1849, he spent some years in Saxon, Aus- 

trian, and Russian prisons. Yet this does not explain how and why he 

came to found the anarchist movement. He might, after all, have simply 

remained faithful to the model already established by the Charbon- 

nerie, as indeed in a certain sense he did, for the secret societies he 

founded in the 1860’s, while committed to anarchism in principle, 

were centralist and dictatorial in practice. Or he might have devoted his 

entire energy to the Slav cause, to which he had become an early 

convert. But although Slav unity, and especially the destruction of the 

Austrian Empire, remained among his aims, he was not satisfied with 

Panslavism. In 1861, after making a spectacular escape from Siberia, he 

informed Herzen (in a letter mailed from San Francisco) that he was 

still wholly committed to the cause of “the glorious free Slav federa- 

tion,” but by 1864 or thereabouts he had widened his aim: the federa- 

tion of peoples was to encompass the entire world, even though Russia 

was destined to play a privileged part within it. One may say that 

Bakunin anticipated that element in the naive Bolshevism of the 1920’s 

which saw Russia marching at the head of the world revolution. In the 

1860’s, this sort of rhetoric struck no spark even among Poles, let alone 

West Europeans. 

For Bakunin, as for Herzen and the men of the next generation 

whom they inspired, Russia had a very special part to play: that of 

leader of the Slav nations in the long march toward self-determination 

and socialism. But how could that be while the Tsarist autocracy caused 

the other Slavs (notably the Poles) to view all Russians with hatred? 

Only by destroying the Tsardom and showing the world that Russia had 

been purged of its ancient stains. The theme is well and eloquently put 
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in a joint letter Bakunin and Ogaryov addressed late in 1862 to a group 

of Russian officers in Poland who had decided to throw in their lot 

with the Polish insurgents. 

We understand that you cannot but join the Polish rebellion what- 

ever form it may take; you give yourselves as atonement for the sins 

of the Russian Tsardom [this Christian formulation occurs in the 

part of the letter composed by Ogaryov] ; moreover, to leave Poland 

to be slaughtered without any protest from the Russian army would 

possess the fatal aspect of Russia’s taking a humbly submissive, im- 

moral part in Petersburg’s butchery. Nevertheless, your position is 

hopeless and tragic. We see no chance of success. Even if Warsaw 

were free for one month, it would only mean that you had paid a 

debt by your share in the movement of national independence, but 

to raise the Russian socialist banner of “Land and Freedom” is not 

vouchsafed to Poland; and you are too few. 

To which Bakunin added the characteristic rider: 

It must be owned that in the present temper of Russia and of all 

Europe there is too little hope of success for such a rebellion. ... 

But on the other hand the condition of the Poles is so insufferable 

that they will hardly be patient for long.... And when, driven 

beyond the utmost limit of possible patience, our unhappy Polish 

brothers arise, do you rise too, not against them but for them; rise 

up in the name of Russian honour, in the name of Slav duty, in the 

name of the Russian people, with the cry, “Land and Freedom”; and 

if you are doomed to perish, your death will serve the common 

cause. (Herzen, My Past and Thoughts, 1371-73) 

The handful of Russian officers belonging to the secret revolutionary 

society then known as Zemlya i Volya were indeed doomed, as were 

their Polish associates. Within months, the rising had been crushed and 

its leaders hanged by the Tsarist authorities, whereupon concessions 

were made to the peasants, so as to draw them away from the nobility 

which had spearheaded the rebellion. Bakunin’s reaction was to pro- 

claim that “‘only the bloody prologue called the heroic collapse of the 

nobles’ democracy is over. Now it is the turn of the Polish serfs whom 

the Russian government will never be able to break or to satisfy.” The 

surviving Polish revolutionaries—all of them drawn from the landed 
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because it is the unfathomable and eternally creative source of all life. 

The lust of destruction is also a creative lust.”’* 

This was a promising start, but it still lacked something to become 

politically relevant. That something Bakunin discovered when in 

1843-44 he removed from Germany to Paris (by way of Ziirich, where 

he encountered the German apostle of primitive utopian communism, 

Wilhelm Weitling). In Paris he naturally became acquainted with Marx and 

his friends; with George Sand and Pierre Leroux; with Cabet and Lamen- 

nais; and above all with Proudhon. With the latter Bakunin struck up a 

true and enduring friendship, and it was from Proudhon that, during 

night-long discussions over countless glasses of tea, he obtained some 

insight into the emerging workers’ movement. ‘‘Proudhon is the master 

of us all,” he declared long afterward, though his own anarcho- 

communism was not easily squared with Proudhon’s worship of the 

artisan and the family. At any rate both men were in agreement that 

the state must be destroyed. They also shared an unshakable confidence 

in the truth of their respective doctrines. Proudhon in 1848 

confided to his diary the rather undemocratic thought “The representa- 

tive of the people—that am I. For I alone am right’ (Woodcock, 98). 

Bakunin might have said the same and in later years was to display the 

kind of certitude that goes with a conviction of having a privileged 

insight into the nature of reality. The trait was not uncommon in that 

age of system-building, and it may be said in Proudhon’s and Bakunin’s 

defense that (unlike their great contemporary Auguste Comte) neither 

of them was ever clinically insane, even for a brief period. Their odd- 

ities—which included a belief in the existence of a Jewish conspiracy 

encompassing Marx, Heine, and the Rothschilds—were not particularly 

startling by the standards of their age, which after all was the era of 

decomposing romanticism. Secret societies pullullated—even Marx for a 

brief period became involved with the Blanquists in an enterprise of 

this kind, though he quickly abandoned it when its absurdity became 

evident—and nervousness about occult forces and underground machi- 

nations was not confined to “The Pope and the Tsar, Metternich and 

Guizot, French Radicals and German policemen,” to cite the pillars of 

*This is sometimes tactfully mistranslated to read “urge to destroy,’ but 

Bakunin was writing in German, of which he had a fair command, and the words 
he used were: “Die Lust der Zerstérung ist eine zugleich schaffende Lust.”’ 
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society apostrophized in the opening passage of the Communist Mani- 

festo. Proudhon had an idée fixe about Saint-Simonian bankers running 

the government of Napoleon III from behind the scenes, and Bakunin 

was convinced in the 1870’s that all the trouble in the First Interna- 

tional stemmed from Marx’s Jewish entourage. (One might add the 

equally unfounded belief held by Wilhelm Liebknecht and other Ger- 

man Social Democrats that Bakunin was not merely a Panslavist but 

also an agent of the Russian government.) 

What is rather more important than these mutual suspicions and 

animosities—though they took up a great deal of space in private corre- 

spondence and wasted everyone’s time and energy—is that Bakunin 

inherited both Proudhon’s doctrine (or as much of it as he could assimi- 

late) and his hostility to Marx. This last was qualified by Bakunin’s 

reluctant recognition that Marx (with whom he had a friendly reunion 

in London in 1864 before they started their quarrel) had to be taken 

seriously—something Proudhon, who read no German and anyway died 

before the first volume of Capital appeared, had failed to grasp, if 

only because he was wholly immersed in French affairs and incapable, 

as even Herzen complained, of taking the least interest in anything or 

anyone beyond the borders of his native country. Bakunin saw the 

importance of Marx clearly enough, but reacted with a mixture of 

admiration, envy, and hostility that did not help Marx to overcome his 

own distrust of Russian revolutionaries: an attitude he abandoned only 

during his closing years, when the Russian emigrants in Geneva turned 

to him for advice. Thus the stage was set for an epic conflict which has 

furnished material for countless biographers. Its significance, when all is 

said and done, was historical rather than intellectual. Proudhon had 

been a theorist, though a self-made one. Bakunin was a propagandist, 

and his muddled thinking never rose above the level of the professional 

agitator with a few fixed ideas and a stock of ready-made phrases. Even 

a sympathetic historian of the anarchist movement has been obliged to 

note his deficiency in this respect: “Though he scribbled copiously, he 

did not leave a single completed book to transmit his ideas to poster- 

ity” (Woodcock, 135). 

Bakunin did, however, have one great central theme: all authority 

was dangerous. Hence no reliance could be placed on radical move- 

ments which shirked the issue of political power. This was reasonable 

enough and quite compatible with the doctrine enunciated by Marx in 
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because it is the unfathomable and eternally creative source of all life. 

The lust of destruction is also a creative lust.”’* 

This was a promising start, but it still lacked something to become 

politically relevant. That something Bakunin discovered when in 

1843-44 he removed from Germany to Paris (by way of Zirich, where 
he encountered the German apostle of primitive utopian communism, 

Wilhelm Weitling). In Paris he naturally became acquainted with Marx and 

his friends; with George Sand and Pierre Leroux; with Cabet and Lamen- 

nais; and above all with Proudhon. With the latter Bakunin struck up a 

true and enduring friendship, and it was from Proudhon that, during 

night-long discussions over countless glasses of tea, he obtained some 

insight into the emerging workers’ movement. ‘‘Proudhon is the master 

of us all,” he declared long afterward, though his own anarcho- 

communism was not easily squared with Proudhon’s worship of the 

artisan and the family. At any rate both men were in agreement that 

the state must be destroyed. They also shared an unshakable confidence 

in the truth of their respective doctrines. Proudhon in 1848 

confided to his diary the rather undemocratic thought “The representa- 

tive of the people—that am I. For I alone am right’? (Woodcock, 98). 

Bakunin might have said the same and in later years was to display the 

kind of certitude that goes with a conviction of having a privileged 

insight into the nature of reality. The trait was not uncommon in that 

age of system-building, and it may be said in Proudhon’s and Bakunin’s 

defense that (unlike their great contemporary Auguste Comte) neither 

of them was ever clinically insane, even for a brief period. Their odd- 

ities—which included a belief in the existence of a Jewish conspiracy 

encompassing Marx, Heine, and the Rothschilds—were not particularly 

startling by the standards of their age, which after all was the era of 

decomposing romanticism. Secret societies pullullated—even Marx for a 

brief period became involved with the Blanquists in an enterprise of 

this kind, though he quickly abandoned it when its absurdity became 

evident—and nervousness about occult forces and underground machi- 

nations was not confined to “The Pope and the Tsar, Metternich and 

Guizot, French Radicals and German policemen,” to cite the pillars of 

*This is sometimes tactfully mistranslated to read “urge to destroy,” but 
Bakunin was writing in German, of which he had a fair command, and the words 
he used were: “Die Lust der Zerstérung ist eine zugleich schaffende Lust.” 
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society apostrophized in the opening passage of the Communist Mani- 

festo. Proudhon had an idée fixe about Saint-Simonian bankers running 

the government of Napoleon III from behind the scenes, and Bakunin 

was convinced in the 1870’s that all the trouble in the First Interna- 

tional stemmed from Marx’s Jewish entourage. (One might add the 

equally unfounded belief held by Wilhelm Liebknecht and other Ger- 

man Social Democrats that Bakunin was not merely a Panslavist but 

also an agent of the Russian government.) 

What is rather more important than these mutual suspicions and 

animosities—though they took up a great deal of space in private corre- 

spondence and wasted everyone’s time and energy—is that Bakunin 

inherited both Proudhon’s doctrine (or as much of it as he could assimi- 

late) and his hostility to Marx. This last was qualified by Bakunin’s 

reluctant recognition that Marx (with whom he had a friendly reunion 

in London in 1864 before they started their quarrel) had to be taken 

seriously—something Proudhon, who read no German and anyway died 

before the first volume of Capital appeared, had failed to grasp, if 

only because he was wholly immersed in French affairs and incapable, 

as even Herzen complained, of taking the least interest in anything or 
anyone beyond the borders of his native country. Bakunin saw the 

importance of Marx clearly enough, but reacted with a mixture of 

admiration, envy, and hostility that did not help Marx to overcome his 

own distrust of Russian revolutionaries: an attitude he abandoned only 

during his closing years, when the Russian emigrants in Geneva turned 

to him for advice. Thus the stage was set for an epic conflict which has 

furnished material for countless biographers. Its significance, when all is 

said and done, was historical rather than intellectual. Proudhon had 

been a theorist, though a self-made one. Bakunin was a propagandist, 

and his muddled thinking never rose above the level of the professional 

agitator with a few fixed ideas and a stock of ready-made phrases. Even 

a sympathetic historian of the anarchist movement has been obliged to 

note his deficiency in this respect: “Though he scribbled copiously, he 

did not leave a single completed book to transmit his ideas to poster- 

ity” (Woodcock, 135). 

Bakunin did, however, have one great central theme: all authority 

was dangerous. Hence no reliance could be placed on radical move- 

ments which shirked the issue of political power. This was reasonable 

enough and quite compatible with the doctrine enunciated by Marx in 
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the 1864 Inaugural Address of the International: the working class 

must accomplish its own emancipation. But the gloss Bakunin placed 

on this text was quite different from the interpretation given to it by 

the German Social Democrats and the British trade unionists who made 

up the “Marxist” majority on the International’s General Council. For 

Bakunin it was a matter not of “‘conquering political power” (as the 

Address put it), but of destroying it! The state must go at once and 

completely, otherwise the movement would revert to all the old illu- 

sions of bourgeois democracy: belief in popular sovereignty, in the. 

Republic, even in that deadliest of all myths, universal suffrage, which 

Proudhon after the disappointment of 1848 had indefatigably de- 

nounced as a pernicious Jacobinical invention. The only democracy 

tolerable to Bakunin was the self-government of the producers, plus 

“federalism” in the Proudhonist sense, i.e., the break-up of the nation- 

state into autonomous regions. How these self-governing units were to 

federate without at least a minimum of central administration, neither 

Proudhon nor Bakunin ever managed to explain to the satisfaction of 

their critics, who could only conclude that the “libertarians” failed to 

understand what the political process was about. 

All this may seem academic and hardly worth the passions it 

aroused. But Proudhon had already involved himself in the major con- 

troversies of his time—e.g., by denouncing, Italian nationalism, to the 

fury of Mazzini, Garibaldi, and their foreign liberal sympathizers, in- 

cluding Herzen. Now Bakunin duly followed suit, although he chose a 

different and more promising terrain. The International Brotherhood he 

founded in Naples in 1865-66 was as conspiratorial and dictatorial as he 

could make it, for Bakunin’s libertarianism stopped short of the notion 

of permitting anyone to contradict him. The Brotherhood was con- 

ceived on the Masonic model, with elaborate rituals, a hierarchy, and a 

self-appointed directory consisting of Bakunin and a few associates who 

were let into the secret. This society duly spawned a more public body, 

the Alliance of Social Democracy, for which Bakunin in 1868 formally 

sought admission to the International in a letter to Marx mixing flattery 

with insincere assurances of conversion to the democratic faith. Marx 

was not taken in, and the General Council backed him in demanding 
that the Alliance be dissolved before its branches were admitted to the 

International (Nicolaevsky, 286 ff.). In fact, though not in form, the 

Alliance continued to operate underground, and after the Geneva Con- 
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gress of the International in September, 1872, when Marx, with the 

help of the Blanquists plus his own German followers and most of the 

British, had Bakunin and his adherents formally expelled, it became the 

nucleus of the later Anarchist movement in France, Belgium, Italy, 

French Switzerland, and the Iberian peninsula: in short, all over Latin 

and Catholic Europe. The cleavage between Social Democracy and 

Anarchism, which dated from this era, was also a geographic and a 

cultural affair, although there were small anarchist groups in Germany 

and Austria, and larger socialist ones in the Romance countries. It was 

only in 1889, when French, German, British, Belgian, Italian, Russian, 

and other socialists came together in Paris to found the Second Inter- 

national (symbolically on the centenary of the French Revolution), 

that this particular division was more or less overcome. 

When one turns to the substance of Bakunin’s doctrine, so far as it 

was not simply a matter of denouncing the state and all its works, one 

comes up against the problem that while Bakunin was regarded, by 

himself and others, as the heir of Proudhon, he differed from his old 

teacher in that he was willing to make room for a certain amount of 

collectivism in the running of industry. Proudhon to the end had re- 

mained attached to the ideal of the individual artisan cooperating with 

others. Bakunin—perhaps helped by the Slavophil worship of the village 

commune which he shared with Herzen—recognized that the collec- 

tivity also had its rights. In consequence his collectivism differed from 

Proudhon’s mutualism in that he made provision for the aims of 

workers’ organizations, then emerging in France and elsewhere, whose 

leaders had lost faith in Proudhon’s “mutualist” doctrine. For this rea- 

son former Proudhonists like the Parisian bookbinder and labor leader 

Eugéne Varlin, who played a major role during the Paris Commune of 

1871, felt able to join Bakunin’s organization while also adhering to 

the International. By the end of 1869, “mutualism” (which in practice 

meant retention of private ownership and worship of the independent 

peasant or craftsman) was virtually a dead issue so far as the congresses 

of the International were concerned, and “collectivism” had triumphed. 

From Marx’s standpoint this was an advance, but he now had to put up 

with Bakunin’s faction, which had inherited Proudhon’s old following 

and grafted a new character onto it by substituting for its outdated 

individualist legacy an ‘‘anti-authoritarian collectivism.” This, however, 

was only meant for France and other West European countries. For his 
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native Russia, where no labor movemert as yet existed, Bakunin relied 

as before upon secret societies, peasant rebellions, and individual terro- 

rism, the latter propagated by fanatics like Nechaev and documents like 

the Revolutionary Catechism (the discovery of which furnished an 

ample topic for moral indignation on the part of Dostoyevsky and 

other conservative Slavophils, not to mention the Tsarist authorities, 

who naturally made the most of it). . 

The organizational issue was connected—in Bakunin’s mind anyway 

—with another grievance against Marx and his followers: their commit- 

ment to the goal of conquering political power. In principle, he main- 

tained, they were agreed on the ultimate aims: 

Both parties equally seek the creation of a new social order founded 

wholly on the organization of collective labor . . . founded on eco- 

nomic conditions equal for all, and on the collective ownership of 

the instruments of labor. But the communisis imagine that they will 

be able to achieve this by means of the development and organiza- 

tion of the political power of the working classes and especially of 

the urban proletariat, with the assistance of bourgeois radicalism; 

while the revolutionary socialists ... believe on the contrary that 

they can attain this goal only by the development and organization 

not of the political, but of the social (and consequently anti-politi- 

cal) power of the working masses both urban and rural, as well as of 

those men of good will in the upper classes who . . . would be willing 

openly to side with them. ... Whence two different methods. The 

communists think they must organize . . . to seize political power... 

The revolutionary socialists organize for the destruction of states. (The 

Paris Commune and the Idea of the State, translated from the French 

edition of 1899) 

Wisdom resided in the people, which for Bakunin meant “the working 

masses both urban and rural,” whereas Marx and Engels by 1871 had 

come to base their political strategy upon the organized labor move- 

ment. Not that they ignored the power latent in the peasant masses, but 

agrarian populism figured in their mature theorizing as an element of the 

bourgeois revolution: however radicai in intention, a movement of this 

kind could only promote bourgeois democracy. 

What, then, was the quarrel with Marx about, so far as it was not a 

matter of personal incompatibility or of Bakunin’s conspiratorial de- 
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signs, which furnished the occasion for expelling him and his followers 

from the International? Perhaps the simplest answer is to be found in 

the pamphlet from which the passage just quoted comes—a sort of 

rejoinder to Marx’s deservedly better-known production, The Civil War 

in France (1871). Marx on that occasion had virtually adopted the 

sensible part of the Proudhonist legacy, notably by stressing the need to 

break up the bureaucratic apparatus of the French state. But Bakunin 

was not satisfied. After affirming that “revolutionary socialism has just 

attempted a first brilliant and practical appearance in the Paris Com- 

mune” (an odd statement to make on the morrow of the bloodiest 

disaster ever suffered by the French working class), he went on: 

Contrary to authoritarian communist belief—in my opinion wholly 

erroneous—that a social revolution can be decreed and organized, 

either by a dictatorship or by a constituent assembly sprung from 

political revolution, our friends, the socialists of Paris, believed that 

it could be effected and fully developed only by means of the spon- 

taneous and incessant action of the popular masses, groups and 

associations. 

Our Paris friends were a thousand times right. In fact, what mind, 

however brilliant, or—if we want to consider a collective dictator- 

ship, even one consisting of several hundred individuals endowed 

with superior faculties—what intellects are powerful enough . .. to 

embrace the infinite multiplicity and diversity of real interests, aspi- 

rations, wills, needs whose sum constitutes the collective will of a 

people? What intellects are powerful and broad enough to invent a 

social organization capable of satisfying everyone? Such an organiza- 

tion would only be a bed of Procrustes on which violence more or 

less sanctioned by the State would compel the unfortunate society 

to lie. (/bid.) 

To which every Communist since Lenin has replied that without a 

centralized organization there can be no hope of victory. So far as Marx 

is concerned, this topic is irrelevant, since all he asked for was the 

minimum of effective leadership without which even the most powerful 

spontaneous movement must run into the sands. 

In Bakunin’s mind the issues raised by the Paris Commune, and by 

his private quarrel with Marx and the German socialists generally, were 

still in some fashion linked with his ancient notions about Russia’s 
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coming role in the social revolution. In one of his last pieces of writing, 

Statehood and Anarchy (1873), which today is worth reading princi- 

pally for the sake of Marx’s critical notes and excerpts from the Rus- 

sian original, Bakunin expounds the familiar argument that the 

Slavs are predestined to take the lead in a libertarian reorganization of 

European life, Italy and Spain being among the other countries ripe for 

agrarian revolution and Proudhonist “federalism.” The Russian people 

“can boast of its extraordinary poverty and also of its exemplary en- 

slavement. Its sufferings are countless and it bears them not patiently 

but with a profound and passionate despair which has already been 

expressed twice in history by two fearful outbreaks: the rebellion of 

Stenka Razin and the Pugachov rebellion.” Unlike Herzen, Bakunin 

looked forward to another “fearful outbreak” that would make an end 

not only of the Tsarist autocracy, but of the Russian Empire, while at 

the same time leading to, or being set off by, a military confrontation 

with Germany. In this respect, however, the old Panslavist was merely 

repeating what almost everyone in Europe thought after Bismarck in 

i871 unified Germany under Prussian leadership. 

For Bakunin, the last years of his life were anticlimactic. Ever since 
his unsuccessful attempt to aid the Polish insurrection of 1863 by 

shipping armed Polish legionaries from Sweden to Lithuania on board a 

British freighter, he had interspersed his subterranean intrigues in the 
International with brief military excursions which invariably terminated 

in a ludicrous fiasco. Unlike Garibaldi, whose successful Sicilian cam- 

paign of 1860 provided the model for all such enterprises, he possessed 

no organizational talent, although plenty of personal courage. Unlike 

Mazzini, whose Italian followers he tried to attract into his own organi- 

zation, he had no patience and gave no attention to detail. The secret 

societies in whose name he despatched emissaries abroad existed for the 

most part only in his own imagination, or else they were plainly in- 

tended to bluff the authorities: the most celebrated of all being the 

nonexistent World Revolutionary Alliance into which Nechaev was sol- 

emnly introduced as Agent No. 2771, before being sent back to Russia, 

where he distinguished himself by murdering a harmless student. All 

this makes a wearisome tale, occasionally enlivened by comic escapades, 

such as Bakunin’s brief attempt to seize power at Lyon in September, 

1870, in the wake of the French military defeat: an enterprise that 

lasted exactly twenty-four hours. By 1873 he was getting weary of 



Russian Socialism: 1840-80 131 

these fruitless activities and thought of retiring to a villa in the Ticino 

bought as a hideout for persecuted anarchists with money provided by 

Italian sympathizers, with whom he soon managed to quarrel. To salve 

his conscience (he had been accused by his own followers of spending 

political funds for his personal use), he made his way from Switzerland 

in 1874 to Bologna, where an anarchist rising was due to take place, but 

had to escape in a hurry (disguised as a priest and carrying a basket of 

eggs) after the failure of the usual comic-opera plot laid by his Italian 

disciples. His death in Berne on July 1, 1876, after a prolonged illness 

removed a tired man whose last years were saddened by the failure of 

his hopes, and only a few old friends attended the funeral. To all 

appearances, anarchism was at an end. In fact, as a movement it was 

only beginning. 

If one is to make sense of Bakunin’s heritage, one must bear in mind 

that it meant different things to different people. In Russia, Bakunin 

helped to launch an elitist and terrorist movement almost exclusively 

composed of déclassé intellectuals and committed to doctrines in part 

at least derived from the Slavophilism of his own student years. In 

France, Belgium, and French Switzerland (where his Fédération Juras- 

sienne was led by the young schoolmaster James Guillaume and com- 

posed of poor watchmakers and other craftsmen), he appeared as the 

heir of Proudhon. In Italy he enrolled radical intellectuals who were 

dissatisfied with Mazzini’s old-fashioned republicanism, and landless 

peasants looking for a way out. In Spain his emissaries paved the way 

for the later growth of an anarchosyndicalist movement which sought 

to bridge the gulf between town and country, the worker and the 

peasant. All this somehow sailed under the black flag of anarchism or 

the black-and-red banner of syndicalism, after the latter movement had 

got under way in France during the 1890’s. It entered into competition 

with Marxist, or pseudo-Marxist, socialism—then universally committed 

to the red flag—but the two movements also overlapped. In the case of 
syndicalism it would have been impossible to say where the Marxist 

influence began and where it ended. There were also geographical vari- 

ants. It is plain that from 1871 to 1881 the Italian anarchists had a 

virtual monopoly of what was then vaguely called “‘socialism’”—in prac- 

tice meaning anyone who sympathized with the Paris Commune. It is 

equally plain that after 1881 they lost their hold on the Italian labor 

movement, which then became “socialist” in quite a different sense— 
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one more in tune with what Marx and Engels meant by the term. But 

this (like the Neapolitan origin of some of Bakunin’s own notions about 

decentralization and federalism) belongs to the history of the various 

national branches of the socialist, or anarchist, movements. The topic 

cannot be pursued here, any more than we can plunge into the tangled 

history of Spanish anarchism (not to mention the question why Spanish 

liberalism proved such a complete failure). 

There remains the philosophical aspect, for Bakunin of course had to 

have a philosophy—as a former Hegelian he could hardly afford to be 

without one. But what was it? We have seen that he surreptitiously 

introduced a certain amount of “communism”’ into his interpretation 

of the anticapitalist doctrine associated with the name of Proudhon: a 

circumstance facilitated by his acquaintance with Capital (which at one 

moment he even undertook to translate into Russian). But this was 

more in the nature of an accommodation, and it did not touch upon 

what were to him the essentials of his faith. These essentials were 

grouped around a theme he shared with Proudhon: rebellion against 

authority—any authority, divine or terrestrial. Anarchism to him was an 

extension of atheism. Belief in a deity was not merely absurd but 

degrading, since it implied subordination to an arbitrary despot (and a 

nonexistent one at that). So far we are on familiar ground, for Proud- 

hon had already yoked God and the state together. This was common 

coin in the romantic age, however shocking it might be to Mazzini, a 

heretical Catholic for whom Dio and Popolo went together, though he 

had no use for the Catholic Church. There would seem to be no inher- 

ent reason why Bakunin could not have adopted the Mazzinian view 

(itself in some fashion derived from Rousseau) that although traditional 

Christianity might be dying, a different faith would succeed it. But 

whereas Mazzini during his impressionable years had read Lamennais, 

Bakunin at the same time had made the acquaintance of Fichte, and 

Fichte plus the Left Hegelians had taught him to regard the idea of God 

as an abomination. This, by the way, shows how foolish it is to settle 

such questions by appealing to psychology, for Bakunin could with the 

greatest of ease have counterposed the virtuous Russian People (or even 

the Earth Mother) to the Divine Autocrat and his mundane representa- 

tive, the Tsar. That he chose atheism rather than some form of cosmic 

dualism was evidently due to his intellectual environment; it is not 

explicable in terms of the quite normal urge to break the yoke of a 
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despotic authority. “What moves Bakunin is tyranny, and by tyranny 

he means any infringement of liberty” (Gray, 354). But this hardly 

accounts for the peculiar form his revolt assumed, nor does it establish 

a link between his atheism and his anarchism. One must go back to his 

credo of 1842: “The lust of destruction is a creative lust.” 
In an earlier age the author of such sentiments would have been 

reckoned a member of the Devil’s party, and there is no denying that a 

streak of primitive antinomianism runs through Bakunin’s utterances, as 

when he asserts that Church and state both owe their existence to the 

same tyrannical desire to enslave many for the benefit of the few. In his 

pamphlet God and the Staté, this theme is spelled out at some length. 

More relevantly, Bakunin thoroughly approved of “revolutionary” 

manifestations such as the burning of the Tuileries and other public 

buildings by the Communards at the close of their struggle in May, 

1871, when hope was gone and only despair remained. Marx, 
impassioned in his defense of the Commune against the Versailles gov- 

ernment, put the blame for the resulting destruction where it belonged: 

on a government that had launched a civil war against the defenders of 

Paris and left them no hope even of being treated as prisoners, since 

they knew they were going to be butchered. Bakunin saw the matter 

differently. If the Communards in their rage and despair at last burned 

down entire sections of the city, that was nothing to lament. The 

flames they had lit illumined the future he envisaged for the “old 

world.” We have seen what Herzen—who did not live to witness the 

event—thought of this kind of reasoning. 

And yet it has to be said in justice to Bakunin that his passion for 

destruction went with a thoroughly benevolent disposition and an 

unshakable faith in the essential goodness of man. He was after all a 

Romantic. Unlike Nietzsche and his progeny, Bakunin felt neither 

hatred nor contempt for the mass of mankind. Having been converted 

in his youth to the philosophy of Feuerbach, he remained faithful to 

the humanist creed as he understood it: man is the highest being for 

man, hence it is incumbent upon those who have grasped this truth to 

rid the earth of man’s oppressors. But where his contemporaries— 

notably Herzen and Belinsky—spoke of transcending a social order in 

which men were debased by their own creation, Bakunin could not rid 

himself of the urge to witness the actual destruction not merely of “the 

state” as an abstraction, but of concrete things and institutions: build- 
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ings, cities, the heritage of civilization. Without such a conflagration, 

how could the revolution become the great liberating experience to 

which he looked forward? Certainly he agreed that society was destined 

to endure, but so that society might become free and self-governing, the 

state must crumble into dust. The social community is essentially har- 

monious, for man is.essentially good. It is the state that blocks the way 

to freedom, or rather state and Church combined. Both must be swept 

away—not to let chaos and old night come back, but so that mankind 

may at last settle down in a world freed from oppression. 

Ali of which perhaps is no more than to say that Bakunin had 

translated into words what the Russian peasant—or the landless Italian 

and Spanish laborer—dimly felt about the civilization erected at his 

expense. Anarchism was destined for a career in these lands, although 

even in Bakunin’s native Russia the succession was, in part at least, 

taken up by men whose outlook had been shaped by Tolstoy and for 

whom freedom did not spell destruction. The most important of them, 

Peter Kropotkin (1842-1921), falls outside our survey, for he belongs 

to the later history of anarchism. He is mentioned here only for the 

sake of establishing that anarchism as a doctrine did not necessarily 

signify either barbarism or the cult of violence for its own sake. Not 

that Kropotkin shrank from the thought of revolution, but in his benev- 

olent manner he hoped that when the great upheaval came it would 

entail “the smallest number of victims and a minimum of embitter- 

ment’’ (Avrich, 27). Neither he nor his followers are to be blamed for 

the fact that Russia proved unsuitable soil for the kind of decentralized 

anarcho-communism in which they had put their faith. 
And something else is noteworthy too: for all Bakunin’s efforts to 

mobilize the Lumpenproletariat of the Russian slums, and even the 

underworld, the only real success he ever had was with students and 

emigrants. The latter for the most part congregated in Switzerland, 

where they collaborated with him in publishing short-lived journals. The 

student Populists who “went to the people” in 1874 had been vaguely 

affected by his doctrines, which also spread to some clandestine groups of 

factory workers. “‘Nevertheless, no genuine Bakuninist organization was 

founded on Russian soil during his lifetime” (Avrich, 37). When 

one considers the long legacy of religious sectarianism, peasant rebel- 

lion, and intelligentsia conspiracy, this must seem odd. The explanation 

perhaps lies with Bakunin’s inability to establish a plausible connection 



Russian Socialism: 1840-80 135 

between the two extreme poles of his Weltanschauung: liberty on the 

one hand, conspiracy on the other. No secret society could operate 

unless it was willing to subordinate itself to a self-appointed directorate 

invested with powers of life and death over its own followers. But when 

Nechaev and Tkachev spelled out the logic of this approach, Bakunin 

shrank back and broke off contact with them. To the end his mind 

remained a muddle, and his organizational principle typically took the 

form of demanding the impossible: a spontaneous countrywide rebel- 

lion based on the people of the “lower depths,” under the control of a 

secret society which was somehow not to be the kind of organization 

that consistent “Jacobins” like Tkachev favored. In the end his fol- 

lowers went their separate ways. If, like Kropotkin, they took the 

libertarian creed seriously, they dropped the dictatorial approach—not 
to mention Bakunin’s anti-Semitism, his Panslavism, or his childish 

fondness for armed banditry and the cult of violence and destruction 

that went with it. Those who clung to the conspiratorial model, plus 

faith in the peasantry and the village commune, eventually blossomed 

out as founders of the Social! Revolutionary Party in the early years of 

the twentieth century. Bakunin’s personal legacy was retained only at 

the level of symbolism, e.g., in the proud motto “The lust to destroy is 

a creative lust,” which Kropotkin’s followers in Geneva around 1903 

chose to adorn the masthead of their journal: with the consent, be it 

noted, of Kropotkin, a descendant of the princely clan that had ruled 

Russia before the Romanovs and himself one of the Emperor’s pages 

before he decided to renounce his noble heritage. Russian anarchism to 

the end retained something of the eccentric flavor Bakunin had brought 

to it, and this circumstance perhaps accounts for its inability to come 

to terms with the modern world. A better scholar than Bakunin and 

certainly a more amiable man, Kropotkin embodied the Rousseauist 

faith that lay at the back of so much populist and anarchist theorizing. 

The movement he led was destined to be a political failure, but it may 

be said to have left an enduring monument in literature. For in that 

sphere the internal dialectic of Russian populism was preserved by Tol- 

stoy and Gorki: the former a “repentant nobleman,” the latter a va- 

grant arisen from those lower depths set astir by the spiritual unrest of 
a revolutionary century. 

It may be objected that this brief summation takes no account of 

the phenomenon of Russian gentry culture as a whole, a culture origi- 
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nally rooted in the classicism of the Enlightenment (as the reader of 

Pushkin’s magnificent poetry cannot fail to realize). But then we are not 

trying to write literary history or to assess what may be called the 

enduring legacy of the Russian gentry: that tragic class whose one 

dramatic moment, the Decembrist rising of 1825, was foredoomed by 

the absence of a genuine feudal spirit linking nobles and peasants in a 

common alliance against the autocracy. Had Russia possessed a tradi- 

tion of this sort, the soldiers might have followed the noblemen in 

uniform who were trying to win constitutional freedom, and then per- 

haps the stream of history would have taken another course. But it was 

not to be. Aristocratic liberalism died on the scaffold, and with it 

perished the only chance of removing the Tsardom and the despotic 

tradition it embodied by anything short of a revolution rooted in the 

exploited peasantry. For nobles and serfs to make common cause, it 

would have been necessary for the landowners—or at least a section of 

them—to repudiate the despotic legacy of old Muscovy. But only an 

elite of the gentry followed the call in 1825, and they were abandoned 

by the serfs in uniform who trusted the Tsar—until the day came when 

the peasant was ready to slay Tsar, official, and landlord alike. Then 

indeed the revolution would triumph, but it would do so under circum- 

stances that involved the destruction of the gentry, along with the 

downfall of the autocracy which for so long had incarnated all that was 

worst in the semi-Asiatic heritage of old Russia. 

2. From Populism to Marxism 

[In his mind] he already saw the red flag of ‘Land and Freedom’ 

waving on the Urals and the Volga, in the Ukraine and the Caucasus, 

possibly on the Winter Palace and the Peter-Paul fortress,” Herzen 

wrote, with a touch of exasperation, describing Bakunin’s feverish activ- 

ity on the eve of the doomed Polish insurrection in 1863. The red flag 

of peasant insurrection (which had no great appeal for Polish national- 

ists) did indeed occupy an important place in Bakunin’s mind before he 

launched out on his new career as the inspirer of “black flag” anarchism 

in the 1870’s. Even then he did not abandon his old vision, and it was 

this circumstance that enabled a faction, or fraction, of the Russian 

revolutionary movement in the 1880’s to make the transition from 
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radical populism to something perhaps best described as anarcho-com- 

munism. At the back of it all there remained the belief—first publicly 

voiced by Herzen in the 1850’s—that the village commune, the obsh- 

china, could and would one day become the germ of a specifically 

Russian form of collectivism. This aspect of the Slavophil legacy is to 

be borne in mind when one inquires into the credentials of the group of 

radicals conventionally known as “the men of the sixties.” They too 

formed part of the general stream of Russian populism, but while on 

amicable terms with Bakunin, they no longer looked to Herzen, whom 

they had written off as a liberal constitutionalist. Contemptuous of 

philosophical idealism, austere in manner, and resolved to act on their 

beliefs, these “‘nihilists” (as their opponents called them) represented a 

new type, and their patron saint was a radical materialist who devoted 

his life solely to the cause of revolution: N. G. Chernyshevsky. 

In their own fashion the authorities were not wrong in thinking that 

something had changed since those idyllic days when Herzen, Bakunin, 

and other advanced spirits debated Hegelian philosophy with their Slav- 

ophil opponents in the salons of Moscow. In the 1840’s only Belinsky 

had represented the new type that rose to prominence in the 

1860’s: the uprooted radical of lower-class origin, and Belinsky’s mind 

had been shaped by the gentry culture of an earlier age—a circumstance 

that lends a special flavor to his writings. In the 1860’s there were still a 

few representatives of the older breed around—aristocratic rebels with a 

following among disaffected officers and civil servants who tried to 

preserve something of the Decembrist inheritance—but they tended to 

be absorbed by the raznochintsy (“commoners’’) pouring from the new 

schools and universities: déclassé intellectuals of plebeian origin for 

whom “the revolution” was a way of life. Belinsky, Herzen, and Baku- 

nin—albeit still in the tradition of the aristocratic conspirators of 

1825—had equipped them with a philosophy. Nicholas Gavrilovich 

Chernyshevsky (1828-89) provided a faith. As a thinker he was unorigi- 

nal, as a writer undistinguished to the point of tedium. What he did 

possess was an approach to politics that was radically democratic. And 

there was something else: his moral austerity had a touch of grandeur 

about it that invested even his most commonplace utterances with a 

kind of prophetic authority. He was capable of expounding even the 

dreariest aspects of scientific materialism in the manner of one who had 

found the truth and was willing to lay down his life for it. One cannot 
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even for a moment imagine him capable of doing what Bakunin had 

done when he was imprisoned in the Peter-Paul fortress ten years ear- 

lier: try to win the good graces of the Tsar by casting himself in the role 

of a true Russian patriot. Chernyshevsky was above that sort of thing, 

and he paid for it. As usual in such cases, the saintliness of his charac- 

ter, plus the savage treatment he got from the authorities, inspired a 

violent reaction among younger men who venerated his memory. The 

terrorist Ishutin, who gave the name of Hell to his own secret organiza- 

tion in the 1860’s, maintained that “‘there have been three great men in 

world history: Jesus Christ, Paul the Apostle, and Chernyshevsky.” It is 

improbable that Chernyshevsky (by then in Siberian exile) would have 

relished the comparison, but prophets are not responsible for all the 

utterances of their followers. This also applies to the “nihilism” of 

those intellectuals—Chernyshevsky’s former pupil D. I. Pisarev 

(1840-68) among them—who reacted to his arrest in 1862, on 

trumped-up charges of moral responsibility for terrorism, by developing 

a kind of elitism. From the standpoint of the authorities, intellectual 

nihilism and revolutionary terrorism were both a good deal more dan- 

gerous than the humanist doctrine preached in the St. Petersburg liter- 

ary journal Sovremennik (The Contemporary) during Chernyshevsky’s 

editorship between 1859 and 1862, and if they had possessed any sense 

they would have left him alone. But the autocracy was doomed by its 

own imbecility even more than by the class interest of the landowners 

whom it felt obliged to protect, and it duly committed suicide by 

driving all the more intelligent and energetic representatives of the intel- 

ligentsia into prison, exile, or conspiracy. 

What made Chernyshevsky important to the raznochintsy was that 

he spoke a new language. This was partly a matter of style, or rather 

lack of style. A certain provincialism (he was born in Saratov on the 

lower Volga, the son of an Orthodox priest) may have been responsible 

for the fact that for all his very considerable erudition he could never 

work up any real interest in aesthetic problems. In the chief editor of 

what was after all supposed to be a literary journal this was undoubt- 

edly a defect, and when added to his lowly origin it evoked expressions 

of lordly disdain not only from Turgenev but also from Tolstoy, who 

on other grounds might have been expected to sympathize with the 

defender of the peasantry: Chernyshevsky’s principal role during this 

period. Unfortunately Tolstoy, then at the beginning of his great career, 
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disliked Chernyshevsky, complained about his provincial manners, and 

asserted that he smelt of bugs—an odd affectation of superiority on the 

part of a man who liked to pose as a friend of the people. Chernyshev- 

sky for his part seems to have felt only a kind of weary distaste for all 

these literary celebrities. When at the end of his life he was asked to 

write his memoirs of the 1860’s, he replied: “My memories of Turgenev 

and the others are incapable of arousing in me any other feeling than a 

longing to sleep. .. These people had no interest for me....I was a 

man crushed by work. They lived the usual life of the educated classes, 

and I had no inclination for that” (Venturi, 157). He also differed from 

most of them on political grounds, since they were either reactionary 

Slavophils who idealized the Muscovite past or—if liberals and Westerni- 

zers—naive supporters of enlightened absolutism who expected the Tsar 

to turn the peasant-serfs into freeholders “with land.’ Chernyshevsky 

did not share these illusions, and his pessimism was amply confirmed by 

the facts. 
What, then, was his political platform? Here one comes up against 

the difficulty of defining the meaning of the term “Populism.” The 

word is a literal translation of the Russian narodnichestvo, itself de- 

rived from narod (people), and it was first employed around 1870. It is 

thus arguable that in the strict sense there were no Populists (narodniki) 

until they made their appearance as an organized group in the summer 

of 1874, when thousands of them poured into the villages to “awaken” 

the peasants from their lethargy—an attempt whose failure drove some 

of them into terrorism, others into elitism of the Jacobin-Blanquist 

type imported from France. Yet in a broader sense the entire Russian 

socialist movement from 1848 to 1881 may be described as Populist. 

Even after March 1, 1881—when Alexander II was assassinated by the 

Executive Committee of the Narodnaya Volya, or People’s Will, a select 

band of terrorists who thought the autocracy could be destroyed at one 

blow by killing the Tsar—Populism remained in being, but some of its 

former adherents now turned to Marx while others sought consolation 

in Comte’s positivism. Yet all remained faithful to Chernyshevsky, who 

for good measure enjoyed the personal esteem of Marx: a commodity 

in such rare supply that when Marx, in the Preface to the second 

edition (1873) of Capital, approvingly cited “the great Russian scholar 

and critic,” the circumstance was noted with pride by the growing 

number of his Russian followers. 
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In 1873, however, Chernyshevsky had been reduced to silence for a 

decade and was in solitary confinement at Vilyuisk, a small Siberian 

town whose Yakut inhabitants could not even speak Russian. Moreover, 

the work that drew praise from Marx (an annotated Russian translation 

of J. S. Mill’s Principles of Political Economy with a critical commen- 

tary on his doctrines) had been composed as early as 1860 and had not 

then attracted much attention. What mattered to Chernyshevsky’s pub- 

lic were his contributions to The Contemporary: notably “The Anthro- 

pological Principle in Philosophy” (1860), a rambling essay setting out 

a humanist doctrine for the most part derived from Feuerbach. What 

this piece of writing chiefly disclosed was Chernyshevsky’s lack of inter- 

est in anything that could properly be called metaphysics. But that was 

just the point: he and the younger men for whom he spoke—Nicholas 

Dobrolyubov (1836-61) and Pisarev being the best known—were con- 

verts to scientific materialism and had no time for subtleties not im- 

mediately related to practical human needs. If there was anything they 

disliked more than Herzen’s aristocratic dilettantism it was the aestheti- 

cism of Turgenev, the famous novelist with whom they had a celebrated 

quarrel and who revenged himself on them by drawing an unflattering 

portrait of the “nihilist” Bazarov in Fathers and Sons. Chernyshevsky’s 

own standpoint may be inferred from his novel What Is To Be Done? 

composed in 1863, while he was in prison awaiting trial. No one has 

ever claimed literary merit for it, but its impact was enormous. It is not 

too much to say that this solemn piece of writing furnished an entire 

generation of Russian radicals with a moral foundation for their beliefs. 

Almost forty years later, Lenin deliberately chose its title for the cap- 

tion of the pamphlet that was to become the organizational bible of 

Bolshevism. 

Yet when viewed in this light, the subsequent line-up appears simpler 

than it really was. Herzen’s personal dispute with Chernyshevsky had 

originally been provoked by a quarrel over tactics, but what was subse- 

quently at stake in the conflict between the two men (briefly composed 

after Chernyshevsky traveled to London for this purpose in 1859) was 

something quite different: both considered themselves socialists, but 

Chernyshevsky rejected the notion that Russia had a “mission” to reju- 

venate Europe. This was a fantasy Herzen had inherited from the Slavo- 

phils together with his belief in the virtues of the village commune. 

Chernyshevsky too saw the obshchina as a possible germ of socialism, 
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but he had no use for Herzen’s and Bakunin’s faith in a Russian na- 

tional destiny. Europe, he thought, was by no means decadent, and 

anyway the Russians had nothing to teach their Western neighbors: 

We are far from praising the present social conditions in Europe, but 

we do say that they have nothing to learn from us. It may be true 

that Russia has retained, since patriarchal times, a principle which 

corresponds to one of the solutions at which progressives are aiming; 

it is none the less true that Western Europe is moving towards the 

realization of this principle quite independently of us. (Venturi, 

160) 

The obshchina might, under favorable circumstances, be transformed 

into a socialist community, but only if Western Europe showed the 

way. In 1882 Marx and Engels incorporated this perspective in their 

joint Preface to the second Russian edition of the Communist Mani- 

festo. A few months later the first Russian Marxist group came together 

in Geneva: Chernyshevsky’s work had borne fruit. 

A final point may be worth mentioning. Although respectful of Mill, 

Chernyshevsky mirabile dictu was not a positivist. He had no faith in 

the gospel of progress, thought Comte ridiculous (an opinion shared by 

Marx), and perceived the Malthusian element in Darwin’s theorizing. 

The writer he detested most of all was Herbert Spencer (though in later 

years he was obliged to translate him for a living, after he had been 

released and allowed to live in Astrakhan, in European Russia), while 

his favorite philosopher, next to Feuerbach, was Spinoza. All in all, for 

a provincial man of letters who spent the greater part of his life in 

Siberia, Chernyshevsky comes through as a man of quite astounding 

intellectual standing. He was not an original thinker, but his judgments 

were seldom wrong. The man who on reading Darwin at once perceived 

that the boneheaded application of his doctrine to social history could 

only produce “‘bestial inhumanity” was unlikely to be taken in by the 

fashionable belief in progress through mutual slaughter and the extinc- 

tion of the weaker races. When it is borne in mind that some of the 

leading Fabians fell for this rubbish, one feels like congratulating 

Chernyshevsky on having read Spinoza and Feuerbach early enough in 

life to avoid becoming a worshipper of “progress.” There was after all 

some advantage in having come to intellectual maturity in a milieu 

where philosophy had not been driven out by scientism. As he said of 

G 
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Comte in 1876, “The poor fellow . . . knew nothing of Hegel or even of 

Kant.” Chernyshevsky knew enough of both to see at a glance that 

Comte’s celebrated doctrine of three evolutionary stages of thought 

(theological, metaphysical, and positive) was—as he unkindly put it— 

“completely idiotic.” It is no great wonder that Marx liked the man, or 

that Chernyshevsky’s pupils in the 1880’s found no difficulty in adding 

historical materialism to the legacy they had inherited. 

Although Chernyshevsky can in a sense be called a pre-Marxist, it 

does not follow that he was a precursor of Bolshevism, though Lenin 

greatly admired him. So far as political tactics were concerned, the 

student rebel P. G. Zaichnevsky and the other self-styled “Jacobins” of 

Young Russia in the 1860’s (whose terroristic utterances the authorities 

attributed to the influence of Chernyshevsky) were close to the later 

Bolshevik model of the “professional revolutionary,” and their heritage 

was preserved in the 1870’s by the chief propagator of Jacobin-Blan- 

quist ideas among that generation, Peter Nikitich Tkachev (1844-86) 

who threw in his lot with the French Blanquists after emigrating to 

Switzerland in 1874 (Venturi, 389 ff.). However, there was another 

current within the Populist stream: the evolutionary socialism of Peter 

Lavrov (1823-1900), who was on friendly terms with Marx and Engels 

but did not altogether share either their philosophy or their political 

outlook. Significantly, it was Tkachev who later furnished Lenin with 

his organizational model, whereas the Marxist group that came together 

in Geneva in 1883 was headed by Lavrov’s former disciple G. V. Plek- 

hanov, who had become a convert to the Social Democratic version of 

Marxism. All these men counted themselves followers of Chernyshev- 

sky. This was as true of the “‘Jacobin” Tkachev who advocated a politi- 

cal dictatorship issuing from a coup d état, as it was of Lavrov who put 

his faith in peaceful propaganda and education. 

What then did they all have in common? Faith in the obshchina and 

in socialism, of course, and, increasingly, respect for Marx as an econo- 

mist. But beyond this the cleavage between them became increasingly 

obvious, as Lavrov in the 1870’s expounded his version of socialism 

while the future terrorists of the conspiratorial Narodnaya Volya 

moved in another direction. It was possible for revolutionaries drawn 

from the intelligentsia to describe themselves as socialists without being 
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altogether sure in their own minds whether or not they believed Russia 

was in danger of passing through a lengthy phase of capitalist develop- 

ment. Depending on how they saw the matter, they would put their 

faith in the peasantry and the village community or seek to abort 

the threatened bourgeois takeover by a timely stroke at the autocracy. 

Even if they all held to the creed of Chernyshevsky, they still had a 

choice between the “Jacobinism”’ of Tkachev, Bakunin’s anarchism, or 

Lavrov’s faith in the intelligentsia as the stratum that would gradually 

educate the masses and spread socialist ideas among them, until the 

moment came for—well, for what? 

Lavrov had no time for Jacobinism. “Revolutionary Socialists must 

give up their old ideas of being able to replace the State—after they 

have succeeded by a lucky stroke in destroying it... . We do not want a 

new constraining authority to take the place of that which already 

exists” (Venturi, 458). This was the heritage of Bakunin, or possibly 

of Varlin, with whom Lavrov had made friends before and during the 

Paris Commune. The latter, Lavrov wrote after having experienced it 

and talked it over with Marx in London, represented “‘a new kind of 

State. It had been put into practice for a short time, but it had shown 
that a workers’ government was possible.” At the same time he was 

critical of the Commune’s leadership (as was Marx). “Lack of an eco- 

nomic program allowed the true Socialist elements of the Commune to 

be dominated by traditional forces, mainly the routiniers of the Jaco- 

binism of 1793.” 
Here then was yet another version of the Populist faith. The com- 

mon basis was still the creed of Herzen and Bakunin: an agrarian revolu- 

tion led or supported by “that fraction of the intelligentsia which was 

capable of defending the interests and traditions of the peasants and 

voluntarily fusing with them” (Venturi, 62). To this original vision 

Chernyshevsky had added a concrete economic thesis: the former serfs 

ought to pay nothing for the land they had tilled before the 1861 

Emancipation Decree. From this it followed that the landowners must 

be dispossessed, peacefully or otherwise. So far, so good (or not so 

good, from the standpoint of the liberal wing of the nobility and gentry 

who still hoped for a parliamentary regime but had no desire to install a 

democratic republic based on peasant votes). Strictly speaking it was 

possible to envisage a “Jacobin” solution of the agrarian problem with- 

out being a socialist in the Western sense, and indeed the subsequent 
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quarrel between Populists and Marxists in the 1890’s turned largely on 

the question whether radical democracy automatically spelled socialism 

(as the narodniki affirmed) or whether it would not on the contrary 

promote the rapid growth of capitalism (this being the position of 

Plekhanov and his friends after they had assimilated Marx’s analysis). In 

retrospect it seems difficult to understand how the Populists could ever 

have believed that the agrarian democracy of their dreams was synony- 

mous with socialism, but in the 1860’s they (or their predecessors) felt 

able to cite Proudhon: it was only necessary to supply the self-govern- 

ing village communities of the future with credit facilities, while block- 

ing the path to capitalist development which would naturally be chosen 

by the landlords. Proudhon’s “‘mutualism” and his “federalism” an- 

swered the prime need of all the toilers, or so it seemed to his Russian 

followers. These men became active after Chernyshevsky’s enforced 

departure from the scene, and eventually they laid the basis of what 

came to be known as “‘legal Populism.” It is not without interest that 

their chief competitors in the later 1860’s, the “nihilists” around Pis- 

arev, while Jacobinical in their political views, were coldly utilitarian 

when it came to economics. Pisarev was all for enlightened leadership 

by a scientifically trained elite of managers, and his colleague on the 

journal Russkoe Slovo, Varfolomey Zaytsev, on one occasion provoked 

a minor storm by asserting that the colored races were congenitally 

inferior (Venturi, 327). Not surprisingly, such men were enthusiasts for 

the Malthusian aspect of Darwinism, with its emphasis on the “‘struggle 

for existence” which would eliminate the lesser breeds. As Zaytsev’s 

own career was to show, it was possible to hold such views and then 

become an adherent to Bakunin’s brand of anarchism, but then a cer- 

tain ruthlessness necessarily went with their intellectual extremism. 

What makes Lavrov significant is that he developed in the opposite 

direction. Having made his debut in the (first) Zemlya i Volya under 

Chernyshevsky’s patronage, the former mathematician and artillery 

officer then went abroad, made contact with the Paris members of the 

International, established friendly relations with Marx, broke with 

Bakunin’s adherents, and gradually developed his own doctrine. As he 

saw it, socialist intellectuals in Russia had only one duty: to prepare 

themselves intellectually and then to “go to the people.” On the theo- 

retical side, his History of Social Doctrines was partly inspired by 

positivism, though unlike Comte he asserted that “‘true sociology is 
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Socialism.” Among the Populists he was the most “Western” and the 

one who came closest to Marx, although he never relinquished the hope 

that the revolution would start in Russia. What marked him out from 

the beginning of his career in the 1860’s was his opposition to “‘nihi- 

lism,” his stress on moral principles, and in general his emphasis on the 

ethical meaning of socialism: members of the privileged class, the intel- 

lectuals had incurred an obligation they must repay by making them- 

selves useful to the people. Some of his followers in the 1870’s appear 

to have taken the view that capitalism was inevitable and must be given 

its head before a workers’ movement could be expected to develop, but 

even so it was their duty to serve the popular cause as best they could. 

There was a certain ambiguity about this position: it could lead in the 

direction of either liberalism or Marxism. In any case those who held it 

had surrendered the central tenet of the original Populist creed: faith in 

the village commune and its durability. And, needless to say, they had 

no time for Tkachev and his Jacobin-Blanquist notion that the growth 

of capitalism in Russia could be aborted by a purely political coup. In 

this sense they may be said to have prepared the ground for the emer- 

gence of a social democratic attitude among the intelligentsia, or that 

part of it which followed Lavrov. They were in this sense reformists. 

Plekhanov—not perhaps the most impartial of witnesses—many years 

later summed up their attitude in the phrase: “We must leave it to the 

liberals to win political freedom, and only then on the basis of this 

freedom must we begin to organize the proletariat.” 

For such an attitude to win support, there had first to be a transfer 

of emphasis from the rural to the urban areas. The summer of 1874 

witnessed the celebrated “going to the people” movement, when thou- 

sands of students descended on the villages to preach the gospel to the 

peasants. Some four thousand were arrested for what in any civilized 

country would have been regarded as a harmless exercise in propaganda. 

By the time the “mad summer” was over, the movement had been 

crushed, and the Populists had gained some valuable experience. The 

authorities, with their customary obtuseness, held Bakunin and Lavrov 

—especially the latter—responsible for the student crusade. In fact it 

had been spontaneous, although Lavrov’s ideas may be said to have in 

part inspired it. 

To appreciate what came next one must grasp the peculiar dialectic 

of the Populist creed. Its intellectual formulation in the 1860’s and 
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1870’s revolved around the twin themes of faith in a mysterious entity 

called “the people” and faith in themselves. “Go to the people” had 

been Herzen’s advice to the new generation in 1862. By the end of that 

decade, Lavrov was arguing that the task of the intellectuals was primar- 

ily educational, while Bakunin insisted that it was political: all they had 

to do was to detonate the explosive mass of peasant rage which centu- 

ries of oppression had heaped up beneath the shaky throne of the 

Tsarist autocracy. The “‘going to the people” movement in 1874—itself 

spurred by famine conditions in the Volga region—put these conflicting 

ideas to the test. The young men and women who went out into the 

villages did so in a spirit of humility and with a genuine desire to be 

accepted by the peasants. Even the Lavrists insisted that it was their 

task not to bring strange ideas to the village but rather to enlighten the 

peasants about their own half-conscious aims. The reception they got 

disillusioned them: so far from being either revolutionary or even will- 

ing to listen, the peasants turned out to be sullenly hostile. Whether 

viewing themselves as Lavrov’s “‘conscious minority” or as Pisarev’s elite 

the young revolutionaries encountered ridicule, enmity, or simple 

stupor. To this experience there could be two different reactions. It was 

possible to assert that the Populists must adapt themselves to the primi- 

tive consciousness of the masses, and this was the conclusion hesi- 

tantly drawn by the (second) Zemlya i Volya organization which 

came together in 1876. But those who despaired of the masses, and 

of the Lavrist faith in education, now turned to Tkachev, then in 

Geneva and editing his own journal, Nabat. From 1874 onward 

the theorist of Russian Blanquism began to preach a message that 

struck home because it had behind it the first faint glimmer of an 

understanding of Marxian economics. Capitalism (Tkachev told his 

readers) was not an impossibility in Russia, as Herzen and Bakunin had 

affirmed. It was a real and present danger. Unless something was done 
immediately, the village community would be destroyed. Indeed, it was 

already beginning to crumble, and a stratum of conservative peasants 

was coming into existence: 

This is why we cannot wait. This is why we insist that a revolution in 

Russia is really indispensable, and indispensable right at the present 

time. We will not stand for any pause, for any temporization. It is 

now or very far in the future, maybe never! Now conditions are for 

us; in ten, twenty years they will be against us. (Haimson, 16) 
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Engels did not approve of this approach and had a lively argument with 

Tkachev about it, but to the Populist vanguard Engels had not yet 

become an authority. Tkachev’s message alarmed them, while the indif- 

ference of the peasant masses disillusioned them. The result was 

another wave of internal disputation which split Zemlya i Volya into 

rival factions: the elitists of Narodnaya Volya who decided to act on 

Tkachev’s recommendations; and the gradualists of Cherny Peredel 

(Black Repartition—of the land, that is), who opposed terrorism and 

stuck to propaganda among the workers. Narodnaya Volya spent the 

next three years in a campaign of terror which culminated in the assassi- 

nation of Alexander Il. Cherny Peredel went on defending the Populist 

faith, although by now its leaders no longer knew whether they 

were Bakuninists or Lavrists. The men and women of Narodnaya Volya 

fell in the armed struggle against the autocracy. Their rivals were 

arrested, dispersed, or went abroad. There the ablest of them read the 

Communist Manifesto, and a new chapter in the history of Russian 

socialism had begun. 

Georgii Valentinovich Plekhanov (1856-1918), often described as 

the ‘“‘father of Russian Marxism,” was born in Tambov Province, the 

son of a conservative landed gentleman of Tartar origin whose estate 

was halved by the emancipation of the serfs. His mother, a distant 

relative of Belinsky, the famous critic and friend of Herzen, taught 

school to support her twelve children after her husband’s death in 

1873. Georgii Plekhanov, like his three half-brothers, was destined for 

an army career, was graduated from Voronezh military academy, and in 

1873 enrolled as a student in a Petersburg military school. After 1874, 

having meantime transferred to the Mining Institute, he became a Popu- 

list, joined the (second) Zemlya i Volya, and in 1876 organized an 

illegal protest demonstration in front of Kazan Cathedral, in con- 

sequence of which he had to flee abroad. Returning on forged papers a 

year later, he joined Cherny Peredel. Abroad once more in 1880 after 

the arrest of most of his friends, he settled in Geneva, whence he 

observed the destruction of the rival People’s Will group after the assassi- 

nation of the Tsar in 1881, engaged in polemics with the surviving 

Bakuninists and with Tkachev, translated the Communist Manifesto 
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into Russian, and, in 1883, with P. B. Axelrod (1850-1928) and Vera 

Zasulich (1852-1919), founded the first Russian Marxist organization, 

the Emancipation of Labor group. 

Plekhanov had briefly worked with Lavrov and Kropotkin, but his 

increasing disenchantment with the Populist creed made cooperation 

with them impossible in the long run. Although he retained his faith in 

the socialist potentialities of the obshchina—so for that matter did Marx 

and Engels, who contributed a joint preface to his translation of the 

Manifesto—Plekhanov now envisaged Russian socialism in Marxist terms 

as a movement based on the growing factory proletariat. At the same 

time, he rejected the Herzen-Bakunin legacy of national “‘exceptional- 

ism’ and hostility or indifference to Germany and Western Europe. The 

revolution, he held, would be a European affair, and Russia’s place in it 

would be determined by the growth of its own labor movement, not by 

peasant risings directed by secret conclaves of terrorists. In short, he 

had become a Social Democrat of the Marxist variety: the sort who 

believed that the strategy outlined in the Manifesto for Germany in 

1847 was still applicable to Russia, though evidently not to Western 

Europe, where bourgeois democracy was now a reality. His translation 

of the Manifesto marked, as he said, “‘an epoch in my life.” Until then 

he had adhered to the school of Populism inspired by Chernyshevsky. 

His discovery that it was possible to adopt Marx without renouncing 

this heritage altered the course of his life and made it possible for him 

to construct a theoretical bridge across which growing numbers of disil- 

lusioned Populists moved into the illegal Russian Social Democratic 

movement (Baron, 59 ff.). 

The decisive importance of Plekhanov’s conversion to Marxism must 

be seen against the background of the crisis the radical intelligentsia was 

then passing through. Contrary to expectation, the assassination of the 

Tsar had resulted not in the fall of the autocracy, but in its hardening. 

The People’s Will organization was wrecked by the arrest or execution 

of its leaders—Zhelyabov, Mikhailov, Kibalchich, and Sofya Perovskaya 

being the most celebrated—and its followers dispersed or went into 

hiding, if they were not shipped off to Siberia. This might have given 

Cherny Peredel its chance, had not its Bakuninist inheritance rendered 

it useless as an instrument of political combat. The rift between the two 

factions in the late 1870’s was in its origins a continuation of the 

already ancient quarrel between ‘‘anarchists” and ‘“‘centralists,” with 
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Plekhanov provisionally enrolled on the Anarchist side. When Cherny 

Peredel failed to strike root, Plekhanov reluctantly concluded that ‘‘fed- 

eralism,” the obshchina, and talk about Cossack revolts and Stenka 

Razin were not enough. Bakunin clearly was out of date. On the other 

hand, Narodnaya Volya—faithful to Alexander Mikhailov’s slogan “fire 

at the center,” i.e., strike at the Tsar—had tried and failed. What was to 

be done? In Geneva, reading the Manifesto before translating it into 

Russian, Plekhanov finally realized the futility of the whole quarrel 

between “Jacobins” and “‘libertarians.”” Tkachev and Bakunin, he now 

saw, had both been wrong, or rather, each of them had got hold of only 

one end of the stick. They had divorced politics from economics, the 

struggle for power from the analysis of the social process. Not surpris- 

ingly, their followers had got nowhere. It was necessary to transcend 

these factional disputes, and this could only be done with the help of 

Marx. 

From Plekhanov’s standpoint, this conversion to Marxism did not in 

any way represent a change so far as the ultimate aims of the revolution 

were concerned. At the celebrated demonstration in front of Kazan 

Cathedral on December 6, 1876, with which he had inaugurated his 

career, the orators had addressed an astonished crowd on the subject of 

Chernyshevsky’s banishment to Siberia “because he wished the people 

well,” whereupon a young working man unfurled a red banner on 

which were inscribed the words “Land and Liberty.” Thus the continu- 

ity of the revolutionary tradition was unbroken. The edifice connecting 

Populism and Marxism was constructed out of material both schools 

held in common. Moreover, those who continued to adhere to the 

central Populist tradition (after having read Marx) did so with argu- 

ments they had culled from his writings. The first volume of Capital 

had appeared in Hamburg in 1867. Even before there was a Russian 

translation (in 1872), well-known sociologists and economists such as 

N. K. Mikhailovsky, N. I. Ziber, and N. F. Danielson found support in 

Marx for their thesis that Russia could and should skip the capitalist 

stage. Danielson indeed completed G. A. Lopatin’s Russian translation 

of the first volume of Capital—legally, since the censor passed it, on the 

grounds that the book was too dull to stir up trouble. This may well 

rank among the outstanding critical misjudgments in literary history. 

And yet it can be held that in the short run Capital made life easier for 

the harassed Tsarist bureaucracy, since the effect of reading it was to 

Gt 
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inspire doubt as to the correctness of the Populist analysis. If “eco- 

nomic laws” were all-powerful, then what was the point of trying to 

rescue the obshchina, since it was doomed to disappear anyhow? Marx 

himself had to intervene repeatedly in order to clarify his meaning on 

this crucially important topic. In the postscript to the second (1873) 

edition of Capital, he quoted Ziber approvingly as one who in 1871 had 

fully understood his theoretical position. He also found much to praise 

in a review of Capital published in May, 1872, in the Petersburg 

Vestnik Evropi. Yet he could not ignore the awkward fact that he was 
being cited in support of the thesis that Russian society must passively 

accommodate itself to the inevitable spread of capitalism and liberal 

constitutionalism. This was not at all what he had meant, as he took 

pains to make clear to the editors of the Petersburg Otechestvenniye 

Zapiski in a letter composed in November, 1877, but not mailed and 

made public only after his death (by Engels, who sent a copy to Vera 

Zasulich in Geneva). The letter—in substance directed against Mikhail- 

ovsky, soon to become the acknowledged theorist of “legal” Narod- 

ism—made a point which Marx later developed at greater length in 

drafting a reply to an inquiry Zasulich addressed to him on behalf of 

the Russian exiles in Geneva: namely, that there was no “law” which 

condemned Russia to a mechanical repetition of the Western experi- 

ence. “If Russia continues to pursue the path she has followed since 

1861, she will lose the finest chance ever offered to a people and 

undergo all the fatal vicissitudes of the capitalist regime.” 

Here then was a poser. The author of Capital, so far from being 

committed to what in 1877 he described as “an historico-philosophic 

theory of the general path every people is fated to tread” (in other 

words, a positivist doctrine in the spirit of Comte, whom he loathed), 

insisted on the contrary that his own work was merely a “historical 

sketch of the genesis of capitalism in Western Europe.” Naturally if 

Russia chose to industrialize along capitalist lines she would not suc- 

ceed without having first transformed most peasants into proletarians, 

and after that, once taken to the bosom of capitalism, she would experi- 

ence its pitiless laws like other profane countries. But there was no 

historical necessity about it! The first step counted, but the irrevocable 

choice had not (yet) been made. Thus Marx in November, 1877. Exactly 

forty years later Lenin was to draw the appropriate conclusion: Russia 

need not copy the Western experience. In support of this contention he 
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could have cited Marx’s preface to Plekhanov’s translation of the Mani- 

festo: “If the Russian Revolution becomes the signal for a proletarian 

revolution in the West, so that both complement each other, the pres- 

ent Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting-point 

for a communist development.” As ill luck would have it, Plekhanov by 

1917 had arrived at the opposite standpoint. Having gradually become a 

Menshevik in the factional struggle set in motion by Lenin in 1903, he 

had worked around to the reluctant conclusion that it was too late to 

halt Russia’s Westernization. By the time he returned to Petersburg in 

1917, after thirty-seven years of exile, he had become a democrat in the 

Western sense and was ready to back the Provisional Government against 

Lenin. The Bolshevik seizure of power later that year struck him as an 

act of madness. By 1918 the dying man even began to feel that he had 

incurred some responsibility for what Lenin had done. “Did we not 

begin the propaganda of Marxism too early in backward, semi-Asiatic 

Russia?” he asked an old comrade who spent his last hours with him 

(Baron, 358). 

But all that lay in the distant future. In the 1880’s and for many 

years thereafter, Plekhanov—ably seconded by P. B. Axelrod and Vera 

Zasulich—represented the central core of the growing Russian Marxist 

school. His learned pamphlets against the Populists—notably Socialism 

and the Political Struggle (1883) and Our Differences (1884)—put the 

case against them with unsurpassed clarity and with a wealth of cita- 

tions from the works of Marx and Engels, notably their polemics 

against Bakunin and Tkachev. During the crucial three years 1881-84, 

Plekhanov effected a fusion of the Populist creed with Marxist soci- 

ology. So as to render it comprehensible, Marxism had to be translated 

into the Populist language created by Chernyshevsky, and the task was 

performed by a man who in his own person had once incarnated the 

tradition associated with Bakunin. For of course the doctrine bore the 

unmistakable stamp of its origins. Socialism and the Political Struggle is 

full of passages that testify to their author’s awareness of the impor- 

tance of maintaining the continuity of the movement, e.g.: “our revolu- 

tionary movement... will gain a lot if the Russian narodniks and the 

Russian Narodnaya Volya at last become Russian Marxists” (Selected 

Philosophical Works, 104). 

Where, then, lay the novelty? Certainly not in an abandonment of 

faith in the village community. On the contrary, Plekhanov quoted 
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approvingly from Marx’s and Engels’ relevant remarks in their introduc- 

tion to his translation of the Manifesto. Nor did he oppose the idea of 

seizing and holding power by revolutionary means. “Having gained 

political domination, a revolutionary class will retain that domination 

and be relatively secure against the blows of reaction only when it uses 

against reaction the mighty weapon of state power.” Shades of Baku- 

nin! And yet Plekhanov had not become a “Jacobin.” He was a Social 

Democrat and proud of it: . 

But there is no more difference between heaven and earth than 

between the dictatorship of a class and that of a group of revolutionary 

raznochintsi. This applies in particular to the dictatorship of the 

working class, whose present task is not only to overthrow the politi- 

cal domination of the unproductive classes in society, but also to do 

away with the anarchy now existing in production and consciously 

to organize all functions of social and economic life. The mere 

understanding of this task calls for an advanced working class with 

political experience and education, a working class free from bour- 

geois prejudices and able to discuss its situation by itself. In addition 

to this, its solution presupposes that socialist ideas are spread among 

the proletariat and that the proletariat is conscious of its own 

strength and confident in victory. But such a proletariat will not 

allow even the sincerest of its well-wishers to seize power. It will not 

allow it for the simple reason that it has been to the school of 

political education with the firm intention of finishing it at some 

time and coming forward as an independent figure in the arena of 

historical life, not to pass eternally from one guardianship to 

another....Such a guardianship would be harmful, for the con- 

scious participation of the producers in organizing production can- 

not be replaced by any conspiratorial skill, any daring or self-sacri- 

fice on the part of the conspirators. (/bid., 110) 

Plekhanov knew to whom he was addressing this caution. In Our 

Differences, he tackled the subject head-on: 

There was a feature that can be considered common to all our revo- 

lutionary trends. This feature common to them all was faith in the 

possibility of our revolutionary intelligentsia having a powerful and 

decisive influence on the people. In our revolutionary calculations 
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the intelligentsia played the role of a beneficent providence of the 

Russian people, a providence upon whose will it depended whether 

the wheel of history would turn one way or the other... . This 

self-assurance of the intelligentsia went along with utter idealization of 

the people and the conviction—at least so far as the majority of our 

revolutionaries were concerned—that “the emancipation of the 

working people has to be the affair of the working people themselves.” 

This formula, it was assumed, would be applied in a perfectly 

correct manner once our intelligentsia took the people as an object 

of its revolutionary influence. The fact that this basic principle of 

the Statute of the International Working Men’s Association had 

another, so to speak philosophico-historical meaning, that the eman- 

cipation of a definite [given] class can be its own affair only when 

an independent emancipation movement arises within that class—all 

this .. . did not occur at all to our intelligentsia. ([bid., 166-67) 

The author of these lines had learned his Marxist lesson well (prob- 

ably in the first place from Axelrod, who had preceded him as a convert 

to Marx and who later became the most consistent exponent of Men- 

shevism, Plekhanov after the split of 1903 having wavered for some 

time between the Mensheviks and Lenin’s faction.) In retrospect, one 

may wonder whether Plekhanov had not learned his lesson too well. 

After all, it is arguable that orthodox Marxism was not applicable to the 

Russian situation, for the simple reason (instinctively discerned by 

Lenin) that if the party wanted to seize power, it could not afford to 

ask the worker$ what they wanted. 

But in the 1880’s, when Plekhanov formulated his standpoint, Lenin 

was still a schoolboy. By the time he had come to the forefront, there 

was a workers’ movement and a revival of revolutionary activity among 

the Populist and Marxist intellectuals alike. In the reactionary 1880's, a 

Russian socialist needed a good deal of faith in “history” if he was to 

implant a Marxist consciousness in others. In the end Plekhanov suc- 

ceeded in persuading himself that Marx had demonstrated the objective 

necessity of socialism. There were laws of social development which 

could not be flouted, but fortunately they worked in the right direc- 

tion. A bourgeois revolution in Russia was inevitable, now that the 

capitalist process had got under way, and the working class would know 

how to take advantage of it. In his heart of hearts Plekhanov believed 
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that a revolutionary need only understand the logic of history in order 

to insert his own activity into it. For him there was no doubt that “the 

Social Democrat [was] swimming along the current of history” (Haim- 

son, 46). Two decades later Lenin revived the basic faith of the Nar- 

odovoltsy: if they wanted to make a revolution they had to swim 

against the current! 

And yet Plekhanov effected that enduring fusion of Populism and 

Marxism which was to be the secret of Lenin’s ‘national’ appeal. 

And it was on the strength of his later philosophical essays, which in 

the 1890’s were influential in expounding Marx’s historical materialism 

and, rather less fortunately, Engels’ dialectical materialism (so described 

by Plekhanov himself, who is the inventor of the term), that Lenin 

regarded Plekhanov as his teacher and stressed the importance of his 

work, even after they had parted company politically. Soviet Marxism on 

its philosophical side represents the legacy of Plekhanov: a circum- 

stance duly stressed in all official pronouncements down to the present 

day. But the Western reader is not obliged to treat this topic with the 

solemnity accorded to it in the Soviet Union and its dependencies. No 

one who has slept through Plekhanov’s Defense of Materialism (pseu- 

donymously, but legally, published in Russia in 1894-95 under the 

long-winded title On the Question of the Development of the Monist 

View of History) is likely to share the opinion of the Soviet editors of 

his collected works, viz., that the author of this treatise was ‘“‘one of the 

world’s greatest thinkers.” 

Plekhanov was nothing of the kind, though he comes off fairly well 

in comparison with Chernyshevsky, and he certainly had a better mind 

than either Herzen or Bakunin. This is not perhaps saying a very great 

deal, for Herzen was fundamentally an egocentric belletrist, and Baku- 

nin a born confusionist who only had to take up a theoretical or practi- 

cal problem to render it insoluble. With Plekhanov one is back in the 

mental universe of Chernyshevsky. At the same time he points forward 

to Lenin. But in saying this one must bear in mind that the moral which 

Lenin extracted from Chernyshevsky was primarily the need for action 

by a self-constituted elite of professional revolutionaries. After all, 

Zaichnevsky’s revolutionary manifesto of 1862, Young Russia (which 

indirectly landed Chernyshevsky in Siberia), did bear some marks of the 

older man’s influence, even though his rebellious disciple meant it liter- 

ally when he talked of “taking up the axe.” There is evidence to show 
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that Lenin was converted to “Jacobinism,” in the style of Tkachev and 

Zaichnevsky, before he had come across Marx. A long tradition of 

gentry radicalism launched him on the path of revolution “in the Jaco- 

bin manner,” that is to say, with the emphasis on the need for an armed 

confrontation with the Tsarist autocracy. Today one can say with a fair 

degree of certainty that by the time the youthful Lenin had. come 

across Plekhanov’s pamphlet Our Differences in 1889, thus beginning 

his own education in Marxism, he was already committed to the Jaco- 

bin-Blanquist standpoint. What is remarkable is that he never wavered 

in affirming the central tenet of his faith: without “Jacobin” violence, 

the “dictatorship of the proletariat” was an empty phrase. Conversely, 

it can scarcely be thought an accident that all the surviving members of 

Zaichnevsky’s circle eventually joined Lenin’s faction after 1903. Zaich- 

nevsky himself died in 1896, and “with his death,” wrote one of his 

followers in 1923, “Russian Jacobinism died .. . to rise again . . . in the 

revolutionary wing of Russian Social Democracy, in Bolshevism” 

(Valentinov, 75). 





& Western Socialism: 1864 - 19/4 

1. The First International 

Historians of socialism generally date the birth of the First Interna- 

tional from a meeting of English and Continental labor leaders in 

London on September 28, 1864. But, as we have seen, the International 

Working Men’s Association was the inheritor of an older tradition 

which had climaxed and failed in 1848. We have already encountered 

most of the leading figures associated with those dim beginnings, from 

the Owenites and the Chartists in England to Proudhon and his fol- 

lowers in France. We may also remind ourselves that London after 1848 

became a place of refuge for Continental personalities as widely dif- 

ferent in their outlook as Marx, Herzen, and Mazzini. As the capital 

city of an empire and of what was then the only fully industrialized 

country in Europe (if one excepts Belgium, which for geographical and 

other reasons could not play a decisive role), London was the natural 

headquarters of the newly formed International. For the same reason, 

there was always a danger that the movement would be taken over by 

men or groups stemming from the earlier epoch of democratic radical- 

ism. Let us illustrate this situation by citing a few apparently unrelated 

circumstances. 

Ne] 
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In February, 1840, there had been founded in London an offshoot of 

the Paris-based League of the Just, itself the forerunner of the German 

Communist League. The organizers—Karl Schapper (a printer), Heinrich 

Bauer (a shoemaker), and Joseph Moll (a watchmaker)—set up a re- 

spectable front organization, appropriately named the German Workers’ 

Educational Society. In due course they got rid of the tailor Wilhelm 

Weitling (1808-71), a half-mad apostle of Christian communism who 

aspired to the leadership, and co-opted Marx and Engels instead. The 

association changed its name to the Communist Workers’ Educa- 

tional Society, acquired an international character by admitting Dutch- 

men, Scandinavians, Hungarians, Czechs, and a few Russians, issued 

membership cards in twelve languages carrying the slogan “‘All men are 

brothers,” and in November, 1847, commissioned the drafting of the 

Communist Manifesto. When this document first appeared in English 

(in George Julian Harney’s short-lived Red Republican in November, 

1850) its appearance passed unnoticed, but almost a year later a Times 

editorial drew attention to what it called “cheap publications contain- 

ing the wildest and most anarchical doctrines,” quoting a few passages 

by way of making its readers’ flesh creep. These excerpts from what The 

Times called “Literature for the Poor” were reprinted in the Quarterly 

Review of November, 1851, as specimens of what its editor described as 

“Revolutionary Literature” (Collins and Abramsky, 9-10). By that 

time, the Chartist movement (in which Harney had been an important 

figure) was on its last legs, although Marx and Engels continued to keep 

in touch with the Chartist journalist and poet Ernest Jones. The Ger- 

man Workers’ Educational Society, curiously enough, stayed in exis- 

tence until 1917, when it was dissolved by the British government: not 

because its founders had been communists, but because Britain was at 

war with Germany and all German citizens were being interned (Braun- 

thal, I, 47). 
Now let us take another aspect of this very complicated story. From 

1855 until 1859, Ernest Jones, previously active as a Chartist leader and 

an associate of Harney, moved within a shadowy organization called the 

International Association, which both Marx and Mazzini boycotted: 

Mazzini because he wanted nothing to do with socialism, Marx because 

he wanted nothing to do with Herzen, who addressed the first public 

meeting of the Association and seized the opportunity to preach his 

gospel about decadent Europe having to be “‘rejuvenated through Rus- 
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sian blood,” as Marx put it in a letter to Engels. (The matter could also 

be put more prosaically by saying that Herzen acquainted his audience 

with his pet notion, namely that the salvation of mankind would come 

from the Russian peasant commune.) The International Association 

was, in one of its aspects, a successor to the Fraternal Democrats, a 

body established in March, 1846, on Harney’s initiative to make con- 

tact with Continental democrats and “red republicans,” as they were 

then known. Young Italy (Mazzini’s creation) did not respond, but the 

Democratic Association in Belgium (which included Marx among its 

members) made contact. In the 1850’s, Ernest Jones’ People’s Paper 

reprinted some of Marx’s articles froxai the New York Tribune—espe- 

cially those that were directed against Russia (and against Lord Palmer- 

ston, then British Foreign Secretary, whom Marx considered pro- 

Russian). The Association—which now consisted mostly of surviving 

Chartists, plus a medley of German, French, and Polish socialists—died 

an unnoticed death in 1859. Still, certain traditions and habits of mind 

had been established, and, when in 1862-64 there began a movement 

among British and French labor leaders in favor of Polish independence, 

it was quite natural that Marx should be drawn in. What is rather more 

remarkable is that he should at first have taken a back seat, while the 

spotlight fell on a small but influential group of London intellectuals 

with pro-French leanings: the Positivists (Harrison, passim). 

At first sight it may seem that all this has very little to do with the 

history of socialism or the founding of the First International. In fact it 

has everything to do with it. On its industrial side, the origins of the 

First International have been traced back by historians to a series of 

lock-outs and strike movements among London construction workers in 

1859-62; which brought the London Trades Council into being in 1860. 

The leading figures of this purely working-class organization became in 

due course founding members of the International—as a by-product of 

the pro-Polish campaign they were running jointly with their French 

colleagues across the Channel. But observe: in October, 1859, Cherny- 

shevsky in The Contemporary had begun to inform his readers of the 

agitation for a nine-hour work day among the London construction 

workers, described by him as “a grandiose episode in the struggle 

between capital and labor’; and in May, 1860, the Russkiy Vestnik ran 

a long report on the subject, mentioning some of the London labor 

leaders by name. There was nothing Chernyshevsky and his friends 
4 
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could do to help, but it is significant that they took note of the British 

strike movement. On the other hand, when the International was for- 

mally constituted in September, 1864, Herzen barely noticed it, while 

Bakunin at first ignored it and then tried to permeate it with his own 

secret organization. The first general publicity the 1.W.M.A. obtained 

was due, rather unexpectedly, to Abraham Lincoln, whom it congratu- 

lated on his re-relection in November, 1864 (in an address drafted by 

Marx), and who returned a friendly letter of thanks. ““You can imagine 

how much good this does our people,” Marx wrote on February 10, 

1865, to Engels, who made no comment and for another year or so 

continued to hint that Marx ought to get on with Capital instead of 

wasting his time on the International. In short, the decisive event in the 

history of modern socialism—the founding of an international labor 

movement on democratic lines—was barely noticed at the time, and 

some of those who later rose to prominence in it were originally in- 

clined to treat it as a distraction from more important matters. 

This was emphatically not Marx’s opinion, for he immediately 

grasped the significance of what had happened. It would be wrong, 

however, to represent him as the movement’s originator, since it had in 

fact arisen spontaneously from an interchange of opinion among au- 

thentic labor leaders, helped and advised by democratic radicals and 

Continental emigrés. Its founders were groping toward an authentic 

working-class organization bridging national barriers. This is a notion 

unfamiliar to Leninists, who have done their best to represent the First 

International as a small-scale dress rehearsal for the Third: a misreading 

of history perversely abetted by propagandists of competing sects and 

schools who fail to understand that all genuine labor movements are 

necessarily structured on democratic lines. The basic fact about the 

I.W.M.A. is that none of those concerned with its founding had the 

least idea how it was going to develop. Even Marx, who drew up its 

statutes and from the start sat on its General Council, tried to keep as 

much as possible in the background. Engels at first did not take it 

seriously at all. The Blanquists disliked it because on the French side it 

had been brought into being by their Proudhonist rivals. The Lassal- 

leans in Germany took no part in it. The London Trades Council first 

treated it as an extension of its own activities and later refused to join 

as a body, although agreeing to cooperate with it. There is evidence that 

these London union leaders were more interested in Mazzini’s ideas 
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than in Marx’s socialism, but some of them joined the International’s 

General Council and shared in its work. This is how history really 

operates—especially labor history, which has always been a very con- 

fused and disorderly affair, full of “spontaneity” and quite lacking in 

that rigid discipline and centralization which present-day Communists 

so admire. Nor was there anything “Fabian” about this rather formless 

movement, for it operated in broad daylight, conducted its debates at 

international congresses, and gloried in its working-class character. In 

short, it was an early social-democratic organization, albeit this term 

had only just been invented for the benefit of the renascent German 

workers’ movement (Braunthal, I, passim). 

If there was not at first an over-all program, there was no lack of 

conflicting schools and tendencies, all competing for the attention of 

the British and French labor leaders who made up the core of the 

International. Three major currents are still dimly visible through the 

mist of time: Mazzinian nationalism and Freemasonry, Anglo-French 

positivism, and German socialism, the latter represented at first by 

Marx alone, though he had some working-class associates (veterans of 

the German Communist League) whose presence in London enabled 

him to build up a small “Marxist” faction on the General Council. 

Eventually, by sheer force of intellect he began to dominate, but this 

was not foreseeable at the start. Least of all was it foreseen by the 

British union leaders who gradually became his stoutest supporters. 

These men had been drawn to the movement by considerations only 

very distantly connected with what later came to be known as Marxian 

socialism. Their prime interest, apart from straightforward trade union- 

ism, was the extension of the parliamentary franchise to the workers, a 

cause in which they cooperated with liberal leaders such as John Bright. 

In addition, they entertained a somewhat uncritical enthusiasm for the 

nationalist cause in Poland, Hungary, and Italy. If the British workers 

had a hero, it was Garibaldi, whose visit to London in April, 1864, led 

to spontaneous mass demonstrations. Next in order they admired Maz- 

zini, whom the Proudhonists detested because he was opposed to social- 

ism and who returned the compliment because Proudhon had no use 

for Italian nationalism. Lastly there was Poland: the British and French 

labor leaders prominent in the 1.W.M.A. wanted their governments to 

take up the Polish cause, and in this they had the backing of a small but 

influential group of intellectuals, the Positivists. 
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While historians of the labor movement have devoted a great deal of 

attention to the secret societies within the First International, from the 

Freemasons to Bakunin’s followers (Drachkovitch, ed., 36 ff.), com- 

paratively little attention has been given to the mental background of 

the British labor movement during this period. (The standard work on 

the subject, Royden Harrison’s Before the Socialists: Studies in Labour 

and Politics 1861-1881, is virtually unknown outside Britain, with the 

result that histories of the International tend to get written in terms of 

a personal struggle between Marx and Bakunin, who did not even 

attempt to join the organization until it was well under way.) Yet no 

account of the International is satisfactory if it does not take into 

account the Anglo-French background. While Mazzini was represented 
at the foundation meeting and Marx was present in person, the organi- 

zation was started by French and English labor leaders whose im- 

mediate concerns were industrial. Beyond this they shared certain 

foreign-policy interests in Poland and Italy and a positivist orientation. 

Neither was destined to last, but both made their contribution at the 

beginning. The Polish insurrection had already provided the impetus for 

a public meeting in London on July 22, 1863, which in turn served as 

the occasion for an exchange of views between the French (mostly 

followers of Proudhon, with a sprinkling of left-wing Bonapartists) and 

the British labor leaders. The latter were liberal-radical, with memories 

of Chartism still in their minds and with a new-found commitment to 

the anti-slavery cause in the United States. To be precise, they were for 

Lincoln in the measure in which they were willing to cooperate with 

liberals like Bright. 
The anti-slavery issue has been the theme of a great deal of hagio- 

graphic nonsense, mostly produced by Communist authors, who in this 

as in other respects have proved worthy successors of Church historians. 

Abolition is supposed to have been the consuming passion of the 

British working class during the American Civil War: so much so that 

the ruling classes dared not intervene on the Confederate side, as they 

would have liked. The prosaic truth is that abolition was primarily a 

liberal middle-class cause, and the British labor leaders who supported it 

were decidedly in the minority. Quite a number of union leaders— 

notably former Chartists who had been won over to Tory democracy 

(ie., Disraelian conservatism) through hatred of capitalism and liberal- 

ism—favored the South and the secessionist cause. The authoritative 
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account of the subject notes that “it is a problem to find a single 

influential working-class [news] -paper which consistently favored Lin- 

coln and opposed British intervention. The predominant tendency was 

decidedly the other way....Famous and respected leaders of the 

working people sided with the Confederacy” (Harrison, 53). There 

were, however, exceptions, notably among the union leaders who be- 

came prominent in the International. Only—and this is the point that 

needs to be grasped if one is to make sense of the story—these men 

were not socialists. On the contrary, they favored the Northern cause 

precisely because they had become reconciled to liberalism! 

To anyone not blinded by propaganda or stupefied by populist wor- 

ship of the “common people,” an explanation of this state of affairs is 

perfectly simple. Abolition was the cause of liberals like John Bright 

who spoke for the newly prominent class of industrial manufacturers in 

the north of England, and there was no group of men whom the average 

unionist loathed more. During the 1840’s Chartists and free-traders 

had been the bitterest of enemies: not least because the “Manchester 

Radicals,” sound Benthamites and Jaissez-fairists that they were, con- 

sistently voted against legislation seeking to limit the inhumanly long 

work hours in the factories. By the 1860’s this issue was dead, but the 

former Chartists had long memories. Part of the accumulated hatred 

they had felt for Cobden, Bright, and their liberal friends was trans- 

ferred to the abolitionists. It was, as they saw it, the same old capitalist 

crusade: in the 1840’s launched by the anti-Corn Law League, now 

concealed behind hypocritical talk of freeing the slaves. To British 

union leaders as yet unreconciled to capitalism and liberalism, the cause 

of the southern Confederacy appeared respectable. This led to para- 

doxical alignments. The name of Bright being linked with that of Lin- 

coln, it was quite in order for an old-fashioned oligarchic Tory to 

declare, ‘If I had my way, I would blow President Lincoln from a 

mortar with a bombshell, and if there wasn’t wadding enough I’d ram 

John Bright down after him’; but this sort of sentiment had support . 

among the older generation of union leaders too. So far as they were 

concerned, abolitionism was the slogan of Benthamite “radicals” and 

Manchester free-traders who for fifty years had kept men, women, and 
children toiling endless hours in mines and factories. 

Chartism and the campaign for factory legislation had gone together, 
though the Chartists were already on the decline when in 1847 a weird 
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coalition of guilt-stricken Whig aristocrats, evangelical philanthropists, 

and furious Tory landowners pushed the Ten Hours Bill through in 

revenge for the abolition of the Corn Laws the year before. As Marx 

put it twenty years later, when passions had cooled: “They [the Char- 

tists] found allies in the Tories panting for revenge. Despite the fanati- 

cal opposition of the army of perjured Freetraders, with Bright and 

Cobden at their head, the Ten Hours Bill ... went through Parliament” 

(Capital, 269). Marx wrote this in 1867. In 1863, commenting privately 

on the meetings then in progress in support of Lincoln and the North- 

ern cause, he took a more tolerant view of Bright, whose anti-slavery 

campaign had somewhat redeemed him in the eyes of men like Marx 

and Engels. It was not so easy to make the old Chartists forget what 

they had suffered from the Manchester economists and their parlia- 

mentary representatives. “It was enough for men reared in the hard 

school of the anti-Poor Law agitation, the factory reform movement 

and Chartism, that John Bright and his friends identified themselves 

with the Federal cause for that cause to stand condemned in their eyes. 

If the North American Republic represented his ideal, it could not be 

theirs” (Harrison, 56). In domestic matters too, given the choice 

between the Tories and the sanctimonious Liberals, these Southern 

sympathizers generally preferred the former. At least the Tories in 

those days did not wax enthusiastic about laissez-faire. 

Where, then, did the London Positivists come in? At the strategic 

point. Being active in the anti-slavery campaign, but also friends of the 

unions and supporters of welfare legislation, they were able to promote 

an alliance between radical liberalism and a new generation of labor 

leaders. During the critical early phase of the First International, they 

held the limelight, while the key role played by Marx behind the scenes 

was not at first perceived by press and public. This suited him well 

enough and indeed made his task a good deal easier. He could count on 

veteran ex-Chartists like E. Jones, who did not share the Southern 

sympathies of some former associates, and also on his old circle of 

German friends from Communist League days, among whom Eccarius 

came to distinguish himself for a number of years as a prominent 

member of the General Council. But the immediate problem was to 

produce a platform that would be acceptable to the British labor 

leaders and their French friends. Here the Positivists—principally Ed- 

ward Spencer Beesly and Frederic Harrison—unwittingly blazed the trail 
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for him. Professor Beesly, a prominent disciple of Comte, was ac- 

quainted with Bright and at the same time on good terms with the 

London labor leaders whose ally and spokesman he had become during 

the 1859 strike. Having induced the London Trades Council to endorse 

the Northern cause in the American Civil War, he was one of the 

speakers at a public meeting held at St. James Hall, London, on March 

26, 1863, with J. S. Mill on the platform and Bright (a notable orator) 

as the star attraction. All the other speakers were London union 

leaders. Marx was present and commented favorably in a letter to Eng- 

els on Bright’s appearance—“he looked quite like an Independent” (i.e., 

a follower of Cromwell). 
This was the nearest Marx ever came to expressing approval of 

Bright. When in the following year the organizers of the International 

turned to him for a suitable program, he duly complied, at the same 

time making it clear in a private communication to Engels that he had 

no illusions about the predominantly liberal-radical outlook of the Lon- 

don labor leaders: they were, after all, simultaneously engaged in 

campaigning for a broader franchise with men like Bright. The oc- 

casion for Marx’s obliging with a draft of what were to be the stat- 

utes of the International arose as a sequel to the famous public meet- 

ing held on September 28, 1864, at St. Martin’s Hall, Long Acre, 

when the International Working Men’s Association was formally estab- 

lished. Marx and Eccarius were elected to the I.W.M.A.’s first General 

Council, the only two Germans among thirty-four members: twenty- 

seven of them English, three French, and two Italian (including Maz- 

zini’s secretary Luigi Wolff, who soon dropped out and who may have 

been a secret agent of the French government). No less than eleven of 

the British members were associated with the London building trades, 

the most important of them being George Odger, who had taken the 

lead in organizing the meeting. 

Odger had already come to public attention in December, 1863, when 

he had drafted a widely circulated Address to the Workmen of France 

on the topic of working-class solidarity and the need for “‘a gathering 

together of representatives from France, Italy, Germany, Poland, Eng- 

land, and all countries where there exists a will to cooperate for the 

good of mankind” (Collins-Abramsky, 26). The French to whom this 

appeal was addressed and who later joined the General Council of the 

International, shared these democratic sentiments, but the Proudhonists 
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among them still thought in terms of defending the small farmer and 

the artisan against the inroads of capitalism, while Odger and his col- 

leagues were already thinking in terms of industrial trade unionism. In 

the autumn of 1864 Marx had somehow to paper over these cleavages. 

To add to his problems, Odger was also chairman of a Trades Unionists’ 

Manhood Suffrage Association, which had been constituted in Novem- 

ber, 1862, for the purpose of working with Bright and other liberals for 

a broader franc 1ise (eventually enacted in 1867). The French for their 

part were soon at loggerheads with the English as well as among them- 

selves. The Proudhonists wanted nothing to do with parliamentary 

politics, while those labor leaders who took their lead from the middle- 

class radicals favored the overthrow of Napoleon III and the restoration 

of republican democracy. 

All told, it is surprising that the International ever got under way at 

all. One incident can stand for many. While Marx sat mutely on the 

platform, Professor Beesly took the chair at the St. Martin’s Hall gather- 

ing and delivered an address along the usual Positivist lines. In particular 

he made a point of calling for an Anglo-French alliance “to secure and 

maintain the liberties of the world.” This sort of thing (like the London 

Positivists’ enthusiasm for warlike intervention in Poland against Rus- 

sia or their belief that the working classes should have their own 

organization) was not to the taste of liberals like Bright, who natu- 

rally steered clear of the 1.W.M.A. and its manifestoes; but it was not 

altogether to Marx’s taste either, since the Positivists were inclined 

to be tolerant of Napoleon III. On the other hand, he agreed with them 

in condemning British policy in Ireland, but on this issue they both 

came up against the traditional dislike of the British working class for 

the Irish. Thus when Beesly in his address listed Ireland—along with 

China, India, and Japan—among the countries where British policy was 

(in his words) “cowardly and unprincipled,” the reference to Ireland 

was not reported in the official organ of the London Trades Council, 

the Beehive. (Its former editor, George Troup, had already distin- 

guished himself by his Confederate sympathies. Its managing director, 

George Potter, was another Southern sympathizer, but he was also the 

best known British union organizer of the day: the leader of the Lon- 

don building workers in 1860. This was the human material with which 

men like Beesly and Marx had to work.) When in 1870 the Inter- 

national finally broke with the Beehive, it was partly because the paper 
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systematically suppressed or ignored the General Council’s resolutions 

on Ireland (Collins-Abramsky, 175). 

At this stage, then, we have a confluence of half a dozen separate 

currents, including—most remarkable of all—the beginning of an associa- 

tion between Marx and a group of London labor leaders who were 

prepared to work with French and German socialists because they had 

themselves recently become reconciled to capitalism and were conse- 

quently willing to support the anti-slavery cause in America as well as 

democratic republicanism in Europe. This is exactly how democratic 

movements normally get under way. The oddity was not of course 

apparent to the labor leaders, but it was plain enough to Marx, espe- 

cially when in October, 1864, he was asked to draft a program for the 

I.W.M.A. At its inception, the organization had five affiliated national 

sections—English, French, Italian, German, and Polish—who were in 

agreement on very little except a few basic democratic principles. Marx 

squared the circle (after various sub-committees had given up in de- 

spair) by producing a document that satisfied everyone: notably the 

British union leaders—George Odger, W. R. Cremer, George Howell, and 

Thomas Facey being the most important—who wanted something 

that made sense to their members, gave expression to the principles of 

British trade unionism, revived a few Chartist memories, and at the 

same time voiced their democratic, abolitionist, and pro-Polish senti- 

ments. This was the celebrated /naugural Address, provisionally 

adopted by the General Council in November, 1864, and subsequently 

confirmed by the Geneva Congress of the International in 1866 as its 

definitive statement of aims (Collins-Abramsky, 39 ff.). 
Compared to the Communist Manifesto, the Address is a very mod- 

erate document. Indeed, it is questionable whether such a comparison 

ought to be drawn at all. The Manifesto dealt in bold outline with the 

rise of capitalism, the history of class conflict, and the principles of 

communism. The Address started from a description of economic con- 

ditions in mid-Victorian Britain, declared that the great mass of the 

working class had not shared in the general advance in living standards 

made possible by technological progress and the industrial boom since 

1848, affirmed nonetheless that trade unionism and cooperation were 

instruments of labor’s emancipation, conceded—a trifle reluctantly— 

that a minority of the working class had bettered its condition on the 

Continent as well as in Britain, and wound up by declaring that the 
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passage of the Factory Acts, together with the spread of the coopera- 

tive movement, represented a “victory of the political economy of 

labour over the political economy of property.” The moral drawn by 

Marx for the benefit of the British union leaders who commissioned the 

Address was that “these great social experiments” had demonstrated 

“that production on a large scale, and in accord with the behests of 

modern science, may be carried on without the existence of a class of 

masters employing a class of hands.” This was an echo of Owen and as 

such likely to go down well with men who remembered the socialism of 

their youth. The Address indeed referred explicitly to Robert Owen 

and then went on to affirm that “the working men’s experiments tried 

on the Continent were in fact the practical upshot of the theories not 

invented but loudly proclaimed in 1848”: an oblique reference to 

Louis Blanc’s national workshops which the French delegates could be 

counted on to appreciate, even if they were skeptical of Blanc. Lastly, 

there was the conquest of political power—through the democratic pro- 

cess. Existing parliamentary institutions were unrepresentative. Had not 

Palmerston himself described the House of Commons as a house of 

landed proprietors? “To conquer political power has therefore become 

the great duty of the working classes. They seem to have comprehended 

this, for in England, Germany, Italy and France there have taken place 

simultaneous revivals, and simultaneous efforts are being made at the 

political reorganization of the working men’s party.” 

This was a modest enough perspective—in fact a social-democratic 

one. What is more, it laid down the guide-lines for the future. By the 

time the fourth Congress of the International five years later, at Basle in 

September, 1869, had adopted the General Council’s report drafted by 

Marx, it was clear that there existed a steady majority—made up largely 

of English and German delegates—in favor of what was vaguely known 

as “collectivism.” But what was actually on the agenda at Basle? Land 

nationalization and the eight-hour day! The former was unwelcome to 

the Proudhonists, who urged the need for a strong peasantry (as a 

safeguard against the power of the state) but were outvoted, even Baku- 

nin arguing for common ownership of land—as an enthusiast for the 

obshchina he could hardly do less. The “collectivist” majority then 

split over Bakunin’s proposal that the right of inheritance should be 

abolished, but this was an academic issue. A proposal which foreshad- 

owed the later emergence of the anarchosyndicalist movement was 
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introduced by a Belgian delegate who maintained that one day the 

trade unions would overthrow the state and reorganize society along 

new lines altogether. Bakunin had not thought of that, but then he was 

more concerned with the Jumpenproletariat of Naples and its ally, the 

lumpenintelligentsia who formed the social basis of his movement in 

Italy and elsewhere. 

In a history of the labor movement (as distinct from a history of 

socialism) it would be necessary at this stage to go into some detail 

about the disputes raging between 1865 and 1870 among “mutualists,” 

“collectivists,’ and “‘communists” (the latter meaning German fol- 

lowers of Marx, who were in fact not communists at all, but reformist 

social democrats); the rivalry between Proudhonists and Blanquists in 

France; the shattering impact of the 1871 Paris Commune; and the 

resulting dissensions culminating in the Hague Congress of September, 

1872, when socialists of all shades split from anarchists. Fortunately 

this need not be done here. However, the circumstances attending the 

death of the I.W.M.A. are worth noting. In September, 1872, a narrow 

majority of the General Council voted for Marx’s proposal to transfer 

the seat of the Council to New York: ostensibly to remove it from 

police infiltration and French factional quarrels, in reality to get it 

away from Bakunin and his followers. The move was opposed by the 

Blanquists. They had backed Marx to the hilt in his fight against Baku- 

nin but thought it a mistake to shift the seat of the International from 

what their leader, Edouard Vaillant, prophetically called “the field of 

battle—France and Germany.” When all was over, Marx (who had never 

before attended a full Congress of the International in person) ad- 

dressed a public meeting in Amsterdam to sum up what he conceived to 

be the lesson of the past eight years. His main point, in sharp opposi- 

tion to the anarchists, was the need for the workers to conquer political 

power as the sole means whereby they could “establish the new organi- 

zation of labor.”” How this was to be done in detail he left to the future. 

“We know,” he said, ‘“‘that special regard must be had to the institu- 

tions, customs, and traditions of the various countries.” On the Conti- 

nent of Europe, political revolution in the French sense would pre- 

sumably be the rule, but in Britain, the United States, and perhaps 

Holland, the workers might “hope to secure their ends by peaceful 

means.” This was to become a key element of the Social Democratic 

credo, setting it off from liberalism and anarchism alike. 
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The First International thus represents a test case for the under- 

standing of what the European labor movement in the nineteenth cen- 

tury was about. Depending on the historian’s angle of vision, he can 

treat it as the battle-ground of Marxism and Anarchism or as the meet- 

ing-place of socialism and democracy or yet again as an attempt to 

reconstitute the old democratic movement on a new foundation. All 

these interpretations are legitimate, and we have followed the various 

signposts in turn. Some of them lead in the direction of the 1872 Hague 

Congress, which formalized the split dividing Marx’s German and Brit- 

ish followers (plus the Blanquists) from Bakunin’s adherents—mostly 

former Proudhonists, the rest Italians disillusioned with Mazzini’s sterile 

republicanism—in France, Italy, and Spain. From a different viewpoint 

one may see the International as an attempt on the part of British and 

French labor leaders to find a common language: at first in defense of 

Poland, then over a widening range of political and industrial topics. 

From yet another angle, the International presents itself as a factor in 

the deepening cleavage between Lassalle’s German followers (who did 

not join it) and the “Marxist” group around Wilhelm Liebknecht and 

August Bebel, which formally constituted itself as a separate Social 
Democratic Party at Eisenach in 1869. Lastly, there is the curious 

circumstance that the British union leaders who for eight years kept the 
I.W.M.A. going were personal supporters of Marx without for the most 

part being socialists, let alone Marxists. Around 1872, most of them 

allied themselves with Gladstone’s Liberal Party, which is why Marx 

broke with them at the same time that he drove Bakunin out and 

transferred the seat of the General Council to North America. There a 

few years later (in 1876) the I.W.M.A. died a painless death at Phila- 
delphia. 

All this forms part of the history of the socialist movement, and 

there is no lack of literature on the topic. But we have not yet consid- 

ered the topic of Positivism as a rival to Marxism. Since the subsequent 

development of British socialism was determined by the cleavage 

between these two schools, something must be said about it. The diffi- 

culty with this theme is that it cuts across the approach we have so far 

adopted. Instead of asking what was done between 1864 and 1872 by 

labor leaders in Paris and London, we have to inquire what thinkers like 

Marx, Comte, Mill, and Spencer had to say about society. This appears 

to be quite a different topic, but it is in fact another aspect of the same 
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story. The difference lies in the shift from what was being done to what 

was being said, but in the end both came together. We have already seen 

that Comte’s followers were instrumental in encouraging those among 

the British union leaders who had not become Tory Democrats 

to adopt an independent line in foreign affairs. They were likewise 

important in promoting a pro-French orientation (at times even a cer- 

tain tolerance for Napoleon III, in the interest of Italy or Poland), since 

they looked upon France as the incarnation of the revolutionary idea: a 

belief very agreeable to French democrats and socialists of the age, but 

one that lost a good deal of plausibility after the great debacle of the 

Paris Commune and the resulting split in the International. 

What were the London Positivists doing after 1865? Not being so- 

cialists, they lost ground for a time. Marx was on friendly terms with 

Beesly (though not with Harrison), but both men were admirers of 

Comte and, for the rest, fairly close in their thinking to John Stuart 

Mill. Comte had his followers in Paris, but French socialists then were 

either Proudhonists or Blanquists, while the Italians and Poles affiliated 

with the I.W.M.A. cared only for their respective national movements. 

It seems almost unbelievable that Marx should have been able in 1864 

to make them accept a document which in due course became the 

charter of social democracy, but then his political talents were consider- 

able when he cared to exercise them. Moreover, he wisely elected to 

stay in the background, acting as adviser to the British labor leaders, in 

recognition of which they gave him a free hand in dealing with the 

Germans (and later the Russians). The secret of the operation lay in the 

intellectual ascendancy Marx had established over the British union 

leaders: all the more remarkable since he was a foreigner. Some of them 

might have preferred Mill, but Mill was not a socialist. Neither, for that 

matter, were Beesly and Harrison. They were willing enough to support 

trade unionism, and their radical orientation made them fervent advo- 

cates of the French Republic in 1870 and thereafter of the Commune 

(Marx and Beesly worked together in support of Communard refugees). 

But Positivism and Marxism ran along parallel lines that never met. In 

the end, the Positivists became the ancestors of Fabianism, which duly 

constituted itself in the 1880s as a rival to the nascent Marxist social- 

democratic movement. 
In what follows, therefore, we shall seek to trace the evolution of 

positivism into evolutionary socialism as outlined in the original Fabian 
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Essays, published in 1889. The date coincided with the centenary of 

the French Revolution—perhaps intentionally; certainly the founding of 

the Second International in Paris that year was deliberately timed to 

mark the anniversary. The Second International, in contrast to the 

primarily Anglo-French First International, was largely a German- 

French creation, German Social Democracy having grown into a mass 

movement. For the quarter century between 1864 and 1889 witnessed 

both the evolution of “Marxism” into a coherent doctrine and an east- 

ward shift in the socialist movement’s center of gravity, Germany 

having become the strongest power in Europe and German socialism 

(now officially identified with Marx and Engels) the dominant influ- 

ence in the movement. Meantime there had emerged an Anarchist 

current for the most part confined to southern and southwestern Eu- 

rope, although Bakunin also had a following in Holland and Belgium, and 

this forms a separate topic which will have to be pursued independently, 

Fabian Socialism represented a different option, being the offspring of 

the Positivist sect which had been instrumental in getting the 1864 

movement under way. By 1889, then, there were no longer two social- 

ist movements in existence but three: Continental Social Democracy 

(now officially Marxist or quasi-Marxist); Anarchism vr Anarchosyndi- 

calism; and Fabianism, the last representing the form in which the 

Benthamite tradition accommodated itself to the socialist movement, 

to become in due course the intellectual inspiration (if that term is not 

too high-sounding) of the British Labour Party. 

A socialist school could get under way among British intellectuals 

only after the opponents of Manchester economics had grasped that 

there was an alternative to Tory romanticism and Carlylean worship of 

“heroic” attitudes. We have already seen what strange alliances were 

brought about in the 1860’s by the anti-slavery campaign. The growing 

influence of “Social Darwinism”—meaning the comfortable doctrine 

that the poor and the weak deserved their fate—presented another chal- 

lenge, to which different responses were possible: 

The controversy between what might be called “internal” and “ex- 

ternal’? Social-Darwinism actually antedated the Darwinian hypothe- 

sis. Certain mid-Victorian opponents of the “dismal science”’ of poli- 

tical economy—Thomas Carlyle, Charles Kingsley, and Charles Dick- 

ens, for example—had opposed the stern individualism of the Radi- 
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cals which, they felt, resulted in the brutalization of the British 

working man, but at the same time these critics of internal Jaissez- 

faire were unbendingly severe in their attitude toward ‘‘inferior” 

races Outside the national pale. Carlyle’s racist tract “Essay on the 

Nigger Question,” in which he defended slavery, written ten years 

before Darwin’s Origin, can be regarded as “premature” external 

Social-Darwinism, as can his position in the celebrated Eyre case, 

during the period between 1865 and 1868. On this occasion, Carlyle 

and Ruskin, Kingsley, and Dickens all insisted that it was not worth 

considering the injustices perpetrated against Jamaican “niggers” as 

long as English working men continued to groan under the oppres- 

sion of the factory system. On the other hand, the Cobdenite Radi- 

cals—including John Stuart Mill, Darwin, Spencer, Huxley and John 

Bright: good Malthusians and internal Social-Darwinists—took for 

granted the necessity of the factory system and the internal eco- 

nomic struggle, but protested the brutal suppression of the Jamaican 

coloured men by the British Governor Eyre. (Semmel, 30-31) 

It would be agreeable but misleading to add that the representative 

British labor leaders of the day stood on a more elevated moral plat- 

form. Nothing could be further from the truth. The simple fact is that 

the labor movement, once it had emancipated itself from liberalism, 

received its education from socialist intellectuals, and the latter were 

themselves obliged to shed a few mental blinkers before they could 

universalize the elements of the new world-view. 

2. From Positivism to Socialism: 1864-84 

“Positivism (with a small ‘p’) was the most distinctive intellectual tend- 

ency in England between 1860 and 1880,” writes Mr. Royden Harrison 

in his authoritative account of the subject. Among the “advanced 

thinkers” who, as he puts it, “accepted Comte’s view of the scientific 

method as the only source of knowledge, properly so called,” John 

Stuart Mill and John Morley “owed a direct debt to Comte.” To this 

one may add that T. H. Huxley and Herbert Spencer expressed rather 

similar views, albeit Spencer in later years made a point of saying he 

was unaware of Comte when in his Social Statics of 1850 he had put 

forward the concept of the “social organism.” Marx, on the other hand, 

H 
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whose correspondence shows that he read Comte for the first time in 

1866, promptly conceived a violent aversion for him. Comte and his 

school, he observed in Capital, might have deduced the eternal necessity 

of feudalism from the principles they applied to the end of demon- 

strating that industry could only function under the control of capi- 

talists. To Comte’s British disciples this kind of criticism—had it come 

to their notice before the appearance of the first English translation of 

Capital in 1887—would not have been very persuasive. All the same, men 

like Mill were uneasy with the authoritarian implications of Comte’s 

thought, sometimes apologetically dismissed by later Positivists as the 

outcrop of Comte’s private religiosity, leaving unimpaired the scientific 

value of his pioneer work in sociology. 

Be that as it may, there is little doubt that the Positivists had a larger 

following among British intellectuals during the mid-Victorian era than 

the competing sect of Christian socialists, chiefly represented by Fred- 

erick Denison Maurice and Charles Kingsley. Both groups were obliged 

to compete for public attention with popular authors such as Carlyle 

and Ruskin, but it is arguable that Ruskin at least had himself been 

affected by positivism, although perhaps without knowing it. To cite 

Mr. Harrison once more, “it is a measure of the pervasive character of 

Positivism that Ruskin and Matthew Arnold felt obliged to define their 
positions in relation to it. The Positivists Frederic Harrison and Patrick 

Geddes had little difficulty in showing that Ruskin had more in com- 

mon with Comte than he realised” (Op. cit., 252). 

This sort of reasoning allows for a good deal of latitude in attributing 

unacknowledged influences. It can similarly be argued that since Marx 

and Comte were both indebted to Saint-Simon, they must have 

had something in common. On the whole this seems more persuasive in 

relation to Engels than to Marx, who never made a secret of his detesta- 

tion for Comte and his school. One may add that while both Marx and 

Spencer were clearly influenced by Darwin, ‘Social Darwinism” was 

anathema to Marx’s followers, whereas Spencer made a fetish of it, and 

his Fabian disciples (notably George Bernard Shaw) later employed it in 

support of British imperialism and the rule of the strong. This shows 

how dangerous it is to toy with notions such as “influence.” Marx, 

Comte, Mill, Darwin, and Spencer belonged to a generation of thinkers 

who inevitably had certain traits in common, inasmuch as they all 

worked with the concept of evolution. But the intellectual cross-cur- 
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rents they set up followed the familiar attraction-repulsion pattern. 

Spencer, to take only the most obvious example, was an extreme indi- 

vidualist, and those of his former pupils who later turned to Fabianism 

had to adapt Comte before they could draw socialist conclusions from 

their dissatisfaction with liberalism. And having done so they promptly 

decided they had no need of Marx. On the other hand, it can be argued 

that the philosophy of the later Engels was heavily indebted to Posi- 

tivism. What all this proves, except that some form of scientism was in 

the air, it is difficult to see. 

Let us then turn to the British group which held the stage between 

1860 and 1880. They were Positivists in that they regarded themselves 

as disciples of Comte. In the words of their biographer, they were 

“secular religionists” who “‘sought to exchange the consolations of the- 

ology for those of history” (Harrison, 252). Comte had taught a 

Religion of Humanity grounded in the belief (for which he offered no 

proof, but for which some latter-day anthropologists have found empir- 

ical evidence) that there is a long-run tendency for altruistic feelings to 

gain strength at the expense of the more self-serving sentiments and 

appetites. The fundamental law was formulated by him in the following 
words: 

Le type fondamental de l’évolution humaine, aussi bien individuelle 

que collective, y est, en effet, scientifiquement représenté comme 

consistant toujours dans l’ascendant croissant de notre humanité sur 

notre animalité, d apres la double suprématie de | intelligence sur les 

penchants, et de l’instinct sympathique sur l’instinct personnel. 

(Cours de Philosophie Positive, 2d ed., 1864, VI, 721) 

This doctrine made a deep impression on men like Mill, as well as on 

the small group of Positivists properly so called: E. S. Beesly, Frederic 

Harrison, Henry Crompton, and their associates, who from the 1860’s 

to the 1880’s acted as intellectual advisers to the British labor move- 

ment. Their philosophy had affinities with Benthamism—hardly sur- 

prising, since Comte’s basic ideas were themselves derived from Condor- 

cet and Turgot. These theorists of the eighteenth-century French 

Enlightenment believed in a unilinear form of human progress directly 

attributable to man’s intellectual development, which they saw progres- 

sing through the celebrated “‘three stages” of theology, metaphysics, 
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and science, science being the latest and therefore the best. This intel- 

lectual progress or development (the terms were never clearly distin- 

guished) was accompanied by moral evolution, the predominance of 

altruism over egoism being simply another aspect of the same universal 

process, or progress, from animality to humanity. Now clearly if this 

was so, there was no need for revealed religion, or rather revealed 

religion was mistaken in its insistence upon the corruption of human 

nature. All this was a great comfort to Victorian agnostics like Mill and 

Morley, especially when it could also be shown that things were actu- 

ally getting better, instead of deteriorating (as on the Malthusian inter- 

pretation of Darwin might easily be thought likely, since the earth was 

getting more crowded every day with inferior races and lower classes all 

clamoring to be fed). Comte’s Religion of Humanity thus provided the 

scientific foundation for an ethic of benevolence. It was both a state- 

ment of fact (or supposed fact) and a guide to action, inasmuch as 

those who held the new humanist faith were called upon to make 

explicit what had hitherto been working itself out unconsciously in the 

course of natural and human history. 

To borrow Comte’s terminology (also employed by Herbert Spencer, 

although he introduced a different emphasis), there was a distinction to 

be drawn between Social Statics and Social Dynamics. Statics signified 

for Comte the study of social structures with a view to discovering their 

organizing principle, or principle of “order,” and this notion became a 

key concept in the school of sociology founded by his disciples. 

Dynamics, on the other hand, embodied a principle of change and 

growth. The dynamic principle was secondary and subordinated to 

statics, but it was real nonetheless. That is to say, social structures have 

an unchanging character, but they tend to undergo secondary changes 

which Comte assumes to be progressive. “Dynamics” consequently sig- 

nifies an investigation into principles of growth and change embedded 

in the nature of things. This sounds rather like Marxism, and indeed 

Comte and Marx had both taken off from the common platform of 

Saint-Simonism—but whereas Marx sought the dynamic principle in the 

growth of man’s productive forces (the French terms forces productives 

or forces productrices are not exactly translatable), Comte believed in a 

self-propelling advance of the human spirit as such, ultimately resulting 

in the triumph of science and the rule of the industrial entrepreneur. So 

far as he was concerned, the état positif of mankind was not the class- 
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less society of communism, but the industrial society of capitalism. 

With classes? Of course. After all, there had to be a ruling elite of 

scientific organizers! Then where did the Religion of Humanity come in? 

The answer is that Comte in his later years worked out what T. H. 

Huxley ironically described as ‘Catholicism minus Christianity.” 

This is the Comte of the Systéme de politique positive (1851-54) 

which unlike the Cours (1830-42) outlines not a new theory of 

society but a doctrine of morality. The System of Positive Polity, to 

give it the English title under which it was first published in 1875-77, 

like its celebrated companion the Catechism of Positive Religion, is 

sometimes labelled Comte II, to distinguish its author from the Comte I 

who influenced John Stuart Mill and gave a considerable impetus to the 

development of sociology. Nonetheless the two hang together. In his 

later writings Comte put forward constructive proposals for organizing 

the new Positive Society of Humanity which was presently to spread all 

over the globe: the sort of thing Marx dismissed as “writing recipes for 

the cookshops of the future.”” There was a certain consistency about 

this procedure, for Comte conceived his nontheological Church of 

Humanity as a spiritual force advising the temporal authorities on how 

to act so as to ground social progress in moral and educational reform. 

This notion has often been described as a return to the spiritualist 

dualism of the Middle Ages, and from Comte’s viewpoint certain as- 

pects of the Catholic heritage were indeed worth preserving: he held 

that a moral reformation was the precondition of social progress, once 

humanity had taken over from animality. 

What did all this have to do with Socialism? Comte was emphatically 

not a Socialist—on the contrary, he always insisted on the key role of 

the industrial-capitalist entrepreneur in furthering economic and social 

progress. This identification of capitalism with industrialism was just 

what Marx found intolerable, and in Capital, vol. 1, he cast a scornful 

side-glance at Comte and his followers for having suggested or implied 

that industry could not operate without capitalists. As he saw it, the 

Comtean school was guilty of confusing the function of industrial 

management with the accidental bourgeois form of ownership. But if 

Comte’s British followers were not socialists, they were nonetheless 

critical of liberalism. In fact they saw themselves as both the theo- 

rists of the labor movement and the proponents of a doctrine whose 

ultimate aim it was to reconcile Capital and Labor. How this was to be 
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accomplished they never explained, but in the meantime their republi- 

canism and Francophilia established a bond with Marx and his fol- 

lowers. Over the defense of the Paris Commune in particular they came 

together—to the surprise of the liberals and the stunned incomprehen- 

sion of most British union leaders. Beesly and Harrison had by then 

become republicans (in private, since such sentiments could not be 

avowed publicly in Victorian Britain). They also supported the Com- 

mune, as did Comte’s French followers. But in this regard they did not 

carry working-class opinion with them. “As far as the respectable 

Labour leaders were concerned, Beesly and Marx, in defending the 

Commune, might as well have been addressing the inhabitants of an- 

other world” (Harrison, 232). These “respectable Labour leaders” were 

then on the eve of forming the Liberal-Labour coalition which by 1875 

had taken definite shape, and the Parisian cataclysm was not to their 

liking. Its defense was Jeft to a handful of radical intellectuals. 

Now it is arguable that in all this the London Positivists were simply 

following the inherent logic of their creed. After all, Comte himself had 

written: “It is among the working class that the new philosophers will 

find their most energetic allies.” This certainly does sound as though 

Positivism and Marxism represented parallel developments, even if 

Comte was unsound (from Marx’s standpoint) on the crucial issue of 

class conflict and private ownership. Moreover, the Positivist intellec- 

tuals in England, on starting their political career, had been pleased to 

discover that the most important leaders of the London working men 

(the group hardly tried to operate outside the capital) were generally 

free from religious prejudice, willing to cooperate with foreigners, and 

—as we have seen—won over to the anti-slavery cause. On all these 

counts their association with Marx is easily explained, the more so since 

Marx was on friendly personal terms with Beesly (though not with 

Beesly’s associates). The Positivists also regarded the International as 

the keystone in the arch of Anglo-French friendship, which to them 

took precedence over all other issues. In 1870 they agitated for British 

military intervention against Germany on the side of the French Repub- 

lic, established in September of that year after the battle of Sedan and 

the fall of Napoleon II. In June, 1871, after the Commune and the 

public outcry against it, one finds Beesly writing to Marx: 

You are quite wrong in supposing that my attitude differs in any 
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respect from that of my co-religionists. Harrison at bottom agrees 

with me, though in writing he is inclined to be too diplomatic, in my 

opinion, and to spare the susceptibilities of the middle class. But 

Congreve (our director) and Bridges have warmly approved all that I 

have written.... Our members in Paris, though hostile to Com- 

munism, have frankly served it and risked their lives for it. All the 

English Positivists have been ardent supporters of it from 18th 

March [the date of the Commune’s establishment] . No doubt when- 

ever it becomes a practical question whether private property is to 

be abolished, you will find us opposed to you firmly. But it is likely 

that long before then we and you shall have been crushed side by 

side by our common foe. (Harrison, 275-76) 

The “common foe” to the Positivists was what a century later would 

be called “The Establishment”: the British ruling class, then still cen- 

tered upon the monarchy, the Anglican Church, the landed nobility, 

and the army and navy. As for the middle class, the Positivists hoped to 

convert it to their own creed—a watered-down version of what in 

France was shortly to become the platform of Clemenceau’s Radical 

Party. What in the end this comes down to is that the Positivists 

thought the working class was the best instrument for a genuine demo- 

cratic (but nonsocialist) revolution in Britain: a revolution that would 

break the aristocratic stranglehold and the power of the Anglican 

Church, give freedom to Ireland, and get rid of the Empire. When this 

turned out to be impossible they abandoned the field to the Glad- 

stonian Liberals, who in turn promptly relinquished their own princi- 

ples (an old habit with them, much resented by the Positivists, espe- 

‘cially when Gladstone in the 1880’s applied coercion to Ireland and 

sent an army of occupation to Egypt, in the teeth of all his previous 

affirmations on the subject of overseas conquest). Politically speaking 

Positivism by then was on its last legs. The trade-union leaders had 

delivered themselves body and soul to the Liberal Party, and the left- 

wing radicals among the intelligentsia were drifting toward socialism, 

where the Positivists could not follow them, since they clung with 

obstinate persistence to the faith of their master. The Religion of 

Humanity made few converts, and then only in the middle class and not 

among the union leaders, even though it clearly had its effect on some 

former members of the International’s General Council (such as Robert 
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Applegarth, who somehow managed for years to stay on good terms 

both with Marx and with liberal industrialists like Mundella, one of 

those enlightened Captains of Industry in whom Comte had seen the 

predestined ruling elite of the future). Unless one grasps that the British 

union leaders of the 1860’s and 1870’s were democratic radicals rather 

than socialists, one will never understand how after the International’s 

collapse in 1872-76 they could transform themselves into willing allies 

of Gladstone’s Liberal Party. Their defection left the Positivists high 
and dry. They no longer had a following and by the 1880’s had been 

overtaken by a new breed of radicals: themselves divided between the 

pupils of Marx and the adherents of the recently founded Fabian 

Society. 

This is not to say that Positivists and Socialists failed to cooperate. 

While Frederic Harrison became increasingly conservative in his political 

views, Beesly, as editor of the Positivist Review, after 1900 went so far 

as to advise his readers to vote for the Social Democratic ticket, i.e., for 

the group headed by the eccentric H. M. Hyndman, who was at least 

nominally a Marxist. Beesly persisted, however, in believing that social- 

ism would prepare the ground for positivism, whereas in actual fact he 

and his friends had laid the foundation for the socialist revival of the 

1880’s. Hyndman’s fellow-Marxist, Belfort Bax, typically came to 

socialism by way of positivism, but in 1881 one finds him writing: ‘““We 

hear much sometimes from that excellent body of persons, the fol- 

lowers of M. Auguste Comte, of the moralisation of capital in the 

society of the future. I need scarcely say that to the Socialist this is 

much as though anyone should talk of the moralisation of brigandage”’ 

(Harrison, 337). On the Fabian side, too, there was a current leading 

from Comte to the reformist socialism of the Society. Both Sidney 

Webb and Sydney Olivier had been affected by the Religion of Human- 

ity, a circumstance noted by historians of the movement. On joining 

the Fabians in 1885, Webb read some lectures at a gathering of the 

newly constituted Society which were distinctly positivist in tone—so 

much so that he had to defend himself against the charge of actually 

being a Comteist. Socialism, as he saw it, was a moral issue and to be 

brought about by a change of opinion (McBriar, 14-15). Mrs. Annie 

Besant, a militant secularist in the 1870's, had some regard for Comte, 

but eventually opted for socialism, to the distress of Charles Bradlaugh. 

And the Reverend Philip Wicksteed, who in 1884 provided the Fabians 
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with something like an economic doctrine, had been one of Beesly’s 

students at University College Hall. 

Altogether, one may fairly say that Positivism made a decisive con- 

tribution to the socialist rebirth in the 1880’s. The principal beneficia- 

ries were the Fabians, but there were others who graduated from Posi- 

tivism (or secularism—by the 1870’s and 1880’s these doctrines had 

come to overlap) to the nascent Anarchist or Marxist movements. They 

included adventurers like Edward Aveling (later Eleanor Marx’s hus- 

band and the proximate cause of her misfortunes) as well as reputable 

scholars. These middle-class socialists were then confronted with the 

task of carrying the new doctrine to the working-class radicals (the 

standard term then current to describe left-wing Liberals) who set the 

tone in the labor movement. For by the 1880’s Owenite socialism no 

longer possessed a following among the workers. The new school had to 

contend with a labor movement which trailed in the wake of Glad- 

stone’s Liberalism, when it did not support those Conservatives who 

described themselves (or were described by others) as Tory Democrats. 

The first and most urgent task of the socialist intellectuals was to 

overcome these barriers and establish contact with the working class. 

3. Marxism and Fabianism 

A consideration of this topic must from the start renounce any hope of 

disentangling the complexity of personal, political, and ideological fac- 

tors that went into the constitution of these two rival schools of social- 

ism on British soil during the three decades separating the political 

revival of the 1880’s from the outbreak of the European war in 1914. 

The subject has been exhaustively analyzed from the Marxist stand- 

point by Mr. E. J. Hobsbawm in his studies on the British labor move- 

ment and by Dr. Tsuzuki in his scholarly biographies of H. M. 

Hyndman and Eleanor Marx. For the Fabians there exists a mass of 

documentary literature in addition to the standard histories by Edward 

Pease, Margaret Cole, and A. M. McBriar. In what follows we shall 

perforce have to concentrate upon the intellectual development. Thus 

the tragic story of Eleanor Marx cannot be retold, although an account 

of her life tells one more about the spiritual milieu in which British 

socialism took shape than any amount of theorizing about economics. 

H* 



182 A SHorT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

Much the same applies to the voluminous Diaries of Beatrice Potter, 

better known as Mrs. Sidney Webb. Anyone who wants to understand 

what socialism actually meant to that generation of intellectuals will 

have to study these fascinating documents. From there one may go on 

to reconsider the contribution made to literature by the best known 

Fabian of them all: George Bernard Shaw was the friend of both these 

formidable women, as well as being an enthusiastic Ibsenite and Wag- 

nerite, an expatriate Irishman, and the most gifted dramatist of the age. 

These are all aspects of the same topic, but it is no use pretending that 

justice can be done to them. Intellectual! history imposes its limitations, 

the chief of them being a relentless concentration on the theoretical 

side of any phenomenon it has to deal with. This is regrettable but 

cannot be helped. Students curious for information about the bizarre 

career of Henry Mayers Hyndman (1842-1921) or the romantic life and 

death of Eleanor Marx (1855-98) must be referred to Dr. Tsuzuki. 

Shavians in search of the Life Force have ample dramatic material at 

their disposal. 

The principal facts can be briefly stated. The 1880’s were for Britain 

a time of economic stagnation and political confusion, consequent 

upon the disintegration of the Liberal Party in the wake of Gladstone’s 

unsuccessful efforts to solve the Irish problem.,At the same time Tory- 

ism was reconstituted upon a new social and ideological foundation: no 

longer merely the bulwark of the landed gentry and the Church, but 

increasingly the party of Empire and the fountainhead of English (as 

distinct from British) nationalism. The nationalism, that is to say, of 

the dominant majority within a multinational society; for the Scots, 

Welsh, and Irish all had their own forms of national sentiment: not to 

mention India, the White-settler “Dominions,” and the African colo- 

nies—all garrisoned by British-officered armies and navies who looked 

to the Conservative Party to uphold their status. With this realignment 

there went an increasing emphasis upon economic protectionism and a 

modest degree of social-welfare legislation: just enough to hold the 

loyalty of a slight majority among the English (as distinct from Irish, 

Welsh, or Scottish) manual workers in industry and on the land, who by 

1884 had all obtained the vote. On the other side of the political divide, 

the Liberal-Labor coalition drew much of its strength from the ‘‘Celtic 
fringe,” but it also had a solid English following among the Noncon- 

formist sects traditionally hostile to the Anglican Church. Liberalism 
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thus remained influential among unionized workers, as well as among 

the lower middle class of farmers and shopkeepers, but there were awk- 

ward cross-currents: 

Sympathy for Toryism was reinforced not only by the social policy 

of Disraeli but also by the conflict of interest between the indige- 

nous population and Irish immigrants, especially in industrial Lanca- 

shire... . Still, when it came to a choice between the existing par- 

ties, most of the better-off industrial workers and artisans, who 

alone were organized in trade unions and who therefore provided the 

articulate leadership of the working class, felt themselves to be more 

closely akin to the Liberal middle class, whose sober habits and 

dissenting religion they commonly shared. (Pelling, The Origins of 

the Labour Party, 6) 

In the early 1880’s recent recruits to socialism such as Hyndman (the 

descendant of a wealthy Protestant clan from Ulster and a businessman 

whose grandfather had amassed a fortune in the West Indies) made the 

distressing discovery that for every middle-class socialist who joined 

them they lost several working-class radicals. On March 14, 1883, 

Hyndman (who by then had managed to quarrel with Engels, but con- 

sidered himself a follower of Marx, whose death occurred that very 

day) wrote to Henry George, the famous American author of Progress 

and Poverty: “The common English workmen are more or less embit- 

tered against the Irish and at times I feel despondent. But Socialist ideas 

are growing rapidly among the educated class” (Pelling, ibid., 23). 

Henry George of course was no socialist, but his proposals for a tax on 

land, as outlined in his best-selling book published in 1879, provided a 
bridge across which growing numbers of middle-class intellectuals 

crossed over into socialist territory during those years. Some of them 

were former Liberals who had finally despaired of Gladstone and Jais- 

sez-faire. Others, including Hyndman and his associate H. H. Champion 

(the son of a major-general), were disillusioned Tories. What drove them 

into the nascent socialist movement was quite simply loss of faith in 

economic liberalism and disgust with capitalism generally. This was the 

starting point. The problem for the socialists was how to effect a break- 

out from their tiny intellectual centers in London into the wider 

society whose leadership they meant to assume. 

The rival groups were all constituted during this period: Hyndman’s 
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Social Democratic Federation in 1884, the Fabian Society about the 

same time, the Socialist League of William Morris, Belfort Bax, Edward 

Aveling, Eleanor Marx, and others (patronized behind the scenes by 

Engels) a few months later. The Social Democratic Federation—soon to 

be wracked by splits—got off to a fairly hopeful start, as did its off- 

shoot, the Socialist League. Both groups were nominally Marxist. They 

had acquired a notable convert in the person of William Morris, already 

a writer and artist of distinction and an honorary fellow of Exeter 

College, Oxford. Morris (who made no pretence of having read Capital 

but considered himself a Marxist all the same) had come to socialism by 

way of Ruskin, and he brought a number of like-minded followers with 

him. Others joined by way of the Land Reform Union of the early 

1880's, itself a successor to the short-lived Land and Labour League 

founded by British members of the First International in 1869. From 

1883 on, Hyndman’s group (at first known as the Democratic Federa- 

tion) preached socialism, while its concentration on practical problems 

such as housing and the eight-hour day brought it some working-class 

support. When in March 1884 the Federation organized a procession to 

the grave of Marx in Highgate cemetery on the first anniversary of his 

death, over a thousand people took part (according to Morris), with 

some two or three thousand onlookers present as well. This was a 

promising start, and the movement continued to grow, although 

plagued by interna! dissensions and personal animosities—notably af- 

fecting the relationship between Hyndman, Morris, and the Avelings. 

A few years later, a revival of militant unionism gave all the rival 

socialist groups the popular platform they had been looking for, but the 

Marxists were rather more effective than the Fabians in “permeating” 

the working-class milieu. There was thus a rebirth of radical laborism 

which became a factor in the formation early in 1893 of a (predomi- 

nantly Scottish) organization with a quasi-socialist platform: the Inde- 

pendent Labour Party. This early predominance of the Scottish element 

is relevant to an understanding of how the British Labour Party came 

into being between 1900 and 1906, but we cannot deal with colorful 

figures such as James Keir Hardie (1856-1915) and his successor James 

Ramsay MacDonald (1866-1937), or with those working-class leaders— 

mostly centered in the London area—who received their political train- 

ing in and through the S.D.F. and its Marxist or semi-anarchist rivals. 

Let it simply be stated that, while the Fabians proved effective in 
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evangelizing the new middle class of professional men and women, the 

Marxists (or quasi-Marxists) were more successful in spreading their 

ideas among the leaders of the militant union movements in the Lon- 

don area and in England generally. At the same time the “Celtic fringe” 

of Scotland and Wales, with its Nonconformist tradition, drifted slowly 

from Liberalism to Laborism by way of the I.L.P. For these were the 

years when the Liberal Party began to lose its hold over the masses and 

the intellectuals alike. In the words of Gladstone’s biographer, Philip 

Magnus: 

Many Radicals in Southern England had already been attracted to 

socialism. Many more, in the Midlands and elsewhere, had been 

drawn off by [Joseph] Chamberlain, who had broken finally with 

Gladstone, and those were later either absorbed, like Chamberlain, 

into the ranks of the Conservatives or recruited to the socialist creed. 

Gladstone’s radicalism, therefore, became predominantly an expres- 

sion of the centrifugal instincts of the “Celtic fringe” in Scotland, 

Wales, and Cornwall, where the masses vainly resisted for a time the 

centripetal tendencies of the age. The centripetal principle tri- 

umphed, and except on one occasion in 1906, after Gladstone’s 

death, the Liberal Party never regained its hold upon England. As 

the years passed its light failed steadily; between 1918 and 1939 it 

ceased to be an effective political force and was pushed ever further 

into the extremities of the island, where the Atlantic Ocean breaks 

against Land’s End, and moans in the Pentland Firth and Cardigan 

Bay. (Gladstone: A Biography, 395) 

This being the background we may now inquire what the two princi- 

pal British schools of socialist thought contributed to the formulation 

of a coherent body of doctrine: a topic which takes us back to the 

formative period of the 1880’s. Marx had died in 1883, but Engels was 

there until 1895 to lend help and counsel to his followers. On the other 

side of the growing divide there stood the small but important Fabian 

Society. Let us pause to take a look at the founding members of this 

organization. Like the Positivists from whom they descended, they 
were a group of London-based intellectuals. Unlike their predecessors, 

they were socialists, but, although in some ways influenced by Marx as 

well as by Comte, they believed themselves to be in a peculiarly English 

tradition. What did this mean? The question is not altogether easy to 
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answer, even if we take account of the fairly obvious fact that most of 

them were intellectual heirs of Bentham and Mill. They were not, that 

is to say, influenced by Hegel, but then neither were Hyndman and his 

friends. In fact, the only British Hegelians at this time were a group of 

Oxford philosophers who were idealists in metaphysics and Liberals or 

Conservatives in politics. The Hegelian philosopher T. H. Green did 

have some political influence during the 1880’s, in that he induced a 

number of prominent Liberals (as well as the Christian Social intellec- 

tual Scott Holland) to make room in their thinking for state interven- 

tion, but there is no evidence that he influenced the middle-class social- 

ists then joining the Fabians. If they read any philosopher, it was Mill 

or Comte. The most influential member of the group, Sidney Webb, 

took little interest in philosophy beyond a vague commitment to utili- 

tarianism. Their ablest propagandist, Bernard Shaw, proposed an eclec- 

tic doctrine made up of badly digested fragments of Marx, Nietzsche, 

Ibsen, and Wagner. The Fabian Society was clearly not committed to 

either Marxism or anarchism, and it had no use for the romantic medie- 

valism of Ruskin and William Morris. But what was its positive creed? 

Perhaps the question is best answered by looking at the group’s 

origins. It had come together at a time when socialism was only just 

beginning to revive in Britain, while in France, Germany, and elsewhere 

on the Continent it already possessed a following. When Kropotkin in 

1881 visited England to lecture on socialism, he could hardly get an 

audience, and Marx’s death two years later would have passed un- 

noticed had not the Paris correspondent of The Times filed a paragraph 

on his European reputation. Even some years later, when Hyndman’s 

Federation, the Socialist League, and the Fabians had all enrolled a 

sizable following, there was a good deal of uncertainty where theo- 

retical issues were concerned. William Morris, when asked by an earnest 

questioner, “Does Comrade Morris accept Marx’s Theory of Value?” 

characteristically replied: “To speak frankly, I do not know what 

Marx’s Theory of Value is, and I’m damned if I want to know” (Pelling, 

31). The Fabians did know, or thought they knew, and they had con- 

cluded that in economics J. S. Mill and Stanley Jevons were more 

relevant for their purpose. But this particular issue arose after the group 

had come together on the basis of what it conceived to be a socialist 

philosophy. 

How then did the future Fabians come to socialism in the first 
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place? The answer is: by hearkening to the message of an itinerant 

prophet, the “wandering scholar” Thomas Davidson (1840-1900), who 

taught his followers to despise worldly riches. Possibly because he had 

spent much of his life in the United States, Davidson, a Scottish school- 

master by origin, had become disenchanted with the gospel of wealth 

creation. The Fellowship of the New Life he founded in 1883 was an 

“ethical culture’? society vaguely inspired by religious ideals, and its 

early meetings were taken up with debates about setting up a kind of 

Owenite community (in Bloomsbury or perhaps in Peru) whose mem- 

bers were to practice a ‘“‘new life’’ based on love, wisdom, and unselfish- 

ness. There is a good account of the founder by his brother, J. Morrison 

Davidson, in his book The Annals of Toil, published in London in 

1899, where the circumstances of the Fellowship’s birth are succinctly 

stated: 

The Fabian Society was founded in London in 1883. Its virtual 

founder was my brother, Dr. Thomas Davidson of New York, author 

of the Philosophy of Rosmini-Serbati, Aristotle and Ancient Educa- 

tional Ideals, the Parthenon Frieze, etc. He had just returned from 

Rome, where he had discussed affairs with His Holiness the Pope, 

and was in a frame of mind to regenerate mankind on lines which 

did not appear to me—who was then doing all I could to prevent the 

G.O.M. [Gladstone] from throttling Ireland—very promising. 

(McBriar, 1) 

Dr. Thomas Davidson, then, was a classical scholar, philosopher, and 

linguist, with an urge to undertake the reformation of mankind. along 

Rosminian lines, Antonio Rosmini-Serbati (1797-1855) having been the 

founder of an unorthodox Catholic religious order, the Brethren of 

Charity, which had the common misfortune of conflicting with the 

Jesuits and being condemned by Leo XIII in 1887. Davidson himself 

was a Protestant, and so were most of the early members of the sect, 

but their Protestantism was not of the familiar individualist kind. Indi- 

vidualism in fact was just what they could not stand. Mrs. Cole, in her 

Story of Fabian Socialism, makes light of these obscure beginnings. 

Davidson himself she describes as “‘a Scottish schoolmaster who had 

emigrated to America, and in that land of cranks and Utopians had 

developed a cloudy idealistic philosophy which demanded that its 

votaries should pledge themselves to live according to high ideals of love 
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and brotherhood.... Most of what Davidson wrote is confused and 

rather nonsensical.’ Edward Pease with more justice calls him “a 

descendant of the Utopians of Brook Farm and the Phalanstery.” At 

any rate his appearance in London in 1883 (hard on the heels of Henry 

George, whose visit to England in 1881-82 stirred up interest in social 

reform) acted as a catalyst in the formation of a group whose members 

had already broken with revealed faith under the influence of Darwin, 

Mill, George Eliot, and Comte. The “melancholy, long, withdrawing 

roar” of Arnold’s ‘“‘Dover Beach” (1867), marking the slow death 

of institutionalized religion, was plainly audible by the early 1880's to 

this generation of late Victorians. They were spiritually adrift and poli- 

tically dissatisfied with the existing parties, schools, and sects. Henry 

George provided the rudiments of a social program. Davidson gave them 

a faith. There is perhaps something faintly ludicrous about these earnest 

seekers after truth, especially when one considers that the greatest 

thinker of the age had died in London a few months earlier (on March 

14, 1883, to be precise) and that they were hardly aware of him. But 

one must be fair: ‘Capital was not yet available in English, and to the 

early Fabians the name of Marx conveyed little beyond vague memories 

of the public uproar in 1871 over the Paris Commune. One of the 

difficulties all socialists in England then had was that people tended to 

associate the term “socialism” with memories of the French Revolution 

and everything that had flowed from it, down to the great disaster of 

the Commune. The First International had left few traces; German 

Social Democracy was not yet the powerful movement it was shortly to 

become; and to British intellectuals it appeared that Henry George, 

with his notions about a single tax levied on landowners, was more 

immediately relevant than Marx. In any event it was Henry George and 

Thomas Davidson, both visitors from the United States, who set this 

particular group of people in London thinking about the reformation of 

society. 

To later Fabians, busy with municipal administration and eventually 

with solemn affairs of state, these cranky beginnings have always been a 

source of embarrassment, but it is simply a fact that the Society origi- 

nated in a quasi-religious enterprise not untypical of the period. David- 

son himself did not approve of socialism, and in consequence there was 

a split on January 4, 1884, when some of the original members with- 

drew and formed the Fabian Society, while the others continued under 
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Davidson’s leadership, retaining the name of Fellowship of the New 
Life. The Fabian secessionists—Edward R. Pease, Frank Podmore, and 

Hubert Bland being the most important—had all attended the private 

gatherings convened by Davidson from September, 1883, on. Others 

present at this formative stage included Robert Owen’s granddaughter, 

Miss Dale Owen; and H. H. Champion (a relative of the eccentric Tory- 

Radical David Urquhart), who later joined Hyndman and still later 

became the ancestor of a school of socialism destined to remain influen- 

tial in Britain down to the 1940’s, when it found a new embodiment in 

the person of George Orwell (1903-50). Edward Pease, for decades the 

indestructible Secretary of the Fabian Society and Sidney Webb’s 

closest ally, was then a young man of twenty-six. A junior partner ina 

stock-exchange firm, he had undergone a spiritual conversion after read- 

ing Morris and determined to have done with Mammon. Hubert Bland, 

a journalist and failed businessman, was a Roman Catholic when he was 
not an atheist and a Tory when he was not a Marxist. Podmore, an 

Oxford graduate and Post Office clerk, believed in ghosts; after with- 

drawing from the Fabian Executive in 1888 he devoted the remainder 

of his life to psychic research. Shaw, who joined the Society in Septem- 

ber, 1884, has left a characteristic account of the atmosphere at these 

early gatherings: 

They had one elderly retired workman. They had two psychical 

researchers, Edward Pease and Frank Podmore, for whom I slept in a 

haunted house in Clapham. There were Anarchists, led by Mrs. Wil- 

son, who would not hear of anything Parliamentary. There were 

young ladies on the lookout for husbands, who left when they suc- 

ceeded. There was Bland’s very attractive wife Edith Nesbit, who 

wrote verses in the Weekly Dispatch for half a guinea a week, and 

upset all the meetings by making scenes and pretending to faint. She 

became famous as a writer of fairy tales. (In M. Cole, ed., The Webbs 

and their Work [1949], p. 7, quoted by Pelling, op. cit., 35) 

Shaw in this instructive passage makes no mention of the fact that 

among the sixteen people who assembled on October 24, 1883, at 17 

Osnaburgh Street, Regents Park, to hear Davidson read a paper on the 

New Life there was Havelock Ellis, the psychologist. Among the others, 

Pease and Podmore had become acquainted while they were both wait- 

ing (vainly) for a ghost to appear in a supposedly haunted house at 
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Notting Hill, When the ghost failed to turn up, they spent the remain- 

der of the night discussing Henry George and found themselves in agree- 

ment that something ought to be done about poverty, although they 

were not sure what. Both were present at the meeting on October 24 

and joined the Fellowship on the occasion of its formal constitution on 

November 7, when it was resolved “that an association be formed 

whose ultimate aim shall be the reconstruction of Society in accordance 

with the highest moral possibilities.’ They retained this aim, but 

seceded two months later on the issue of socialism. The term “Fabian 

Society” appears to have been suggested by Podmore. It was a reference 

to the elderly Roman commander Fabius Cunctator, famous for his 

extreme caution in conducting military operations, especially when 

matched against Hannibal. Some of the earliest tracts of the Society 

bore a motto (composed by Podmore) which ran in part: “For the right 

moment you must wait, as Fabius did most patiently, when warring 

against Hannibal, though many censured his delays; but when the time 

comes you must strike hard, as Fabius did, or your waiting will be in 

vain, and fruitless.”” Closer acquaintance with Roman history might 

perhaps have induced Podmore to inquire where and when Fabius ever 

“struck hard”: there is no record of such an occurrence. Malicious 

critics of Fabianism have been known to hint that there may have been 

something prophetic, or at least symbolic, in this misreading of history 

and that anyone who expects Fabians to “strike hard” for socialism or 

anything else is quite likely to have to wait until Doomsday. Be that as 

it may, the Society from the start was committed to taking the long 

view. 

Sidney Webb, Sydney Olivier, Bernard Shaw, and Graham Wallas— 

who all joined between 1884 and i886 and for many years formed the 

Society’s effective leadership—had no patience with either Anarchism or 

Marxism (as that term was then interpreted by Hyndman and his associ- 

ates). They and the majority of their associates, including Mrs. Besant, 

adhered to democratic procedures and orderly methods but had no 

objection to a certain degree of enlightened authoritarianism. Their 

fundamental assumption was that socialism would be introduced not 

through class conflict, but by way of democratic welfare legislation 

administered by the civil service, of which some of them were members. 

In maintaining this line, the Fabian Society was undoubtedly aided by 

its composition and by the practice of admitting new members through 
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cooptation. The group was from the start almost exclusively composed 

of professional men and women. As Shaw put it retrospectively in 

1892, ‘“‘we were then middle-class all through.” There was in fact only 

one working man among the founding members, an elderly retired 

housepainter named W. L. Phillips, and it is not recorded that he took a 

prominent part in elaborating the basic strategy. The others were teach- 

ers, journalists, civil servants, bank clerks, or people with independent 

incomes. A few union leaders did join in the 1890’s, but there was 

never any questions of enrolling numerous members. The Society was 

elitist and determinedly so. It was proud to number among its members 

intellectual notabilities such as Graham Wallas (later a distinguished 

political scientist) and Annie Besant, who with Shaw did much to prop- 

agate its views, and in 1892 it acquired in Beatrice Potter (Mrs. Sidney 

Webb) a recruit from the class of industrial entrepreneurs who brought 

many of the virtues (and some of the limitations) of that important 

stratum into the organization. This is what Fabianism was really about: 

its purpose was to win the educated professional middle class over to 

socialism, although not everyone perceived this at the outset. Quite 

clearly it took some time before even the leaders grasped that their 

audience was restricted to one particular social stratum. Certainly a 

man like Pease, who had deliberately thrown up a business career to 

become a ‘“‘worker with his own hands” as a cabinet maker, until the 

Society hired him as secretary at the princely salary of £100 per an- 

num, could not be called a snob. It was simply, as he put it, that they 

thought it best to steer clear of “the more popular organisations” who 

required propagandists rather than theorists. Sidney Webb, a clerk in 

the Colonial Office until his marriage to Beatrice Potter freed him for 

other tasks, was not by nature fitted for popular agitation, but then few 

members of the group were. “‘We were thus,” Pease writes, “in a position 

to welcome the formation of working-class Socialist societies, but it is 

certain that in the early days they would never have welcomed us”’ (Op. 

cit., 61). To which it may be added that Beatrice Potter—a rich, 

spoiled, arrogant young woman with more beauty than brains—was 

determined to have as little as possible to do with the working class. 

The decisive years were the early ones from 1884 to 1889. Every- 

thing that came thereafter, notably the rather over-publicized activities 

of the Webbs, was simply an application of the basic principles worked 

out during that period. In later years the Fabians presented themselves 
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to the public as defenders of parliamentary democracy and “gradual- 

ism” against the Marxists, yet Hyndman’s followers styled themselves 

Social Democrats, and William Morris abandoned the Socialist League 

in 1890 when it had been taken over by the Anarchists. Moreover, the 

first executive committee of the Fabian Society, elected at the end of 

1884, contained an Anarchist (Mrs. Charlotte Wilson) as well as a Social 

Democrat (Frederick Keddell, who soon departed in the direction of 

Hyndman). The other three members were Pease, the archetypal Fabian 

“oradualist”; Bland, who had started his career as a Tory and who 

detested the Liberals to the point of refusing to have anything to do 

with them, even as temporary allies; and Shaw, who had not as yet 
made up his mind about political tactics but who was an instinctive 

elitist, as his subsequent adoption of Nietzschean doctrines (not to 

mention his later flirtation with Mussolini) was to show. Of the others 

who joined the Society in the two following years, Webb was a spiritual 

disciple of John Stuart Mill; Sydney Olivier believed in Comte; Mrs. 

Besant had previously worked with the prominent radical (i.e., anti- 

socialist) Charles Bradlaugh in promoting secularism and neo-Malthu- 

sianism (a polite circumlocution for birth control). It is quite impos- 

sible to distill anything specific out of this medley. In passing one may 

note that by the later 1890’s Shaw had become totally cynical about 

democracy and convinced that the principal obstacle to the spread of 

socialism was “the stupidity of the working class” (McBriar, 84). Wil- 

liam Clarke was an Emersonian, Hubert Bland eventually reverted to- 

Roman Catholicism, and Mrs. Besant became a convert to Theosophy. 

What is one to make of all this? 

There was nonetheless a distinctively Fabian theory of Socialism 

and, in particular, an economic doctrine whose core was a theory of 

exploitation. This took time to formulate, if only because Shaw had 

successively become an enthusiast for Henry George and Marx (after 

reading Capital in the French translation). The decisive moment occur- 

red quite early, when Philip Wicksteed (a mathematical economist and 

Unitarian minister) persuaded Webb and Shaw that the labor theory of 

value was untenable. Wicksteed, a disciple of Stanley Jevons, put for- 

ward his criticism of Marx in the Socialist monthly Today in October, 

1884, and then followed it up in a controversy with Shaw, who eventu- 

ally persuaded himself that Wicksteed was right. This debate took place 

in the winter of 1884-85, and by February, 1885, Shaw had come round 
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to the extent of urging the middle class to join the Socialist movement, so 

as to counteract the unfortunate influence of “‘a mob of desperate 

sufferers abandoned to the leadership of exasperated sentimentalists and 

fanatical theorists” (Pelling, 37). The affiliation of Webb, Olivier, 

and Wallas followed soon afterward. The authoritative history of the 

Society draws attention to the fact that the decision very nearly went 

the other way: “The most important time in the working out of a 

distinctively Fabian point of view was the period when meetings were 

held of the group which called itself the Hampstead Historic Club. This 

began as a Marxist reading circle at the house of Mrs. Charlotte Wilson 

early in 1885 and later met in other places, and finally at the Hamp- 

stead Public Library....At the club, Capital was read out from the 

French translation, until the company fell to disputation,” with F. Y. 

Edgeworth, the economist, and Sidney Webb defending Jevons and Mill 

respectively, while Shaw and Belfort Bax held forth on Marxian lines 

(McBriar, 30). When it is added that Mrs. Wilson was a disciple of 

Kropotkin and for some years edited the Anarchist journal Freedom 

one can easily see that there was no party line. 

Nonetheless there was a crucially important theoretical point at 
issue. It has been stated with admirable clarity by McBriar, whose his- 

tory of Fabian socialism is in a class by itself and wholly supersedes all 

previous discussions of the topic: 

Wicksteed’s criticism raised the question whether the theory of sur- 

plus value was necessarily dependent upon the labour theory of 

value—a most serious problem for Socialists. The theory of surplus 

value was Marx’s attempt to prove [that] even in the “very Eden of 

the innate Rights of Man’’—the capitalist economists’ state of perfect 

competition—the workers would be cheated of the full fruits of their 

labour by the capitalists. ... Marx’s economic theory is a rigorously 

worked out logical system. The labour theory of value and the 

theory of surplus value are used as a key in his analysis of the ‘laws 

of motion’ of capitalist society.... Wicksteed claimed that, by 

bringing forward an entirely different theory of the determinant of 

value, he had struck away the foundation of Marx’s arguments and 

brought the whole edifice down in ruins. (Op. cit., 31-32) 

Now, whether the early Fabians preferred Marx or Mill as philoso- 

phers, they were bound to surrender the labor theory of value if they 
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could no longer accept its classical Ricardian formulation. On the other 

hand, they had to hold on to some doctrine of “surplus value” if they 

were to show that capitalism was a system of exploitation. Hence they 

could not accept the marginal utility doctrine, as set out by Jevons and 

others. For marginal utility implied that under certain assumed condi- 

tions, ‘capital’ and “labor” were being remunerated in proportion to 

the respective contributions they made to the production of wealth: 

where money is paid, equivalent goods or services have been rendered. 

Instead, they fell back upon a “theory of rent,” which was independent 

of any kind of value theory 

...in the sense that it could still stand whether one adopted a 

labour theory of value or a cost of production theory or a marginal 

utility theory. How far the Fabians realized this it is difficult to tell. 

Shaw probably did not; Webb probably, and Wallas almost certainly 

did. In Shaw’s articles in Fabian Essays, the Jevonian theory of value 

and the Fabian theory of rent are both made part of the one story, 

whereas in Webb’s various expositions of the theory of rent no value 

theory is specifically mentioned. (McBriar, 36) 

Where Webb, Shaw, and Wallas agreed was in regarding their theory of 

rent as the centerpiece of Fabianism. It was the ark of their covenant, 

the “cornerstone of collectivist economy,” in the later words of the 

Webbs, the foundation of their critique of capitalism and liberalism. 

For this reason, and because Fabianism eventually became the intel- 

lectual core of British Labourism and its various offsprings in the En- 

glish-speaking world, the topic merits some consideration. 

Unlike “value,” which has a number of different meanings, as well as 

being rooted in philosophical considerations about labor, the notion of 

“rent” is fairly easy to grasp. In the form in which it had been devel- 

oped by Ricardo and John Stuart Mill, and then vulgarized by Henry 

George, it appealed to the London Radical Clubs: that is, to the left 

wing of the Liberal Party which in 1885 had fought and won a parlia- 

mentary election on Joseph Chamberlain’s so-called “unauthorized pro- 

gram.” This included a slogan particularly attractive to the recently 

enfranchised farm laborers: Jesse Collings’ demand for “Three Acres 

and a Cow,” which held out the empty promise of landownership for 

all. “Next time,” remarked a prominent Liberal by the name of Henry 

Labouchere, “we must have an urban cow.” This of course was non- 
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sense. An “urban cow” was just what. the Liberals could never put 

forward, for whereas their radical left wing (Lloyd George’s later fol- 

lowing) was willing to threaten the great landowners with expropria- 

tion—not that anything was ever done about it—it would have been 

impossible to address even a verbal menace of this kind to the industrial 

manufacturers without alienating the solid core of Liberalism. “Three 

acres and a cow” for landless laborers was a respectable democratic 

slogan—it had the support of Frederic Harrison and other radicals who 

favored peasant ownership. Fabian Socialism was something else again. 

To put the matter in a nutshell, what the Fabians did was to propose an 

“urban cow” and then try to sell it to the Liberals: without success, of 

course, although Webb and Shaw (unlike Bland, who possessed more 

political sense) were naive enough to think they could “permeate” the 

Liberal Party and eventually take it over from within. The operation 

depended upon their ability to make democratic Liberals believe that 

Socialism represented the application to industry of the great Radi- 

cal principle that unearned income was immoral. Ricardo and Mill had 

provided the theoretical foundation by arguing that the agricultural 

tenant was being exploited by the landlord. The Fabian doctrine of rent 

extended this conclusion to industry and then sought to show that this 

(rather than Marx’s reasoning in Capital) was the true meaning of “sur- 

plus value.” The theory was worked out in the Hampstead discussion 

circle between 1886 and 1888 by Webb, Shaw, Olivier, and Wallas; put 

forward by Webb in the Quarterly Journal of Economics for January, 

1888; and given its popular form by Shaw in his contribution to the 

1889 Fabian Essays. In introducing the 1920 reprint of the Essays, 

Sidney Webb wrote: “The part of the book that comes most trium- 

phantly through the ordeal .. .is .. . the economic analysis. . . . Tested 

by a whole generation of further experience and criticism, I conclude 

that, in 1889, we knew our Political Economy, and that our Political 

Economy was sound.” It was certainly the distinctive core of Fabianism 

as a body of doctrine. By comparison, everything else—from Shaw’s 

brilliant journalism and play-writing to Beatrice Webb’s rather unsuc- 

cessful intrigues with Liberal and Tory leaders—is relatively unimpor- 

tant, at any rate from a theoretical standpoint. 

Now what exactly did the Fabian literature on rent tell the reader? 

Shaw’s exposition in the 1889 Essays is lively, albeit somewhat slap- 

dash. After quoting Mill’s statement that “the rent of land consists of 
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the excess of its return above the return to the worst land in cultiva- 

tion,” and citing Alfred Marshall and Henry Sidgwick to the same 

effect, he introduces “‘the first disinherited son of Adam, the first Prole- 

tarian, one in whose seed all the generations of the earth shall yet be 

blest, but who is himself for the present foodless, homeless, shiftless, 

superfluous, and everything that turns a man into a tramp or a thrall”: 

a fair description of those among Shaw’s fellow-Irishmen who had been 

driven from their soil by the invading English, but not very relevant to 

the British industrial working class in 1889. From this somewhat arbi- 

trary starting point the reader is taken at a brisk trot through a land- 

scape marked by landlord-tenant relationship, differential rent, the ten- 

ant cultivator’s need to sell his labor so as to feed his family, the 

principle of exchange value, and so on, until at last he arrives at the 

subject of wages in industry, the argument culminating in the demon- 

stration that “shareholder and landlord live alike on the produce ex- 

tracted from their property by the labor of the proletariat.”” Shaw had 

after all started out as a Marxist, and in a fashion he always remained 

faithful to the notion of surplus value. What he was after was a way of 

presenting this idea in such a way that the average radical liberal could 

grasp it: 

This, then, is the economic analysis which convicts Private Property 

of being unjust even from the beginning, and utterly impossible as a 

final solution of even the individualist aspect of the problem of 

adjusting the share of the worker in the distribution of wealth to the 

labor incurred by him in its production. . . . On Socialism the analy- 

sis of the economic action of Individualism bears as a discovery, in 

the private appropriation of land, of the source of those unjust 

privileges against which Socialism is aimed. (Op. cit., 22, 24) 

Webb’s exposition of the doctrine is rather more technical. It runs 

somewhat as follows: 

1. The wages paid to the unskilled laborer employed on the worst 

soil, with the minimum of capital, and in the worst circumstances, will 

be the natural measure of the wages paid to all unskilled workers. 

2. Assuming an unregulated growth in population, the minimum 

wage will equal the subsistence wage necessary to keep the unskilled 

worker and his family alive long enough to rear a new generation of 

unskilled laborers. 
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3. Higher productivity resulting from the application of capital and 

skilled labor, or from better soil, will yield a surplus which will in turn 

be divided up between various types of “rent.” Such “rents” will arise in 

any circumstances where labor, land, ability, and capital vary in quan- 

tity and quality, but the distinctive feature of capitalist society is that 

the bulk of “rent” is appropriated by the owners of the means of 

production. Skilled and organized workers may get a proportion of the 

“rent of ability,’ but never the whole of it. Moreover, skill is related to 

education, which in turn is unequally possessed, the offspring of the 

wealthy classes getting more of it. Thus the return to the various factors 

of production (land, labor, capital, operative skill) is unfairly weighted 

against those who only have their labor to sell. Contrary to the asser- 

tion of the liberal economists (though quite in accordance with the 

marginal utility theory of value they profess), the various factors are 

not remunerated in proportion to the contribution they make to wealth 

(or value) creation: there is an ‘“‘unearned increment”’ that goes to the 

owners of capital. In short, the capitalist is in the same position as the 

landlord: he is a monopolist even in a state of perfect competition 

(which is ceasing to exist for other reasons). 

Fabian economics, then, was the application to capitalist industry of 

the Ricardian theory of rent with which radicals and labor leaders were 

already familiar. The landlord and the capitalist were shown to be in 

the same boat. For the benefit of those who argued that the capitalist 

(unlike the landowner) was an active agent of industrial production and 

moreover created capital by saving, the Fabians had a second string to 

their bow: the accumulation of capital was indeed necessary, but this 

did not justify the existence of a capitalist class, for saving could be 

done collectively by the community, instead of being left to private 

individuals (not to mention the fact that the rich did not inflict a great 

hardship upon themselves by saving some of their capital). As for the 

managerial function, it could and should be separated from that of the 

pure capitalist, but this had also been suggested by Marx in Capital, so 

there was no innovation here. The novelty—in so far as there was one— 

lay in a concept of “surplus” that did not depend on the labor theory 

of value. 

Present-day historians and economists tend to think that the notion 

of rent is either politically neutral or relevant to liberal radicalism 

rather than to socialism. In any case it did not play much part in 
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popular expositions of Fabianism, although its authors continued to be 

proud of it and regarded it as superior to Marx’s version. To Marxists it 

has always appeared as a quaint attempt to bypass the analysis of 

capitalism as a dynamic system propelled forward by its own internal 

contradictions. It can hardly be thought an accident that the Fabians 

developed no theory of economic growth or that when confronted with 

the phenomenon of the trade cycle they did not know what to do 

about it—and consequently suffered a political catastrophe in 1931. 

Most of the early members of the Society had previously been Radi- 

cals, that is to say, adherents of the left wing of the Liberal Party, 

which stood for universal suffrage, land reform, freedom for Ireland, 

anti-imperialism, and other democratic causes. Bland was the exception 

in that he was a former Tory who disliked both liberalism and democ- 

racy for being, in his words, “anti-national and vulgar.” Since he had no 

use for liberalism and no belief in “permeation” asa political strategy, 

he was content to wait until there should be a broadly based socialist 

labor movement. The political struggle, in his opinion, was bound to 

become sharper. “There is a true cleavage being slowly driven through the 

body politic” (Pelling, 77). At the same time he had no patience with 

the “‘catastrophic”’ doctrines of the S.D.F. and the Socialist League, based 

as they were on mistaken analogies with the French Revolution and the 

Paris Commune. On the whole one may say that his political judgment 

was sounder than that of his colleagues—certainly better than that of 

the Webbs, who had a unique talent for backing the wrong horse in 

politics even in comparatively trivial matters, such as misjudging the 

personalities of the leading Conservative and Liberal politicians (M. Cole, 

83). However, Bland represented a minority of one among the Fabian 

leaders. All the others believed in ‘‘permeation”—chiefly of the 

Liberals, although Mrs. Webb characteristically thought she could 

manipulate the Tories as well. In consequence they virtually ignored the 

growing labor movement, snubbed the most important union leaders, 

and made far less of a contribution to the eventual formation of the 

Labour Party than did the Social Democratic Federation, for all the 

eccentricities of its leader and his unfortunate tendency to envisage the 

socialist revolution in terms of popular riots, barricades, and Commit- 

tees of Public Safety. As for their claim to have “broken the spell of 

Marxism in Britain,’ Hobsbawm and McBriar—writing from widely dif- 

ferent standpoints—have reached the same conclusion: there was no 
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such spell and consequently no chance of breaking it. In fact after 

Eleanor Marx-Aveling’s suicide in 1898, there was no one in Britain 

who had any real understanding of Marxism, and since Anarchism had 

likewise petered out, the Fabians had the field to themselves. 

What is rather more remarkable is their inability to make contact 

with those left-wing Liberals who were their natural allies: men like J. 

A. Hobson, the critic of imperialism whose economic writings antici- 

pated some aspects of Keynesianism. When in 1894-95 the Webbs 

founded the London School of Economics, with funds over which they 

had exclusive control, Hobson was an obvious candidate for running it. 

The man they chose instead was a young Oxford don named W. A. S. 

Hewins, who had no use for either democracy or collectivism and who 

later became an ardent imperialist Tory and propagandist for Joseph 

Chamberlain’s protectionist views. Nor was this episode an isolated 

aberration. The Webbs’ attitude, as well as Shaw’s and Bland’s, during 

the Boer War (1899-1902), when they split the Society and issued an 

imperialist tract labelled Fabianism and the Empire, bore all the marks 

of a considered antidemocratic standpoint. Shaw was then in his Nietz- 

schean phase—witness the ““Revolutionist’s Handbook” appended to Man 

and Superman—and his defense of British policy in South Africa repre- 

sented Realpolitik of the crudest sort. He had already trailed his coat in 

public with a speech attacking “Gladstonian Liberalism” and claiming 

that a Fabian must necessarily be an imperialist. The Society had by 

then been abandoned by the more consistent anti-imperialists—some of 

them old Liberals, others former Marxists—and Shaw, with the approval 

of the Webbs and their supporters on the Executive, drafted a tract (in 
September, 1900) from which it will be sufficient to quote these 

phrases: “The problem before us is how the world can be ordered by 

Great Powers of practically international extent.... The partition of 

the greater part of the globe among such powers is, as a matter of fact 

that must be faced approvingly or deploringly, now only a question of 
time” (Pease, 135). Thus what purported to be a statement of fact was 

turned into a justification: because imperialism was a reality, all that 

Socialists could do was try to administer the system with the maximum 

of efficiency and the minimum of fuss. The tract goes on to declare, 

“The State which obstructs international civilisation will have 

to go, be it big or little.” There follows a piece of sophistry about 

China, then in the throes of an anti-foreign rising (the Boxer rebellion): 
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“Without begging the question as to whether the Chinese civilization is 

a lower or higher one than ours, we have to face the fact that its effect 

is to prevent Europeans from trading in China, or from making railway 

and postal and telegraph routes across it for the convenience of the 

world in general.” This was liberal imperialism at its purest and most 

outspoken. One may also call it applied Positivism, for Comte would 

certainly have approved. Marx would not have, though, and the left- 

wing Liberals typified by Hobson did not approve either—they took 

their moral guidance in these matters from J. S. Mill—whereas the 

Webbs and Shaw argued along Social Darwinist lines already made 

familiar by Herbert Spencer (Beatrice Webb’s first teacher). 

There was a certain perverse consistency about all this. The leaders 

of the Society believed themselves to be advancing the Socialist cause 

when they were being most anti-liberal (although paradoxically they 

also tried to “permeate” the Liberal Party). In the carefully chosen 

words of their latest and most erudite historian, “The Fabians stood at 

the parting of the ways, at the point where the modern attitude to the 

State diverged from the Liberal-Radical attitude of the nineteenth cen- 

tury” (McBriar, 73). To put it crudely, they were authoritarians. Their 

brand of socialism was of the sort that Lassalle and Rodbertus had at an 

earlier stage represented in Germany and for which the Comteans had 

prepared the ground in Britain. That is to say, their dislike of economic 

laissez-faire took the form of a wholesale rejection of liberalism (but 

not of Benthamism). What they were really after was the forcible reor- 

ganization of society by the state: 

It is interesting that the Webbs should have found their most conge- 

nial political associates for so long in the group of liberal imperialists 

who formed around that Bismarckian collectivist, R. B. Haldane. It 

is equally interesting that both the Webbs and Shaw should—partly 

in line with their debt to the economics of F. A. Walker, the Ameri- 

can—have shown a marked preference for big, or even monopolist 

business over small and medium business, as being both more effi- 

cient, more long-sighted, capable of paying higher wages, and less 

committed to laissez-faire. (Hobsbawm, Labouring Men, 263) 

The Webbs’ uncritical enthusiasm for the Soviet Union and Stalinism 

in the 1930’s plainly stemmed from the same authoritarian attitude, as 

did Shaw’s brief flirtation with Italian Fascism. The leading Fabians 
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were indeed “bureaucratic collectivists” before their time. Their version 

of socialism was nonliberal as well as non-Marxian, which is why it 

appealed to the rising stratum of administrators, technicians, and indus- 

trial managers who were beginning to develop doubts about economic 

laissez-faire. But was the case so very different with their rivals of the 

Social Democratic Federation? After all, Hyndman had entered politics 

by way of more or less successful business ventures in silver mining in 

California and Utah, and when he broke with the Tories in 1881 it 

was largely because he thought them incompetent to administer the 

British Empire. He was briefly what was then known as a “‘Tory Radi- 

cal” and his interest in socialism was awakened not untypically by his 

friend George Meredith’s novel The Tragic Comedians, which was based 

on Lassalle’s private life (Tsuzuki, Hyndman, 31). Lassalle, he re- 

marked approvingly, was “essentially a national Socialist, who wished, 

above all things, to raise the Fatherland to a high level of greatness and 

glory.” The description fits Hyndman even after he had become a con- 

vert to Marxian economics, for he always remained a convinced imperi- 

alist, albeit critical of official brutality in India and elsewhere. England 

for All, his first and most successful publication (1881), carried the 

additional title The Text-Book of Democracy. But although it appealed 

to the working men of Britain and Ireland to unite in defense of their 

interests, it was really a prospectus for Tory democracy, with the doc- 

trine of surplus value added as an afterthought (and without mention- 

ing Marx’s name: an omission Engels never forgot or forgave). In later 

years too Hyndman somehow managed to combine Marxian socialism 

with patriotism, even with imperialism. If the S.D.F. nonetheless 

became a nursery of labor leaders—unlike the Fabian Society—this is 

not to say that it was a revolutionary body even by the modest stan- 

dards of Continental Social Democracy in that age. It was not, nor 

could it have been. 
As for its founder, who remained active in politics until his death in 

1921, we may take leave of him at the start of his career in 1880, 

struggling through the French translation of Capital while supervising 

his mining business among Utah’s Latter Day Saints: queer company 

for a future believer in the dictatorship of the proletariat, but then it 

was an age when a romantic Tory might become a convert to socialism 

from sheer boredom with the prevailing liberal orthodoxy. “Below the 

surface of American politics are grave difficulties,” he wrote from Utah 
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to his friend John Morley, “and such a party as that which sprang up in 

favour of the rights of labour would have something to say for itself if 

organized aright and on sound principles.” Morley, albeit a prominent 

Liberal and a close associate of Gladstone, duly published Hyndman’s 

letter on March 1, 1881, in the Fortnightly Review, and by this some- 

what circuitous route the message of Marx (whose acquaintance 

Hyndman had made a few months earlier) reached a select minority of 

the British reading public. 

By the time a British edition of Capital appeared in 1887, Marx had 

left the scene, and Engels was supervising the growth of the Con- 

tinental Socialist movement, while the handful of Marxist intellectuals 

in Britain were busy quarrelling among themselves. Both the Social 

Democratic Federation and the Socialist League gained some working- 

class followers, and Eleanor Marx-Aveling made influential converts 

among the labor leaders active in the London dock strike of 1889, itself 

soon followed by the ‘new unionism” of the unskilled workers and the 

first great May Day demonstrations. But at the theoretical level there 

was a fatal flaw. Hyndman could not, and Engels would not, rebut 

Wicksteed’s Jevonian critique of Marx’s value concept, and so the 

academics drifted away and eventually adopted the comforting notion 

that Marx was “all wrong about surplus value” and altogether out of 

date and not worth reading: a mental climate that survived the Russian 

Revolution and was terminated only by the depression of the 1930’s. 

The field was thus left free for the Fabians, whose utilitarian philos- 

ophy was anyhow more congenial to the national temperament. In 

consequence no sizable body of opinion on the British Left adopted 
even a watered-down form of Marxism, for the evangelical Socialism of 

the I.L.P. stemmed from the secularized religiosity of English Dissenters 

and Scottish Calvinists, while Fabianism was deeply impregnated with 

the philosophy of Comte, the dull and derivative offspring of the 

French Enlightenment. Whether one applauds or regrets these circum- 

stances, the historian is obliged to note that Marxism acquired a sizable 

following in Britain only after it had passed its peak as the theory of 

the Continental labor movement. 

4. Marxism and Anarchism 

The title of this section has been chosen in disregard of the fact that we 



Western Socialism: 1864-1914 203 

shall in part be dealing not with pure anarchism but with its semi- 

Marxist offspring, the syndicalist movement. For chronological reasons, 

however, we are obliged to hark back to its parent, the movement 

founded in the 1870’s by Bakunin and his associates who had left (or 

been expelled from) the First International in 1872. There is an addi- 

tional complication: some of the libertarian socialists of the 1880’s and 

1890’s were anarchocommunists, that is to say followers of both Kro- 

potkin and Marx, who took their ethics from the former and their 

economics from the latter. It is not altogether easy to reduce them all 

to a common denominator, but they did share one trait: a pronounced 

bias against authority in general and the state—be it even a democ- 

racy—in particular. 

So far as the political orientation of the British labor movement 

after 1900 is concerned, the competition between Marxism and Anar- 

chism enters into the matter only in so far as it involved the Socialist 

organizations already mentioned. The share taken by these small com- 

peting London-based groups of intellectuals in the formation of a mass 

movement between 1900 and 1906 was, however, rather slight. The 

Labour Party’s true forerunner was Keir Hardie’s organization, the 

Independent Labour Party, whose leader (although himself a Socialist) 

publicly argued that the only possible basis for a distinctive political 

organization of labor was not socialism but quite simply laborism. To 

demand that the political arm of the Trades Union Congress—the 

Labour Representation Committee formally established in London on 

February 27, 1900—should be committed to socialism wauld, he 

argued, inevitably split it and wreck the whole enterprise (McBriar, 

316). This was a realistic appraisal, and the Parliamentary Labour Party 

which came into being on this basis in 1906 (after a secret and rather 

shady electoral deal with the Liberals) managed to get along without a 

formal commitment to either liberalism or socialism until 1918, when 

its leaders—having quarrelled with Lloyd George—commissioned Sidney 

Webb to draft a socialist platform for the coming elections (Pelling, A 

Short History of the Labour Party, 22 ff.). 

This sort of empiricism did not appeal to the more methodical Ger- 

mans—not to mention the French—but the question has occasionally 

been asked why there was not an analogous development in America. 

Noted scholars, some of them Germans, have devoted weighty (in 

every sense) volumes to the question why socialism, or at any rate 
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laborism, did not strike deeper roots in the United States (the Canadian 

development was rather different). In the same spirit, historians have 

wondered why Australia, which did acquire a Labor party on the 

British model, did not thereafter make the transition from laborism to 

socialism, its labor movement contenting itself with a welfare-state plat- 

form. These are important and fascinating topics, but anyone who tries 

to answer the question why something or other did not happen inevi- 

tably comes up against a difficulty: whatever hypothesis may be pro- 

posed, it is impossible to exclude some other and equally plausible 

explanation. It may even be that there is no particular riddle to be 

solved. Socialism went to sleep in Britain between 1850 and 1880 and 

then stirred once more for reasons that in retrospect seem fairly obvi- 

ous—principally the disintegration of liberalism. On the other hand, 

socialism (no longer synonymous with Proudhonism or Blanquism, 

both of which lost ground after 1871 and eventually dwindled away) 

did not have to be reawakened in France following the debacle of the 

Commune because in a certain fundamental sense it had taken posses- 

sion of the French working class ever since 1848. It became a force in 

Germany in the 1860’s, as the middle class abandoned the democratic 

cause, leaving its defense to the Social Democrats: the latter in con- 

sequence inherited an older tradition of democratic radicalism and then 

injected a few half-baked socialist notions into it (the Lassallean move- 

ment and its “Marxist”? counterpart, the Social Democratic Party of 

Liebknecht and Bebel). At the other end of Europe, a socialist move- 

ment arose in Spain and Italy during the 1880’s, when anarchism had 

lost some of its early glamor and after it had become evident that indus- 

trial workers (as distinct from landless agricultural laborers in Sicily or 

Andalusia) were not disposed to smash machinery or to turn their backs 

upon the modern world. That is to say, the socialist movement was 

spreading outward from a particular geographical and cultural center in 

Western Europe. The concurrent failure of socialist parties or sects in 

the United States, in Latin America, or in Australia and New Zealand to 

capture the labor movement seems mysterious only if one assumes that 

socialism merely needs to be explained to an intelligent working man 

for him to be converted to it. In fact, it takes a deal of effort to 

persuade him to join a union, let alone a political party. And even if a 

labor party comes into being, it need not be socialist. 

There is an obstinate confusion in the minds of social historians 



Western Socialism: 1864-1914 205 

about the notion of class consciousness. Because socially defined groups 

have a corporate sense of identity, and on occasion display a willingness 

to fight for strictly economic aims, they are credited by some writers 

with “consciousness” in the Marxist sense, a term applicable only toa 

social stratum willing and able to undertake a radical reorganization of 

society and culture. Such a determination does not by any means arise 

spontaneously from the assertion of group interest. To take the most 

glaring example of all: the British working class, ever since its birth 

during the prolonged and painful crisis of the early industrial revolu- 

tion, consistently displayed a profound sense of separateness from the 

other classes of society. But this consciousness was of the “corporate” 

variety. It assumed socialist forms of expression only after there had 

occurred a growing process of disillusionment with Disraelian Toryism 

and/or Gladstonian Liberalism, the crucial point being the 1914-18 war. 

Even so, the Social Democratic mass movement which then camé into 

being under the auspices of the renovated Labour Party was socialist in 

name only. The great majority of the British (as of every other) work- 

ing class was instinctively “laborist,” in the sense of emphasizing its 

corporate separateness, rather than desiring to remodel society in its 

own image. The decisive factor was the absence, during the formative 

period, of a radical intelligentsia. Where no such stratum exists, the 

labor movement remains “‘reformist,” pressing its sectional claims but 

failing to challenge the basic institutions of society. For varying 

historical and cultural reasons, France, Italy, and Spain produced such 

an intelligentsia, as did Russia, Poland, Austria-Hungary, and to a lesser 

degree Bismarckian Germany, whereas North America and Britain did 

not. Speaking generally, it is a waste of time to inquire why this or that 

country did not prove suitable soil or why its native socialist (or anar- 

chist or communist) movement did not adapt to local circumstances. 

Historians of the Reformation have yet to agree on the reasons why 

Calvinism took hold in Scotland but not, on the whole, in England. 

There is a fairly obvious answer: namely that the English in the end 

rejected it because it had been taken up by the Scots, whom they 

detested for political and cultural reasons rooted in a long-standing 

national enmity. But this sort of explanation has rarely appealed to 

sociologists. 

Once the uniqueness of every historical situation is perceived, one 

can begin to make sense of a phenomenon as puzzling at first sight as 

I 
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Bakunin’s role in helping to found aa anarchist movement in Spain and 

Latin America. Prima facie no two countries seem to have less in com- 

mon than nineteenth-century Spain and Russia. Politically their paths 

had never crossed; culturally they were poles apart. Few Russians ever 

bothered to read a Spanish author, with the exception of Cervantes. 

Conversely, Russian literature (enormously influential in Germany, 

where populism and anarchism never got off the ground) made little 

impact in Spain. In the religious sphere, Greek Orthodoxy, while fairly 

sympathetic to Lutheranism (and vice versa), was deeply antagonistic to 

Roman Catholicism. That ardent Slavophil and patriot Dostoyevsky 

hated the Roman Church with an intensity matched only by his loath- 

ing for the French Revolution and everything that had descended from 

it. Why, then, did Bakunin’s message strike millions of Spaniards with 

the force of a revelation, whereas in Germany his writings barely stirred 

a yawn? Because Spain had an agrarian problem and a landless proletar- 

iat? But Spain, unlike Russia, possessed a genuine feudal tradition, 

while, on the other hand, there was never anything resembling Russian 

serfdom. The outlook of the Spanish pueblo differed profoundly from 

that of the Russian mir, and anyway Bakunin’s doctrines failed to take 

hold in his own homeland. Once more one has to look at the particular 

circumstances: in this case Bakunin’s ability to clothe his message in 

language borrowed from Proudhon, who did appeal to the Spanish 

mind—principally because his hatred of the state was expressed in lan- 

guage that every Spaniard could understand (Brenan, 131 ff.). 

And there was something else. At the risk of puzzling those earnest 

souls who imagine that ideas (or “ideologies”) grow out of the “social 

structure” in accordance with textbook rules that can be learned by 

heart, it has to be stated that history operates quite otherwise. What 

happens to people in a given milieu is in part at least determined by 

cultural sediments left behind by earlier experiences (or their absence). 

Spain and Russia had something negative in common: neither country 

had experienced the Reformation, nor had they really absorbed the 

Enlightenment. In consequence, Russians and Spaniards, while very dif- 

ferent in othér respects and indeed rather inclined to dislike each other, 

shared a distinctly medieval cast of mind. This mentality expressed 

itself in an attachment to the idea of a national community of true 

believers sharing the same moral values. Never having been converted to 

either Protestantism or liberalism, Russians and Spaniards alike were 
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not disposed to divorce politics from ethics (or metaphysics) in the 

manner of most West Europeans (and North Americans). The Slavophil 

reaction to Western individualism had its counterpart in the furious 

resistance offered by Spaniards of both the extreme Right and Left to 

anything that threatened to disintegrate this aspect of the national 

tradition. The Spanish Anarchist, like the Russian Populist, conceived 

himself as being intimately involved in a social organism whose claims 

were not exclusively secular and materialist but spiritual and therefore 

“total.” To put it crudely, if Catholicism did not work (or if the 

Church had become corrupt), then there had to be a replacement for it, 

and a substitute of this kind could not be just another political party: it 

had to be universalist and messianic. Furthermore—and this is the deci- 

sive point—it had to be grounded in a total rejection of the modern 

world. 

Now it is arguable—it has indeed been argued by Communists since 

1917 and by Socialists before this date—that Marx had made adequate 

concessions to this way of looking at the world. His Russian followers 

did not indeed idealize the obshchina in the Slavophil manner as the 

repository of timeless spiritual values, but Marx and Engels (albeit hesi- 

tantly) had held out hope that a socialist revolution might regenerate 

the village commune before it had been wholly dissolved by capitalism. 

It was just this element of their doctrine which, as we have seen, fur- 

nished a bridge from the mental universe of Herzen to that of Plek- 

hanov. However, in the 1870’s, when “‘libertarian” emissaries traveled 

through Southern Europe, denouncing Marx and proclaiming Bakunin 

the heir of Proudhon, few people in Spain had heard ofthese 

learned disputations about the village commune. To Spaniards, libertar- 

ian socialism signified the Paris Commune and the anti-state “federal- 

ism” of Proudhon. Marx was identified with German Social Democracy, 

born on Lutheran soil and equipped with a Hegelian philosophy derived 

from the secularized Protestantism of the German Enlightenment. 

Spain had for decades been undergoing a spiritual crisis ultimately 

induced by the failure of liberalism to establish itself in the void created 

by the loss of religious faith. German socialism sounded prosaic. It was 

only in the 1880’s that Marx’s followers were able to get a socialist 

movement under way in Spain: not untypically in “centralist’’ Madrid 

and among a “labor aristocracy”’ of printers and other skilled workers 

who had lost faith in anarchist utopias and were prepared to take their 
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political mode! from that section of the French labor movement which 

had been converted to a somewhat doctrinaire version of Marxism. 

The general reader who wants to inform himself about Spanish 

Anarchism can turn to Brenan’s The Spanish Labyrinth; for the student 

in search of a historical and sociological analysis of the entire Spanish 

background since the Napoleonic era, there is Raymond Carr’s monu- 

mental work, which inter alia has the singular merit of explaining once 

and for all why liberalism was a failure in Spain. Anarchism became a 

mass movement in only two European countries: Spain and Italy. Not 

accidentally, these were Roman Catholic societies. Likewise they were 

countries in which the great economic gear-change from an agrarian to 

an industrial order had begun (and then got stuck) under the auspices 

of a weak and ineffective liberal movement. In consequence, there was 

a tendency for agrarian radicalism to take on an anarchist coloration. 

One can also put it differently: the immemorial millennarianism of the 

poor, notably among the landless peasantry in southern Italy and south- 

ern Spain, ceased to be a Christian heresy and was transformed into a 

movement directed against the landowners and their protectors, the 

monarchy and the Catholic Church. The fanatical atheism of these 

Italian and Spanish anarchists is therefore no surprise. In our own cen- 

tury this particular situation has duplicated itself in Latin America. The 

agrarian roots of this kind of millennarianism have been traced by 

Hobsbawm in his collection of studies entitled Primitive Rebels, and the 

reader in search of source material on the subject can do no better than 

to consult the three authors just cited, in addition to James Joll’s 

learned and sympathetic volume The Anarchists. The special merit of 

all these writings is that they bring out the religious character of anar- 

chism as a doctrine and a morality suited to an uprooted peasantry 

which had lost its land and its traditional way of life and got nothing 

worth-while in return. When at long last an industrial labor movement 

developed in these countries, it shed the anarchist heritage and adopted 

socialist or syndicalist doctrines more or less in tune with the Marxist 

tenets already implanted in France, where the Republic had by the 

1880’s won general national acceptance—but had likewise disclosed its 

essentially bourgeois character. 

The question why capitalism and liberalism were a failure in Spain 

(and to a lesser degree in Italy) has been debated at length by histori- 

ans. Considering the unbroken predominance of the Catholic Church, 



Western Socialism: 1864-1914 209 

its long-standing alliance with Spanish national pride and dislike of 

foreigners, and the weakness of the Spanish Enlightenment (never more 

than a pale shadow of its French original), it is no great surprise that 

liberalism did not win a decisive victory in Spain. Italy at least had the 

Risorgimento, which for a while effected a fusion of liberalism with 

nationalism, albeit only for the upper and middle classes. In Spain, 

patriotism worked against modernization, for the national rising against 

Napoleon in 1808-14 had been led by the clergy, while the aristo- 

cratic liberals by and large favored the French. Liberalism thus got off 

on the wrong foot. Marxian socialism, another offspring of the Enlight- 

enment, encountered similar temperamental obstacles. Western modern- 

ity being suspect as such, Spanish Anarchism was thus not merely anti- 

capitalist but anti-industrial—at any rate until the rise of Anarchosyndi- 

calism after 1900, when Bakunin’s followers were reluctantly obliged 

to come to terms with urban life and the existence of an industrial 

working class. Even then they did their best to conserve a style of 

politics that predated the modern age. Not surprisingly they never 

obtained power. This, however, was not their aim, since they viewed 

politics as inherently immoral and corrupting. What is rather more 

remarkable is their ineffectiveness in the role they had chosen: that of a 

permanent opposition to Church and state. There never was a successful 

Anarchist-led peasant revolt, just as there never was a successful Anar- 

chist-led workers’ strike. Possibly for this reason the industrial workers, 

except for those in a few regions of Catalonia, in the end came to prefer 

the Socialists, even though by Anarchist standards they sounded a bit 

tame. Failure was somehow built into the fabric of Anarchism from the 

start. At the same time Bakunin and his followers quite clearly pos- 

sessed an intuitive sympathy for the peculiar social and mental stresses 

affecting millions of Italian and Spanish peasants and laborers to whom 

reformist socialism made no great appeal. In part this was undoubtedly 

because Bakunin during his stay at Naples in 1865 had come to under- 

stand that the common people in southern Italy were wholly indiffer- 

ent to the bourgeois-liberal regime recently established (under monarch- 

ist auspices) by Garibaldi and Cavour. In Spain this kind of alienation 

went even deeper. Among the upper classes it took the traditional form 

of cynicism, sham religiosity, and a quasi-Oriental mixture of indolence 

and corruption. With Bakunin’s followers it assumed the guise of pas- 

sionate hope and zeal for a social apocalypse. This had to be a total 
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catastrophe: nothing less would serve, for the existing world was hope- 

lessly corrupt. Some elements of this attitude were also to be found in 

France, but they were counterbalanced by the belief that, just as the 

bourgeoisie had won its freedom in 1789, so one day the proletariat 

would attain its goals. France after all was the country of a victorious 

revolution, Italy and Spain the scene of endless and hopeless revolts: an 

important difference. 
In their own fashion Marx and Engels realizes all this, which is why 

they evinced no great surprise when in the 1870’s Bakunin ran away 

with most of the International’s following in Spain and Italy. “It was 

the desperate poverty of Andalusia which most readily provided enthu- 

siastic converts to the Bakuninist vision of a new society” (Carr, Spain, 

327). As Marx and his followers saw it, tirme was on their side: it was 

only necessary to wait for these countries to become industrial, and 

Anarchism would fade out. At the same time they were conscious of 

the problem that would be created for their own party if the bour- 

geoisie persistently failed to get the industrial revolution under way. As 

Engels put it in a letter to the Italian Socialist leader Filippo Turati in 

1894, Italy was among those European countries that (in a phrase made 

famous by Marx) were suffering not only from capitalism, but also 

from lack of capitalism. The Italian bourgeoisie, having gained political 

power in the wake of the national rising between 1860 and 1870, was 

not proving very good at developing modern industry. Moreover, the 

reigning Liberals had not done away with the remnants of feudalism 

and absolutism. Hence the persistence of a Republican movement 

among sections of the peasantry and lower middle class who clung to 

the Mazzinian tradition. In the 1890’s, when Engels and Turati dis- 

cussed this situation, the Socialist Party, based on the emerging indus- 

trial working class, was still very weak and unable to take the lead in 

the political struggle. What then was the likely outcome? Today we 

know the answer: what happened was that the Fascists—a radical nation- 

alist movement of the intelligentsia—seized power in the 1920’s and 

then tried (and failed) to modernize the country industrially without 

altering the political “superstructure.” But in the 1890’s Engels could 

not foresee this disastrous episode. On the whole he thought it likely 

that the growing dissatisfaction of the lower middle class and the peas- 

antry would give the Republicans (including the neo-Jacobin followers 

of Mazzini) their chance. What was the proper line the Socialist Party 
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should adopt in such a situation? That prescribed by the Communist 

Manifesto: the Socialists, he told Turati, must aid the democratic 

movement and help the Republicans to gain power, but not at the price 

of surrendering their own independence. The most dangerous moment, 

he thought, would come “after the common victory,” when the Social- 

ists might be offered a few seats in the new government. This tempta- 

tion they must resist at all cost, if they did not wish to repeat the sad 

experience of Louis Blanc and Ledru-Rollin in 1848, who had become 

helpless prisoners of a bourgeois regime that used the first opportunity 

to let the army loose on the workers. “‘Ministerialism” in this sense was 

forbidden to Marxists: not because it meant exercising political power 

within a parliamentary framework (by the 1890’s Engels was no longer 

a Communist), but because the Socialist Party must aim at political 

control. This became the standard Marxist attitude in the age of the 

Second International: notably in France, where a democratic Republic 

was already in being and participation in coalition governments domi- 

nated by the bourgeois Radicals had become a standing temptation. 

What distinguished Marxist Social Democrats from the Anarchists on 

the one hand, from the petty-bourgeois reformists on the other, was 

their insistence that the party of the working class must aim at the 

conquest of political power, within the context of democracy but not 

at the expense of socialism. Participation in parliamentary elections was 

a means of drawing the masses into political life, and parliamentary 

democracy possessed virtues of its own which no sensible Socialist 

denied; but the Socialist Party must never accept minority status within 

a government dominated by bourgeois formations. It sought a peaceful 

revolution, but a revolution all the same. 

Now clearly a long-range strategy of this sort—which moreover pre- 

supposed that a bourgeois form of industrialization would temporarily 

prove successful—offered nothing in the immediate future to the poor 

peasants and day laborers in Italy or Andalusia who flocked to the 

Anarchist banner. Nor was it intended to. Marx and Engels recognized 

only one suitable vehicle for the propagation of socialism: an autonomous 

labor movement based on the industrial working class. It is arguable that 

this indifference to the peasantry represented a weakness in their strategy. 

Marx was not enamored of the Rousseauist side of early socialism, and 

ever since the Bonapartist triumph in France on the morrow of the 

1848 upheaval he had plenty of justification for his distrust of agrarian 



212 A SHoRT History OF SOCIALISM 

movements. The future Napoleon III had been swept into the presi- 

dency of the Republic in December, 1848, by an avalanche of 

peasant votes, and Marx found it difficult to forgive the French peas- 

ants for what they had done, although he readily agreed that they had 

been provoked by the unbelievable folly of the bourgeois Republicans. 

“The symbol that expressed their entry into the revolutionary move- 

ment,” he wrote in 1850, in the series of articles later published as The 

Class Struggles in France, “clumsily cunning, knavishly naive, doltishly 

sublime, a calculated superstition, a pathetic burlesque, a dazzlingly 

foolish anachronism, a world-historic piece of buffoonery, an undeci- 

pherable hieroglyph for the minds of the civilized—this symbol bore the 

unmistakable physiognomy of the class that represents barbarism in the 

midst of civilization.”” All very true, but not very helpful in countering 

Anarchist propaganda among peasants and laborers in the Italian and 

Spanish countryside. Socialism was, among other things, a civilizing 

movement, notably in a backward country such as Spain. A historian of 

the movement has noted that “the Socialist party set itself to raise the 

self-respect of the working classes” (Brenan, 218n.). It could not well 

have succeeded in this difficult task had it lowered itself to the level of 

the Anarchist mentality, which along with a certain puritanism and 

unworldliness always encompassed a good deal of easy tolerance for 

brigandage and other forms of violence: not to mention the burning of 

churches and the massacre of priests and monks. 

The Anarchist movement is an important one, but by now its rele- 

vance for the student of European Socialism is strictly historical, for as 

a mass phenomenon it has faded out, even in the country of its origin, 

where for a while it assembled hundreds of thousands of followers. 

Anyone curious to discover how and why Bakunin’s Neapolitan emis- 

sary Giuseppe Fanelli was successful, late in 1868, in evangelizing Span- 

ish working men in Madrid and Barcelona has ample source material at his 

disposal. If his patience lasts, he can even wade through the authoritative 

history of the sect, Max Nettlau’s Bakunin y la Internacional en Espaiia. 

He will then discover something odd and significant: namely that while 

Fanelli was spreading Bakunin’s version of Proudhon’s gospel among 

the proletariat, a bourgeois-reformist variety of the same creed was 

simultaneously being preached to the middle class by the Federalist 

leader Pi y Margall, who later took command of the short-lived Spanish 

Republic in 1873. After what has been said about Proudhon’s legacy, it 
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is perhaps unnecessary to add that the experiment was as complete and 

disastrous a failure as the Paris Commune of 1871, although fortunately 

less destructive of human lives. The brief tragicomedy was largely due 

to Pi y Margall’s obstinate adherence to Proudhon’s “federal” creed 

which made effective government impossible, but the Bakuninist wing 

of the International also had its share of responsibility for the debacle. 

Not that it possessed a powerful organization: in 1871 it could not even 

meet its mailing expenses. But its bloodcurdling propaganda frightened 

the middle class just sufficiently to undermine the Republican strategy 

of an alliance with the workers, which might have turned Spain into a 
functioning democracy (Carr, 326 ff.). It was a foretaste of the greater 

debacle of 1931-39, also principally due to the Anarchists, who first did 

their best to wreck parliamentary government, then helped to provoke 

the outbreak of civil war in 1936 by murdering the political leaders of 

the Right, and finally displayed their usual incompetence when it came 

to fighting, as distinct from the massacre of civilians, in which they 

excelled (just like their Fascist opponents, who incidentally borrowed 

most of their slogans, as well as the color of their banner, from their 

Anarchist competitors). All told, Bakunin’s disciples remained true to 

the legacy of their master. Ruin and \Wisaster followed them wherever 

they went, and the working class had to suffer the consequences. 

When one turns from this bloodstained tale of woe to the Syndicalist 

movement, which in the 1890’s arose from the wreckage left behind by 

Bakunin and his progeny, one immediately notices an important dif- 

ference. Syndicalism was rooted in the industrial working class. More- 

over, it grew up in France and Belgium and took shape in the age of the 

Second International. This meant that the Syndicalists did not have to 

bother about Bakunin’s personal vendetta against Marx, whom in his 

writings and letters he pictured as the head of an international Jewish 

conspiracy. This crapulous rubbish (like Bakunin’s mania for founding 

secret societies blindly obedient to his despotic command) became and 

remained part of the treasured legacy inherited by the Black Interna- 

tional, as the organization spawned by Bakunin’s followers in 1881 

came to be called (to distinguish it from the Red International of 

Socialism). These aspects of Bakuninism have proved a standing embar- 
rassment to Anarchist historians. The more respectable among them 

have long felt obliged to concede that men like Elisée Reclus or Peter 

Kropotkin, who inherited part of the “libertarian” legacy, were baffled 

y* 
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by Bakunin’s peculiar mixture of anti-authoritarian philosophy in ab- 

stracto and dictatorial, indeed despotic, practice in concreto. It was 

hardly possible, after all, to ignore his celebrated letter of February 7, 

1870, in which he demanded from his followers absolute submission to 

his personal authority. Nor could one disregard what he had to say 

about the “invisible dictatorship” that his secret organization would 

have to exercise to keep the revolution on the right path (Drachkovitch, 

ed., 71). But if his friends and admirers could not deny the evidence, 

they could do the next best thing—namely, minimize it. In any case, 

these fantasies were destined to bear fruit in senseless acts of terrorism 

that did nothing to advance the cause of labor’s emancipation. And 

when they did so, the more civilized Anarchists—by then for the most 

part won over to Kropotkin’s genuine libertarianism—were duly horri- 

fied and would have nothing to do with the practical application of 

Bakunin’s peculiar doctrines. 

West European Syndicalists drew on other sources even when, as in 

Spain, they went to the length of describing themselves as anarchosyn- 

dicalists, in deference to tradition. Spain being what it was, anarchosyn- 

dicalism assumed a quasi-religious cast absent from the doctrine of its 

French founders. There was likewise a marked difference on the issue 

of armed violence. 

While from the 1890's the French union movement committed itself 

to the theory and practice of political strikes, few labor leaders ac- 

cepted the cult of violence preached by the amateur philosopher 

Georges Sorel (1847-1922) in his numerous writings, among which La 

Décomposition du Marxisme (1906) and Réflexions sur la violence 

(1908) are the best known. Sorel, a retired civil engineer and an instinc- 

tive Proudhonist who in the 1890’s rather half-heartedly adopted 

Marx’s historical materialism, developed an eclectic doctrine of his own, 

in part derived from the then fashionable philosophy of Henri Bergson 

(1859-1941) but more particularly marked by a Nietzschean faith in 

the regenerative power of violence. When grafted upon the idea of the 

general strike—which he did not invent but inherited from the radical 

labor leaders of the period—Sorel’s revolutionary credo amounted to 

this: bourgeois society, already in decay, could and should be over- 

thrown by the unleashing of violence. Parliament was a sham, and the 

reformist Socialists were traitors to the working class. While ready 

enough to accept the latter proposition, the Syndicalists favored the 
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general strike precisely because it promised to bring about a social 

transformation with a minimum loss of human life. Matters were dif- 

ferent in Spain, where Sorel’s doctrines intoxicated both the Anarcho- 

syndicalists and their Fascist rivals. “In the Civil War the two branches 

of his descendants met, and sordid firing squads and bloodstained ceme- 

tery walls then showed exactly what was to be got out of Sorelian 

ethics” (Brenan, 171). 

It seems reasonable to describe French Syndicalism (syndicat is simply 

the French term for what in the English-speaking world is known as a 

trade union) as a synthesis of Proudhonism and Marxism. The fusion was 

brought about in the 1890’s by Fernand Pelloutier (1867-1901), a 

young idealist who died of comsumption at the early age of 34, leaving 

behind an indelible memory that inspired two generations of French 
working men and their leaders. Before striking out on his own, Pellou- 

tier had been a follower of Jules Guesde (1845-1922), the leader of the 

Marxist wing within the French Socialist movement. Among Pelloutier’s 

principal associates and heirs, Victor Griffuelhes (1874-1923) had gone 

through the Blanquist school, while Emile Pouget (1860-1932) and Paul 

Delesalle were Anarchists. What brought them all together was contempt 

for parliamentarism on the one hand and dissatisfaction with Guesde’s 

rather primitive and doctrinaire version of Marxism on the other. As 

early as 1888, a federation of unions established two years earlier at 

Lyon had passed a resolution declaring that the labor movement must 

be autonomous (i.e., not controlled by any political party) and that 

“only the general strike, that is to say the complete cessation of all 

labor, or the revolution, can lead the workers toward their emancipa- 

tion.” The somewhat ambiguous phrasing of this passage enabled 

Guesde’s followers to claim that they all meant the same thing by 

“revolution,” but by 1894 the Marxists had quarrelled with the Syn- 

dicalists, as the believers in the general strike now came to be called. 

Moreover, Pelloutier and his friends had in the meantime established a 

new organizational model, the Bourses du Travail. These had come into 

existence in 1887 alongside the regular unions (syndicats), the differ- 

ence between the two being that the Bourses had a local basis and that 

workers of all trades could belong to them. When in 1895 Pelloutier 

became secretary-general of the Fédération des Bourses du Travail, 

Syndicalism acquired both a doctrine and an organizational armature. 
But the decisive moment in the history of the movement had occurred 
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three years earlier, in 1892. In February of that year fourteen Bourses 

du Travail federated at Saint Etienne and at the same time declared 

their independence from all political parties. In September, meeting in a 

joint assembly held at Tours, they adopted a resolution proclaiming 

their faith in the general strike as the instrument of proletarian revolu- 

tion. Two years later, in September, 1894, the Nantes congress of the 

Fédération des syndicats et groupes coopératifs followed suit with a 

similar statement, drafted by Pelloutier and presented to the congress 

by a young lawyer named Aristide Briand (1862-1932)—in later years 

destined to become a dissident Socialist, still later Prime Minister or 

Foreign Minister in various governments of the Third Republic which, 

whatever their other accomplishments, certainly never did anything to 

help the proletarian revolution forward. 

For practical purposes Syndicalism meant workers’ control. The 

movement had grown up spontaneously, was international, and pos- 

sessed a sizable following in countries other than France and Belgium, 

where it was strongest because of the continuing influence of 

Proudhon’s doctrines. In its classical version, as spelled out by 

Pelloutier and his disciples, the existing centralized political system was 

to be replaced—either gradually or as the result of a revolutionary crisis 

culminating in a general strike—by a federalized order based on local 
organizations of producers. Industry in each locality would be run by 

the syndicats, and the latter would send delegates to the local Bourse 

du Travail which would act as coordinating center. Over larger areas, 

responsibility would be shared between the Bourses and the unions, 

brought together in a general labor federation. The principal French 

trade-union federation, the Confédération Générale du Travail (C.G.T.), 

did in fact adopt syndicalism as its ideological guideline down to 1914. 

Elsewhere the movement was less broadly based, but it was not negligi- 

ble. Its offshoots in Italy and Spain gradually managed to overcome the 

tradition of “pure” anarchism: the anarchism of the village poor and 

the semi-criminal urban /umpenproletariat. 

Meanwhile, its American counterpart, the Industrial Workers of 

the World, inspired similar efforts in Britain and Australia. American 

syndicalism, or industrial unionism, had grown out of the struggle be- 

tween the conservative craft unions of the American Federation of 

Labor and the new immigrants who turned for political direction to 

the Socialist Labor Party of Daniel de Leon (1852-1914). A British 
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branch of the movement (bearing the same title) was founded in 1903 

by the Irish labor leader James Connolly with the help of Glasgow 

socialists who had read de Leon. The British S.L.P.’s influence remained 

largely confined to Scotland, but it was not unimportant. From 1910 

onward the veteran labor leader Tom Mann introduced French and 

American ideas of workers’ control into Britain through his journal, 

The Industrial Sydicalist, and from 1912 onward a Guild Socialist 

movement (mainly composed of dissident Fabians and other intellec- 

tuals) put forward a watered-down version of syndicalist ideas, while 

discarding the notion that manual workers alone could and should ad- 

minister industry unaided. 

Guild Socialism asserted that the government of industry must em- 

brace all those concerned with production, including the managerial 

and professional elements. This was a sensible qualification of the orig- 

inal syndicalist conception, while at the same time it corrected the 

orthodox Fabian emphasis on state ownership and bureaucratic man- 

agement. The theoretical case in favor of Guild Socialism as set out by 

G. D. H. Cole in The World of Labour (1913) rested upon a conflation 

of modified syndicalism with an older tradition inherited from Ruskin 

and Morris. The centerpiece was the notion that collectivism, whether 

of the Marxian or Fabian variety, would give too much power to the 

state, an argument also developed by the Guild Socialist S. G. Hobson, 

who had become disillusioned with Fabianism, in various writings be- 

tween 1910 and 1914. There was in those years an undercurrent of 

corporatist thinking in Britain among political and legal theorists such 

as Frederic Maitland, Ernest Barker, A. D. Lindsay, and others, by no 

means all of them Socialists. The general trend was in the direction of 

suggesting that collective groups within society, standing between the 

individual and the state, should be regarded as having real wills and 

personalities, since they were logically and historically prior to the state 

and not created by it. This approach was shared by the genuine medie- 

valists (for the most part Roman Catholics or High Anglicans, who in 

Britain generally tended toward romantic Toryism but on occasion also 

displayed socialist sympathies). In France, where the Catholic and me- 

dievalist tradition was deeply entrenched, the political Right welcomed 

arguments of this kind in its struggle against Jacobinism. For the same 

reason, the French Syndicalist movement, being profoundly hostile to 

the Church, generally disdained this kind of support. Nonetheless, some 
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of the more nationalist leaders on the fringe of Syndicalism between 

1908 and 1914 established contact in a discussion club, appropriately 

named Cercle Proudhon, with followers of the royalist Action francaise, 

thereby giving birth to a forerunner of the ideological frenzy of the 

1930’s. These meetings occurred under the patronage of Sorel, who by 

then had abandoned Marxism for a private confection of his own. 

At the political level, the train of events set in motion by the pio- 

neers was marked by a number of important dates: 1896, when the 

C.G.T. adopted the principle of the general strike; 1902, when Victor 

Griffuelhes became secretary-general of the C.G.T.; and 1906, when dur- 

ing a brief stay in Berlin (occasioned by growing alarm over the possibil- 

ity of a Franco-German war) he discovered that the German unions 

controlled by the Social Democrats were not prepared to join their 

French comrades in simultaneous demonstrations against their respec- 

tive governments, the excuse being that they were too busy holding 

public meetings in support of the Russian revolutionary movement of 

1905-6, which had recently been defeated. This disillusioning experi- 

ence (a foretaste of 1914) was followed in the autumn of that year by 

the adoption of the Charte d’Amiens. In this document, the C.G.T. af- 

firmed its independence of the French Socialist Party, which had re- 

cently been constituted by a fusion of various competing political cur- 

rents. In passing one may note that the idea of “direct action” had been 

taken over by the French unions from the American labor movement of 

the 1880’s—specifically from the Knights of Labor, who had called for 

strike action as a means of obtaining the eight-hour day. This 

novel method of winning concessions from the employers made a deep 

impression upon French workers’ leaders like Pouget, and when he and 

others moved from Anarchism to Syndicalism, they introduced it into 

the C.G.T., where it became the favorite weapon of the French 

workers’ movement. 

It is perhaps unnecessary to observe that there was no corresponding 

development in Germany. In fact the German Social Democrats could 

not even be induced to stop work on May 1, 1890, when all their 

European comrades (including the Austrians, who lived under a very 

similar political regime) did so. In Germany, both the party and the 

unions it controlled found reasons for contenting themselves instead 

with public meetings on the first Sunday in May (Braunthal, I, 246-48). 

This lamentable episode was revelatory of a state of mind profoundly 
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ingrained in the German labor movement from the very start. It had 

nothing whatever to do with the “opportunism,” or “reformism”’ of a 

“labor aristocracy” (all Socialist and Syndicalist movements were 

drawn from this stratum) but was quite simply due to the absence of 

any kind of revolutionary tradition: an inheritance from the German 

middle class. Liberalism had already manifested a strikingly similar out- 

look between 1848 and 1871, when the German Spiessbiirger (or Staats- 

burger) displayed himself in all his glory. 

The issue of May Day demonstrations was to have important con- 

sequences and thus deserves a brief airing. The American practice of 

strikes to secure the eight-hour day was appropriate to an environment 

where the struggle on the industrial front was traditionally pursued 

with considerable vigor, even in the absence of long-range political aims. 

Thus, no socialist program was involved or required when in December, 

1888, the American Trade Union Congress, meeting at St. Louis, 

decided to organize mass demonstrations for the eight-hour day 

throughout the United States on May 1 the following year. When the 

inaugural congress of the Second International met in Paris on July 14, 

1889—the centenary of the fall of the Bastille—it was natural that the 

subject of May Day demonstrations should be ventilated. Although not 

on the agenda, a resolution calling on the workers to display their 

solidarity “simultaneously in all countries on a given day” was intro- 

duced by a French delegate and hurriedly carried without debate short- 

ly before the conference closed. There is reason to believe that many of 

the delegates who voted for the motion did not foresee what they were 

letting themselves in for. The United States and France were republican 

democracies with a revolutionary tradition that had automatically been 

inherited by their respective labor movements, even though the Ameri- 

can unions were predominantly nonsocialist. Britain, Germany, and 

Scandinavia were in a different category, being constitutional monar- 

chies without experience of recent revolutions. At the other extreme, 

Russia occasioned no problem, since it possessed a plethora of revolu- 

tionaries but as yet no legal labor movement. Austria-Hungary did have 

one, and a Social Democratic Party had recently been formed (in 1888). 

The French resolved to celebrate the first of May in 1890 with a general 

strike, while the Germans and the British decided to hold public meet- 

ings on the first Sunday in May, and the Socialist parties of most other 

countries compromised by holding meetings on the evening of May 1. 
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This was not in accordance with the resolution of the International, 

but, given the torpid spirit of the British and the Germans, it was the 

next best thing. 

In the event, work stopped on May 1, 1890, in 138 French cities and 

in a few mining areas. In Milan, Turin, and other Italian centers the 

workers marched through the streets in serried formation. Demonstra- 

tions also took place in Britain, Belgium, Sweden, Portugal, Catalonia, 

and (illegally) Warsaw and Lodz. The London demonstration on Sun- 

day, May 4, 1890, was peaceful but brought out crowds estimated at 

over 100,000, much to Engels’ delight. Throughout Austria-Hungary 
the army was called out to cope with what the authorities feared might 

be the start of a general rising, and in the following year the stoppage of 

work on May 1 was countered by the employers in Bohemia, Carinthia, 

and elsewhere with a general lockout. 
In contrast to the Austrians, with whom otherwise they had much in 

common and whose general outlook they shared, the German Social 

Democrats confined themselves to public meetings on Sunday, May 4, 

declined to sanction work stoppages, and in 1891 (under pressure from 

the Austrian Socialist leaders) only compromised to the extent of 

changing the date of public meetings to the evening of May 1. Having 

just recovered from twelve years of enforced semi-legality, they were 

determined not to risk a showdown with the authorities, although (or 

because) Bismarck had recently been dismissed and the repressive 1878 

laws directed against Socialist agitation had not been renewed. They did 

not want to court trouble, and nothing could move them. As for the 

notion of a revolutionary general strike to transform society, it never 

entered their heads. 

In consequence, the German Socialists—like the British, who indeed 

had the excuse of being in a much weaker position numerically—ignor- 

ed the resolution of the Brussels Congress of the International in 1891, 

which pledged all parties to celebrate May Day on the first day of the 

month, by demonstrations and strikes as well: ‘““The day of demonstra- 

tions is to be a day on which work ceases, in so far as this is not 

rendered impossible by conditions in the various countries.” For the 

Germans this last phrase became a permanent escape clause. Conditions, 

they claimed, made it impossible either to strike or to demonstrate. 

When the Ziirich Congress of the International in 1893 pledged the 
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various parties to at least ‘“‘attempt” strikes on May 1, the worthy 

August Bebel, speaking for the S.P.D., sagely observed that any such 

attempt in Germany would “bring about, as nowhere else in the world, 

a head-on collision with the bourgeoisie and the government,” a calam- 

ity to be avoided at all cost. “If we want such a struggle, we should 

prefer to choose our own time,” he added (Braunthal, I, 249). For 

some reason no suitable occasion was ever discovered, not even in 

1905-7 when enthusiasm over the first Russian Revolution ran high in 

Germany and the radicals in the S.P.D. urged political strikes as a means 

of securing universal suffrage in Prussia: a perfectly legitimate course of 

action which had nothing to do with revolution in the socialist sense, 

and for which there would have been moral support among middle-class 

democrats. However, the party leadership, solidly backed by the 

unions, successfully evaded this challenge to all its traditions, and that 

was the last pre-1914 Germany heard of the idea of using the strike as a 

political weapon (Schorske, 36 ff.). 

To say, then, that Germany never developed a Syndicalist movement 

is not just to state the obvious: that there was no room in German 

society for anarchism, except as a romantic daydream of interest to 

expressionist poets, futurist painters and their models, plus a few eccen- 

tric philosophers and pedagogues. Syndicalism was indeed cradled in 

France, but its appeal was much wider; moreover, the original impetus 

had come from North America, so the whole phenomenon could not be 

dismissed as a peculiarity suitable only to the Latin temperament. It is 
true that the French, in their customary fashion, were rather doctrin- 

aire about the wonder-working powers of the general strike. Those 

American, British, Irish, and Australian labor leaders who in 1910-14 

worked out something like a theory and practice of Syndicalism did not 

seriously think in terms of capturing political power. Rather, they were 

concerned to give an extra dimension to the industrial struggle, at a 

time when in their respective countries there was little or nothing to be 

got out of legislative politics. The French, being the inheritors of a 

revolutionary tradition, naturally went a good deal further. The 1906 

Charter of Amiens, already referred to, was the work of militants like 

Griffuelhes, Delesalle, and Pouget, who had worked with Pelloutier until 

his untimely death in 1901. The doctrines they inherited from him 

were certainly revolutionary, combining as they did the ancient Proud- 
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honist vision of workers’ self-government with the Marxist notion of 

class struggle. The strategy to which the C.G.T. had by then committed 

itself was described by Delesalle somewhat as follows: 

1. A general strike by individual unions, comparable to maneuvers. 

2. Cessation of work everywhere on a given day, comparable to 

general maneuvers. 

3. A general and complete stoppage, which places the proletariat in 

a state of open war with capitalist society. 

4. General strike—revolution. 

The distinction between the third and fourth stages is difficult to grasp. 

A few Syndicalists may have toyed with the notion of escalating the 

movement to the point of an armed seizure of political power; but this 

was never stated, and under the existing regime in France, with the bulk 

of the working class firmly committed to republican democracy, it 

would have been insanity to pursue such tactics. (Matters were different 

in Spain, where violence was endemic and where the army had through- 

out the nineteenth century been repeatedly drawn into insurrectionary 

movements. Moreover, Spain still possessed what no other West Euro- 

pean country had retained: a potentially revolutionary peasantry.) 

What the French Syndicalists really had in mind was explained by their 

leaders at an Anarchosyndicalist congress held at Amsterdam in 1907 

and attended by, among others, the veteran Errico Malatesta, Bakunin’s 

associate and (as one of the French put it) “the last representative of 

the old insurrectionary anarchism” (Joll, The Anarchists, 203). Most of 

the younger delegates were Syndicalists, that is to say labor leaders and 

semi-Marxists. Where they differed from the Social Democrats of their 

age, who of course were also Marxists or quasi-Marxists, was in placing 

their faith in the unions rather than in the political party. Amédée 

Dunois and Pierre Monatte, two youthful union organizers who repre- 

sented the French at this meeting, put it very clearly: “The workers’ 

union (syndicat) is not just an instrument of combat, it is the living 

germ of the future society, and the society of the future will be what 

we have made of the syndicat....Syndicalism does not waste time 

promising the workers a paradise on earth, it calls on them to conquer 

it and assures them that their action will never be wholly in vain.” To 

which Malatesta, speaking for the older tradition, replied that the gen- 

eral strike was “pure utopia”: either it would fail, or it would turn into 
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an armed insurrection, in which case “victory will go to the strongest.” 

Without armed violence there could be no successful revolution. This 

was also Sorel’s view, which is why he never had any real influence on 

the labor leaders who ran the C.G.T. These men, from Griffuelhes to 

Jouhaux and Merrheim, neither knew nor cared about him. So far as 

they were concerned, their ultimate aims had been stated, once and for 

all, by Fernand Pelloutier: a martyr to their cause, as well as the first 

theorist of the movement. Sorel arrived late on the scene, and the 

notion that he pioneered the Syndicalist doctrine is a fantasy. Where he 

scored was in furnishing a philosophy for both anarchist and proto- 

fascist intellectuals on the eve of 1914: an undercurrent of violence 

already perceptible in art and literature before European civilization 

committed suicide on the battlefields of World War I. 

5. The Second International: 1889-1914 

On the threshold of this section something like a brief review of the 

troops seems to be called for: if only because thereafter we shall see 

them engaged in a series of maneuvers terminating in the catastrophe of 

1914, when the International failed in its purpose and died without 

honor. To say this is not to attribute faults or failings to anyone in 

particular: it is simply to record the verdict of history. The Second 

International had been founded in 1889 with one overriding political 

aim: to promote a reconciliation between the French and German 

working classes in particular and between France and Germany in gen- 

eral. When in 1914 its two principal units—the German and French 

Socialist parties—lined up with their respective nations, then engaged in 

mutual slaughter, it was plain to all that the International had not 

accomplished what was generally understood to be its main purpose. It 

had not prevented war or even preserved its own unity. This simple 

fact has been overlaid in the course of time by the dramatic circum- 

stances stemming from the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the Com- 

munist split of 1919, when the Third International came into being; but 

in 1889 no one expected such a cataclysm. What thinking people did 

fear was precisely what was to occur: that the European governments 

would launch a great war and that the two leading Continental nations 

would once more find themselves on opposing sides, as they had in 

1870-71. Socialists were not alone in predicting this outcome. Fear of it 

was so widespread in Europe as to be well-nigh universal, and the So- 
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cialist International was not the only body whose pretensions were 

shown up as hollow in 1914. It shared this fate with all sorts of liberal 

and pacifist organizations, not to mention the churches. But Socialism 

was relatively novel, and its aims were expressed in the language of 

supranationalism. Consequently, when in 1914 the house of cards col- 

lapsed, Socialist internationalism appeared discredited. This depressing 

conclusion was drawn not simply because the working-class movement 

had been unable to prevent the outbreak of war, but because French- 

men and Germans found themselves on opposing sides and because 

their respective Socialist parties succumbed to nationalism. 

This view of the matter—while familiar to European historians and 

above all to historians of the Second International—is not very widely 

shared outside Europe, where people are understandably vague about 

what exactly happened during this quarter century. It is therefore 

worth emphasizing at the outset that in what follows we shall be deal- 
ing with the affairs of the Old Continent. The Second International was 

primarily a European organization, although its congresses regularly 

featured a substantial North American contingent and a few delegates 

from Latin America and Japan. Moreover, its cornerstone was a care- 

fully cemented Franco-German alliance, whereas the First International 

(whose American offshoot quietly expired at Philadelphia in 1876) had 

been primarily an Anglo-French affair. It was wrecked by the Paris 

Commune, which temporarily destroyed the French movement, scared 

the British union leaders out of their feeble wits, and demoralized the 

remainder, so that they fell prey to the destructive intrigues and quar- 

rels started by Bakunin and his followers. The Second International, 

having been founded in the hope of promoting amity between the two 

main Continental nations, lasted just as long as there was peace between 

France and Germany. To say this is not to overlook the fact that there was 

a Russo-German antagonism as well as a Franco-German one. But—and 

this is crucial—the long-standing political rivalry among the three East- 

ern empires—Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Tsarist Russia—did not 

engage national loyalties to the same degree as did the conflicts be- 

tween France, England, Italy, and Germany. To put it crudely, the 

Second International might have survived a war between Russia and 

Germany over the Austrian succession; it could not survive a war be- 

tween France and Germany, unless the French and German Socialists 

proved able to resist the nationalist tide. When in 1914 they failed to 

do so, the International had signed its death warrant. 
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To understand why this was so, it is necessary to go back to the 

inaugural meeting held in Paris in July, 1889. Strictly speaking there 

were two meetings organized respectively by the French and German 

Marxists and by their “Possibilist’’ (that is, reformist) rivals. To make 

confusion worse confounded, the Possibilists under Paul Brousse were 

allied for tactical reasons with Hyndman’s Social Democratic group in 

London, whereas the Marxist Parti Ouvrier Francais of Jules Guesde 

and Paul Lafargue had enrolled the Blanquist Comité Révolutionnaire 

Central in support of its endeavors to convene an international congress 

in Paris to mark the centenary of the French Revolution (Braunthal, I, 

196 ff.; Tsuzuki; Eleanor Marx, 187 ff.; Joll, The Second International, 

30 ff.). After various attempts by the Germans to bridge the gap be- 

tween the rival French groups, Brousse and his friends were left to their 

fate—partly because Eduard Bernstein (then Engels’ principal assistant) 

had denounced them’ publicly as ‘Ministerial Socialists.” In fact the 

issue was a good deal more complicated. Brousse was committed to the 

defense of the Republic (bourgeois though it was) against the reaction- 

ary nationalist movement led by General Boulanger, and to this end had 

entered into an alliance with the bourgeois Radicals. On the other hand, 

some Blanquists flirted with Boulangism, while the Guesdists (despite 

Engels’ repeated warnings) affected to stay neutral in the matter. It was 

a dress rehearsal for the Dreyfus Affair a decade later, when rival fac- 

tions re-enacted a similar confrontation: the consistent democrats 

coming out for the defense of the Republic (Jaurés), the self-styled 

Marxists (principally Guesde, who on this occasion was not supported 

by Paul Lafargue) averring that only the class struggle mattered. 

In 1889 these internal French dissensions resulted in the holding of 

two rival meetings in Paris: both convened for July 14. The French and 

German Marxists and their allies met in the Salle Petrelle, while their 

rivals convened in the rue de Lancry. Outside the world of organized 

socialism, few people took note of these gatherings. The Possibilist 

Congress was briefly reported in the London Times, the Marxist gather- 

ing barely mentioned at all. There was a good deal of confusion, espe- 

cially since Anarchist delegates tried to gain access to both meetings, 

and some of the other delegates seem to have wandered to and fro, 

attending now one gathering, now the other. In the end, the conference 

at the Salle Petrelle turned out to be the inaugural session of the 

Second International, while the rival congress had no further sequel. 

This outcome was largely determined by the fact that the German 
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Social Democrats (urged on by Engels) abandoned the attempt to medi- 

ate between the French factions and settled down in the Salle 

Petrelle. Altogether, there were 81 German delegates, in addition to 

221 French ones: the latter including the Blanquist leader Edouard 

Vaillant, a veteran of the Paris Commune who in 1872 had sided with 

Marx against Bakunin (and deplored, as noted before, the transfer of 

the First International’s General Council to New York). Despite their 

alliance with Marx, the Blanquists, as inheritors of the Jacobin tradi- 

tion, were ardent patriots rather than internationalists in the Marxist 

sense, and they had been bitter-enders during the war of 1870-71: their 

willingness to work with German Social Democrats was a crucial factor 

in making it possible for the International to get under way. The Marx- 

ists under Guesde, Lafargue, and Charles Longuet (the latter two being 

Marx’s sons-in-law) still trailed numerically behind the Blanquists, at 
any rate in Paris. There was also a French Anarchist group at the Salle 

Petrelle, led by Sébastien Faure and apparently reconciled to the idea 

of working with Blanquist and Marxist “‘céntralists.” Britain, Holland, 

Belgium, the Scandinavian countries, Italy, Spain, Russia, the United 

States, Argentina, and various other countries were likewise repre- 

sented: the British by twenty-two delegates, including Keir Hardie (for 

the Scottish miners); John Burns (then a well-known union leader, later 

to become a singularly reactionary and inept Minister in the Liberal 

government of 1906-14); William Morris; and Eleanor Marx-Aveling. 

Hyndman, with his usual talent for backing the wrong horse, had gone 

to the rival meeting at the rue de Lancry. Belgium had fourteen repre- 

sentatives, including the veteran César de Paepe, a former Proudhonist 

and a leading figure in the First International. Italy was represented by 

twelve delegates, including two veterans of the First International and 
the Anarchist Saverio Merlino (Anarchists were formally barred from 

Socialist congresses only in 1896). From Austria there came a delega- 

tion of eleven, led by Victor Adler, for the next thirty years the irre- 

movable leader of one of the strongest Socialist parties in Europe. Spain 

had one delegate—Pablo Iglesias, the founder of its Socialist Party. 

Russia had two—Peter Lavrov and Plekhanov. Their presence had con- 

siderable symbolic value, but everyone knew that only the French and 

the Germans really mattered, and the Germans were beginning to mat- 

ter more than the French. 

This, indeed, is the key to the whole story of the subsequent twen- 
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ty-five years. Germany was becoming the most powerful industrial 

country in Europe, its labor movement was swelling in numbers, and 

the German Social Democrats automatically became the leading party 

in the International, especially since their organizational and parliamen- 

tary strength continued to grow, so that before long they overtopped 

all others numerically. Moreover they had the advantage of being for- 

mally committed to Marxism, as interpreted by Karl Kautsky 

(1854-1938), and of being the homeland of Marx and Engels, now 

recognized by Socialists the world over as the foremost thinkers of the 

movement. Marx had always viewed the politics of his native land with 

a good deal of detachment, and he held no very high opinion of Wil- 

helm Liebknecht, the veteran leader of the unified Social Democratic 

Party born from the fusion of the Liebknecht-Bebel group with the 

surviving Lassalleans. But Marx’s private opinion of the S.P.D. was not 

generally known, he himself had left the scene in 1883, and Engels 

entertained high hopes for the party he had helped to found. He had 

been its grand strategist, from its early beginnings in 1865—when Lieb- 

knecht and Bebel came together in Saxony—to his death in 1895, and it 

was his firm conviction that “scientific socialism” would prove its 

worth in Central Europe. Germany then held the commanding position 

in Europe, and the imperial regime of William II seemed to have been 

invented for the express purpose of alienating the working class from 

the state, so that a democratic revolution appeared not only probable 

but inevitable. The mere fact that the Prussian (though not the all-Ger- 

man) franchise virtually excluded the working class from the vote was 

an adequate guarantee of trouble in the not too distant future. A peace- 

ful democratization of the German Empire was impossible, for reasons 

that anyone could grasp who took the trouble to consider what would 

happen to the aristocracy if it ever lost political control of the state it 

had founded. In this respect Prussia-Germany—as Marx and Engels 

countless times explained to their followers—resembled Austria-Hun- 

gary, even Tsarist Russia, rather than the West European countries. This 

was just why the German, Austrian, and Russian Social Democrats had 

all gone Marxist: whatever might be said about the chances of peaceful 

socialization in France, England, Holland, or North America, the three 

Eastern empires were fated to pass through the turmoil of popular 

revolution—as indeed they did in 1917-18. 

At the same time, however, Engels and his German followers enter- 
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tained rather optimistic notions about the importance of their party’s 

electoral following. This was considerable though not overwhelming (by 

1912 it amounted to over 30 percent), and in any case the Reichstag 

had no real power, so that it mattered little how many Social Demo- 

cratic deputies were elected. Then there was the curious business of the 

May Day demonstrations, to which reference has already been made. 

The philistine spirit in which the German Social Democrats debated this 

issue angered even the Austrian Victor Adler, who was not an extreme 

radical. Engels intervened personally at one stage to urge greater audac- 

ity on Bebel, but without success. In Germany, May Day remained an 

occasion for evening meetings, and there were even attempts by the 
stodgier trade-union leaders to adopt the amiable British habit of cele- 

brating the occasion with a sort of large-scale picnic on the first Sunday 

in May. The truth is that the German Socialists had no stomach for a 

showdown with the government, and their attitude “meant the end of 

May Day as an effective demonstration of international sokdar- 

ity....A great symbolic gesture faded away when the practical dif- 

ficulties were explored and when the realism of the German Party was 

brought to bear on them” (Joll, The Second International, 54). For 

“realism” read “‘philistinism’’—a trait the German Social Democrats had 

inherited from their middle-class predecessors of 1848. An Internation- 

al based on a party of this kind was not likely to survive its first serious 

test. 

In 1889 these undercurrents were concealed by the revolutionary 

facade of the Paris Congress, at which the French Marxists and Blan- 

guists set the tone. France indeed remained important, and eventually 

it even acquired a unified Socialist Party alongside a Syndicalist union 

movement. The party as finally constituted in 1905 was fairly evenly 

split between Guesdists and Jaurésists, but even the latter—although 

rather eclectic in their doctrine—were far more radical and indeed revo- 

lutionary in temper than the German Socialists: with the exception of a 

small and quite unrepresentative faction led by Rosa Luxemburg 

(1871-1919), which had a following in Berlin and Saxony and among 

the Polish workers in Silesia. At all the congresses of the International 

after 1889 the German delegation represented the conservative element, 

a circumstance veiled by the Marxist language in which its leaders ex- 

pressed their refusal to sanction Socialist participation in bourgeois 

governments. This was not possible in Germany, and the S.P.D. con- 
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sequently could afford to adopt an intransigent attitude when the mat- 

ter was put to the vote at the Amsterdam Congress in August, 1904, 

exactly one decade before the International’s collapse. On that occasion 

August Bebel, Kautsky, and the other German leaders sided with 

Guesde against Jaurés, who during the Dreyfus upheaval in 1898-1902 

had sanctioned the entry of his friend Millerand into a coalition govern- 

ment to defend the Republic. Jaurés was duly rebuked, but he more than 

got his own back when in his speech he characterized the German party as 

a colossus with clay feet. “Behind the inflexibility of theoretical formulas 

with which your excellent Comrade Kautsky will supply you until the end 

of his days, you conceal .. . your inability to act,” he told Bebel (Joll, 

The Second International, 103). The issue of “‘ministerialism”—super- 
ficially entangled with the question of “revision” of Marx’s doctrine, as 

suggested by Eduard Bernstein (1850-1932) from 1898 on and opposed 

by Karl Kautsky and the “Austro-Marxists” around Adler—had very little 

to do with it. Participation in democratically elected parliamentary 

governments was not an issue in Germany and Austria-Hungary, which 

in those days possessed elected parliaments, but no real democracy. On 

the other-hand, it was quite possible to be both a “reformist” (in the 

democratic sense) and a Marxist, as indeed became obvious after 1918, 

when the Russian Revolution introduced an entirely different set of 

issues. Social Democrats were by no means obliged to favor revolution- 

ary violence in all circumstances: after all, they had in 1872 parted 

company with the Anarchists precisely on this issue, and in 1896 the 

London Congress of the International formally barred Anarchist partici- 

pants. What Marxist orthodoxy in the age of the Second International 

implied was something quite different: the primary obligation of Social- 

ists was to the class struggle. What they did about the parliamentary 

politics of their respective countries was a secondary matter. Their real 

business was to organize the working class and lead it forward in what 

was assumed to be a war of movement against bourgeois society. 

It is in this sense, and in this sense only, that the victory of the Salle 

Petrelle meeting over that in the rue de Lancry in 1889 possessed 

historic significance (Drachkovitch, ed., 96). What happened on that 

occasion was that Socialists from a number of countries committed 

themselves to the Marxist ideas of internationalism and the class strug- 

gle. It is well to remember that at the Salle Petrelle the French had 221 

delegates out of a total of. some 400 and that the French contingent 
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included Vaillant and his Blanquists with whose help Marx had in 1872 

beaten off Bakunin’s attack. The Guesdists were not yet as important as 

they were to become a decade later, when their version of Marxism 

gained mass support among the proletariat. In 1889 Paris was still a 

Blanquist stronghold for the same reason that it had repeatedly 

throughout the nineteenth century been the scene of revolutionary 

risings, culminating in the colossal disaster of the 1871 Commune: its 

working class had inherited the Jacobin tradition of armed insurrection. 

When Marxism took the place of Blanquism among the French, this 

antiquated outlook was solemnly abjured—if only because Jules Guesde 

and his associates found their strongest support among the miners and 

textile workers in the bleak new industrial areas of the Nord and Pas de 

Calais departments, who had not inherited Parisian memories or Blan- 

quist illusions about armed violence. In this sense Marxism was an 

innovation. It signified that henceforth the class struggle was to be 

waged on the industrial front, and it was just this feature of the doc- 

trine that made it acceptable to the Syndicalists. Nonetheless, the fact 

that the International had been founded in Paris—and on the centenary 

of the Great Revolution at that—lent a distinctly Jacobin tone to its 

first proclamations. The delegates who left the Salle Petrelle had implic- 

itly sanctioned not merely the economic analysis of Capital, but also 

the political doctrine of the Communist Manifesto: society was split 

into warring classes, and the class struggle was fated to issue in a more 

or less violent political conflict. To the French, the Italians, the Span- 

iards, the Poles, and the Russians, this made obvious sense—whence 

their readiness to call themselves Marxists. To the Germans and the 

Austro-Hungarians it made sense tco, on the understanding that the 

political struggle was to be waged peacefully and that the immediate 

aim was the attainment of democracy. To most of the British delegates, 

talk of class struggle sounded rather outlandish, unless they were en 
route to becoming Syndicalists. The same applies to the Americans. The 
men who founded the I.W.W. in Chicago in 1905 were ready to employ 

the vocabulary of Marxism, but they were in fact Anarchosyndicalists, 

which is why in the end they broke not only with the Socialist Party of 

Eugene Debs and Victor Berger, but also with the Socialist Labor Party 

of Daniel de Leon, whose rather rigid theorizing represented a peculiar 

fusion of doctrinaire Marxism and intransigent “laborism” (Bell, 32 ff., 

66 ff.). 
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If, then, one inquires just what the Second International stood for 

during the quarter century of its existence, there is no clear answer. The 

British and French organizations which (under prodding from Engels) 

had laid the groundwork for the original meeting in 1889, were numeri- 

cally weak, and most of the British were barely socialist, let alone 

Marxist. The Germans and Austrians, on the other hand, who increas- 

ingly represented the geographical and political center of gravity, were 

divided among themselves, and even the Marxists among them—that is 

to say, the followers of Engels, Kautsky, and Adler—were not disposed 

to sanction either Syndicalism or the Latin tradition of armed insurrec- 

tion. As for the Russians, the Poles, and the cther East Europeans (in so 

far as they were not integrated into the Austro-Hungarian contingent), 

their influence at first was small. They could always be relied upon to 

vote for radical resolutions, but few people expected them to shake the 

earth—at any rate until 1905, when the first Russian tremor made itself 

felt (Braunthal I, 298 ff.). 

The repercussions of this upheaval on the internal situation in Ger- 

many have already been referred to in connection with the strike con- 

troversy, but it may be useful to take a closer look at some of the 

political implications. Wilhelminian Germany, from the constitutional 

viewpoint, was situated somewhere midway between Tsarist Russia and 

late Victorian or Edwardian Britain. It had a parliament, but the parlia- 

ment had no real power—certainly less than the House of Commons, 

though even the latter down to 1914 could still be effectively blocked 
by the House of Lords. The empire Bismarck had put together in 1871 

was governed by a “hegemonial” elite made up of two distinct strata: a 

military caste with roots in the landed gentry and a rapidly expand- 

ing big-business element with vague national-liberal traditions and grow- 

ing imperialist appetites. The political center of gravity lay not in the 

Reichstag, but in Prussia, which did not possess a democratic franchise. 

Hence when the Russian revolution of 1905 placed the political “mass 

strike” on the agenda, the question was whether the radicals in the 

S.P.D. would commit the cautious party leadership to a struggle for 

democracy fought by industrial means. The issue had nothing whatever 

to do with socialism: 

The problem was essentially whether the German workers could 

destroy, by legal means, the supremacy of the Junkers which had 
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been maintained over many centuries, making use of the strength of 

Prussia, her monarchs, armies, bureaucracy, law courts and bourgeoi- 

sie. The centre of Junker power lay in the methods by which Prussia 

was ruled, and particularly in the three-tier election system on which 

the entire regime in Germany rested. As long as the Junkers main- 

tained this centre of privilege, there were strict limits to the develop- 

ment of German democracy and working-class power. (Brauntha! I, 

300) 

The destruction of this peculiar political complex would have turned 

Germany into a (bourgeois) democracy, which was precisely what 

Engels, Liebknecht, Bebel, and Kautsky regarded as the proximate po- 

litical goal. 

It is thus all the more significant that when the issue presented itself 

in the clearest possible manner in 1905, the party leadership, under 

pressure from the radical wing, first toyed with the idea of a political 

general strike to secure a democratic franchise in Prussia, then drifted 

away from it, and finally buried it: and this although by 1913 the 

proposal was backed not only by authentic revolutionaries like Rosa 

Luxemburg and her friends, but by reformists who saw no other way of 

turning Prussia into a democracy. The reason for this surrender to 

passivity is simple enough: the trade-union leaders would have nothing 

to do with the idea of a political strike. By giving in to their obstruc- 

tion, the party of Bebel and Kautsky surrendered its political birthright, 

and it did so long before the outbreak of war in 1914. “Revisionism” 

had nothing whatever to do with it. The unions had obtained control of 

the party, and the union bureaucracy was solidly committed to avoid- 

ance of political conflict. 

This is the place to say a few words about the men who first built 

up, and then led to ruin and disaster, the greatest Socialist party in 

Europe. Wilhelm Liebknecht (1826-1900), a direct descendant of 

Martin Luther, came from a long line of Protestant clergymen, academ- 

ics, and civil servants. A democrat since his student days and a partici- 

pant in the 1848 uprising, he spent thirteen years in London as a 

member of the Marx circle, returned to Germany in 1862, quarrelled 

with Lassalle’s followers in Berlin, and eventually established himself in 

Leipzig (Saxony), where he won the young labor organizer August 

Bebel; (1840-1913) for the Social Democratic cause. Elected to the 
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North German parliament on a democratic platform, the two men ab- 

stained on the vote for war credits in 1870 (unlike the Lassalleans), 

went on opposing Bismarck’s militarist and annexationist policies, were 

prosecuted for their resistance to a war of conquest against the French 

Republic, went to prison, and duly became heroes to their followers 

(Roth, 49 ff.). Their Socialism (so far as it existed) was of a variety 

that need not have alarmed anyone, and indeed the unified party 

they led from 1875 on was joined by numerous middle-class demo- 

crats who had despaired of the Liberal opposition. On the other 

hand, they were quite serious about democracy, and Liebknecht at least 

was never reconciled to the existence of Prussia or to the Bismarckian 

unification of Germany. Bebel, who succeeded him, was at once closer 

to the actual labor movement and more remote from the traditions of 

the First International, in which he had not taken an active part. 
Both men, for all their professions of Marxist orthodoxy, always re- 

mained within the ideological realm of democratic radicalism, as did 

their party as a whole (a few leftwingers excepted). The notion that 

German Social Democracy, at any stage of its career, represented a 

threat to bourgeois society is a fantasy which no competent historian 

has found it possible to take seriously (Schorske, passim; Roth, 212 

ff.). The real issue was whether the S.P.D. could democratize Prussia- 

Germany before the ruling caste, with its pan-German nationalist fol- 

lowing, plunged Europe into the great war whose coming Marx had 

predicted since 1871, when Bismarck annexed Alsace-Lorraine, thereby 

driving the French Republic into the arms of Tsarist Russia. On the 

outcome of this race between European war and German democratiza- 

tion everything depended, for only a democratic Germany could have 

restored Alsace-Lorraine to France and thus removed a basic cause of 

tension. The failure of the S.P.D. to gain effective power thus deter- 

mined the fate of the Second International. When in 1914 the French 

and German labor movements not only failed to preserve the European 

peace, but voted for war credits and participated in the general orgy of 

nationalism, the International fell to pieces. 
Anyone familiar with the world of European Socialism in general, 

and German Social Democracy in particular, could have predicted this 

outcome, and a great many people did. To do them justice, Engels’ 

German followers had been proclaiming ever since 1891—when it first 

became obvious that Russia and France were about to conclude a mili- 
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tary alliance against Germany—that they would, if necessary, fight in 

defense of their fatherland against “Russian barbarism.” By implication 

this also meant that they would, if necessary, fight the French Repub- 

lic, an attitude for which they could claim the authority of Engels. This 

did not entitle them to underwrite an imperialist war of conquest, but 

then most of them would have been sincerely shocked had such an aim 

been imputed to them in 1914. As they saw it, they were simply doing 

their patriotic duty. The same, needless to say, applies to the French 

and the Belgians, who had the excuse that in 1914 they were actually 

being invaded. As for the British, Hyndman, who was not merely a 

patriot but a convinced defender of the Empire, had for years prepared 

his followers for the likelihood of war with Germany (Tsuzuki, 

Hyndman, 198 ff.). The Fabians did not share his pro-French bias (a 

legacy from the Positivists, who since 1870 had consistently opposed 

the traditional Germanophil orientation of the British ruling class). 

Some of them might even have been termed pro-German, but they had 

by 1914 become the allies of the governing Liberal Party of Asquith, 

Haldane, Grey, and Lloyd George, whom they supplied with some no- 

tions about economic planning and managerialism generally. In the cir- 

cumstances their ostensible neutrality on the issue of war amounted to 

a tacit admission that a military showdown with Germany was inevita- 

ble and perhaps even desirable in the interest of democracy. Even so, a 

few Fabians in 1914 took a neutralist iine, while others condoned the 

German invasion of Belgium as a disagreeable necessity imposed upon 

the Germans by the wickedness of their Russian and French opponents 

(McBriar, 140). 

Within a movement so constituted, Marxism functioned as an inte- 

grative ideology, not as a theory of action. It was invoked to explain 

why the labor movement had to lead a separate existence within bour- 

geois society. In the words of a later historian, “Marxism now served, 

above all else, to enable the proletariat to differentiate itself ideological- 

ly from the middle class. In other words—to secure for itself an inde- 

pendent class existence within capitalist society’’ (Rosenberg, A History 

of Bolshevism, 18 ff.). The paradoxical result was to establish a 

nominally socialist subculture within the official aristocratic-bourgeois 

civilization. Marxism thus equipped the workers’ movement with an 

ideology that was both a defensive armature and a “false conscious- 
ness.” The ideology immunized the workers to conservative or liberal 
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ideas and to that extent articulated a kind of corporate political aware- 

ness. At the same time it enabled the movement to settle down within 

the existing system. In this respect German Socialism was not peculiar, 
for the same phenomenon could be observed in Britain, where Social 

Democracy was a mere sect. Its adherents constituted an elite of the 

working class, took pride in their understanding of economics, and for 

the rest relied upon what they termed the “laws of history” to usher in 

the new society. This passivity went with a pronounced class conscious- 

ness of a nonrevolutionary kind. “The tradition was not so much revo- 

lutionary as intransigent: militant, firmly based on the class struggle, 

but quite unable to envisage (as an Irishman like Connolly could) the 

problems of revolt or the taking of power, for which there was no 

precedent within living memory in Britain” (Hobsbawm, Labouring 

Men, 236). The German and Austrian movements were differently or- 

iented, in that they had inherited the legacy of 1848. This did not make 

them revolutionary in any serious sense, but it did mean that they had 

to envisage circumstances in which they might have to exercise political 

power. Thus when in 1918 the German Empire and the Dual Monarchy 

collapsed under the strain of military defeat, their Social Democratic 

parties were able to step into the breach: the passive inheritors of a 

debacle, not the active promoters of revolution. 

But we have run ahead of our main theme: the war of 1914, which 

wrecked the Second International, also destroyed something else—the 

precarious balance between “reformist” and “revolutionary” strands 

within the European labor movement. The tension was necessarily 

greatest in those areas where a democratic revolution had not yet oc- 

curred: Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia. One can also put it differ- 

ently: reformism was strongest where liberal democracy was firmly 

established, while radicalism possessed a mass following where the labor 

movement was confronted with authoritarian regimes. On the other 

hand, the controversy about the “revision” of Marxist theory, over 

which so much ink was spilled after 1900, had only a marginal connec- 

tion with the subsequent political line-up. When the crash came in 

1914, orthodox Marxists like Plekhanov, Hyndman, and Guesde found 

themselves among the “patriots,” while the arch-revisionist Eduard 

Bernstein, being a good liberal democrat, refused to support his party’s 

pro-war stand, and Karl Liebknecht—a Kantian, not a Marxist, in philos- 

ophy—became a leader of the extreme Left. 



236 A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

Jean Jaurés—the most celebrated “opportunist” of them all—had 

gone on hoping against hope that peace might be preserved. No one will 

ever know what he might have said and done in August, 1914, for he 

was murdered by a nationalist fanatic on July 31, 1914, having just 

returned to Paris from the last fateful session of the International’s 

Bureau at the Maison du Peuple in Brussels. 

All the main representatives of the European movement were there: 

Jaurés, Guesde, Longuet, Adler, Vandervelde, Kautsky, Haase, Rosa 

Luxemburg, Keir Hardie, Bruce Glasier, Axelrod, Morgari, Angelica 

Balabanov, Grimm, and many others. They spoke for millions. But 

they had little confidence in their ability to prevent the threatened 

war by direct mass action. Though Keir Hardie referred briefly to 

the possibility of a general strike, it played no other part in the 

conference discussions. (Braunthal I, 351) 

The International had been powerless to avert war, but it could still 

summon up thousands for a peace demonstration. Vandervelde, Haase, 

Hardie, and Jaurés spoke from the platform on the theme of “war 

against war,” and for Jaurés at least it was the last time. 

Then the curtain fell, and, when it rose again, the old pre-1914 

Europe lay in ruins, and the unity of the Socialist movement along with 

it. Those familiar with the spirit of its two principal national compo- 

nents had no excuse for surprise at this outcome, for the Germans had 

long made it clear that they would fight in defense of their country, 

while in France only a handful of anarchosyndicalists stood out against 

the Jacobin patriotism of Guesde and Jaurés alike. In the Europe of 

1914, nationalism was still the most powerful of emotions. There is a 

case for saying that the Socialist: leaders ought to have resisted the 

avalanche of madness then let loose, but it is as well to recognize that 

they could have done so only by severing themselves from their follow- 

ers, at any rate temporarily. Being for the most part democrats and 

patriots, they were unfitted for such a role. It is absurd to speak of 

“treason.” The failure was existential, not moral. And it was final. 

When democratic socialism rose from the ashes in 1919, it no longer 

laid claim to a world-transforming mission, having become reconciled to 

the claims of patriotism and the nation-state. Those who still believed 

in a revolutionary International of the proletariat had to turn else- 

where. 



9 Social Democracy and 

Communism: 1918-68 

1. War and Revolution 

The 1914-18 war is one of the great watersheds in history, for it inaugu- 

rated both the decline of Europe as the world’s power center and the 

disintegration of liberal democracy as the political form of Western 

civilization. While the full extent of this change became manifest only 

after the 1939-45 war, the earlier shock was in some respects more 

severe, since it terminated a lengthy period of relative peace, social 

stability, and faith in evolutionary progress. In relation to the labor 

movement one major casualty was the belief that the working class 

could restrain the European governments from going to war with each 

other. So far from this being the case, the torrent of hatred that engulfed 

all the belligerents had the effect of transforming most of the exist- 

ing Socialist parties into pillars of their respective national societies. On 

the other hand, significant. minorities of the intelligentsia and the work- 

ing class were radicalized by the patriotic slaughter and became pro- 

foundly alienated from the liberal-democratic tradition. Before 1914 

such sentiments had been confined to Anarchosyndicalists; after 1919, 

they found an embodiment in the Communist International founded in 

Moscow at the beginning of that year. The war did not (as is sometimes 

i 237 
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said) destroy the unity of the international workers’ movement, for the 

pre-1914 Social Democratic orthodoxy already had to contend with the 

Syndicalist current. But it opened a new cleavage by identifying revolu- 

tionary socialism with the Bolshevik regime which in 1917-18 emerged 

from the turmoil of the Russian Revolution. At the same time, reform- 

ist Social Democracy grew stronger in numbers and influence, at any 

rate in Western and Central Europe. The war had made all governments 

conscious of the importance of securing the loyalty of organized labor; 

Socialist parties and trade unions had forced their way into the front 
rank; and their progress was speeded by the military defeat and political 

disintegration of the three Eastern empires, whose mutual hostility had 

provoked the outbreak of war in 1914. In so far as the 1919 settlement 

was a belated triumph of liberal democracy—represented at the Paris 

peace conference in the persons of Woodrow Wilson, David Lloyd 

George, and Georges Clemenceau—the labor movement in the West prof- 

ited indirectly by having the democratic part of its program written 

into the constitutional fabric of the new international order crowned 

by the League of Nations. 

From the Socialist standpoint, however, this outcome had been pur- 

chased at too high a price. Not only had the war been enormously 

destructive, it laid bare the political weakness of organized labor when 

confronted with the elemental force of nationalism. When on August 4, 

1914, the strongest section of the International, the German Social 

Democratic Party, acting through its parliamentary representatives in 

the Reichstag of imperial Germany, voted unanimously for war credits, 

internationalism was shown up as a myth. The celebrated vote was in 

itself merely the outward expression of a state of mind which followed 

inexorably from the party’s evolution during the preceding decade, but 

the shock was nonetheless very great. It was deeply felt not only by 

revolutionary East European Marxists such as Lenin, Trotsky, Martov, 

and Rosa Luxemburg, but also by moderate Socialists in Britain, the 

United States, France, Italy, Holland, and Belgium, who had counted 

on the S.P.D. to restrain German militarism or at least not to support it. 

For obvious reasons the resulting reaction was strongest in France and 

Belgium, but pacifist Socialists in neutral areas such as Holland, Switz- 

erland, and Scandinavia likewise felt let down, to put it mildly. It is 

arguable that the French and Belgian Socialists were in no position to 

cast stones, since they too had lent their support to the cause of nation- 
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al unity by joining what in France was termed the “sacred union” in 

defense of the homeland. But they had the excuse of reacting to an 

armed invasion, however culpable their own governments had been in 

promoting the disaster. France, moreover, was a democratic Republic, 

whereas the German Empire was an anachronism even from a liberal 

standpoint. To this the German Social Democrats might (and did) reply 

that the French Republic had become the ally of Tsarist Russia, and 

that anyway every country had the right to defend its national exis- 

tence. Ever since it had become obvious in 1907 that Germany would 

have to fight a war on two fronts, the S.P.D. had been formally com- 

mitted to the slogan “In the hour of danger we shall not leave the 

Fatherland in the lurch” (Schorske, 285). However, the speed with 

which the bulk of the German labor movement realigned itself in sup- 

port of the war effort disclosed a state of mind which had hitherto 

escaped close scrutiny. Neither the party nor the unions seriously con- 

templated any alternative which might have invited governmental re- 

pression. A wave of patriotic sentiment had engulfed the entire 

country, and the deeply rooted Russophobia of the German working 

class did the rest. 

That Germany was nonetheless a rather special case became evident 

in the spring of 1917 when, in the midst of war, the pacifist and 

internationalist minority of the S.P.D. split off from the main body and 

established an organization of its own, the Independent Socialist Party 

(U.S.P.D.), with a platform that might be called radical-democratic: 

peace, no annexations, national self-determination, open diplomacy, 

general disarmament, and a return to old-style internationalism. This 

was in part a response to the February Revolution in Russia which had 

removed the Tsarist regime; in part it reflected the shock of America’s 

entry into the war and the influence of Wilsonian liberalism. Most of 

the Independents—whose leadership included both Karl Kautsky and 

his old opponent Eduard Bernstein—were pacifist in sentiment. The 

party, as constituted at Easter, 1917, comprised both the old center-left 

and the ultra-left Spartacist group of Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxem- 

burg, who maintained that the war could only be ended by a proletarian 

revolution. The pacifists outnumbered the Spartacists and were in turn 

outnumbered by the main body of the S.P.D., as the postwar elections in 

1919 and 1920 were to show. Nonetheless the U.S.P.D. played a crucial 

role in promoting the great wave of strikes in 1917-18 which hastened the 
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collapse of German military resistance and the fall of the monarchy in 

October-November, 1918. In the months that followed, the party 

narrowly missed its chance of pushing the democratic reorganization of 

Germany through to a conclusion. Had it triumphed, as under more 

resolute leadership it might have done, the country would still have 

been far from socialism, but the Republic would have evolved into a 

genuine democracy, the old army and bureaucracy would have been 

destroyed instead of being preserved, and the Prussian landowners 

would have been dispossessed. In short, Germany would at last have 

undergone a genuine bourgeois-democratic revolution. This never hap- 

pened, and the history of the Weimar Republic is largely the record of a 

steady slide toward nationalism, militarism, and authoritarianism, cul- 

minating in 1933 in the alliance between the conservative forces, 
symbolized by Hindenburg and the Reichswehr, and a plebeian move- 

ment assembled under the demagogic banner of National Socialism. 

Since we cannot deal with political history in detail, it must be 

sufficient to note these consequences of the 1914-18 upheaval. The 

crucial period opened in 1917 when Russia passed through revolution, 

leading in November of that year to the establishment of the Bolshevik 

regime—thinly disguised as the rule of “‘soviets” (workers’ and peasants’ 

councils), which in theory were supposed to exercise authority but in 

fact were controlled by Lenin’s party, which, after March, 1918, 

shed the appellation “Social Democratic” and styled itself Communist. 

We shall have to glance briefly at this phenomenon, but before doing so 

it may be useful to introduce a few observations on the topic of politi- 

cal democracy and its relation to the labor movement. 

It has already been shown that the Social Democratic tradition was 

rooted in a frame of mind derived from the 1848 Revolution. Even 
after 1864, when modern socialism came into being, it was assumed by 

Marx and his followers that Continental Europe (Britain was viewed asa 

special case) would have to undergo a political upheaval. The assump- 

tion was made not—as his critics kept repeating—because Marx had 

remained the man of 1848 and the Manifesto, but because democracy 

was still a revolutionary cause in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as 

in Italy and Spain. Democracy could either be liberal (based on peas- 

ants and the lower middle class) or socialist (based on the workers). The 
Social Democrats in principle aimed at a workers’ democracy: at any 

rate those among them who had acquired the habit of calling them- 

selves Marxists. In practice most of them were quite happy with the 
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prospect of liberal democracy, if only they could get it—peacefully or 

otherwise. Given a steady advance of industrialization, they felt confi- 

dent that the electorate would eventually vote them into office. 

Where parliamentary democracy already existed or was being intro- 

duced gradually and peacefully—e.g., in Britain, Holland, Scandinavia, 

and Switzerland—it was possible to base this kind of strategy on 

straightforward and quite sensible political calculations. In these areas 

the half century from 1914 to 1964 did in fact witness a gradual 
transition from liberal to social democratic predominance in politics 

and from economic laissez-faire to the mixed economy and the wel- 
fare state. The two world wars simply hastened the process. There was 

no violent break in continuity. The adoption of a Fabian platform by 

the British Labour Party in 1918 did not occur because the unions had 

been won over to the cause of revolution: all it signified was that, the 

liberal radical tradition being finally exhausted, reformist socialism had 

arisen to fill the vacuum. 

The picture was different in Southern Europe, where industry was as 

yet undeveloped and the urban working class did not constitute a ma- 

jority but where it could be argued that labor might win over the 

poorer strata of the peasantry. The same argument was applicable to 

East European countries such as Poland, Rumania, and other economi- 

cally backward states established or enlarged after 1918. These areas, 

for obvious geographical reasons, experienced the full blast of the Rus- 

sian Revolution and were thus especially prone to political extremism 

of the Communist or Fascist variety, the more so since—with the impor- 

tant exception of Czechoslovakia—they possessed neither a democratic 

tradition nor a significant middle class. Lastly there was Germany: a 

country of 60-70 million people in the heart of Europe, highly industri- 

alized, and still a contender for European hegemony. The monarchy 

had fallen in November, 1918, and the Republic was a hopeless failure 

from the start. For all these reasons, Germany after 1918 became a 

political storm center. It was the principal arena in which the conflict 

between East and West was fought out, hence also the scene of the 

sharpest contest between Social Democracy and Communism. And 

because German Social Democracy had once nominally, and to some 

extent actually, been the party of Marx and Engels, its internal strains 

and stresses translated themselves into rival interpretations of their 

doctrines. 
On its political side this heritage was as ambiguous as the German 
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situation itself. Germany before 1914 was neither a liberal democracy 

nor a conservative autocracy. Neither was it a ramshackle multinational 

empire like Austria-Hungary, which for decades had been nearing the 

point of collapse, the government in Vienna having failed to keep the 

mutinous nationalities under control. Unlike Russia and Austria- 

Hungary, imperial Germany was both a modern industrial country and 

a nation-state. Unlike France, Britain, and the United States, it was not 

governed on liberal democratic lines, although it did have a semblance 

of constitutional rule. This political structure was bound to collapse 

under the stress of a major military defeat: a circumstance foreseen by 

Engels who steadfastly maintained that German Social Democracy was 

the predestined heir of the imperial regime. It was plain to him that the 

monarchy could neither reform itself nor cope with the exigencies of 

the great European war whose advent he predicted in the 1890’s: war 

would come and would bring revolution in its train. All this accounts 

in part for the curious mixture of fatalism and self-confidence with 

which German Socialists during those years contemplated the future. 

Since the more intelligent among them felt certain that the Wil- 

helminian regime was steering the country straight to catastrophe, 

they could assume the role of an intransigent opposition, while at the 

same time reserving the right to defend the national soil if called upon 

to do so. In this perspective there was no conflict between democracy 

and patriotism. In consequence those German Social Democrats who in 

1914-18 supported the war effort preserved a perfectly good conscience 

and never understood what their radical left-wing opponents or their 

foreign critics were talking about. For the rest, the Russian Revolution 

and, especially, the terrorist character of the Bolshevik regime con- 

firmed them in their deeply ingrained conviction that democracy—by 

which they meant parliamentary government—was the only sensible 

form of rule for a civilized country. 

There was, however, a problem which, in common with most other 

democrats of the age, they had not seriously considered. While con- 

stantly engaged in debating the prospects of (peaceful or violent) politi- 

cal change in pre-1914 Germany, they systematically shied away from 

considering the issues involved in the actual exercise of power at the 

national level. It was somehow taken for granted even by the more 

radical among them that the growing numerical strength of. the 

industrial working class would result in a redistribution of political 
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power such that the transition to some form of socialist democracy 

would occur by a kind of automatism. A theorist like Karl Kautsky, 

who was quite convinced that Germany and Austria would have to pass 

through a democratic revolution in order to get rid of the remnants of 

monarchical absolutism, saw no problem once the principle of majority 

rule had been secured. In rejecting the Leninist model (for Russia as 

well as for Germany, be it noted), he committed himself to the “ortho- 

dox” interpretation of Marxism worked out between 1890 and 1914 by 

Engels, Plekhanov, and himself, plus his ““Austro-Marxist” pupils: so- 

cialism was to be attained by way of democracy. Socialist democracy 
in this sense presupposed a high degree of industrial development and 

the maintenance of all the traditional liberties inherited from the past. 

The fact that earlier revolutions had gone through a dictatorial phase 

was explained away. The coming takeover was going to have the indus- 

trial working class behind it and would therefore be different. By the 

time the working class formed a majority of the electorate, the econ- 

omy (for reasons explained by Marx in Capital) would be ripe for 

socialization. In brief, the strategy of the political struggle was deduced 

from sociological considerations. Germany being the most highly indus- 

trialized country in Continental Europe, it followed from this reasoning 

that it stood the best chance of witnessing a peaceful changeover to 

democratic socialism, once the imperial regime, with its autocratic mili- 

tary armature, had been got rid of—peacefully or otherwise. 
In the light of what actually occurred during the half century fol- 

lowing World War I, it is evident that this reasoning was faulty. Ger- 

many and Austria-Hungary did indeed in 1918-19 pass through a 

democratic revolution, and to that extent the pre-1914 Marxist pros- 

pectus turned out to be realistic. But the Russian development was 

unforeseen, and in Central Europe the attainment of republican 

democracy in 1918 did not usher in the promised peaceful transition to 

socialism. Instead it inaugurated a political upheaval leading straight to 

the advent of fascism, the collapse of the labor movement, and a second 

round in the pan-German attempt to attain European hegemony. When 

this had been beaten off in 1945—at a cost of some 40 million dead and 

the virtual destruction of European civilization—the Continent had been 

partitioned along an East-West axis, with the Soviet Union transformed 

from a revolutionary volcano into an expansionist military power in 

permanent conflict with the Western world. In short, the Social Demo- 
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cratic model turned out to be applicable only to those areas of Europe 

where liberal democracy was firmly entrenched; in these regions Social 

Democracy became politically effective to the extent that it provided 

the ideology for a labor movement profoundly integrated into a new 

type of industrial society. This society, if not exactly bourgeois any 

longer, was still predominantly capitalist. Thus democracy appeared to 

function only in so far as it was not socialist, while socialism (on the 

Russian model) had been established in regions of Europe that were not 

democratic. Something had gone wrong with the orthodox prospectus 

worked out before 1914-18. What was it? 

In the first place it seems plain that all concerned had underrated the 

catastrophic effect of modern war on European society and its political 

institutions. The 1914-18 war did not merely destroy the three Eastern 

empires (four if one includes Ottoman Turkey, which, however, did not 

form part of Europe), it shattered the established framework of pri- 

vate and public life and prepared the way for the totalitarian move- 

ments of the 1920’s and 1930's. The traditional acceptance of consti- 

tutional rule was discredited in the eyes of a middle class ruined by 

war and inflation; armed violence was introduced into domestic poli- 

tics; and the notion of class conflict—hitherto employed mainly for 

sociological purposes—was given a new and sinister meaning: it came to 

be regarded as a convenient shorthand for the expropriation, even the 

physical liquidation, of social strata that stood in the way of a total 

reorganization of society. 

This kind of thinking w: 3 quite unprecedented and could not be 

accommodated within the traditional categories inherited from the 

democratic revolution, including those that underlay the notion of 

“proletarian dictatorship.” Such a dictatorship had been envisaged, by 

Marx and the more radical among his followers, as a brief emergency 

operation to prepare the ground for the rapid introduction of genuine 

democracy. The totalitarian state-party, with its capacity for remolding 

society by a controlled “revolution from above,” was something quite 

new. It had originally come into being as a result of the manner in 

which Bolshevism evolved under Lenin’s leadership in a Russia torn 

and wrecked by civil war, and it was then copied by the various Fascist 

movements. In its Stalinist form it later became the instrument of 

forced-draft industrialization, with workers and peasants subjected by a 

privileged bureaucracy to all the horrors of the “primitive accumula- 



Social Democracy and Communism: 1918-68 245 

tion” Marx had described in Capital. None of this had been foreseen, 

least of all by Lenin’s followers who in 1917 committed themselves to 

the notion that by proclaiming a proletarian revolution in Russia they 

would hasten its advent in Germany. When this did not occur they were 

thrown back on their own resources, and in due course the Russian 

Communist Party was launched upon the task of industrializing an 

enormous country at breakneck speed and without democratic re- 

straints or popular consultation. Socialism in Russia thus became a 

substitute for capitalism, and eventually an excuse for restoring the sort 

of police despotism familiar to Russians from centures of Tsarist rule. 

The whole phenomenon, while explicable in terms of Russia’s political 

heritage, was quite incompatible with the aims and beliefs of the labor 

movement, and the worship of state ownership to which it gave rise had 

only the remotest connection with the Marxist tradition, to which 

Communists were obliged to appeal as a matter of self-justification. The 

Bolsheviks perhaps had no option, short of surrendering power al- 

together, but the Stalinist “‘collectivization” of the peasantry in the 

1930’s—and its sequel, the great terror of 1934-38—finally wrecked 

Lenin’s party and replaced it by something quite different: an organiza- 

tion of the ruling bureaucracy, held together by fear of the dictator and 

the secret police. Even when the worst features of the system were 

dismantled, the country remained subject to the uncontrolled rule of a 

political apparatus that had fused with the state bureaucracy. This 

peculiar system was then exported abroad and eventually became the 

model for the satellite regimes established under the military protec- 

torate of the Soviet Union. 

While this gigantic transformation was under way in Russia and sub- 

sequently in those parts of Eastern Europe that were taken over by the 

Soviet Union and in effect incorporated in the Soviet empire, the demo- 

cratic labor movement in Western Europe and North America traveled 

in the opposite direction: toward integration within the established 

society and a marked antagonism to the Russian model and everything 

connected with it. In between these two great poles of attraction, Cen- 

tral European Social Democracy for some decades tried to adhere to 

the tradition established before 1914, but finally had to confess defeat. 

There appeared to be no way of bringing about that alliance of workers, 

peasants, and the lower middle class which was needed to give a so- 

cialist movement the mass basis for a genuine transformation of 

K* 
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society. Social Democratic governments in Germany and Austria after 

1918 found themselves reduced to the role of political caretakers, and 

by 1939 they had been swept off the field. Not only had there been no 

advance toward socialism: democracy itself had been destroyed by reac- 

tionary mass movements inflamed by nationalist and racist passions. 

The Social Democratic parties proved unable to stem this tide, and their 

defeat became the curtain-raiser for World War II, which in turn led to 

the partition of Germany and the subordination of the various Euro- 

pean states and nations to the control of the Soviet Union and the 

United States. 

While these familiar facts need only the briefest recapitulation, 

something must be said about their significance for the theory and 

practice of socialism. The Central European catastrophe in particular 

holds important lessons for anyone who reflects upon the circumstance 

that Germany’s labor movement had been founded in the wake of an 

aborted democratic revolution. 

Social Democratic theorizing, as it developed in Germany and Aus- 

tria between 1848 and 1918, was realistic in as much as it centered 

upon the need to democratize the authoritarian structures that had 

been left intact after 1848. It was inadequate in that it deduced politi- 

_ cal conclusions from what its theorists took to be the Marxian doctrine 

of class conflict. This doctrine incorporated a highly original analysis 

applicable to long-run changes in the economic and social foundations 

of the political order. It thus provided an important tool for historians 

and sociologists concerned with the evolution of society since the six- 

teenth century, but it was useless as a guide to short-term political 

action. The analysis of bourgeois society to which the bulk of Marx’s 

work had been devoted issued in the recognition that this society was 

bound to undergo a transformation in the direction of socialism. It 

would do so for reasons inherent in the automatism of the economic 

order, and the latter’s evolution in due course would bring about a 

corresponding transformation of the political and cultural “superstruc- 

ture.”” Marx had intended all this as a theory of long-run changes in the 

social order. The prevalent Social Democratic interpretation of his work 
had the effect of treating politics as a mere appendage of economics. It 

assumed that the labor movement, by virtue of its position within 

society, would gradually take over the sphere of political decision- 

making, that is to say the state. When this failed to occur, the conclu- 
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sion was drawn that the electorate needed additional information con- 

cerning the superiority of socialism over capitalism. In reality the ques- 

tion was whether the labor movement was fit to govern. The reply is 
that it was not. Social Democracy’s inability to defend constitutional 

freedom against Fascism and to maintain full employment during the 

world economic crisis of the 1930’s discredited it as well as the liberal 

parties and forces with whom the labor movement normally cooper- 

ated. Socialist doctrine habitually confused economics with politics, 

sociological analysis with political action, propaganda for a new social 

order with the government of the state. 

This confusion was shown most clearly at the last party congress of 

German Social Democracy before 1933, the Party Congress at Leip- 

zig in 1931, when the question “capitalism or socialism” was dis- 

cussed, in a situation in which the very existence of democracy was 

at stake. There was, in the period from 1918 to 1933, an abysmal 

gulf between the social-reformist achievements and the political 

weakness of the labor movement. (Neumann, 263) 

The triumph of German National Socialism in 1933 was rendered 

possible by the concurrent failure of Social Democracy. The record of 

the German Communist Party (K.P.D.) does not enter into considera- 

tion, because that party—whatever else may be thought of it—did not in 

1933 possess the means of seizing political power. It represented only a 

minority of the working class (mostly the unemployed), had no signifi- 

cant following in the countryside, and could count on no sympathy 

within the professions, the universities, or the state apparatus. There 

never was a choice between National Socialism and Communism before 

1933, just as there had been none in Italy when Mussolini’s Fascists 

seized power in 1922. The only real question was whether or not de- 

mocracy would survive. If it did not, the Communist movement would 

be smashed along with its Social Democratic rival. The fact that the 

German Communists did not realize this (any more than the Italian 

Communists had a decade earlier) is of no theoretical significance, 

although it tells one something about their mental make-up. The rele- 

vant point is that Fascism triumphed in both cases because democracy 

was discredited, and it was discredited because Social Democracy after 

1918 had not made use of its opportunities. ““Social Democratic politics 

of 1918 corresponds to the politics of Louis Blanc” (Neumann, 262). 
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Reformist labor legislation was substituted for a thorough transforma- 

tion of the state. Communism and Fascism were both oriented toward 

the capture of political power. Social Democracy was not. In con- 

sequence it lost the battle in the decisive areas of Europe. If it survived 

elsewhere (notably in Britain and Scandinavia), it did so because the 

crisis of society was less acute in these regions and the traditional 

conservative-liberal ruling elites remained in control or left the govern- 

ment to the Social Democrats, as in Sweden, where they were lucky 

enough to preside over an expanding economy. Even so, the debacle of 

the British Labour government in 1931 was on such a scale that it took 

World War II, and Labour’s participation in the Churchiil government 

of national defense, to re-establish the party’s credentials with the elec- 

torate. 

These brief remarks are intended to establish a perspective against 

which to assess the record of Social Democracy and Communism in 

Europe after 1914 or, if one prefers it, after 1917. It is no great matter 

whether one takes 1914 or 1918 as the starting point, but for conven- 

ience one may treat the half century from 1914 to 1964 as a transi- 

tional age during which the democratic labor movement in Western 

Europe effected its entry upon the political scene, culminating in the 

peaceful establishment of Labor governments and mixed economies in 

Britain, Scandinavia, and a few fringe areas. If one prefers to reckon 

forward from the Russian Revolution, one may say that the period 

from 1917 to 1967 witnessed the transformation of Russian Commu- 

nism from a revolutionary movement into the conservative “establish- 

ment” of an industrial and military super-power, with control firmly 

lodged in a political machine representing a new privileged stratum. 

These tremendous changes were mediated by the two world wars, 

which altered not only the political map but also the basic character of 

European society beyond all recognition. Wars and revolutions being 

the “locomotives of history,” their interaction during this half century 

had the effect of a gigantic speed-up, so that political and intellectual 

trends only dimly visible before 1914-18 assumed quite new dimen- 

sions. In what follows we shall consider the impact of the Russian 

Revolution and its offspring, the Communist movement, b~fore revert- 

ing to the consideration of topics more closely related to the theory 

and practice of democratic socialism. 
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2. Leninism and the Third International 

“The crisis of Socialism was engendered by the collapse of an illusion— 

the illusion that the International could prevent the outbreak of a 
European war” (Braunthal II, 4). The crisis of Communism, one might 

say, was engendered by the collapse of faith in the world revolutionary 

mission of the European proletariat. When in August, 1939, the Soviet 

government concluded an alliance, imperfectly disguised as a nonaggres- 

sion pact, with the Third Reich, Communists the world over suffered a 

shock comparable in depth with the effect produced a quarter century 

earlier by the capitulation of the German Social Democrats. Interna- 

tionalism had been sacrificed on the altar of Realpolitik, for the only 

defense offered by the Stalinist regime and its apologists in 1939 was 

that the interests of the Soviet Union took precedence over all other 

considerations. For practical purposes the Third International, founded 

in Moscow in 1919, died there twenty years later, even though the 

official death certificate was published only in 1943 (by which 

time the Soviet Union had been invaded by the Germans, and the 

Soviet government had come to rely for its survival on traditional Rus- 

sian patriotism). The effective life of the Third International thus cov- 

ered a span of twenty years—the interval of so-called peace in Europe, 

better described as an armistice between the first and second European 

wars. It had been founded on the morrow of the 1914-18 war in the 

firm expectation that the Russian Revolution would touch off a general 

European upheaval. When the latter failed to materialize, the Third 

International was doomed, although Communism was not. The move- 

ment continued to survive and to receive both formal and informal 

directives from Moscow, but there was no longer an authentic Interna- 

tional alongside the Russian Communist Party: merely a loose congeries 

of satellite organizations whose leaders were occasionally assembled in 

Moscow to have their separate activities properly coordinated. 

Considered in this perspective, the half century after the founding of 

the Second International in 1889 neatly divides into two periods of 
equal length separated by the outbreak of war in 1914, when Social 

Democracy collapsed. Or did it? After all, its national components 

continued to exist, and some of them even grew stronger. Perhaps one 

ought to say that what ended in August, 1914, was a particular kind of 
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faith in internationalism. A corresponding phenomenon occurred in 

August, 1939, this time on a larger scale and with different results, for 

the Third International centered upon a state (the Soviet Union) and an 

organization (the Russian Communist Party) which were supposed to 

embody the Leninist version of Marxism. Again, just as the various 

Socialist parties had picked themselves up after 1914, dusted themselves 

off, and gone on as though nothing had happened, so the Communist 

parties after 1939 tried to make themselves and others believe that 

nothing fundamental had changed. In reality they. knew quite well by 

then that their existence depended on the survival of the Soviet Union 

and that the further spread of Stalinism was a function of armed Rus- 

sian expansion into Eastern Europe. This was something quite different 

from the Leninist faith in 1919 that the European working class (above 

all, the German working class) would follow the Russian example, seize 

power, and establish some form of socialism. By 1939 it was plain that 

the Russian Revolution could be exported only in the wake of military 

conquest, much as the legacy of the French Revolution had been spread 

abroad by the armies of Napoleon. This simple truth was never publicly 

proclaimed, but it underlay the long-term strategy of the Stalinist re- 

gime and its satellite parties, while the Trotskyist sect, self-styled the 

Fourth International, went on repeating the Leninist slogans of 1919. 
The time scale proper to this topic does not conform to the 

conventional account, which begins with the Russian Revolution in 

1917 and for convenience employs 1967 as the terminal date. There is 

no harm in adopting either perspective, as long as one keeps in mind the 

distinction between Bolshevism as a Russian phenomenon and Commu- 

nism as a world movement. The two were after all not altogether identi- 

cal. The Leninist faction of the old prewar Russian Social Democratic 

movement (since 1903 informally known as the Bolshevik group) seized 

power in Petrograd late in 1917 and established what was officially 

styled the Soviet regime. In due course it became the core of the Third, 

or Communist, International formally proclaimed on March 2, 1919, 

when the foundation meeting assembled in the Kremlin under Lenin’s 

chairmanship (Braunthal, IJ, 162). Without the Russian Revolution—to 

be exact, without the Bolshevik seizure of power in November, 1917, 

eight months after the fall of Tsarism and the proclamation of a demo- 

cratic Republic—there would have been no communist movement. At 

most there might have been—there doubtless would have been—a split 
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within the old Socialist movement which had disintegrated in 1914. 

There would then have come into existence, alongside the Social Demo- 

cratic majority organizations led by the British Labour Party and the 

German S.P.D., a rival formation of all those left-wing opposition groups 

which in 1914 had refused to sanction the patriotic line officialized by 

the dominant wing. But an International of this kind, although Marxist, 

would not have been Communist in the Russian sense. The proof is that 

when these left-wing Socialists did actually come together in the Vienna 

Conference of February, 1921, all they managed to achieve was the 

establishment of an informal working union whose proclaimed purpose 

was to try “to organize the International of the future” (Braunthal II, 

233). The participants, mostly pacifists and left-wingers who had re- 

sisted the official line in 1914-18, included representatives of the exiled 

Mensheviks. They were all denounced in the most violent language by 

Lenin, and although for a time they had a considerable following in 

Western Europe, they never succeeded in dislodging either the Commu- 

nists or the reformist Social Democrats. After a brief interval the whole 

enterprise was abandoned and the old International reconstituted (at 

Hamburg, in May, 1923) asa union of all Socialist parties not affiliated 

to the Communist International (Braunthal II, 264). 

If for a moment we ignore the fortunes of the Western labor move- 

ment and fix our attention upon the origins of the Third International, 

we are confronted with the significance of the Russian Revolution and 

Leninism—a theme that relates back to our earlier chapter on the rise of 

Russian socialism between 1840 and 1880. It has been shown that this 

movement arose in response to problems peculiar to Tsarist Russia: 

notably the agrarian question, the dispute over the future of the village 

commune, and the role of the radical intelligentsia in a country where 

there was as yet no significant workers’ movement. Some of these 

features had parallels in Italy and Spain, also in Rumania, Yugoslavia, 

Poland, Hungary, and Bulgaria. In the main, though, the Russian devel- 

opment was unique, and Bolshevism remained a distinctly national 

phenomenon. This was recognized by Polish Marxists such as Rosa 
Luxemburg and her associates, who on some occasions before 1914 

cooperated with Lenin. There was no common denominator, for the 

simple reason that Lenin had revived the central core of the Populist 
inheritance, in the “Jacobin” interpretation given to it by Tkachev. 

Although a Marxist—in his own estimation the most orthodox of Marx- 



DS A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

ists—he was from the start temperamentally out of tune with the politi- 

cal strategy developed between 1880 and 1900 by Plekhanov. His 

organizational model, systematically worked out from 1902 onward, 

was centralist and dictatorial: not merely for the usual conspiratorial 

reasons (which anyhow ceased to be operative after 1905, when Russia 

obtained a parliamentary constitution, with legal political parties and a 

free press) but because Lenin held that a revolutionary seizure of power 

could not be effected by a purely sectional labor movement or by a 

spontaneous rising of the 1848 type. There had to be effective central- 

ized leadership by a political elite sealed off from the mass movement: 

an organization of “professional revolutionaries,” as they came to be 

called. This was quite in accordance with the ancient doctrines of the 

Russian “Jacobins.” In some respects, indeed, Lenin’s guiding principles 

went back to Chernyshevsky. They were not, however, in accordance 

with Social Democratic teaching, and Lenin at no time of his career was 

what might be termed an orthodox Social Democrat (Haimson, 92 ff.). 

Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov (1870-1924), better known as Lenin, was 

the heir of Chernyshevsky, Dobrolyubov, and all those intelligentsia 

radicals of the 1860’s who, in a phrase occasionally employed by their 

spiritual descendants, were determined to “swim against the stream of 

history.” Chernyshevsky’s novel Chto Delat? (What Is To Be Done?) 

was already Lenin’s bible before he came across Marx, and it remained 

the single most important factor in determining his intellectual and 

moral values (Valentinov, 63-68). It is a commonplace that the event 

which launched the young Ulyanov on his revolutionary career was the 

execution of his elder brother for conspiring against the life of the Tsar. 

Alexander Ulyanov went to the scaffold on May 8, 1887, following the 

discovery of an amateurish terrorist plot, and it took Vladimir thirty 

years to avenge him. These biographical details enter into our theme 

only in so far as they help one to grasp the logic that led from Lenin’s 

impassioned study of Chernyshevsky in 1887 to the publication in 

1902 of his own Chto Delat?—the work in which he set out his political 

and organizational creed. The doctrine advanced in this seminal piece of 

writing was superficially patterned on the existing Socia! Democratic 

model but diverged from it at the decisive point: the political party was 

to be rigorously independent of the “spontaneous” workers’ move- 

ment, condemned as it was by its nature (according to Lenin) to the 

perpetuation of a merely corporatist or trade-unionist form of class 
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consciousness. Socialism transcended the narrow class horizon of the 

labor movement; hence the historic aims of the proletariat could not be 

entrusted to leaders who contented themselves with expressing the sec- 

tional economic aims of the working class. For practical purposes this 

meant that the party had to be made up of “professionals” drawn from 

the intelligentsia. Needless to say, this was never stated in so many 

words. It is not even certain that Lenin realized what he was doing 
when around 19034 he constructed an organization whose ideological 

purity was guaranteed by the circumstance that its self-appointed lead- 

ers were not controlled by a membership which in any case was largely 

made up of students and déclassé members of the landed gentry. Be 

that as it may, Bolshevism came into being on the eve of the 1905 

upheaval as a political grouping which was nominally Social Democratic 

and in actual fact Blanquist or Jacobinical. Its luckless opponents, the 

Mensheviks, took some time to grasp what Lenin was up to, and when 

they finally realized that he was not a Social Democrat at all, it was too 

late (Haimson, 183 ff.). 

Bolshevism and Menshevism parted company at the Second Congress 

of the (illegal and conspiratorial) Russian Social Democratic movement, 

held abroad in July-August, 1903. “In the curious setting of a London 

socialist church” (Haimson, 174), having been expelled from Brussels 

by the Belgian authorities in response to protests from the Tsarist gov- 

ernment, the conferees resumed their sessions on August 11 and in due 

course split over Lenin’s draft proposals concerning the rules of party 

membership. The Menshevik standpoint was adequately formulated by 

Julius Martov (Iulii Osipovich Tsederbaum, 1873-1923) when he de- 

clared, “In our eyes, the labor party is not limited to an organization of 

professional revolutionaries. It consists of them, plus the entire combi- 

nation of the active leading elements of the proletariat” (/bid., 176). 

Lenin would have none of this, and the schism followed, with Trotsky 

joining Martov, while Plekhanov sided with Lenin. Thereafter the Men- 

shevik group (the term literally signifies “minority”) was led by Martov, 

Axelrod, and Trotsky, all three of them Jews, as were most of their 

articulate adherents. With the exception of a Georgian group in the 

Caucasus which formed itself somewhat later, Menshevism thereafter 

came to represent a current within the Jewish intelligentsia, plus a 

“labor aristocracy” of the better educated and unionized skilled work- 

ing men in Russia’s two capital cities, who favored a democratic organi- 
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zation on the European pattern and in general tended toward the Social 

Democratic model. 

It is somehow typical of the suicidal spirit which from the start 

presided over this ill-starred faction that its leaders permitted their 

Bolshevik opponents to fasten the damaging term “‘minorityites” upon 

them. In 1904 they secured the reluctant adherence of Plekhanov, but 

even this did not save them. Plekhanov quite correctly pointed out that 

Lenin’s political and organizational doctrine was in flat contradiction to 

everything Marx and Engels had said on the subject (Haimson, 193). 

This was true enough, but not wholly relevant: after all, the real ques- 

tion was whether the German model was suitable for Russia. Moreover, 

Plekhanov fell into the then customary error of interpreting Marx’s 

historical materialism to signify that economic necessity would some- 

how by an automatic process carry the working class to power. We have 

already seen that this fatalistic creed became the ruin of German Social 

Democracy. Lenin did not hesitate to reject it, but he had some trouble 

with the formulation of his own standpoint. It was one thing to say 

that the revolutionary intelligentsia had hitherto spread radical ideas 

among the people: neither Plekhanov nor anyone else denied it. It was 

quite another matter to affirm as a point of principle that the labor 
movement would never rise to a level of political maturity such that it 

could dispense with a “vanguard” of “professional revolutionaries.” Yet 

this was precisely what Lenin asserted, although he did not always 

express himself with complete clarity on the subject. His terminological 

obscurities enabled him and his group to go on operating within the 

broader Russian and international Social Democratic movement, while 

his opponents vainly tried to persuade the leaders of the Second Inter- 

national that the Bolsheviks were not really democratic socialists at all. 

Moreover, from time to time the two factions cooperated and indeed 

held joint congresses. In consequence, when the split was made irrevo- 

cable in 1912-14, it left Lenin’s group in the stronger position. “The 

Russian ‘Gironde,’ led by Martov, missed its opportunity to crush the 

Russian ‘Montagne’ and its Robespierre. From that point the initiative 

passed into the hands of Lenin” (Getzler, 132). 

A personal factor entered into the matter: Lenin and Martov had in 

1895 jointly organized an illegal Marxist organization in Petersburg; 

they had both been deported to Siberia thereafter; and in 1900-1901, 

once safely abroad, they joined Plekhanov and others in founding 
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the periodical /skra as an organ of revolutionary socialism. From 1900 

to 1903 Martov, like Lenin, devoted considerable energy to the struggle 

against the consistent reformists in the Russian socialist movement, 

whose platform could accurately be described as “trade-unionist,” in 

that it did not center on the political overthrow of the autocracy. In 

the process, Martov committed himself to attitudes not easily distin- 

guishable from Lenin’s, in that he too insisted on the absolute para- 

mountcy of politics. Hence the split of 1903 placed him in the awk- 

ward position of having affirmed the need for political revolution, while 

refusing to accept Lenin’s leadership, his organizational model, and his 

consistent advocacy of armed violence. Martov would have nothing to 

do with “revisionists” and “reformists,”’ whereas he repeatedly showed 

himself ready to cooperate with the Bolsheviks and to envisage a formal 

reunion with them. In consequence, the final split in 1912, when Lenin 

proclaimed his own group “the party” and broke off relations with 

Menshevik left-wingers who had previously worked with him, found 

Martov in no position to offer serious resistance. 

Bolshevism possessed a strategic advantage that its rivals could not 

match: its very primitivism appealed to the masses of the newly formed 

Russian factory proletariat, whereas the Mensheviks could make an 

impact only on a thin stratum of Europeanized workers. It is note- 

worthy that by 1913 the Bolsheviks had won control of the Metal 

Workers Union in Petersburg, so that even before the outbreak of war 

in 1914 the Mensheviks had in fact lost the fight. Martov at that time 

still drew some comfort from the discovery that in Bolshevik strong- 

holds such as Moscow and the Urals their intellectual leadership was 

weak and that many leading Bolsheviks (Bogdanov, Lunacharsky, Pok- 

rovsky, and others) had for various reasons parted company with Len- 

in. He could not well foresee that after 1917 most of them would 

return to the fold or that Trotsky, his principal ally in these factional 

quarrels from 1904 to 1914, would go over to the Bolsheviks in the 

summer of 1917, just in time to be put in charge of the October uprising 

(the date relates to the old calendar). As Martov saw the situation on 

the eve of war’s outbreak in 1914, all that had then remained of the 

Bolshevik leadership was 

...a handful of people literally without names, or with names that 

had an unsavoury ring, a group which belonged rather to the intellec- 
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tual Lumpenproletariat than to the intelligentsia. Having taken the 

baton into their hands, they turned corporals, carrying the name of 

one iiitellectual—Lenin—as their ideological banner. If by taking the 

baton they could turn corporal, this means that in the Bolshevik 

section of the proletariat there was a demand for such a baton and 
for such corporals. (Getzler, 137) 

Most of the Russian proletariat, “romantic, primitive and rebel- 

lious,” yearned for revolution and eventually got it. These masses of 

people, only recently uprooted from their villages and still at a primi- 

tive level of consciousness, hungered and thirsted for the sort of leader- 

ship the Bolsheviks offered. Had the Europeanization of Russia contin- 

ued for a few more decades, this stage would have passed and a Social 

Democratic form of Marxism might have gained the mass following it 

lacked in 1917. But it was not to be. The Tsarist autocracy, by plunging 

into war in 1914, committed suicide and dragged the country with it. 

When Lenin arrived at the Finland station in April, 1917, he was able to 

arouse mass emotions of the sort Bakunin had once vainly hoped for: 

not only the desire for an immediate end to the war, but a raging 

determination to smash the existing state and society, plant the red flag 

on the Winter Palace, and proclaim the dictatorship of workers and 

peasants. Still, it all depended on one man being present at the right 

moment. Without Lenin there would have been no October Revolution; 

as to that the historians have left us in no doubt. For even the oldest 

and stoutest Bolsheviks in 1917 were not prepared for the sort of 

platform Lenin brought back from his long European exile. The Tsarist 

regime had fallen, and most of them were ready to work within the 

framework of a democratic republic, elections and all, while awaiting 

their opportunity. It was Lenin who determined upon the immediate 

seizure of power, and he did so at least in part because he gambled on 

the coming revolution in Germany. Hence in 1917 he did what in 1905 

he had declared to be impossible: he came out for the full “maximum” 

program. 

The events of 1917 have been described countless times and cannot 

be recapitulated here. From our chosen angle what matters is the brief 

period between the fall of the Tsarist regime in March and the Bolshe- 

vik seizure of power in November (October according to the ancient 

pre-revolutionary calendar). During this interval it looked for a moment 
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as though European Social Democracy might be able to assert itself as a 

peace-making force. The chosen venue was Stockholm, where a confer- 

ence was to take place representing all member parties of the Socialist 

International (including those officially “at war” with one another) for 

the purpose of putting pressure on the belligerents to make peace. For a 

brief while, Stockholm became the symbol of the longing for peace felt 
by the workers in the principal European countries. A leading German 

Social Democrat wrote years later: ““The thought of Stockholm hovered 

over the trenches like some new star of Bethlehem... .For three 

months the thoughts of all the millions in the armies were concentrated 

on the discussions of the labour representatives.” The conference had 

been proposed by the “neutrals” but was eventually backed by the 

British Labour Party, the French and Italian Socialist parties, and 

numerous other labor organizations throughout the world. It was ve- 

toed by the Allied governments. It was also regarded with disfavor by 

Lenin, who did not want the war to end by a compromise peace, but 

through revolution. What followed is best described by the historian of 

the Socialist International: 

Lenin was the architect of the October Revolution; Trotsky was its 

brilliant chief of staff. Their accomplices were the statesmen of the 

imperialist Western powers. By frustrating the convening of the 

Stockholm Conference they had played straight into Lenin’s hands. 

For he had also wanted to frustrate it....The breakdown of the 

Stockholm Conference also created the most favorable psychological 

climate for Lenin’s coup d'état. To the masses Stockholm had 

symbolized their hopes for an end to the war... .The Bolshevik 

conquest of the Moscow and St. Petersburg Soviets in the election of 

September 1917 enabled Lenin to overcome the desperate resistance 

within his own party against the idea of an armed rising. And it was 

only the control over the St. Petersburg Soviet which gave Trotsky 

the military instrument necessary to carry through the coup d état. 

(Braunthal II, 91-92) 

In Communist parlance, the soviets became a substitute for elected 

parliaments and the instrument of proletarian dictatorship. In ac- 

tual fact they were from the start controlled and manipulated by what- 

ever political party gained the upper hand within them. They had been 

thrown up by the revolutionary wave, spontaneous creations of a mass 
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movement which chose this organizational form. But they never held 

political power, and the notion of a “soviet government,” in the sense 

of a direct representation of the workers and peasants, was a myth. 

The subsequent fortunes of Communism as an international move- 

ment were basically determined by the fact that the German working 

class was not revolutionary in temper, nor was there a revolutionary 

“vanguard” in the Bolshevik sense, that is to say an organization ca- 

pable of seizing political control even in the absence of immediate mass 

support. The Third International thus got under way with a perspec- 

tive that turned out to be wholly mistaken. By the time the delegates 

assembled in Moscow, the Spartacist rising in Berlin had been 

crushed, the handful of German Communists had been driven under- 

ground, and the leaders of the newly founded party—above all Karl 

Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg—had been murdered. This disaster 

was not the temporary setback it appeared to be at the time. It signified 

that there was not in Germany a “revolutionary situation” at all. There 

never would be, for reasons that were plain to Luxemburg before her 

untimely death, if not to Lenin and Trotsky: the great majority of the 

German working class was willing to give the Social Democrats a 

chance, and the peasants were for the most part conservative and hos- 

tile even to democracy, to say nothing of socialism, the very notion of 

which they abominated. To say that the Bolsheviks misjudged the Ger- 

man situation is an understatement. In their eyes the apparent passivity 

of the working class was simply and solely due to the cowardice and 

treachery of the Social Democrats. Given resolute leadership, the 

masses could be set in motion. This never occurred, nor could it have 

happened, even though a Communist mass party did eventually come 

into being. Years were to pass before it began to dawn on Communist 

theorists that in an advanced industrial country there just was no popu- 

lar sentiment for the sort of revolution that had swept across Russia in 

LON7: 

This discovery still left room for one more illusion: that the crisis of 

capitalism, once it took the form of mass unemployment, would radi- 

calize the whole of society. This became the esoteric faith of the Com- 

intern theorists in the later 1920’s. When matters were put to the test 

between 1930 and 1933, it turned out that the Communists had a 

substantial following only among the unemployed, while the unionized 

workers who still had jobs clung to their Social Democratic faith. The 
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middle class, the peasantry, and large numbers of the intelligentsia 

attached themselves to a demagogue who spoke the familiar language of 

nationalism, populism, and pseudo-socialist rant against ‘Jewish finan- 

ciers.” This phenomenon of “National Socialism’? mobilized plebeian 

sentiments which had been dormant in Central Europe since the failure 

of 1848. To that extent it was a parody of the democratic revolution, 

with the significant difference that its ideology was from the start 

anti-Western and anti-liberal. Secondly, “National Socialism,” while at 

no time anticapitalist, was sufficiently indifferent to Jaissez-faire to 

permit public works, state intervention, and deficit financing on a scale 

adequate to mop up the millions of unemployed whom the Weimar 

Republic had left to starve (and for whom the S.P.D. and the trade 

unions it controlled had done nothing). Fascism thus appeared as an 

alternative to liberalism and Marxism alike, and this circumstance gave 

it considerable appeal for a time: here—so it seemed—was a solution of 

the economic problem which guaranteed full employment while leav- 

ing private property intact. That the phenomenon was made possible 

only by rearmament was another matter. Between 1933 and 1939, 

when Germany went to war, National Socialism won a mass following, 

including the bulk of the working class. This discovery spelled the end 

of Leninism and Trotskyism alike, for Trotsky had taken over from 

Lenin the belief that the German working class was potentially revolu- 

tionary. By 1929, however (Trotsky having been expelled from Russia), 
the C.P.S.U. had already recovered from its brief flirtation with world- 

transforming utopianism. Under the leadership of J. V. Stalin 

(1879-1953), it was about to take the plunge into the “second revolu- 

tion” which would transform the Soviet Union into a major industrial 
power. 

In the light of what actually occurred in the half century leading up 

to 1939, it is worth pondering Plekhanov’s confident announcement, at 

the foundation congress of the Socialist International in Paris in 1889, 

that the coming Russian revolution “will succeed as a workers’ revolu- 

tion or it will not succeed at all” (Schapiro, The Communist Party of 

the Soviet Union, 19). His listeners must have felt reasonably certain 

that he was talking about the distant future—as, indeed, he himself 

seems to have thought, for he can hardly have foreseen that one of his 

own pupils would go back on his teachings and revert to the Jacobinism 

of the 1860’s. Nonetheless this is just what happened. In retrospect one 
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may say that while Bolshevism was an accident in the sense that it 

needed Lenin to produce it, the failure of Social Democratic strategy in 

its orthodox form was not. Tsarist Russia simply was not the sort of 

country where a party of this type could come to power, although 

under different circumstances it might have grown into a mass move- 

ment. The specific character of Bolshevism was determined by the 

Populist inheritance: that is to say, by Lenin’s determination to effect a 

seizure of political power by a coup d’état and then to ignite the fires 

latent in Russia’s unsolved peasant problem. For obvious reasons there 

could be no repetition of this experience on West European soil, which 

is why the Communist International was condemned to failure from the 

day of its birth. It was too “Russian” to suit the Germans, let alone the 

other Europeans; on the other hand, it was too “European” to make 

much of a dent in Asia, Africa, or Latin America. These realities dis- 

closed themselves gradually and painfully. During the interval between 

1919 and 1939 the International provided millions of people with a 

myth: faith in a proletarian revolution triumphant in Russia and des- 

tined to become global. 

It has become a commonplace to say that the myth was shattered by 

the reality of Stalinism: the term signifying not merely the horrors of 

despotic collectivization of peasant farming in 1929-32, the institution 

of slave-labor camps for millions, and the bloody purges of the later 

1930’s, but also the growing cynicism of the regime, culminating in the 

Stalin-Hitler pact of 1939, the partition of Poland, and the systematic 

prostitution of the Communist International in the interest of expand- 

ing the power of the Soviet Union. There is no occasion to quarrel with 

these judgments, which are only too well founded. However, something 

needs to be said about the fortunes of Communism as a doctrine after 

Lenin had left the scene in January, 1924. The subsequent internal 

struggles within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union are com- 

monly discussed in terms of a personal duel between Stalin and Trot- 

sky, whereas in reality Stalin and his faction occupied an intermediate 

position between a Trotskyist “left wing” and a “right wing” led by N. 

Bukharin (1888-1938) and others who stood for a compromise with the 

peasantry, a slow tempo of industrialization, peaceful relations with the 

West, and democratization at home. Stalin’s triumph over these oppo- 

nents, and the consequent decision to embark upon forced-draft indus- 

trialization and a permanent reign of terror, has often been described. 
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In our context it is relevant to inquire what Leninism, Stalinism, Trot- 

skyism, and Bukharinism signified internationally for the world Com- 

munist movement. 

Toward the end of his active life, in 1922-23, Lenin had come to 

view the Russian Revolution as a link in a chain of global upheavals 

which in the long run would shatter Western capitalism and its political 

expression, imperialism. The wars and revolutions inherent in the decay 

of the system would establish an unbreakable alliance between the 

Asian peasant and the European or American city-worker. This was the 

long-term perspective to which all factions adhered after Lenin’s death. 

It left room for differences over strategy and tactics, above all the 

question whether the defense of the Soviet Union should in all circum- 

stances take precedence over the interests of the Communist Interna- 

tional. By answering this question in the negative, Leon Trotsky 

(1879-1940) inevitably cut himself off from the majority of the Party 

(to say nothing of Russian popular sentiment) and thus ensured his 

downfall, already consummated by 1930, a decade before his own 

physical liquidation at the hands of a Stalinist assassin. Trotskyism was 

largely a repeat performance of the suicidal tactics which a generation 

earlier had led to the collapse of Menshevism. The Bukharinist faction, 

which stood for peace abroad and gradual democratization at home, 

suffered from a different kind of weakness. Unlike the Trotskyist opposi- 

tion, it was thoroughly “Russian” and quite commonsensical as to the 

chances of a proletarian revolution in Germany, which it rightly judged to 

be nil. Its weakness lay in a failure to follow through with its own logic. 

This would have required the liquidation of the terrorist dictatorship 

and the institution of a more or less democratic regime giving proper 

weight to the peasantry. Such a course would have been popular with 

the majority of the working class, but not with the party membership 

which thirsted for full-blooded communism. In the long run it probably 

would have paid off economically. It was, however, incompatible with 

the decision taken by the real controllers—the political bureaucracy at 

the center of the state apparatus—in the late 1920’s, which was to turn 

the Soviet Union into a great industrial and military power able to meet 

the “imperialists” on equal terms. 

By adopting this course of action, which was urged upon him by the 

planners, the managers of heavy industry, the military leaders, and the 

secret police, and then sticking to it at the cost of millions of lives, 
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Stalin ensured the triumph of his faction and the acceptance of his own 

personal despotism (Nettl, The Soviet Achievement, 115 ff.). Stalinism, 

then, was the outcome of a uniquely terrible situation: a country al- 

ready devastated by years of civil war, an inert peasantry and working 

class, a tradition of bureaucratic despotism, and the rule of a terrorist 

party apparatus able and willing to enforce its authority by the deliber- 

ate slaughter of millions in labor camps and man-made famines. No one 

will ever know the precise human cost of Stalin’s “iron age” (setting 

aside the military losses in 1941-45); but 20 million dead seems a 

reasonable estimate, if one includes the millions of Ukrainian peasants 

deliberately left to starve in 1932-33 “to teach them a lesson.” In 

principle the regime might have adopted Bukharin’s policy of social 

peace and cooperation with the peasantry—and perhaps would have 

done so had Lenin lived a few years longer. But the mere fact that so 

much depended on the accident of one man’s presence points up the 

dangers inherent in despotism. 

The International was thus sacrificed to the short-range political 

aims of a regime which became ever more closely identified with the 

interests of the Soviet Union and, specifically, of its new ruling stratum. 

Having been amalgamated with the state apparatus, the Party was inevi- 

tably bureaucratized, and this circumstance facilitated the eventual tri- 

umph of the Stalinist faction, whose inner core rested on the terrorist 

apparatus of the secret police. The Trotskyist opposition, which after 

Trotsky’s expulsion from the Party (1927) and from the territory of 

the Soviet Union (1929) reconstituted itself on an international basis, 

never acquired an important following and in the end dwindled away 

into an unimportant sect with a small! following among the intelligent- 

sia. While Stalinism came to represent the reality of the Soviet regime, 

Trotskyism stood for the utopian side of Communism: belief in an 

imminent world revolution. These rival positions found their embodi- 

ment in the personalities of Lenin’s two principal heirs after his 

death in 1924. In this sense, they may be described as different aspects 

of Leninism, but they were likewise caricatures of Lenin’s own theory 

and practice, which was a good deal more flexible and in the end 

perhaps closer to Bukharin’s moderate standpoint. Neither Stalin nor 

Trotsky ever managed to establish the sort of practical and theoretical 

equilibrium that was the secret of Lenin’s success. Stalin identified 
himself totally with the interests of the Soviet state, Trotsky with the 
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revolutionary aims imputed to the world proletariat. The resulting mur- 

derous cleavage, which rent the Communist movement and caused tor- 

rents of blood to be spilled by the victorious Stalinist faction, con- 

cealed a theoretical difference no less profound, and in the long run of 

greater importance, than the political and personal hatreds that ani- 

mated the participants and for years monopolized the foreground of 

events. 

In his empirical fashion—for he lacked any sort of theoretical capac- 

ity and indeed can hardly be thought to have understood what he was 

doing—Stalin had stumbled on a major discovery. He had come to 

realize that a revolutionary party in control of the state could under 

modern conditions undertake a radical reorganization of the “economic 

infrastructure.’ Once in possession of political power, the party—pro- 

vided it was animated by the necessary ruthlessness—could employ the 

state apparatus for the purpose of effecting a social revolution from 

above. This was a discovery of great importance. It was also a complete 

innovation. The French Revolution had witnessed nothing of the sort. 

On the contrary, the Robespierrist experiment had failed precisely be- 

cause in those days it was not possible for men in control of the 

political sphere to stand society on its head. When the more romantic 

Jacobin terrorists tried something of the sort, they were promptly got 

rid of by tneir colleagues, and in the end Napoleon confirmed the 

bourgeoisie in all its property rights, even though he paid no attention 

to its political and ideological claims. 

Now Trotsky—like Martov and the Mensheviks before him—had al- 

ways assumed that the Russian Revolution was basically subject to the 

same sort of fatality that had dogged its French precursor. In the then 

prevailing fashion, he interpreted Marxism to mean that the “political 

superstructure” would reflect the automatism of the class struggle, 

which in turn was rooted in the production relations of the economic 

order. This after all was what historical materialism was supposed to be 

about. It never seems to have occurred to him—any more than to Plek- 

hanov, Martov, or Axelrod, who had already broken with Lenin on this 

issue—that the Marxian analysis was applicable only to bourgeois so- 

ciety, specifically to the process of the bourgeois revolution. What Marx 

would have thought of the matter it is impossible to say, since he was 

never confronted with the phenomenon of a society that no longer 

rested on market relations and the automatism of economically deter- 
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mined class conflict. Lenin (as we have seen) already possessed a clear 

awareness that the orthodox approach to the political seizure of 

power was inadequate. But since he thought of the coming Russian 

revolution as a “bourgeois” one—in the sense that the Tsarist autoc- 

racy would fall because it was being undermined by an economic 
process—he had no need to revise his basic assumptions. Nor did Stalin 

do so. He merely behaved as though the possession of power was ade- 

quate to his purpose, as indeed it was. In the mid-1930’s it began to 

dawn on him and his closest associates that the European working class 

was not revolutionary. Being concerned primarily with the interests of 

the Soviet Union, this did not bother him—it merely induced him to 

take an increasingly cynical view of the international Communist move- 

ment. As for Trotsky, he went on analyzing political conflicts (includ- 

ing his own conflict with what he called “the Soviet bureaucracy”’) in 

sociological terms, evidently blind to the fact that sociology by its 

nature could never clarify a purely political issue. One may say that he 

regarded the political sphere—the state—as a neutral arena of class con- 

flict. It never occurred to him or his followers that the modern state 

might have an autonomy of its own and that a party in control of it 

could make nonsense of all the “laws” of economics. To that extent 

Trotsky, for all his revolutionary fervor, remained a Menshevik, whereas 

the Stalinists drew the logical conclusion from Lenin’s approach by 
treating the Communist Party as the infallible representation of the 

General Will: a self-activating force able to make a revolution, if neces- 

sary against the working class! 

The Fascist seizure of power in Italy after 1922 had already brought 

into question some of the principles with which Socialists and Commu- 

nists in those days still approached the political problem: that is to say, 

the problem of power. Mussolini, a former Socialist converted to na- 

tionalism in the course of World War I, formed his party out of officers, 

students, white-collar workers, and the unemployed; equipped it with 

a pseudo-socialist ideology in large part inherited from the prewar 

Syndicalists; and then launched it against the organized working class. 

His capture of power was facilitated by the ruling Liberals, who were 

split among themselves and in the end decided to take him into partner- 

ship to ward off a wholly imaginary Communist danger. Moreover, 

Fascism had the tacit consent of the monarchy (which controlled the 

army) and the Vatican, though not of the Catholic peasant masses, 
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whose party, the Popolari, was destroyed by Mussolini with 

the active connivance of the Church hierarchy. In consequence of all 

this, it became a Communist dogma that Fascism was a purely reaction- 

ary phenomenon born from the confusion and despair of the petty 

bourgeoisie, and Mussolini himself the paid servant of the financial oli- 
garchy. In actual fact, the Fascist movement was pseudo-revolutionary, 

and its ideology, a weird attempt to combine socialism with imperial- 

ism, was part of a general European current. Its intellectual antecedents 

in part went back to Sorel, whose followers had already worked out 

some elements of the Fascist ideology before 1914. Its popular 
appeal was due to the exploitation of nationalism, a sentiment it took 

Moscow a long time to understand. A serious analysis of the whole 

phenomenon became possible only after the Communists had got over 

their primitive economic determinism and their habit of treating poli- 

tics as a “reflex” of the class struggle. In the later 1940’s the Italian 

Communist Party evolved a more sophisticated approach by drawing on 

the theoretical legacy of its co-founder, Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937). 

But during the decisive years of the anti-Fascist struggle in Europe, 

from 1933 to 1939, the Communist International remained the pris- 

oner of its inadequate doctrines (Cammett, passim; Tarrow, 96 ff.). 
To sum up: the Third International was founded in the expectation 

of a proletarian revolution in the industrially advanced countries of 

Central and Western Europe, an event destined never to take place. When 

no such upheaval occurred, the Communist parties inevitably became 

mere appendages of the Soviet regime. For the rest they spent most of 

their time and energy denouncing their Socialist rivals. When in the 

1930’s the depression and the spread of mass unemployment stimulated 

the growth of radical movements, there was some increase in the size of 

the Communist following, but it was the Fascists who reaped the major 

benefit. This was in part owing to their ability to exploit nationalist 

sentiments, the despair of a ruined middle class, and the connivance of 

the state apparatus. But the crucial factor was the resolve of the Fascist 

leaders to center all their efforts on the political and ideological 

spheres, while ignoring economics and the class struggle. To put it 

crudely, they were solely concerned with the seizure of power. They 

too had a “vanguard” concept, but they intended the ruling elite to be 
classless, whereas Leninism laid it down that the Communist Party must 

represent the working class, a term so defined as to exclude practically 



266 A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

everyone who was not a manual laborer. It was only after Stalin had 

destroyed Lenin’s party in the purges of 1934-38 that totalitarian Com- 

munism became a serious rival of totalitarian Fascism. 

For the essence of the new post-Leninist doctrine was just this: the 

recognition that the party did not represent the working class. This 

fact, however, could not be publicly proclaimed, whence the peculiar 

mental and morai climate of Stalinism, with its esoteric truths for the 

elect and its lies for the masses. Stalinism and Fascism were thus able 

from about 1939 onward to compete on equal terms because they 

shared a common faith in the omnipotence of the state—concretely, of 

the totalitarian apparatus in control of the politico-ideological sphere. 

In the end the Stalinists, being more systematic, proved able to beat the 

Fascists at their own game (largely by copying their methods). By then 

the Third International was dead and so was the faith in a revolutionary 

mission of the proletariat. What took its place was a mortal conflict 

between two rival movements which shared a common conviction: the 

certainty that elites in possession cf power could reorganize society, by 

force, from above. In this sense Stalinism and Fascism were both “‘tech- 

nocratic”’ as well as totalitarian, for the residual differences between 

them, although important, did not inhibit them from recognizing that it 

had become possible to do away with democracy and the labor move- 

ment. By the 1940’s, then, Communism had ceased to represent the 

working class, while Fascism had escaped from bourgeois control. Lib- 

eral democracy crumbled, and on its ruins the two great totalitarian 

movements enacted the dreadful spectacle of a European civil war. 

3. Laborism and Democracy 

The Socialist-Communist split had occurred during the decade fol- 

lowing the outbreak of war in 1914. It was formalized and rendered 

permanent in 1924, when a revived Socialist International confronted a 

world Communist movement centered on Moscow: two rival Interna- 

tionals, as there had been after the split of 1872 which divided Socialists 

from Anarchists. This time the struggle was global and it encompassed 

entire continents. In a certain fundamental sense Lenin had come to 

occupy the vacant throne of Bakunin; but there was an important 

difference. Bakunin had been the opponent of Marx, whereas Lenin 
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spoke in his name and denounced Social Democracy as a reformist 

perversion of the true doctrine. Superficially the conflict was oyer rival 

interpretations of Marxism, for the majority of German, Austrian, 

French, Italian, and Spanish Socialists considered themselves Marxists. 

In actual fact the split had been brought about by the Bolshevik seizure 

of power and the establishment of a regime which repudiated the 

heritage of bourgeois democracy, including political freedom and the 

rule of law. Western Socialism was henceforth defined by its commit- 

ment to democratic principles, which the Communists dismissed as no 

longer valid. “Communism,” then, was not synonymous with Marxism. 

In so far as it embodied the theory and practice of the Russian 

Revolution, it signified “Marxism-Leninism” and was so understood by 

all concerned. Was Democratic Socialism therefore to be identified with 

“orthodox” Marxism as against Lenin’s heresies? There were those who 

took this view—notably Kautsky’s pupils, the Austro-Marxists—but it 

was far from being universally shared. For growing numbers of 

Socialists, a pragmatic attachment to the labor movement’s aims, plus 

defense of democracy against all comers, became the yardstick of 

fidelity to the Social Democratic tradition. 

The resulting practical problems, largely related to the running of a 

planned economy under conditions of political freedom and democratic 

control, will be briefly considered in the final chapter. Here we can 

only summarize that part of the story which comes under the heading 

of political history. For practical purposes the decisive areas, from the 

standpoint of anyone concerned with the fortunes of democratic 

Socialism during this period, were Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, 

France, Italy, Great Britain, Belgium, Holland, Switzerland, and Scandi- 

navia. Their fortunes varied considerably. The French Socialist Party 

split at Tours in December, 1920, when a majority of the delegates 

joined the Third International, taking about two-thirds of the member- 

ship with them (Wohl, 114 ff.). Italian Socialism was crushed by the 

Fascist dictatorship, which after 1925 became fully totalitarian and 

systematically banned all rival political organizations. Elsewhere less 

ground was lost because not much had been won in the first place. 
Spanish Socialism played an important role in establishing the short- 

lived Republic in 1931, but a few years later it became one of the 

principal casualties of the civil war. The Latin American parties—for the 

most part offshoots from the West European stem and sustained by 



268 A SHoRT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

immigrants from Italy and Spain—hardly counted, save in Chile and 

Argentina. In the United States, the Socialist movement had reached its 

peak on the eve of 1914, declining thereafter in part because it was not 

sufficiently “nativist” to withstand successive waves of governmental 

repression and patriotic resentment, directed first (in 1917) against 
pacifist or pro-German Social Democrats and later against Communist 

sympathizers with the Russian Revolution who were mostly immigrants 

from Eastern Europe (Bell, 96 ff.). The Japanese movement was sup- 

pressed by a military dictatorship after 1931 and became genuinely 

important, in numbers anyway, only after Japan’s defeat in 1945 and 

the establishment of a parliamentary constitution. 

In Europe the two crucial areas were Germany and Great Britain. 

After what has been said about German Social Democracy’s record, it 

should occasion no surprise that Central Europe proved to be a disaster 

area: by 1934 German and Austrian Socialism had been destroyed. The 

relevant section in Braunthal’s authoritative history of the International 

(II, 347 ff.) is duly labelled “The Catastrophe,” and the chapter de- 

voted to the Weimar Republic bears the grim caption “The Death Strug- 

gle of German Socialism.” In contrast, the preceding chapter is head- 

lined “Victory and Defeat in Britain.” A corresponding account of 

Social Democracy’s steady progress in Scandinavia since about 1920 

would be an undiluted success story, but this circumstance points to a 

rather awkward conclusion: reformist socialism worked best in small 

civilized countries where democracy was not an issue, class tensions 

were not very acute, and military problems hardly impinged upon the 

life of the average citizen. Even so, progress might be slowed by lin- 

guistic and national conflicts, as in Belgium, or by religious divisions, as 

in Holland, where even after 1945 the ancient cleavage between Catho- 

lics and Protestants absorbed much of the country’s political energy. 

Here too the “ideological superstructure” presented obstacles which 

were a good deal more stubborn than old-fashioned labor leaders had 
supposed. The antipodes provided a similar example: a powerful Labor 

Party had come into existence in Australia before 1914, and its leaders 

more than once formed governments based on parliamentary majorities. 

But the party was not socialist; its motive force was largely derived 

from the ancient antagonism dividing a predominantly Irish Catholic 

working class from an English Protestant business community; and it 

displayed a regrettable tendency to split over relatively trivial issues. 



Social Democracy and Communism: 1918-68 269 

For that matter, the British Labour Party was temporarily ruined by a 

more serious split in 1931, after having suffered the mortification of 

seeing the minority government of Ramsay MacDonald in 1929-31 ship- 

wrecked when unable to cope with mass unemployment. 

There is, however, a different way of looking at the matter. If one 

considers the situation in Western Europe a century after the founding 

of the First International in 1864, one cannot fail to see that most of 

the aims set out by the pioneers of the democratic labor movement at 

the peak of the Victorian era had been achieved or were close to fulfill- 
ment. In 1964, Social Democracy provided the governmental majority 

party in Great Britain and throughout most of Scandinavia; it had 

become a cooperating or competing partner—sometimes the stronger 

partner—of the Christian Democrats (representing respectable conserva- 

tism) in West Germany, Austria, Holland, Belgium, and Switzerland, 

joining in the administration of those countries or forming the official 

opposition. It still had powerful support in France, although since 1936 

it had lagged numerically behind the Communists, and it participated in 

the government of Italy. On the other hand, Democratic Socialism had 

irretrievably lost the positions it once held in Eastern Europe, where its 

survivors had been forcibly amalgamated with the ruling Communist 

parties after the Soviet occupation of the area in 1945-48. 
Geographically and culturally as well as politically, then, Social 

Democracy had come to be identified with one particular area of the 

world: Western Europe. Its short-term and long-term aims were predi- 

cated upon assumptions that made sense only in industrialized coun- 

tries with a solid democratic tradition. There were differences between 

wholesale nationalizers and advocates of a mixed economy with a large 

private sector, but whether they stood for socialization in the tradi- 

tional sense or had accommodated themselves to welfare-state policies 

and the mixed economy, all took for granted a certain social and cul- 

tural milieu characteristic of Western Europe and, outside Europe, to be 

found in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and perhaps Japan. This still 

left room for differences between Social Democrats in the narrow 

sense, who were content with reformist labor and welfare policies, and 

authentic Socialists who aimed at something qualitatively different 

from capitalism. These arguments were relevant to countries such as 
Britain, France, Germany, Austria, Italy, or Sweden; they had small 

import either for the poorer southern regions of Europe (Spain, Portu- 

L 
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gal, Greece) or for backward areas on the threshold of modernization. 

Outside Europe there was only one major country with an important 

Socialist party, and significantly it was Japan, now rapidly becoming a 

major industrial power. Yet Japan’s astonishing transformation was 

taking place under conservative-liberal auspices, with the Socialists 
seemingly condemned to the role of a permanent opposition, albeit a 

numerically powerful one. Elsewhere, notably in India, “socialism” had 

by 1969 become either the creed of an intelligentsia with no significant 

mass following or the ideological label attached to parties which in fact 

were nationalist, drawing their electoral support from the peasantry and 

their financial backing from the emerging class of industrial entrepre- 

neurs. In different forms, suitably adapted to the Buddhist tradition or 

the Islamic mentality, a similar situation prevailed temporarily in Burma, 

Indonesia, and Egypt. In all these areas, “‘socialism” became the ideol- 

ogy of the ruling political elites. In practice, these elites, whether mili- 

tary or civilian, governed dictatorially and attempted to industrialize 

and modernize the societies under their control along state-capitalist 

lines. The sole exception to this rule, Israel, was an industrial country 

largely peopled by European immigrants who had built up a genuine 

labor movement. Where no such movement existed, radical parties or 

sects had to seek a clientele among army officers, government clerks, 

students, and the unemployed. Not surprisingly, these strata tended in a 

fascist direction. Mussolini’s abortive experiment in Italy had sprung up 

in a situation where the ruling liberal oligarchy had come to rely on a 

reformist labor bureaucracy to keep it in office at the expense of the 

peasantry and the swelling army of urban unemployed. Where this sort 

of situation duplicated itself, as it did in parts of Latin America, demo- 

cratic socialism was thrown on the defensive or even blotted out alto- 

gether. 

Put schematically, the Socialist movement since the 1930’s had to 

fight on two fronts: against the Third International, which tried to 

universalize the Bolshevik experience; and against conservative or liberal 

parties which continued to defend private ownership (including peasant 

ownership), free enterprise in a market economy, and the cultural 

values of a propertied or salaried middle class. This last-mentioned qual- 

ification is important for two reasons. First, the new salariat was middle 

class in its habits without being bourgeois in the economic sense 

of the term, since for the most part it owned no property. Hence its 
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principal concern was to ensure “full employment,” meaning job secur- 

ity for itself and its descendants. Secondly, the numerical weakening of 

the old middle class of farmers, shopkeepers, and small entrepreneurs 

steadily undermined the electoral basis of the conservative or liberal 

parties. The economic process thus assembled some of the precondi- 
tions for a peaceful take-over by way of majority rule. This perspective 

had since 1864 been the foundation of democratic socialism. Hence 

when the British Labour Party in 1918 adopted a socialist platform 

(drafted by Sidney Webb in person), what had once been called Marx- 

ism became the strategic guideline of Fabian practice in the world’s 

oldest and most mature industrial country—a country, moreover, in 

which parliamentary institutions were solidly based and a “Scandina- 

vian” type of development seemed probable. The Labour Party came 

close to winning a parliamentary majority in 1929, suffered defeat 

(through its own ineptitude in government between 1929 and 1931) 

two years later, obtained a genuine majority for the first time in 1945, 

was once more driven into opposition in 1951, and recovered parlia- 

mentary control in 1964-66 under conditions where anything beyond a 

very modest type of reformism was ruled out by Britain’s precarious 

external-trade position and her resultant dependence on foreign credi- 

tors. These ups and downs, however disappointing and inglorious, in 

sum amounted to a confirmation of the soundness of the original Fabi- 

an strategy. But the record also showed that in an ancient European 

country with a heavy dependence on foreign trade and a backlog of 

antiquated industries in urgent need of modernization, a Labour gov- 

ernment could not socialize the economy with the full support even of 

the working class (of which one-third consistently voted Conservative), 

let alone the salaried middle class. Moreover, the growing strength of 

trade unionism and political reformism bore fruit only after the impe- 

rial burden had been shed. Social Democracy thus showed itself able to 

govern more or less effectively only under conditions where economic, 

social, and cultural problems took precedence over all others, and 

where democracy was not seriously threatened. 

On the other hand, the Socialist-led Popular Front government in 
France between 1936 and 1938 was a complete failure. It cculd neither 

ensure full employment, nor prevent the flight of capital, nor yet con- 

duct a successful foreign policy. Its helpless passivity (to employ no 

stronger term) in the face of the Fascist assault on the Spanish Republic 
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in 1930-39 discredited it in the eyes of those surviving heirs of the 

Jacobin tradition who for a moment had thought that socialism might 

save the Republic. What in the end saved it, after the military debacle 
of 1940, was a national resistance movement in which the Socialists 

played an honorable (but not a decisive) part. The Italian record be- 

tween 1920 and 1945 was broadly similar, save that Fascism triumphed 

earlier and was only got rid of after defeat in war. And in Spain, where 

the Republic was crushed out of existence by military rebellion, clerical 

hostitity, Anarchist and Fascist lunacy, Stalinist treachery, and foreign 

intervention—the Socialist Party was too weak (possibly also too civi- 

lized) to triumph over this combination of destructive forces. 

If German and Austrian Social Democracy after 1918, while nomi- 

nally Marxist, became in effect reformist, there was no comparable 

issue after 1945, when the Allied victory in World War II ensured the 

more or less regular functioning of democratic institutions on the trun- 

cated territory of the German Federal Republic and in Austria. In these 

areas the Social Democrats duly abandoned the remaining vestiges of 

their past, although the Austrian party at least retained the goal of a 

socialized economy, with a public sector large enough to set standards 

for the remainder. The West German S.P.D. by contrast had by 1960 

been officially converted to economic liberalism and, at the close of 

1969, seemed destined to govern in partnership with the survivors of 

middle-class liberalism, after having proved its trustworthiness in a coa- 

lition with the Christian Democrats. The Party’s evolution since the war 

has often been described as an emancipation from Marxism. In actual 
fact its leadership after 1945 centered on the idiosyncratic per- 

sonality of Kurt Schumacher (1895-1952), a Lassallean who had spent 

the Hitler era in various prisons and concentration camps, and during 

those grim years formed the conviction that what had ruined the S.P.D. 
after 1918 was a lack of national backbone and excessive willingness to 

fulfill the terms of the 1919 Versailles treaty. In consequence, he set 

himself the task of uniting democratic socialism with German patri- 

otism, while at the same time he proclaimed that capitalism was fin- 

ished. This turned out to be a misconception. So far from being dead, 

German capitalism after 1950 flourished like the green bay tree. But 

what really undid Schumacher’s strategy of turning the S.P.D. into a 

great national-democratic movement was Germany’s partition and the 

constitution of the Bonn government in 1949 on a predominantly Ro- 
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man Catholic foundation, while East Germany was lopped off and 

transformed into a Russian satellite under Communist management. It 

did the S.P.D. little good with the voters that Schumacher placed 

national reunion in the forefront, accused the Adenauer regime of con- 

nivance with those in the West who wished to keep Germany divided, 

and denounced the Catholic Church as “the fifth occupying power.” 

His death in 1952 brought the abortive national-democratic experiment 

to a close, and his successors—led by the former Communist Herbert 
Wehner—in the Godesberg program of 1959 abandoned nationalism and 

socialism alike. Instead they committed the party to a vaguely humanist 

and democratic outlook quite compatible with Christian ethics. For the 

rest, social harmony was affirmed not merely in practice but in princi- 

ple, and even nationalization of key industries no longer figured among 

the party’s aims. Schumacher, true to his Lassallean ancestry, had held 

that a democracy, to be effective, must be socialist and based on the 

working class. His heirs abandoned both his philosophy and his politics. 

If the reward they reaped was modest, it could at least be argued that 

the S.P.D. had become an effective governing force. 

The British development after 1945 differed markedly from the Ger- 

man, if only because Great Britain counted officially among the victors 

in World War II and the Labour Party had established its credibility 

with the voters by participating in the government from 1940 to 1945. 

Thereafter, tenure of power between 1945 and 1951 initiated a debate 

over the relevance of nationalization for Britain’s ailing economy. The 

decision to place key industries and services—principally coal mining, 

electric power, and public transport—under state ownership could be 

defended on pragmatic grounds and was consequently not challenged 

when the Tories recovered control in 1951. For the rest, the emphasis 

was on hard work and rationing of essential consumer goods, as befitted 

an administration struggling with postwar shortages. Much of the credit 

for the government’s success in imposing unpopular choices went to its 

principal administrator, Stafford Cripps, an austere figure who neither 

smoked nor drank and was rumored to live on watercress grown off the 

blotting-paper on his desk. After his death in 1950 he became the 

inspiration of the “revisionist” faction led by Hugh Gaitskell 

(1906-63), a group of modernizers who tried to dispense with the 

party’s traditional cloth-cap image so as to make it more attractive to 

technicians and professional people. On the whole they were successful, 
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although the sudden death of their leader in 1963 for a time concealed 

the full extent of their achievement. 

Labour’s return to office in 1964 was preceded by a lengthy wrangle 

over socialization, which ended in an all-around stalemate. And the 

dispute became associated with the question of giving the party a new 

image more attractive to the salaried and professional middle class, 

although in strict logic these issues had nothing to do with each other. 

From the resulting cleavage between the factions respectively led by 

Gaitskell and Aneurin Bevan (1897-1960) there emerged in 1963-64 a 

compromise solution personified by the opportunistic leadership of 

Harold Wilson, a “technocrat” who spoke the language of socialism 

while in practice following a line of conduct hardly distinguishable 

from American liberalism of the variety represented by Professor J. K. 

Galbraith and the “New Frontier” of the 1961-63 Kennedy administra- 

tion. Labour’s effective guiding light after the disaster of the MacDon- 

ald government in 1931, and more especially after the electoral victory 

in 1945, had been the liberalism of J. M Keynes, although the party 

leaders from habit spoke the language of traditional working-class so- 

cialism. 
In principle, the same situation applied to all West European coun- 

tries after 1945, but the mutation from a genuinely bourgeois to a 

partly centralized economy proceeded at an uneven pace, and the 

strains it set up were aggravated by purely national! problems. !taly after 

1945 witnessed an industrial boom and the departure of millions of 

peasants for the towns, where they created a housing problem but also 

helped to sustain a rapid growth in the new industrial sector. In this 

respect the Italian situation was similar to the Japanese. France had 

undergone extensive nationalization of basic industries immediately 

after the war, under the direction of a coalition government running 

from the Gaullists to the Communists. This semi-socialist trend was 

continued under the Fourth Republic (1946-58) and its Gaullist succes- 

sor by the official adoption of central planning. In consequence, all 

French governments assumed an increasingly “technocratic” character, 

in that control of the economy was vested in the central political bur- 
eaucracy and the planners. The Socialist Party should have been 

well placed to exploit this development, but it lost public support 

owing to its political ineptitude and saw its share of the electorate 

shrink between 1945 and 1969 from 24 to 12 per cent. While the 
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party’s political outlook increasingly reflected the growing importance 

of the technical intelligentsia, its leadership bungled the task of refash- 

ioning the theoretical content of its program. Similar weaknesses were 

observable in Italy. Generally speaking, French and Italian Socialism, in 

competition with numerically stronger Communist parties, retained the 

phraseology of class conflict but in practice became more attractive to 

salaried white-collar and professional employees than to industrial 

workers, who for the most part preferred the familiar Communist 

emphasis on the unique worth of the industrial proletariat. This kind of 

language implied that value creation was the sole prerogative of the 

manual workers, all other classes of society being parasites riding on the 

backs of the “toilers.”” Aside from being theoretical nonsense (and with- 

out foundation in Marx’s mature writings, popular notions to the con- 

trary notwithstanding), this bias tended to isolate the Communists from 

salaried and professional people, not to mention scientists and techni- 

cians in industry. It therefore ensured the continued survival of re- 

formist socialism as a counter-attraction, but it also laid the technical 

and managerial stratum open to new temptations emanating from the 

political Right. In principle there was no reason why Socialists (or 

Communists for that matter, once they had got rid of the Stalinist 

incubus) should not have made an appeal to these new strata. But the 
Socialist parties, here as elsewhere, had taken shape in the nineteenth 

century, when the term “labor” signified manual labor and the most 

urgent order of the day was to protect trade unions from employers 

and hostile governments. It was not easy to grasp the fact that the 

newer forms of technology had created an army of brain workers who 

could not be reached by slogans once addressed to the proletariat. It 

was even more difficult to incorporate the technicians within the older 

unions alongside the manual workers, who continued to regard them- 

selves as the only trustworthy basis of a labor movement. These prob- 

lems were not insoluble, but they raised awkward theoretical and prac- 

tical questions concerning the relation of the, intelligentsia to the work- 

ing class properly so described. 

The political cleavage occasioned by the Russian Revolution and its 

Stalinist aftermath superimposed itself upon this situation and added to 

the confusion. The Western labor movement would in any case have 

been plunged into a crisis by differing reactions to World War I, 

the depression of the 1930’s, and the rise of Fascism. The Communist 
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split added an extra dimension, and matters were not eased by the 

sectarian quarrels among Stalinists, Trotskyists, and (from about 1960 

on) Maoists who had discovered a new model in China, supposedly 

applicable not only to the pre-industrial “third world” of backward 

areas, but to advanced countries as well. In the face of all these distrac- 

tions it is perhaps remarkable that something like a Socialist movement 

continued to survive at all. No doubt it did so because there was in fact 

no other option for its adherents, whether workers or intellectuals. 

Soviet Communism had become identified with the East European 

police state: so much so that after the Hungarian blood-bath of 1956 

and later with the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, even some of the 

more alert West European Communists began to edge away from the 

once admired Stalinist model. Social Democracy might be boring, but at 

least it was familiar and held no menace to freedom and decency. 

It thus continued to enjoy mass support, on the tacit understanding 

that it would act as a reformist agency in defense of labor’s interests 
against the steady encroachment of industrial technology and state con- 

trol. Socialization was to proceed slowly (if at all) and only on condi- 

tion that a majority of the voters was prepared to sanction it. For 

reasons already explained, this latter qualification became easier to ful- 

fill once it was realized that growing numbers of salary-earners were 
prepared to tolerate or even welcome a measure of socialism, in the 

name of economic planning, job security, and full employment. 

In principle, a legal guarantee of work for all—that most ancient of 

socialist slogans—might become a transition to the stage of guaranteed 

tenure, already operative in the civil service and the universities, and 

applicable to industry as well, notably if the economy became state- 

controlled. The general trend in all the old industrial countries toward 

stability and away from the perpetual insecurity associated with the 

free market responded to deep-seated human cravings. But it presup- 

posed an advanced stage of capital formation, a reasonable rate of eco- 

nomic growth, industrial discipline, and general political maturity. It 

was Clearly impractical to prescribe a regime of this kind as the solution 

for the problems of newly industrialized countries, where production 

had perforce to take precedence over all other considerations. Once 

more democratic socialism disclosed itself as a theory and practice 

appropriate to the privileged areas of the world. Beyond these regions, 

with their painfully accumulated capital equipment and their relatively 
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stable political institutions, the ancient dream of combining equality 

and liberty assumed a distinctly utopian look. And even this assessment 

took no account of the anarchosyndicalist wave that rolled across 

Europe in 1968, producing a general strike in France and a semblance 
of worker-student cooperation in other industrial countries as well: 

proof positive (if any was needed) that the forces set in motion by the 

industrial revolution had not yet found an adequate political and cul- 

tural framework. What students—largely drawn from the new middle 

class of salaried and professional people—rebelled against clearly had no 

direct connection with the traditional aims of the labor movement, 

even though it might be argued that the “alienation” they experienced 

was an aspect of exploitation. For an oppositional intelligentsia had 

likewise begun to make its appearance in Eastern Europe, where capital- 

ism was not an issue. Setting aside the horrors of Stalinism, which by 

the late 1960’s had anyhow been partly eliminated, what students and 

workers in the nominally socialist countries of the Soviet bloc (plus 

Yugoslavia) revolted against were the bureaucratic and authoritarian 

structures implanted after 1945. But if the movement was directed 

against corporate capitalism in the West, and against state socialism in 

the East, then it could not be subsumed under terms left over from the 

bourgeois era, when “exploitation” (in the Marxian sense) signified the 
appropriation of surplus value by individual capitalists. It would then 

be necessary to conclude that the common factor was the emergence, 

east and west of the political frontier splitting the Continent, of a new 

type of society for which only the term “‘technocratic” had so far been 

found suitable. In this sense, the classical confrontation between social- 

ism and liberalism had by the late 1960’s taken on a somewhat anti- 

quated appearance. 

What is perhaps less obvious, but worth stating, is that the Commu- 

nist parties in advanced industrial countries have not escaped from the 

general rule (one might almost call it a truism) that has presided over the 

destinies of the labor movement from the time it took shape in Western 
Europe in the 1830’s: that it is the “aristocracy of labor” which is the 

most militant and politically conscious stratum of the working class and 

the prime vehicle of socialist (or communist) activities. For 

France—with Italy the only Western European country to possess a 

Communist mass movement—there are authenticated figures showing 
that at the eighteenth congress of the P.C.F. in 1967, out of 409 work- 

L* 
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ing-class delegates, 349 were qualified professionals and only 60 general 

laborers (Kriegel, 62). Nor could it be otherwise: every class is led by 

its professionally trained elite. The circumstance would hardly be worth 

noting were it not in such glaring contradiction with the Leninist ideol- 

ogy which the Communist movement has sought to conserve, in the 

teeth of its own official statistics about the social composition of its 

membership! As every Marxist knows, no socialist force worth mention- 

ing has ever emerged from the lower depths of society. In backward 

pre-iiidustrial countries the rural unemployed constitute an important 

reservoir for movements which may as easily be led in a fascist as in an 

anarchist or communist direction; but that is a different issue 

altogether. When one speaks of Socialism and/or Communism in the 

West, one speaks of movements sustained by the “aristocracy of labor”: 

just as Syndicalism in its heyday was the faith of an elite of skilled 

craftsmen, not of a slum proletariat. The latter obstinately voted for 

the Tories and their counterparts elsewhere. There is no correlation 

between pauperism and socialism, or between revolution and despair. 

To assert the contrary is to fly in the face of all the sociological 

evidence we possess. For that matter, the records of classical antiquity 

show with sufficient clarity that there has never been such a thing as a 

successful slave revolt. 

4. The Third World 

It should be evident from the foregoing that “democratic socialism” is 

not definable in simple geographical terms, albeit in Europe the east- 

west split consequent upon World War II created a state of affairs where 

after 1948 a military and political frontier separated the countries of the 

Soviet bloc from regions where political democracy survived. The basic 

division cut across the Soviet-American antagonism, for the so-called 

free world of North Atlantic phraseology included Spain, Portugal, 

and Greece, where democratic liberties had been suppressed by authori- 

tarian regimes of the Right. Conversely, the Yugoslav Communist regime 

after 1948 was no less Leninist in its ideology for being independent of 

Moscow. When in 1968 a brief attempt was made by the leadership of 

the Czechoslovak Communist Party to introduce both inner-party and 
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intra-party democracy, the experiment was promptly suppressed by 

armed Russian inter\ ention. In practice, therefore, democratic socialism 

remained a forbidden heresy in Eastern Europe, although it might be 

argued that under favorable conditions (e.g., in Czechoslovakia, where 

the Communist Party was solidly rooted in the labor movement and 

possessed genuine popular support) socialism and democracy were in 

principle compatible. 

Beyond Europe, the term “democratic socialism” does not have an 

easily definable meaning. On the one hand, it may legitimately be 

applied to Socialist parties operating within a pluralist political system 

such as that possessed by India, Japan, or Israel, whatever the degree of 

industrial development. On the other hand, it is clearly applicable to 

democratic labor movements in countries such as Canada and Australia 

which are already fully industrial and have reached the stage of wel- 

fare-state legislation. In principle this would also be true of the United 

States, except that there happens not to be a sizable social-democratic, 

let alone socialist, movement in North America outside Canada. The 

Latin American republics for the most part resemble southern Asia 

rather than their northern neighbor, although this is not true of Argen- 

tina and Chile. Finally, there is Cuba. A country whose economy has 

been effectively socialized cannot well be excluded on the grounds that 

it does not possess democratic institutions of the Western type. Social- 

ism is not identical with democracy, although ideally the two are com- 

patible. Cuba, then, must count as a socialist dictatorship, and so of 

course must China. 

The importance of these distinctions lies in the fact that they enable 

one to discriminate between genuinely socialist regimes which have 

been imposed dictatorially and pseudo-socialist movements or govern- 

ments whose real character is quite unrelated to their public rhetoric. 

Socialism having become fashionable among the political and intellec- 

tual elites of newly independent countries, it is by no means uncom- 

mon for the nascent bourgeoisie of a backward country to strut about 

in borrowed socialist clothes. Nationalists anxious to exclude foreign 

competition, or governments rightly concerned to impose protective 

tariffs so as to give their home industries a chance to grow, may in all 

good faith imagine themselves to be following a socialist line of policy, 

when all they are doing is to facilitate the emergence of capitalism. For 

this reason it is perfectly legitimate to inquire into the credentials of 
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nationalist movements in the countries conventionally grouped together 

under the label “third world.” This classification was originally devised 

to signify nonmembership of either the Sino-Soviet bloc or the Western 

camp grouped around the United States. To economists and cultural 

anthropologists it connotes all the pre-industrial civilizations, whatever 

their shifting political alignments. In this sense, China forms part of the 

“third world,” and so does India, whereas Japan does not. If one wants 

to avoid confusion, one had better apply one particular set of criteria 

and then stick to it. The conventional Marxist criterion is social rela- 

tions. Now it is plain that the social structure of pre-industrial countries 

does not lend itself to class analysis, since for Marxists the phenomenon 

of class is tied up with the emergence of a market economy. Under 

state despotism—where the state owns the means of production and an 

irremovable bureaucracy owns the state, as in ancient China and pos- 

sibly in modern China too—there are no classes in the Marxian sense, 

although there are different social strata: principally a peasantry to 

perform the necessary physical labor and a bureaucracy to supervise it 

and run the administration. These strata are symbiotically related, but 

they do not engage in class conflict, the latter being a phenomenon 

peculiar to bourgeois society and moreover dependent on a state of 

affairs where “politics” and ‘‘economics” can be clearly distinguished 

from each other and where economically rooted interest groups 

(classes) struggle for control of the political sphere. No such distinction 

exists in backward countries, for the good and sufficient reason that a 

society must (1) possess a market economy, with labor transformed 

into a salable commodity and (2) have gone through the industrial 

revolution, before it can be said to possess “classes” in the Marxian 

sense. In their absence, radical movements, especially when directed 

against outside (imperialist) control, will appeal to the unity of the 

tribe, the folk, the nation, or the race, in the struggle against (native or 

foreign) oppressors. The ruling ideology will emphasize anti-imperialism 

rather than anticapitalism, and one will get variations on the ancient 
populist theme of capitalism being a foreign importation, subversive of 

the home-grown solidarity of the extended family, the village, the clan, 

the community of religious believers, or whatever happens to take the 

ideologist’s fancy. Basically the pre-industrial countries are so struc- 

tured as to give their intelligentsia an opportunity to lead the peasant 

masses, with whom it shares the national-popular ideology that comes 
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naturally to them. The outcome may be a primitive caricature of Euro- 

pean Fascism, as in Sukarno’s Indonesia, Nasser’s Egypt, or the Ghana 

of Nkrumah; a regime modelled on French Bonapartism, as in Kemalist 

Turkey between 1918 and 1938; or a regression from Leninism to 

populism, as in Maoist China (Harris, 188). 
The term “regression” seems appropriate because of the typically 

populist confusion between “the people” and the proletariat. In the 

populist ideology (which is eternally the same under every sky and in 

every clime) “the people” is seen as a body of virtuous toilers con- 

fronted by a handful of native or foreign exploiters whom it is the 

Party’s (or the Leader’s) duty to expel or repulse, so that the nation 

may accomplish its destiny. Thus nationalism is equated with socialism, 

the community. is seen as essentially classless, and the ruling elite 

appears as the historical incorporation of the General Will, even though 

it may never go to the trouble of actually consulting the people under 

its control as to their real desires. Maoism, Castroism, and “‘African 

Socialism” constitute different variants of this peculiar ideology. The 

differences are important, but the intellectual content is in every case 

pretty much the same. As for the effectiveness of this creed, an ideol- 

ogy that promises people both the defense of their (tribal or national) 

traditions and painless economic growth under conditions of social 

equality and justice for all will never lack an audience. 

The term “democratic socialism” has a definable meaning in our 

context only when applied to areas with political institutions that allow 

their inhabitants a choice between competing political models. Where 

no such choice exists—in other words, where democracy has been 

stamped out or not permitted to grow and where the labor movement 

is state-controlled—it may still be legitimate to speak of “socialism” (if 

the means of production have been placed under public control), but 

one cannot well speak of democratic socialism. Conversely, where agrar- 

ian populism permits free expression of opinion and the formation of 

rival political groups—as in India—one may speak of democracy, but it 

is meaningless to invoke the vocabulary of socialism merely because the 

ruling political elite from time to time indulges in the habit of extolling 

the benefits of greater equality. One can have democracy without so- 

cialism, and vice versa. Whether the two can be effectively combined is 

the prime question of our age. It is not a question that can reasonably 

be posed in pre-industrial societies engaged in a national struggle against 
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foreign enemies. Nationalist movements are classless by definition. The 

popular appeal of Maoism and Castroism rests upon the fact that they 

are able to mobilize sentiments deeply rooted in every agrarian com- 

munity. If one looks for ideological antecedents, they are to be found 

not in Marx, but in Rousseau’s doctrine of the General Will asserting 

itself (with the help of all-wise and all-powerful leaders or legislators) 

against the intrigues of faction and the corrupting influence of material 

comfort and social privilege. “Communism” is thus equated with puri- 

tanical austerity and patriotism, while the term “bourgeois” loses its 

class connotations and comes to stand for attachment to the fleshpots 

of Egypt. It would doubtless come as a surprise to these zealots to learn 

that their way of looking at the world is not merely pre-Marxist, but 

quite specifically Jacobinical: Rousseauist and Robespierrist to be 

exact. It is the necessary accompaniment of every radical national revo- 

lution in a retarded country. From a pragmatic viewpoint there is much 

to be said for this kind of regime, especially if it does not become 

corrupt, as it did in Ghana and Indonesia. In a poor country it ensures a 

modicum of sustenance for all, does away with scandalous contrasts 

between luxury and poverty, and limits (if it does not eliminate en- 

tirely) the sordid habits associated with a “kieptocracy” where politics 

(dressed up in “socialist” clothing) becomes a means of enriching a 

parasitic caste of demagogues and office-holders. Given the choice be- 

tween such a state of affairs and the regimentation of Castroism, or 

even Maoism, what starving peasant would not choose the latter? 

This does not, however, establish any genuine connection between 
socialism and revolutionary nationalism. At the same time, it is well to 

bear in mind that a “regression from Leninism to populism” 

could not have occurred if the Bolshevik movement had not from the 

day of its birth been mired in populist thought forms. The infantile 

parody of Lenin’s thought known as Maoism could only be institution- 

alized on Chinese soil: that is, in a peasant society torn by civil war and 

confronted by the evident failure of a rival nationalist movement (the 

Kuomintang) to do for China what Bolshevism had done for Russia: 

get rid of the foreigner and transform the country into a modern indus- 

trialized power. But the Leninist roots of Maoism are still perceptible, 

even though Lenin’s heritage had already been grossly perverted and 

barbarized by Stalin. These roots were ultimately derived from one 

particular element in the populist tradition: the belief in the key role of 
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the radical intelligentsia. All Mao Tse-tung had to do was to substitute 

the peasantry for the industrial working class as the “‘mass basis” of his 

movement, and the new creed had an adequate (for China) formulation. 

It was also quite appropriate to the actual circumstances, at least in its 

earlier stages and before Mao had succumbed to the common disease of 

all-powerful and uncontrolled political leaders: personal despotism and 

belief in his own infallibility. 

What Maoism asserted, and what Castroism echoed in a somewhat 

different vocabulary adapted to the heritage of Latin American nation- 

alism, was the identity of socialism with revolutionary nationalism. If 

only the people could be led in the right direction and the party purged 

of the “handful of traitors in high places” whose ghostly presence has 

haunted every populist since Robespierre first denounced them as cor- 

rupters of the Revolution and enemies of the General Will, all would be 

well. Socialism, meaning an egalitarian community, could be built by 

the united and selfless labor of the toiling masses, guided by an omnis- 

cient and infallible leadership which incorporated the long-term aims 
of the nation, watched over its safety, and for good measure possessed 

the key to the riddle of history and the meaning of the universe. For all 

its Taoist overtones and its almost childlike simplicity—Chinese philos- 

ophy, having got stuck at the pre-Socratic stage, has never been a school 

of critical or dialectical thinking in the Western sense—the Maoist model 

still bears the imprint of its Leninist origin (Schram, passim). 

Compared to Stalinism, which in principle extolled the proletariat, 

Maoism is-more consistent and less burdened with insincerity: the Peo- 

ple are led by a Party which embodies the General Will. Its endless 

appeals to moral virtue are both nationalist and typically Rousseauist. 

All that is then left of Marxism is a class-struggle vocabulary absurdly 

inappropriate to the actual situation. Appeals to the virtuous toilers 

over the heads of the sinful bureaucracy emanate from a leadership 

whose authority is based on control of the army: itself made up of 
peasants whose loyalty during the civil war ensured the Communist 

victory over the Kuomintang, the latter representing the landed gentry. 

It is the classic pattern of every radical democratic revolution, even 

though the leaders are sincere in imagining themselves to be Commu- 

nists and to stand in the succession of Marx and Lenin. The inevitable 

outcome is direct military rule, the army having from the start been the 

vanguard of the revolution. Castroism may be regarded as a Latin Amer- 
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ican variant of this faith, except that it relies more heavily on Jacobin 

rhetoric, as befits a movement descended from the French Revolution 

and operating in a predominant Catholic culture. 

Now it may be held that radical nationalism is quite compatible with 

socialism, at any rate in backward pre-industrial societies whose leaders 

are free to make a choice between the capitalist and the socialist form 

of industrialization. This after all was the original rationale of Russian 

Populism, and some such belief has subtended all forms of Communism 

since 1917. It is arguable that even if the insanities of Maoism had been 

avoided, it would still have been necessary to enforce the most rigid 

austerity and conformism, in order to scrape together the capital for 

industrialization. In the absence of foreign aid, an economic surplus had 

to be accumulated in agriculture and then drained off to feed the urban 

working class. For practical purposes this is what “Communism” has 

come to mean in any retarded country. The alternative—capitalist 

industrialization on the Japanese model—requires special circumstances 

and is perhaps no longer feasible for political reasons. 

The only remaining question, then, is how much should be squeezed 

out of the peasantry and by what means. If the regime is genuinely 

committed to some form of socialism, the surplus will at least not be 

wasted on frivolous outlays—the importation of useless consumer goods 

or the construction of spectacular public buildings. Socialism will then 

quite simply serve the aim of economic growth and will be employed 

by the political elite as the ideological justification for nation-building 

and modernization in general. The farcical misuse of socialist phraseol- 

ogy by political clowns and demagogues such as Nasser, Nkrumah, and 

Sukarno does not in itself constitute an argument against this line of 

reasoning. The general principle was spelled out two decades ago by a 

distinguished economist of West Indian origin, Professor Arthur Lewis, 

in a study produced for the Fabian Society. In this influential piece of 

writing, the readers were offered a definition of socialism in terms 

proper to advanced and backward countries alike. “Socialism and 

nationalisation of property are now commonly identified, but this is as 

great an error as the identification of socialism and the extended state. 

Socialism is not, in the first instance, about property any more than it 

is about the state. Socialism is about equality. A passion for equality is 

the one thing that links all socialists; on all others they are divided” 

(Lewis, 10). 
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The trouble with this argument is that it turns socialism into an 

aspiration quite unconnected with the historic aims of the labor move- 

ment. If the term is defined so loosely as to be synonymous with 

egalitarianism, then any kind of radical movement may claim to be 

socialist, irrespective of its social and intellectual make-up. The spokes- 

men of such a movement may then also assert that in the interest of 

equality (or for some other reason) freedom must be curtailed. As an 
emergency operation under primitive conditions, a dictatorship may 

pass muster, notably if the only available alternative is the Indian or 

Brazilian pattern: inadequate or unevenly distributed economic devel- 

opment under the direction of private entrepreneurs, plus systematic 

squandering of public resources by a swollen caste of bureaucrats and 

their hangers-on. Given the almost insoluble population problem of the 

third world, and the steadily widening gulf between the industrialized 

countries and the remainder, one can hardly blame revolutionaries in 

Latin America, Southeast Asia, and Africa for aiming at dictatorial 

short-cuts. The usual justification for this approach is the inevitable 

slowness, muddle, and corruption of the ordinary democratic process. 

But the real obstacle to progress is the numerical weight of peasant 

electorates. This is not a problem that can be solved by better educa- 

tion. However ignorant they may be, peasants are quite capable of 

grasping the point that the funds for modernization have to be pumped 

out of the villages into urban areas. They will therefore be opposed to 

measures calculated to promote capital accumulation, and this will be 

the case whether or not the regime is professedly socialist. 

The real problem of every nationalist elite in a backward country is 

how to get around this stubborn peasant resistance. If it is not to be 

done in Stalinist fashion—that is, by herding the masses into collectives 

and shipping all opposition elements off to labor camps—it has to be 

done by some other means: bribery, electoral trickery, appeals to 

national sentiment, or the straightforward imposition of military rule. 

If the governing stratum is able and willing to enforce rigid austerity 

upon itself and the whole of society, so much the better. But even if 

socialism is defined to signify “equality of income” (Lewis, 30), there 

remains the awkward fact that industrialization by itself tends to bring 

about new social alignments, notably the emergence of a technical intel- 

ligentsia which in the fullness of time will rebel against enforced equal- 

ity and the imposition of standards proper to a primitive peasantry. To 
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say that democratic socialism in the Western sense is impossible under 

such circumstances is merely to state the obvious. 

But this is no reason to despair, nor does it constitute an argument 

for allowing the gulf between advanced and backward countries to 

become even wider. If “uneven development” is inevitable, societies 

which have already accumulated a surplus of capital and technological 

skill are under an obligation to help the others. In the language of 

conventional morality, appeals of this sort are commonly addressed to 

disembodied entities supposedly anchored in the individual conscience. 

In reality, the need to assist one’s neighbors is rooted in the fact that 

the destinies of all are interlinked. A world in which a few wealthy and 

powerful empires permanently exploit the poorer countries, while 

systematically inhibiting their progress, is theoretically conceivable; but 

such a world would be unsafe for all, as well as being morally repulsive. 

The case for socialism on a universal scale is best stated by making the 

commonsensical assumption that the pacification of the globe is in the 

interest of all its inhabitants. 



JO Contemporary Problems 

of Socialism 

1. History and Theory 

At the close of the last chapter mention was made of the difficulties 

that arise if the term “‘socialism” is divorced from the significations it 

has traditionally possessed for the labor movement. In the present con- 

cluding section a brief critical summary will serve as a launching-pad for 

a short and circular space-flight into the theoretical sphere. 

For a start let us take a look at some of the general notions about 

historical progress which socialists share with liberals, and with the 

secularist (or humanist) tradition in general. Here a qualification is in 

order. In the course of our survey we have come across some distin- 

guished representatives of what may be called Christian socialism: a 

current of thought whose British, Dutch, Swiss, and Scandinavian repre- 

sentatives have done much to ease the transition from older to newer 

forms of democracy in those fortunate lands. Space permitting, one 

might draw up a list of distinguished thinkers who have combined 

religious faith with lifelong commitment to some form of socialism. 

Among theologians, Karl Barth, Paul Tillich, and Reinhold Niebuhr are 

familiar names in Western Europe and North America. An equivalent 

array on the political side is inevitably less impressive in terms of intel- 
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lect. Still, a portrait gallery that includes R. H. Tawney, Norman 

Thomas, Stafford Cripps, Kurt Schumacher, and Ernst Reuter is not 

easily matched for political courage and moral earnestness. All con- 

cerned belong to the Protestant tradition and to the Anglo-American or 

Germanic cultures. This is not necessarily a reflection upon the Latin 

Catholic world: it merely so happens that whereas Roman Catholics 

have regarded Christian democracy as respectable since the 1890's, they 

have only very recently accorded Christian socialists a grudging tolera- 

tion. Historically, socialism in France, Belgium, Ireland, Italy, Spain, 

and the Luso-Hispanic cultures of Latin America has until quite re- 

cently been associated with militant atheism. This state of affairs may 

change, but for the time being it rules out the inclusion of Roman 

Catholics of any eminence among the roll-call of thinkers whom for 

convenience one may style Christian socialists. 

Much the same applies to the various non-Christian faiths. Socialists 

of Jewish origin, to adopt an awkward circumlocution, have generally 

tended to be either Spinozists or Marxists. In either case they were 
inevitably regarded as radical secularists by their former co-religionists. 

Where Islamic and Buddhist civilizations prevail, a picture similar to the 

Latin American appears: that is to say, socialism is generally associated 

with secularism. What is occasionally described as Islamic socialism or 

Buddhist socialism usually turns out on inspection to be yet another 

variant of medievalism: religion (one is told) is the cure for social ills. 

Alternatively it is affirmed that the culture in question has no need of 

Western importations because it is intrinsically healthy, egalitarian, and 

free from class conflict. To anyone familiar with nineteenth-century 

European conservatism, this kind of talk can only sound like the hol- 

lowest of echoes. Pre-industrial civilizations typically react to the birth- 

pangs of modernity by asserting their indifference to the problems of 

the “decadent West.” If they have conserved a few remnants of primi- 

tive egalitarianism in the form of common ownership of the soil or 

some vestiges of tribal ethics, they may actually be in possession of a 

valuable heritage, but this circumstance by itself does not render them 

immune to the tensions that go with modernization. However, illusions 

of this sort are notoriously incurable. We shall no doubt hear a great 

deal more about ‘African socialism,’ “Arab socialism,” “Indonesian 

socialism,” and of course “Hindu socialism” before all these sacred 

cows are despatched to their final resting place. 
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Bearing in mind these qualifications one may say that the socialist 

movement inherited the basic assumptions of humanism in the age of 

the French Revolution. This is another way of stating that, when the 

early socialists were confronted with the new world of industrialism, 

they accepted technology and science, though not bourgeois society and 

the individualist ethic that went with it. From the liberal viewpoint this 

attitude amounted to wanting to have one’s cake and eat it. From the 

conservative or Christian socialist angle the situation looked somewhat 

different. Christian socialism in the end amalgamated with social- 

democratic laborism. Conservatives of the romantic variety sympa- 
thized with complaints against individualism, but not with the socialist 

faith in a better future based on science and industry. Their own pref- 

erence was for a return to the past or, if that was impossible, for the 

creation of a new hierarchical order with a paternalistic state in control 

of a docile church-going population. The agrarian utopia found a lasting 

monument in the writings of Tolstoy and the politics of Gandhi, the 

proto-fascist dream its poetic embodiment in the weird fantasies of 

William Butler Yeats and his spiritual progeny. Neither had any rele- 

vance for the socialist movement, although in fairness one must register 

the survival of romantic medievalism in Guild Socialism, not to mention 

the various forms of anarchism. These of course were protest move- 

ments, not authoritarian attempts to harness the new forces let loose by 

technology to the elitist rule of self-appointed supermen. In the end, 

what separates the fascist from the anarchist is not a different analysis 

of society—for both are in agreement as to the facts of the case—but a 

difference in purpose. Anarchism rejects the modern world. Fascism 
seeks to dominate it for the purpose of eternalizing the rule of a privi- 

leged caste or race supposedly threatened by an upsurge of inferior 

breeds. Both are pathological reactions, and for the rest they may be 

said to feed on each other: occasionally—as in the case of Spain—with 

consequences dire to contemplate. 

Before turning to the politics and economics of socialism, it will be 

convenient to clarify a subject on which a good deal of nonsense has 

been written: some of it by Marxists, the remainder by their positivist 

critics. The topic bears the general label “historical necessity”; alter- 

natively it is described as the search for historical “laws of motion.” 

Belief or disbelief in the existence of such laws is held to constitute a 

major issue in dispute between socialists and liberals, or between dogma- 
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tists and empiricists, or yet again between the ancients and the mod- 

erns. It has even been asserted that until the quarrel over “historicism” 

has been settled, there is no point in arguing about anything else—a 

notion that makes an immediate appeal to the academic mind. 
A point to be noted in this connection is that when political theo- 

rists disagree about history they are not carrying on a debaté over the 

use of language, but over occurrences that actually do take place in the 

real world of men. This is sometimes overlooked by people who imag- 

ine that the first order of business is to clear up conceptual muddles. In 

some areas this may actually be the case. Suppose two philosophy 

students are having an argument about that ancient puzzle, the nature 

of physical objects. Here is a table. Is it “really” a piece of solid wood 

or rather a set of invisible atomic particles? Common sense will reply 

“Both, of course.” The two descriptions do not exclude each other: 

they relate to different levels of perception or to different “language 

games.” It is all a matter of perspective. There is no sense in asking 

which of the two descriptions is truer than the other, although there 

may be a logical problem of settling their relative status in the hierarchy 

of concepts. 

Now disputes over history or politics are not like that at all. In the 

first place they commonly have a practical purpose: the concepts are 

intended to serve as guides to action. Secondly, they inescapably in- 

volve value judgments as to the final purpose of life or the ultimate 

standards of morality. This is so even if the participants are unaware of 

it. To take a fairly obvious instance: when biological notions about 

supposedly inferior peoples or races are employed to advocate or legiti- 

mate their oppression or extermination, what we have is not just a 

political program (for convenience let us employ short-hand and call it 

racism) but a world-view that denies the essential unity of mankind. 

Such a standpoint may be made explicit by a writer, as in the case of 

Carlyle or Nietzsche, or it may simply be taken for granted by people 

too unlettered to bother about general iaeas. In either case the connec- 

tion between theory and practice will eventually be brought home to 
the participants by conflicts arising from incompatible views of the 

world. Such conflicts need not involve bloodshed, but in the majority 

of cases they will tend to do so, and even if there is no clash of values, 

there will be differing perspectives. In the nineteenth century it was 

commonly assumed by conservatives and radicals alike that the great 
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issue of democracy could in the end be settled only by force. In France, 

for historical reasons, this approach was extended to the new phenom- 

enon of class conflict between bourgeoisie and proletariat, albeit not all 

socialists took such a pessimistic view. Similarly, in our own age, Len- 

in’s followers affirmed that capitalism as a world system entailed impe- 

rialism, that is to say, the subjection of the backward countries by a 

handful of hegemonial powers, themselves engaged in endless warfare. 

Later still this doctrine was modified to make room for the Maoist 

notion that socialist systems too could become imperialist, and that the 

“real”? issue dividing the world lay between the advanced countries 

(including the U.S.S.R.) and the great mass of mankind still struggling 

to overcome the handicaps imposed by history and geography. In at 

least some of these cases the truth of the basic propositions is not 

demonstrable by argument, save to those who are already predisposed 

to believe them. This state of affairs is intended when one speaks of 

incompatible “ideologies” filling the air with their rival claims. The 

difference between an “idea” and an “ideology” in this sense is quite 

simply the difference between a proposition that can be debated on 

theoretical grounds and a belief which may or may not possess a ra- 

tional core but which for those who hold it has become a faith that 

cannot be argued out of existence. The faith may be harmless, as with 

astrologers and flat-earthers, or dangerous, as in the case of the racial 

myths associated with the Third Reich of German National Socialism. 

In either case it is not amenable to rational disproof. 

Now the awkwardness, for anyone concerned with social action, is 

that our working concepts are always embedded in some kind of philo- 

sophical perspective. In the course of this brief study we have repeat- 

edly come across instances of conservative, liberal, and socialist writers 

offering quite different and incompatible interpretations of notions 

such as progress, welfare, justice, freedom, etc. If these differences were 

merely the reflex of class or party standpoints—in other words, if they 

were simply rationalizations—there would be no point in pursuing the 

topic. One might content oneself with the observation that different 

people will see the same situation differently. This is obviously true, 

but too trivial to be of assistance. After all, any mode of reasoning that 

aspires to the status of a theory must aim at generality. Even if it takes 

off from what is admittedly a partisan standpoint, it cannot limit itself 

to mere assertion. At a minimum it must speli out a few propositions 
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which, in principle anyhow, can be grasped by anyone capable of ra- 

tional thought. In the case of political movements, these propositions 

will normally have some bearing upon the understanding of what is 

called history. 
For anyone within the socialist tradition, the trouble here stems 

from the misuse of historical concepts to certify the alleged “inevitabil- 

ity” of this, that, or the other: usually the coming triumph of some- 

thing called “communism,” which on inspection turns out to be a state 

of affairs quite different from anything that the early communists 

intended by this term. If one inquires further into the matter, one soon 

discovers (1) that Lenin was a voluntarist who believed in “swimming 

against the stream of history”; (2) that the genuine determinists in the 

Russian revolutionary movement were the Mensheviks, plus a few 

eccentric Bolsheviks such as Bukharin; (3) that Stalinists and Maoists 

(like their Fascist rivals) were and are even more extreme voluntarists 

than Lenin; (4) that in their case the endless talk about “inevitability” 

has degenerated into a ritual cant quite unrelated to their actual politi- 

cal practice; (5) that the neo-Marxist “revisionists” in Eastern and West- 

ern Europe have quietly abandoned Lenin and returned to Marx; and 

(6) that most of Marx’s liberal critics have mistaken him for an ortho- 

dox Hegelian. In consequence, solemn treatises.are written to the end 

of demonstrating that there is no such thing as historical inevitability or 

that one cannot look to metaphysics for guidance or that the future can 

only be conjectured, not predicted. Thus one may find empiricist phi- 

losophers busily at work demolishing what they conceive to be Hegeli- 

anism and/or Marxism as a “‘historicist” aberration. ‘“Historicism,” as 

defined by these authors (e.g., Karl Popper, in his widely read 

and influential Poverty of Historicism) represents “an approach to the 

social sciences which assumes that historical prediction is their principal 

aim, and that this aim is attainable by discovering the ‘rhythms’ or the 
‘patterns’, the ‘laws’ or the’‘trends’ that underlie the evolution of his- 

tory” (Op. cit., 3). When one tries to correct these and other misappre- 

hensions by pointing out that Hegel never tried to predict anything and, 

indeed, regarded prediction as impossible, that anyway Marx was not an 

orthodox Hegelian, and that faith in inevitability is not the same as 

belief in coherence, one discovers that one is wasting one’s time: the 

empiricist has either not read or not understood the writings he is 

criticizing and is attacking a straw man of his own invention. He does 
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not even understand that genuine “historicists” (meaning people who 

think they know where history is going) may feel certain about the goal 

without having any clear idea of how to get there (Leff, 78 ff.). 

In brief, the entire quarrel is about nothing. For even if it were the 

case that “historicism” has misled its adherents into resigning them- 

selves fatalistically to the historical process (in reality it has typically 

had the effect of stimulating them into frenzied activities which other- 

wise they would not have undertaken), this would not be a good reason 

for abandoning the attempt to understand what history is about. One 

can do this without attempting prediction, and indeed historians typi- 

cally discern the logic of history after the event. It is useful to be 

reminded that political forecasts are necessarily speculative. Sociologi- 

cal analysis, too, cannot employ the model of the physical sciences, 

if only because the time scales are different; not only may the structure 

of society alter while it is being studied by the theorist, it may also be 

consciously remolded, in which case of course the theory has to be 

revised. For example, the statement that the industrial working class is 

the only possible basis of a socialist movement may have to be modified 

or altered if technological change brings about a situation where 

“work” no longer signifies “expenditure of physical energy.” It may 

then be necessary to redefine the concept of “work” or “labor” so as to 

make room for the application of science, in other words, for a com- 

pound of physical and mental input (a probability foreseen by Marx in 

1858). But whatever the refinements, an approach that has nothing to 

say about the manner in which societies change in historical time is not 

likely to be of interest either to historians or to sociologists. If by 

“historicism” is meant not the scarecrow encountered in contemporary 

liberal writings (for the empiricists are, one and all, political liberals) 

but the search for significant patterns of societal evolution, then not 

only is such an approach perfectly licit, it is essential to the under- 

standing of the world we live in. 
There exists, in short, a genuine theory of the political process and 

even of the historical process. In saying this, one must be careful not to 

overstep the boundary separating the natural sciences from the under- 

standing of history, the latter term signifying all that men have 

wrought. Science in the positivist sense studies an external environment 

which is “given” and unalterable, whereas history is made by men and 

its understanding thus involves an effort at self-comprehension. The 



294 A SHORT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

agent of history, in the last resort, is man himself—with the obvious 

proviso that this species-being is not fixed and unchanging, but a self- 

activating entity whose characteristic traits are modified in and through 

the process whereby society refashions itself. This conception of his- 

tory goes back to Vico, was introduced in eighteenth-century Germany 

by J. G. Herder, was later systematized by Hegel and then adopted by 

Marx, who fused it with the naturalism of the French materialists. It is 

not a determinist doctrine. To say that “man makes himself” is to 

acknowledge that he is capable of modifying what the ancients called his 

“nature.” Were it otherwise, then what is called development would 

merely be the unfolding of a pre-existing and unalterable human es- 

sence. This notion has a respectable ancestry, going back to Aristotle 

and recurring in certain variants of German idealism, but it is incom- 

patible with historical materialism. 
There is, however, an awkwardness that must be squarely faced. 

Socialists in the Marxist tradition have inherited those elements of 

Hegel’s thought which Marx, tacitly or explicitly, built into the fabric 

of his own theorizing. While this does not commit them to determin- 

ism, or to the ontological system of “dialectical materialism” worked 

out by Engels after the death of Marx, it does entail the acceptance of 

Hegel’s peculiar synthesis of rationalism and realism concerning the 

realm of politics and ethics. Anyone who has read Hegel’s Philosophy 

of Right knows that its author was very much in the Enlightenment 

tradition. For proof one need only consider a passage such as the 

following: 

While it might seem a bitter jest to stifle all animus against tyranny 

by asserting that the oppressed find their consolation in religion, it 

still must not be forgotten that religion may take a form leading to 

the harshest bondage in the fetters of superstition and man’s de- 

graded subservience to animals. (The Egyptians and the Hindus, for 

example, revere animals as beings higher than themselves.) This phe- 

nomenon may at least make it evident that we ought not to speak of 

religion at all in general terms and that we really need a power to 

protect us from it in some of:its forms and to espouse against them 
the rights of reason and self-consciousness. (Op. cit., para. 270) 

Students familiar with Marx will recognize an unmistakable echo of 

these observations in some of his asides on Indian culture in 1853. This 
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is an aspect of Marxism which need not give liberals any trouble. Mat- 

ters change when one turns to Hegel’s doctrine of the state and its place 

in history. It is arguable that a pronouncement such as “If states dis- 

agree and their particular wills cannot be harmonized, the matter can 
only be settled by war” (Op. cit., para. 334) is merely descriptive, not 

prescriptive, and does not commit one to anything. But Hegel goes 

further than that. In his chapter on sovereignty (paras. 321 et seq.), one 

cannot fail to see that he regards a people’s willingness to put its physi- 

cal existence at risk as the test of its ability to exist as a sovereign 

nation. Hence the notorious passage where war is exalted as “‘the state 

of affairs which deals in earnest with the vanity of temporal goods and 

concerns” (Op. cit., para. 324). Hence the statement ‘‘Peoples unwilling 

or afraid to tolerate sovereignty at home have been subjugated from 

abroad.” What Hegel is saying here and elsewhere is that a state attains 

sovereignty only in so far as its citizens are prepared to lay down their 

lives for it. His ideal was the ancient polis in general and Athens in 

particular; but this does not deprive his utterances of a certain flavor 

which liberals have generally not found to their liking. 

Now it has to be said plainly that on this issue the Marxist is obliged 

to take Hegel’s view of the matter. Historically, no independent state or 

nation has ever come into existence otherwise than by war or the threat 

of war, either against an imperial oppressor or against neighbors threat- 

ening its existence. Liberals are able to ignore this awkward fact only 

because theirs is an individualist philosophy which typically comes into 

being within a pacified and civilized community after an era of wars 

and revolutions has ended and violence, domestic or foreign, has been 

solemnly abjured. A nation may be so powerful that it can close its eyes 

to the material preconditions of its own hegemony. This was the case of 

Great Britain in the mid-nineteenth century, when liberalism (not acci- 

dentally) found its classical formulation in the works of J. S. Mill. 

Alternatively, it may have become so weak as to choose neutrality and 

pacifism as a permanent way of life, in which case it can preserve its 

independence only by the grace of others. In either case, its citizens will 

be tempted to ignore the actual condition of the world, and its ideolo- 

gists will do their best to promote faith in international law as a guar- 

antee of peace, forgetting that laws have to be enforced and that (in 

Hobbes’ well-known phrase) “covenants, without the sword, are but 

words and of no strength to secure a man at all.” 
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If this is what is meant when it is said that Marx inherited Hegei’s 

disillusioned view of politics, then there is no occasion to dispute the 

statement; indeed, one may add that Marx extended this manner of 

reasoning to the relationship between oppressor and oppressed within a 

national community. It does not follow that such a relationship can be 

altered only by violence. What does follow is that the issue of political 

power cannot be eluded. A class, like a nation, proves its readiness to 

play a “historic” role by securing sovereign control over its own destiny. 

If—like the German middle class in 1848 or the German working class 

in 1918—it fails this test, it thereby discloses its incapacity for the 

exercise of political power. Likewise, a nation may not only lose its 

independence, it may actually commit suicide and be finished as a 

nation, though not as a collection of individuals. If these truths had not 

been forgotten or ignored by so many liberals and socialists brought up 

on the optimistic philosophy of the later nineteenth century, it is con- 

ceivable that the world might have been spared at least some of the 

disasters it has endured during the past half century. 

On the positive side, one may note that a community is able to 

transcend its limitations by incorporating within its self-awareness the 

universal ideas (or “‘values”’) of religion or humanist philosophy. From 

the German Reformation of the sixteenth century to the French Revo- 

lution of the eighteenth, a succession of historic turning-points altered 

the consciousness of the Western world and, inter alia, furnished a 

suitable theme for the philosophy of history. The particular case of the 

French Revolution is of special significance for our theme, for it was by 

way of this bloody deluge that the universal ideas of the Enlightenment 

entered the collective inheritance of Europe. The lesson was not lost 

upon Hegel, who witnessed the event, and it accounts for a certain 

stoical resignation in his later utterances. But it did not make him a 

worshipper of force, nor did it blind him to the essential unity of 

mankind. What his heirs, including Marx, inferred from this world- 

shaking experience was rather the gloomy certainty that progress was 

likely to be painful. It was just this which distinguished them from the 

utopians. 

2. Class and Social Change 

In earlier chapters of this study concerned with the origins of class 
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conflict in nineteenth-century Europe, we have seen that one could 

speak of an interdependence between market relations and social antag- 

onism. The industrial revolution under bourgeois control transformed 

society in such a way as to convert the ancient “‘orders” or “estates” 

into “classes” held together solely by economic ties. It took some time 

before thinking people grasped what had occurred, but by the 1850’s 

they had become used both to the new situation and to the language 

that went with it. This vocabulary replaced the term “estate” 

(état, Stand) by that of “‘class” (save in the United States where the 

existence of classes was and is officially denied). For the most part, 

liberals and socialists agreed as to the facts of the case, even if they 

differed in their interpretation. Liberalism generally tended to credit 

the middle class with a set of virtues proper to the efficient functioning 

of the new industrial-capitalist order; socialism performed a similar ser- 

vice for the working class, with the difference that its spokesmen distin- 

guished between industrialism as such and its bourgeois-entrepreneurial 

form, of which they disapproved. In principle there was agreement that 
classes existed, and that they were rooted in economics. The phenome- 

non was likewise recognized (and deplored) by agrarian conservatives 

who advocated a return to a corporative organization of society, with 

each “estate” assuming fixed dutie$ and responsibilities of a noneco- 

nomic kind. The conventional liberal reply to this was that such a 

solution presupposed a static order, whereas modern society was dy- 

namic. 

On this latter point liberals and socialists likewise concurred. But 

what sort of dynamic was it that kept capitalism going, and what was to 

be expected in the more distant future from the uncontrolled operation 

of the system? On this topic the disputants no longer spoke the same 

language. Liberalism assumed a self-regulating market economy directed 

by private entrepreneurs. Socialism demanded public intervention, in 

some cases total state ownership or control. Marx added a further re- 

finement: he demonstrated that capitalism was undermining its own 

social foundations by doing away with small-scale private property. On 

this point at least he could not be controverted by statistical evidence. 

In the middle of the nineteenth century, the social base of bourgeois 

democracy was sufficiently broad. In the United States, to cite a favor- 

able example, some 80 per cent of the population (excluding slaves) 

owned the means of production with which they worked. Whether they 
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were farmers, traders, craftsmen, or manufacturers, these people pos- 

sessed ‘‘a stake in the country.” Hence their problems could be discussed 

in the time-honored language of the Founding Fathers. A century later, 

approximately the same proportion consisted of wage- or salary-earners. 

Their living standards as consumers had risen beyond all comparison 

with earlier ages, but their social status no longer corresponded to the 

assumptions of Jacksonian democracy. In consequence even economists 

who credited capitalism with a capacity for limitless economic progress 

reluctantly concluded that in the long run it was not viable as a social 

system. This pessimistic forecast had nothing whatever to do with any 

kind of economic stagnation thesis of the sort rendered popular by 

Keynes and some of his followers in the 1930’s. It rested solely on 

sociological considerations, chief among them the gradual extinction of 

the private entrepreneur as the mainspring of the self-regulating market 

economy (Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, 131 ff.; 

see also Sievers, 26 ff.). 

In principle this development should have been gratifying to social- 

ists, whether Marxists or Fabians, since it undercut the assumptions so 

long and tenaciously held by their opponents. In practice it confronted 

them with a set of new and unexpected difficulties: (1) the actual 

transformation of unregulated into planned and regulated capitalism; 

(2) the problem posed by a new kind of social stratification based on 

differences of status and education; and (3) the unsolved theoretical 

problem of relating physical and mental labor to each other. 

We have seen that in the nineteenth century liberals and socialists, if 

they were honest, agreed as to the reality of class conflict. They also 

agreed that classes were definable in economic terms, unlike the old 

estates, membership of which was hereditary, corporate, fixed by tra- 

dition, and a matter of legai and social status. On the liberal side, the 

new concept of class was implicit in Smith and became explicit with 

Ricardo. Among socialists, Marx introduced a new historical and moral 

perspective by relating the phenomenon of class to the dissolution of 

the feudal order, wherein the quality of being a nobleman or a com- 

moner had been inseparable from the personality of the individual. In 

an early work, the German Ideology (1845-46) he already had made a 

point later expanded in Capital: “The division between the personal 

and the class individual, the accidental nature of the conditions of life 

for the individual, appears only with the emergence of the class, which 
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is itself a product of the bourgeoisie. This accidental character is only 

engendered and developed by competition and the struggle of individ- 

uals among themselves” (Op. cit., 95). Classes make their appearance 

pari passu with the rise of a social order in which individuals are free, in 

the sense that they are no longer marked for life by an inherited status 

which they cannot shake off. This freedom has a positive aspect for the 

possessing class, a negative one for the proletarians, because “the condi- 
tion of their existence, labor, and with it all the conditions governing 

modern society, have become something accidental, something over 

which they, as separate individuals, have no control, and over which no 

social organization can give them control” (/bid., 96). In current par- 

lance we may say that classes are an aspect of the market-centered 

society that emerged in eighteenth-century England. The irony lay in 

the fact that the automatism of the self-regulating market first dissolved 

the estates and then replaced them by classes, while the active or pas- 

sive agents of the process imagined themselves to be wholly free and 

independent—at least, if they were of a class which owned its means of 

production. If they lost control of them, the illusory nature of their 

freedom was forcibly brought home to them, and they were obliged to 
see themselves as possessing a collective existence and a common aim: 

the abolition of class society. 

This was the heart of the Marxian argument. Is it still valid? Let us 

set aside the cruder forms of popular Marxism, as instanced by the 

notion that the economic interest of the possessing class finds an auto- 

matic reflex in the political operations of the “power elite.” On this 

interpretation, the “capitalist state” (a term not employed by Marx) 

functions as the instrument of the “ruling class,” “the capitalists,” “the 

corporations,” or “big business” and occasionally goes to war at their 

behest for the purpose of acquiring new markets. There exists a liberal 

version of this populist, or kindergarten, form of economic determinism. 

Its spokesmen suffer from similar delusions. Typically they assert that 

“selfish interests” —monopolists, trade unionists, and protection-minded 

farmers—are joined in an unholy conspiracy to wreck the beneficial 

automatism of the self-regulating market by imposing protective tariffs, 

guaranteed wages, and social-welfare legislation, instead of letting the 

price mechanism work in accordance with its logic. There is no profit in 

pursuing these rival brands of nonsense. Even in its more sophisticated 

form, the idea that sectional class interests invariably translate them- 
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selves into irresistible political pressures does not have much to com- 

mend it. Situations of this kind are rare, and when they do occur it is 

usually in the context of a social system which has temporarily lost its 

political steering mechanism. The famous scene in the French National 

Assembly on the night of August 4, 1789, when the nobility solemnly 

renounced its (largely worthless) seignorial rights, was clearly inspired 

by fear of peasant risings which had grown alarmingly for some months; 

but it was also due to a temporary collapse of political authority at the 

center, and in any case historical research has shown that by then the 

issue of “feudalism” had become fictitious, many bourgeois being land- 
owners and vice versa, so that class lines were blurred and no one could 

say exactly who stood to benefit. If panic measures adopted under such 

circumstances are conceived as a model of what is meant by social 

change, then it is plain that constellations of this sort will not occur 

very often. 

The real question, then, is whether we can go on assuming that class 

interest and class conflict will operate as they did when there was a 

purely market-centered society; and the answer must be that we need a 

different model. Some of our present difficulties are due to the fact 

that the classical approach in the nineteenth century provided no more 

than a rough-and-ready way of describing what was actually going on. 

Other problems stem from recent changes in the structure of society. 

There exists a kind of conceptuak shorthand, common to liberals and 

socialists alike, which has become a source of serious misjudgments 
when applied to political reality. Its intellectual roots go back to the 

great economists who were the first to analyze the operation of a fully 

developed market economy: Smith, Ricardo, John Stuart Mill, and 

Marx. The common factor is the belief that long-run changes in the 

social order are normally mediated by short-run class interests. Given a 

society of the early capitalist type this assumption is fairly realistic, 

although it has to be borne in mind that the interrelation of class 

interest and national (or societal) interest is dialectical. ““The fate of 

classes is much more often determined by the needs of society than the 

fate of society is determined by the needs of classes” (Polanyi, 152). 

Even in a market-centered society, important sectional interests that 

run counter to national or state interests—the state existing primarily 

for the purpose of safeguarding the sovereignty of the nation; in other 
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words, its independence from other nations—may quite simply be disre- 

garded. 

Conversely, there may arise temporary or permanent alliances which 

are politically effective just because they are not sectional. A “‘politi- 
cal bloc” (to employ Gramsci’s terminology) may be formed not only 

by a ruling class of great landowners and captains of industry (as in 

Wilhelminian Germany) but likewise by an alliance of entrepreneurs 

and farmers (as in the Republican Party during and after the American 

Civil War) or by industrialists and workers (as in pre-Fascist Italy, where 

the ruling liberal oligarchy took the unions into partnership, so as to 

impose a policy of tariff protection plus welfare legislation) (Gramsci, 

37). This kind of situation is analyzable in class terms only if one bears 

in mind that sectional pressures may be ignored in the interest of pro- 

moting some overriding political goal essential to the continued exis- 

tence of the whole society. In the case of nineteenth-century continen- 
tal Europe, the prime goal was national unification plus tariff pro- 

tection to aid the growth of industry, so as to survive in the competi- 

tion with foreign rivals. Interests that got in the way were bought off, 

or sacrificed, or simply ignored. If the political process ran into insur- 

mountable obstacles the result might be civil war and social disinte- 

gration (as in Spain) or imperialism and national catastrophe (as in Italy 

and Germany after 1914). In either case the outcome was mediated by 

intellectual currents that eventually transmitted political aims and senti- 

ments—socialist, or nationalist, or both—to the masses. In Germany, 

nationalism provided the necessary unifying sentiment, until it was dis- 

credited by two lost wars and the monstrosities of the Third Reich. In 

Italy, Mussolini’s movement arose as a more or less conscious perversion 

of socialism and syndicalism, the precondition of its temporary success 

being the antecedent collapse of liberalism and the inability of the 

Socialists to come forward as a national force with a solution for the 

country’s problems. The consequence of this twofold failure was an 

explosion of frenzied nationalism. 

The phenomenon of emigration gives rise to the conception of the 

“proletarian nation” ... the Libyan war [of 1911] appears to whole 

strata of intellectuals as the beginning of the offensive of the “great 

proletarian nation” against the capitalistic and plutocratic world. A 

M 
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whole group of syndicalists passed over to nationalism; in fact the 

Nationalist Party was originally constituted by former syndicalist 

intellectuals. ... When Mussolini left Avanti and the Socialist Party 

he was surrounded by this cohort of syndicalists and southernists.” 

(Gramsci, 38-39) 

Not all Marxists were capable of such intellectual insight. If they did 

not content themselves with the platitudes of reformism, they tried to 
copy the October Revolution. (Gramsci himself mistook the latter for a 

proletarian seizure of power.) The concept of the “historical bloc” or 

class alliance exercising an ideological and practical hegemony by virtue 

of its ability to tackle the nation’s problems is an important contribu- 

tion to political theory. Whether it is compatible with belief in the 

hegemonial role of the proletariat is another matter. At any rate Anto- 

nio Gramsci (1891-1937) may be said to have provided the Communist 

movement in Western Europe with a theory of class conflict that was an 

improvement on the Leninist model. 

The crucial point here is the recognition that control of the political 

“superstructure” is the key to the reorganization of society. In his own 

fashion Lenin had perceived this quite early—whence his determination 

to break with the Mensheviks and all other representatives of “econo- 

mism”’—but Russia could never offer a suitable model for the remainder 

of Europe, not even for Eastern Europe. Gramsci, writing in and for a 

Western country, proposed an interpretation of Leninism that made it 

palatable to the intelligentsia: socialism must set itself to solve the tasks 

left unsolved by liberalism. In particular, it must promote the “cultural 

unification of mankind.” This sort of language, an inheritance from the 

long tradition of Italian humanism, established a bridge across which 

liberal intellectuals could move into the Marxist camp while maintain- 

ing that degree of spiritual continuity without which no civilized exis- 

tence is possible. As a disciple of Benedetto Croce (a liberal in- 

fluenced by the Hegelian idealist tradition), Gramsci possessed a lively 

awareness of what is involved in reconstructing a society’s cultural heri- 

tage. What he called egemonia (hegemony) was something quite differ- 

ent from the Jacobin-Blanquist notion of an emergency dictatorship to 

suppress the “class enemy.” He thought in terms of creating a new 

cultural consensus around a “historical bloc” furnished by the working 

class and “its” intellectuals. Some of this was an inheritance from pre- 
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1914 Syndicalism, specifically from Sorel in his earlier quasi-Marxist 

and pre-nationalist phase. It had its counterpart in the thinking of the 

Guild Socialists, save that their successors in Britain were less likely 

than Gramsci to mistake the Russian Revolution for a proletarian sei- 
zure of power. Absolved as he was by his personal circumstances (he 

spent the last eleven years of his life in prison) from the necessity of 

confronting the reality of Soviet totalitarianism, Gramsci was free to 

work out a body of doctrine that could serve as a theoretical guideline 

after Fascism and Stalinism had both vacated the scene. The value of 

his legacy is considerable—not least in the light it throws upon the 

pathetic imitations of European Fascism currently prevalent in Latin 

America, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. It is plain enough that 

any authentic Socialist movement in those parts will have to nourish 

itself on Gramsci’s work if it aspires to the spiritual egemonia that a 

new political order requires for its permanence. The question of 

Gramsci’s relevance for Socialist movements in advanced industrial soci- 
eties is rather more difficult to answer. His admirers have a way of 

overlooking the awkward circumstance that he was struggling with the 

problems of a country in the throes of modernization: an ancient Med- 

iterranean country, moreover, whose Catholic culture was falling to 

pieces and which had never experienced the Reformation. There is a 

further difficulty: Gramsci had seen through the Fascist system of 

make-believe, but he died before the significance of Stalinist totalitari- 

anism became apparent even to Communists. 

A philosophical training in the Hegelian tradition is useful in estab- 

lishing a perspective upon history that transcends the narrow context of 

politics. Gramsci was fond of comparing Socialism to the Enlightenment 

or to the Reformation. In consequcnce it did not greatly matter to him 

that there was not as yet much to show in the way of intellectual 

refinement, notably in the domain of philosophy. After all (as he used 

to point out), it had taken German. Protestantism three centuries to 

evolve from the crudities of Luther to the metaphysical splendors of 

Hegel. As an argument in the life-long dispute Gramsci carried on with 

Croce and his pupils, this was effective enough. Meanwhile, however, 

there were urgent problems pressing for solution, chief among them the 

role of the party as the embodied consciousness of the working class. 
For Gramsci, socialism was not something external to the “spontane- 

ous” labor movement, as it was for Lenin. Rather it was the conscious 



304 A SHorRT HISTORY OF SOCIALISM 

articulation of what was dimly felt by the working masses. Socialist 

intellectuals, organically related to the class from which they stemmed, 

represented the autocoscienza critica of their class, the creators of its 

consciousness. This was a notable divergence from the Leninist model; 

but then Gramsci had come to Communism from Syndicalism; hence he 

retained his faith in the ability of the working class to produce an 
intellectual elite of its own, ultimately a new world-view dimly fore- 

shadowed in Marxism. Cultural “hegemony” in this perspective entailed 

a new philosophy of life, accorded universal acceptance because its 

truth was demonstrable. All this may account for the fact that Italian 

Communism in the post-Stalin era cast itself in the role of a humanist 

movement representing the heritage of the Renaissance and the liberal 

Risorgimento. It does not supply an adequate answer to the problems 

posed by the Stalinist epoch, for to treat Stalinism simply as a response 

to Russian backwardness is plainly an evasion. The Stalinist regime had 

carried through a consciously controlled “revolution from above”—in a 

horrifying fashion, but in the end successfully, even though in the 

process every shred of “proletarian democracy” was sacrificed. Had he 

lived long enough to witness the outcome, Gramsci would presumably 

have had to conclude, as his Italian pupils have reluctantly done in 

substance, that socialism must be democratic if it is not to become 

indistinguishable from Fascism. His theoretical legacy was sufficiently 

ample to permit an unavowed return to the classical Marxian position: 

the liberal heritage must be preserved, not surrendered in the name of 

expediency. But what is possible in Western Europe may be impractica- 

ble elsewhere, notably in countries lacking any kind of democratic 

tradition and under pressure to modernize at breakneck speed, in the 

teeth of worker-and-peasant resistance. The political elites in charge of 

a revolutionary dictatorship may then be driven to the conclusion that 

enlightenment has to be imposed by force even if the more retrograde 

strata do not want it. This after all had been the ‘“Jacobin” view, and 

Gramsci had some sympathy with Jacobinism. There is no unequivocal 

moral to be drawn from all this, save that Communists and democratic 

Socialists can both read Gramsci with profit, so long as they do not 

expect to find political recipes applicable to their very different prob- 

lems. 

While Gramsci did not live long enough to witness the fusion of 

Bolshevism with Fascism in the fully developed Stalinist system around 
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1940, his experience of Mussolini’s regime supplied him with a key to 

the new phenomenon of totalitarianism. This is a term which must be 

employed with some caution, having been largely emptied of its opera- 

tional meaning by writers eager to discredit anything they happen to 

dislike, from the French Revolution onward. What the term signifies is 

the forcible reconstruction of the social order by a single-party regime 

in effective control of the political superstructure. This is quite differ- 

ent from the imposition of authoritarian rule by a conservative oli- 

garchy determined to keep things as they are—the sort of aim that some 

intellectuals have traditionally imbibed by way of Plato’s notorious 

idealization of Sparta in the Republic. A totalitarian regime is 

dynamic, or else it does not deserve this particular label. The confusion 

stems from the intellectual orientation known as elitism. The concept 

of the political elite is of Italian origin, and not accidentally it was 

put forward by Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941) and Vilfredo Pareto 

(1848-1923) in a place and at a time when liberalism was coming under 

fire from left and right. The centerpiece of the doctrine was an analysis 

of politics as an autonomous realm: not (as Marx was supposed to have 

thought) a mere reflex of social cdnflict. Politics was about control of 

the state, and political leadership was invariably exercised by elites 

made up of individuals endowed with superior talents for governing 

inferiors. This was so whether the system was nominally democratic or 

not, from which it followed that democracy was a myth if taken to 

mean popular self-rule. As for the classless society of Marxian socialism, 

it was utopian by definition. 

Anyone familiar with Italian history will have no trouble picking out 

the Machiavellian roots of this doctrine, but then much of Gramsci’s 

political thinking too revolved around the problematic fortunes of the 

Italian city-state and its failure in the later stages of the Renaissance. A 

case can thus be made for the proposition that in the 1890’s, when 

Mosca and Pareto developed their elitist doctrine, while Antonio Labri- 

ola expounded Marxism and Benedetto Croce acclimatized Hegelianism, 

Italian political thinkers played variations upon a single theme. This is 

not to say that all they wrote was equally significant. Mosca’s theory of 

the ruling class (first sketched out in 1884 and then elaborated in 1896) 
was poor stuff, and Gramsci had no trouble disposing of it. ““Mosca’s 

so-called ‘political class’ is nothing but the intellectual section of the 

ruling group” (Meisel, 315). Pareto’s Trattato of 1916, for all its im- 
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pressive bulk, proved wholly sterile, and the worthy Robert Michels, 

with his ponderous analysis of German Social Democracy, made more 

of an impression upon his Italian readers than upon Germans who knew 

the topic at first hand. But for all their essential provincialism, these 

authors (like Sorel, who made extensive use of them) gave an impetus 

to what may be called the sociology of politics. if they had no solutions 

to offer, at least they asked some relevant questions. 

Instead of going into the merits or demerits of elite theory, let us 

simply note a few historical circumstances. (1) The doctrine, as out- 

lined by Mosca in 1896 and revised by Michels and Pareto around 1910, 

was both anti-liberal and anti-Marxist; it thus made an appeal to con- 

servative nationalists, but also to disappointed Syndicalists, some of 

whom after 1918 came to swell the Fascist ranks. (2) Fascism, though 

originally conceived on Italian soil and put into practice by Mussolini, 

developed in an international context. In particular, it found favor in 

Latin America, where it provided both the ruling oligarchies and the 

more nationalist elements among the military and the intellectuals with 

an ideological equipment of sorts. (3) It evoked a Marxist response 

from Gramsci, who had been impressed by the collapse of Italian Lib- 

eralism and the helplessness of the labor movement (Socialist and Com- 
munist alike) when confronted with the Fascist onslaught. (4) For all 

its claims to represent a “totalitarian” regime, Italian Fascism was in 

fact hobbled by its original compromise with the monarchy and the 

Church, but for which it could not have come to power. Of the various 

Fascist regimes, only the German after 1933 came close to being genu- 

inely totalitarian, to the degree that it became independent of the 

conservative elements in state and society with which it had originally 

allied itself. Stalinism by contrast was fully totalitarian, the Revolution 

having pulverized all the existing institutions of society and concen- 

trated political authority within the leadership of the Communist Party. 

The Stalinist regime was thus able after 1929 to effect a “revolution 

from above” by expropriating the peasantry, re-introducing a form of 

state serfdom, and imposing a degree of labor discipline unparalleled in 

any other country on the road to full-scale industrialization. This latter 

feature induced its Trotskyist or Bukharinist critics to describe the 

regime as “bureaucratic,” the implication being that a new ruling class 

had arisen (or an old one been restored) in the state bureaucracy 

which collectively owned cr managed the nationalized means of pro- 
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duction. The trouble with this analysis was that it presupposed the 
traditional distinction between an autonomous economy and its politi- 

cal superstructure, whereas the originality of Stalinism (and to a lesser 

degree of Fascism) lay in the fact that it had done away with this 

difference. The issue was posed in 1957, when it became briefly pos- 

sible to discuss such topics in Eastern Europe, by a distinguished Polish 

sociologist in the following terms: 

When the conceptual system and problems of bourgeois sociology 

were being formulated, when the ideas of Marx and Engels were 

being developed into a great and cohesive doctrine, the social conse- 

quences of the second technical revolution ... which were to trans- 

form the social life of the twentieth century were not yet 

known.... A social system based on the nationalization of the 

means of production was also unknown. No one could yet have had 

any experience of the kind of planning which was over a great part 

of the globe to embrace in a centralized system almost the entire 

economy, including the production of the so-called “cultural val- 

ues,” and to take over the direction of the labour force, the large- 

scale distribution of privileges and discriminations, and the conscious 

shaping of the social structure... . 

In situations where changes of social structure are to a greater or 

lesser degree governed by the decision of the political authorities, we 

are a long way from social classes as interpreted by Marx, Ward, 

Veblen, or Weber, from classes conceived of as groups determined by 

their relations to the means of production or, as others would say, 

by their relations to the market (Ossowski, 2-3, 184). 

Classes, in other words, are a phenomenon peculiar to bourgeois 

society. That this conclusion was drawn in the 1950’s by a Polish 

author fully conversant both with Leninist theory and with Stalinist 

reality certainly enhances its interest. The disintegration of class soci- 

ety is plainly related to the phenomenon of totalitarianism. If the “poli- 

tical authorities” can permanently alter the social structure, the one- 

party state acquires its own dynamic and becomes the conscious instru- 

ment of reconstruction. The ruling political caste, unhampered by any 

organized opposition, can then impose its will in a manner inconceiv- 

able under conditions where “state” and “‘society”’ are related to each 

other in such a way that the former appears as the “‘executive organ” of 
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the latter. It is perhaps worth emphasizing that the “Machiavellian” 

tradition associated with Mosca and Pareto was quite innocent of these 

discoveries: it was solely concerned with the manipulation of power. 

These conservative writers were critical of parliamentary democracy as 

an ineffective system of government, but they never foresaw (let alone 

advocated) the forcible reconstruction of the entire socio-economic 

“‘base’”’ in accordance with decisions emanating from the “‘superstruc- 

ture.’ Neither, for that matter, did those democratic socialists who 

took their line from Marx or from Engels and his successors. As for the 

Fabians, they were indeed suspected, as we have seen, of favoring the 

rule of an enlightened bureaucracy which would stifle individual enter- 

prise. But a glance at their literature, or that of their Marxist and Guild 

Socialist critics, shows that a Fabian regime was simply intended to 

administer a country already collectivized by the impersonal pressure of 

economic forces. Such a society would presumably be stable, if not 

stagnant, and in any case governed on democratic lines, with plenty of 

built-in checks and balances. The totalitarian phenomenon arose under 
exceptional circumstances on the semi-civilized borderlands of Europe 

and was then catapulted into political space by the rival Commu- 

nist and Fascist movements. Its coming was unforeseen, if not perhaps 

wholly unforeseeable. 

What is the relevance of this “bureaucratic collectivism” (if that is 

what one wants to call it) to the so-called “‘new class” of managers or 

administrators? First of all, what is called managerialism obviously re- 

lates to all types of advanced industrial society: whether capitalist or 

socialist, democratic or authoritarian, pluralist or one-party, Western or 

Eastern. In other words, being a global phenomenon associated with 

what may be termed bureaucratization, it cannot be pressed into service 

for purposes of argument in a controversy between liberals and so- 

cialists, or between democrats and authoritarians. If there is a ‘“‘new 

class” in the sense of a social stratum spontaneously generated by the 

scientific and industrial production process, then its emergence is not 

dependent on specific political arrangements. /s there such a class? It 

may seem mere logic-chopping, but if one adheres to the notion that 

“classes” are characteristic of a market-centered economy, then it 

makes no sense to say that a “new class” has come into being under 

conditions where the market economy is giving way to centralized plan- 

ning (which need not be totalitarian). At most one might speak of a 
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new directing stratum. However, economists of the Keynesian persua- 

sion are fond of the term, possibly because it fills the gap left in the 

older type of sociology by the reluctance of its founders to employ the 

term ‘“‘class,” for fear of being mistaken for socialists. Thus one now 

finds it stated that ““A New Class has emerged in affluent America and 

it will grow....The passport to this class is education. In the final 

analysis, the growth of the New Class, for whom labor is pleasurable, is 

the true index of progress” (Sievers [summarizing Galbraith] , 69). It is 

not clear whether this is more than a new way of stating that there has 

been a numerical growth of the intelligentsia, or the salariat in general. 

Professor J. K. Galbraith in the 1960’s had come to see the New Class 

as the pace-setter of what in the 1950’s he was pleased to describe as 

the “affluent society”: 

We have barely noticed that the leisure class has been replaced by 

another and much larger class to which work has none of the older 
connotation of pain, fatigue, or other mental or physical discomfort. 

We have failed to appreciate the emergence of this New Class, as it 

may be simply called, largely as the result of one of the oldest and 

most effective obfuscations in the field of social science. This is the 

effort to assert that all work—physical, mental, artistic, or manage- 

rial—is essentially the same. (The Affluent Society, 264-65) 

A decade later, the key term was no longer “affluence” but “techno- 

structure.” The basic argument, however, remained substantially the 

same (The New Industrial State, 86 ff.). 

All this appears to have only a very tenuous connection with the 
familiar assertion that a New Class has risen to power in the collectiv- 

ized societies of the U.S.S.R. and Eastern Europe. Whether accurate or 
not, such a statement affirms something quite specific: that ownership 

and/or control of the collectivized means of production is vested in an 

irremovable bureaucracy which monopolizes both political and eco- 

nomic power, employing the Communist Party as its chosen instru- 

ment. A ruling stratum of this kind, if equipped with powers to perpet- 

uate itself, would resemble the ancient nobility rather than the bour- 

geoisie, for it would combine military, political, economic, social, and 

cultural functions—something the European middle class never managed 

to do on a national scale, although arguably it attained this goal in the 

city-states of northern Italy, Flanders, Holland, and Switzerland during a 

M* 
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period ranging from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century. If a stra- 

tum of this sort is in process of formation somewhere, it is extremely 

unlikely that its existence will become apparent to itself, let alone to 

outsiders, at an early stage. A new class, like a new culture, does not 

sprout overnight. There clearly is something in the notion that the 

functional separation of physical from mental labor may contain the 

germ of a new division along class lines. If this process should turn out 

to be irreversible, it would become necessary to conclude that the goal 

of a classless society is utopian, in so far as it assumes that the division 

of labor can be overcome. But whether or not this is actually the case 

remains to be seen. In any event it has no bearing on the exercise of 

power. Class analysis deals with long-run processes, not with transitory 

political and ideological phenomena. 
The current fashion in sociology, however, has made it impossible. to 

discuss the one without bringing in the other. If the term “ruling class” 

is employed to describe the political elite of any given society, the 

discussion will revolve around the sort of topic rendered familiar in 

sociological literature by the work of Weber, Schumpeter, Parsons, and 

Pareto. If the argument concerns the polarization of social classes in 

bourgeois society, one had better stick to the Marxian apparatus, which 

is expressly designed to deal with this particular subject. If one intends 

to investigate the twentieth-century phenomenon of totalitarianism, it 

is useful to bear in mind what Ossowski has to say about the built-in 

limitations of liberal and Marxian theorizing alike. Alternatively one 

may confine the debate to the theme of workers’ control in industry, in 

which case one is bound to stay within the socialist terminology, and 

one will then be brought back to the issues already at stake in the 

controversies started before and after 1914 by the Webbs, Bernard 

Shaw, William Morris, Tawney, Cole, and their associates. The purpose 

of the exercise in the present chapter is not to “solve” this particular 

problem, but to sort out the conceptual tool-kit required. 

Let us now apply the historical perspective. In its origins, socialism 

in Western Europe grew out of the nascent workers’ movement in Brit- 

ain and France around 1830: specifically the “labor aristocracy” of 

skilled and unionized workers. The movement had some trouble eman- 

cipating itself from its agrarian-populist ancestry, which connected it 

with a more ancient democratic tradition. In its further development it 

acquired a political consciousness during the struggle for the attainment 
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of what were then accurately defined as class aims. At the same time it 

attracted the sympathy and support of theorists stemming from the 

intellectual elite of the middle class. Lenin and his followers later inter- 

preted this circumstance to mean that the labor movement, left to itself, 

could not spontaneously rise above a “trade unionist” level, from which 

it followed that a socialist consciousness had to be introduced into it 

“from without” by radical intellectuals. This was indeed the case in 

Russia. But elsewhere the intellectuals largely generalized what was 

inherent in the workers’ spontaneous rebellion against their condition 

of life under capitalism. Recognition of this fact was central to the 

Syndicalist movement from which a number of Communists stemmed: 

Gramsci being foremost among a generation of labor leaders who mis- 

took the Russian Revolution for a proletarian seizure of power. In fact, 

it was nothing of the kind, nor could it have been. Russian Socialism 

was the creation of the gentry—a stratum already prominent before the 

belated rise of an ineffective bourgeoisie which missed its chance in 

1917. Lenin was the last and greatest of those déclassé intellectuals 

who for a century had given form and content to the Populist doctrine 

that Russia could and should “skip” the capitalist stage. He was right in 

asserting that this doctrine had to be imported into the workers’ 

movement, but the conclusion he drew—that “the party” must be 

composed of “professional revolutionaries’’—was irrelevant to the con- 

ditions under which Communist movements arose after 1919 in Cen- 

tral and Western Europe. A purely Russian notion, it was unaccept- 

able even to Polish Marxists such as Rosa Luxemburg, and doubly 

unacceptable to labor leaders shaped by the Syndicalist tradition. The 

latter, however, had in the meantime developed a different kind of 

elitism—based on the notion that only a minority of class-conscious 

workers were capable of rising to an adequate awareness of their his- 

toric task. In consequence it was possible for theorists like Gramsci to 

regard themselves as Leninists. The misunderstanding latent in this situ- 

ation became apparent only after the Soviet bureaucracy had visibly cut 

its connection with the workers’ movement. The delayed shock of this 

discovery accounts for the disarray of the Communist parties in all 

those advanced industrial countries in which the labor movement has 

outgrown the primitive rebelliousness normally associated with the im- 

pact of early capitalism. Conversely, the Russian model, having been 

propounded in a retarded country by revolutionaries stemming from 
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the gentry, continues to have an emotional and intellectual appeal for 

radical intellectuals similarly situated, notably in Latin America and 

Southeast Asia. 

What does all this have to do with the concept of a “new class” or 

with Paretian notions about the “‘circulation of elites”? Nothing what- 

ever, save in so far as a certain amount of elitist theorizing is inevitable 

in a situation where a socialist tradition has come into being before the 

emergence of an authentic labor movement. Russia was such a country, 

and there were analogous tendencies in Spain, which is why Bakunin’s 

anarchist version of gentry socialism went down well with Spaniards 

who had no use for bourgeois democracy. It also made an appeal to the 

lumpenproletariat of Naples (but not to the labor aristocracy of Milan 

and Turin, from which Gramsci’s party has drawn its strength for the 

past half century). It is true that the Italian Communist Party, unlike its 

Socialist predecessor, has made an effort to reach the peasantry, having 

been warned by the Fascist experience not to neglect the rural areas for 

the sake of mere urban labor reformism. But it has done so on the basis 

of mental attitudes formed in the industrial centers. In other words, it 

has throughout its career been Leninist only in so far as it has aimed at 

total power and the one-party state, and in its latest transmutation it 

has effectively abandoned this aim, thereby reverting to its origins. To 

no one’s great surprise, the lead given in the West European country 

where Communism is numerically strongest has begun to affect the 

remainder of the Communist movement in Europe. In the measure in 

which these parties rediscover their Marxian inheritance, they are inevi- 

tably obliged to revise the Leninist construction they had placed upon 

Tie 

3. Beyond Capitalism 

It seems fitting to conclude this survey with a few observations on the 

economics of socialism: not as a contribution to the analysis of tech- 

nical problems, but so as to remove a few misconceptions. There is no 

purpose in pretending that the historian can do more than register 

recent developments in what has increasingly become a matter for spe- 

cialists. Oskar Lange’s and F. M. Taylor’s slim volume, first published in 
1938 and several times reprinted since then, lists a number of writings 

published in the 1930’s on the topic of resources allocation under central 
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planning. Since then the trickle has broadened into a stream to which 

Lange himself made a notable contribution in 1959-63 with a severely 

professional analysis of economic theorizing along strictly Marxist lines, 
an analysis that had behind it the authority of a distinguished theorist 
then still in charge of socialist planning in his native Poland. Anyone 

curious to know what a Marxist economist had to say in the late 1950’s 

and early 1960’s about the problems and prospects of capitalism (and 

about the historical approach customarily associated with German au- 

thors such as Werner Sombart and Max Weber) is advised to consult 

him. Even if he or she gets nothing more out of it than the shock of 

finding Weber’s celebrated analysis of the Reformation treated as a 

piece of Hegelian idealist philosophizing (Political Economy, 268) the 

experience will have been worth while. There is never any harm in 

subjecting one’s conventional assumptions to the test of a hostile judg- 

ment that has behind it the weight of solid learning and practical exper- 

ience. Lange had no use whatever for non-Marxian economics, whether 

“subjectivist” or “historical,” to employ his terminology. He knew all 

about mathematical programming and made lavish use of it but saw no 

reason to depart from the basic assumptions Marx had extracted from 

the classics of political economy. From his standpoint the empirical 

approach which dispensed with “abstract”? concepts and the utili- 

tarian or marginalist doctrine represented two parallel aberrations: 

the historical school did away with theorizing altogether, while the 

marginalists replaced the sociological realism of the classics by a crude 

psychologism. Classical political economy had to do with wealth-crea- 

tion, and in its Marxian version with historically determined relations of 

production. Marginalism—the doctrine associated with Jevons, Walras, 

Pareto, Marshall, and Menger—focussed on the behavior of individuals 

in a social framework that was implicitly taken for granted. From being 

an analysis of the structure of socio-economic relations, “political econ- 

omy becomes the study of the relation of man to the objects satisfying 

his needs, to the goods the possession of which causes pleasure or 

constitutes wealth” (Lange, 234). Man’s behavior is supposed to con- 

form to the principle of maximizing an entity known as “utility”; 

hence economics, in its origins an exercise associated with the rise of 

the market economy, becomes the study of one particular aspect of 

an invariant human nature. The end result is to transform economics 

into a “logic of choice,” the external framework of which is 
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the relationship between ends and scarce means. Sociology is dissolved 

into psychology. It escapes this fate in the school of Weber and his 

descendants only at the cost of helping to transform economic theory 

into economic history. The attentive reader of Lange’s learned diatribe 

discovers before long that these criticisms are not directed against Jo- 

seph Schumpeter. But then Schumpeter was a conservative pessimist 

who detested socialism but held its coming to be inevitable. As for 

Keynes, it is common knowledge that he reverted to macro-economics, 

notably the study of topics such as unemployment and the trade cycle. 

To that extent his pupils and the neo-Marxists are in the position of 

rival armies engaged in a contest for possession of the same piece of 

ground (Robinson, Economic Philosophy). 

Lest it be supposed that these brief remarks are intended to do 

justice to a topic which has now occupied some of the best minds in the 

learned world for over a century, let us move to shallower and safer 

waters. It may seem a trifle odd to say, “To the right of the Marxists 

are the socialists” (Heilbroner, 291), but it is certainly the case that 

some distinguished economists have made out a theoretical case for 

socialism without troubling about Marx. It is true that they have gener- 

ally done so by reviving the ethical critique of capitalism associated 

with Robert Owen or with William Morris and his progeny. That is to 
say, they have stressed the distinction between “production for profit” 

and “production for use.’ Now in a sense all production is for use: if 

marketable commodities possessed no use value, they could not be sold 

and no one could make a profit out of them. This is the standard 

apology for capitalism or private enterprise, whichever term one pre- 

fers. Even the mightiest corporation has to produce what it can sell, and 

it can only sell what other people need (or think they need because 

they have been told so, which admittedly makes a large difference). In 

this sense, production for profit is automatically converted into produc- 

tion for use by the operation of the market. There exists a rather 

simple-minded version of anticapitalism which condemns the whole 

performance on the grounds that it is motivated by the self-interest of 

the producers. But this is plain foolishness. Self-interest is not necessar- 

ily anti-social, and if it could be shown that the “invisible hand” of the 

price mechanism transmutes individual selfishness into activities tending 

to promote the public good, the system would be immune to criticism 

on ordinary moral grounds. It would then still be open to socialists or 
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anarchists to prefer a different arrangement, but they could not well 

assert that capitalism is harmful to the public interest, or that a better 

mechanism can be designed to satisfy the material needs of society. 

This, however, is just what socialists do affirm, and their reasons for 

holding this view have to be backed by arguments that take account of 

their opponents’ case. 

Setting aside the Marxian thesis concerning the exploitation of labor 

—a concept that depends on general propositions about labor and value 

unacceptable to non-Marxian economists—the minimal case for social- 

ism as an economic system boils down to the proposition that public 

planning is socially superior to an unregulated market economy of the 

capitalist type. To avoid misunderstanding, let it be clear that “‘capital- 

ism” signifies control over the means of production by individual or 
corporate owners of capital who are obliged to make a profit if they 

want to stay in business and must therefore place economic calculation 

foremost among their concerns. Further, we have to make the assump- 

tion that rational allocation of consumer goods by the operation of a 

price (or market) mechanism is possible even under central planning. 

There are economists who dispute this, and clearly if they are right the 

economic case for socialism collapses. People who have already got used 

to a market economy (i.e., an economy in which goods are supplied on 

demand) are unlikely to prefer an arrangement whereby the satisfaction 

of needs is dependent on the whims of an uncontrolled bureaucracy. 

There is a case for saying that in a genuinely free and equal society 

production would be solely controlled by demand. Theoretically such a 

state of affairs is envisioned as a goal both by communists and by the 

most extreme Jaissez-faire liberals. It is therefore quite pointless to 

argue about it. The division of opinion on this particular issue has to do 

with the question whether capitalism does or does not approximate to a 

state of affairs where the consumer is sovereign, in the sense of having a 

reasonable expectation that his demands will be satisfied. Let it also be 

clear that the dispute between liberals and socialists on this topic is 

quite unrelated to what one thinks of the wage relationship. Even if all 

capitalist property is confiscated by the state, this does not remove the 

wage relation, since people will have to go on working and be paid in 

accordance with their performance. There is some confusion on this 

point, which is why it seems best to deal first with the market mechan- 

ism before moving on to the question of social ownership. 
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Socialists are at a minimum committed to economic planning that 

goes counter to the operation of an economy in which private firms 

predominate and profits are distributed among shareholders and man- 

agers. A system of this kind necessarily perpetuates the class division 

between a wealthy minority and a propertyless majority. A capitalist 

economy, moreover, can only respond to “effective demand” backed 

by actual purchasing power. It operates for the benefit of paying cus- 

tomers only and does not recognize the existence of other people. In 

consequence it normally fails to satisfy basic material needs except in a 

roundabout way that is not to everyone’s taste. To put it crudely, the 

logic of the system entails the production of luxury goods for the few, 

rather than the provision of food, clothing, and decent housing for the 

many. This is not due to the bad will or imbecility of those in control: 

it follows logically from the operation of the market. In an egalitarian 

community this would not happen, since all customers would have ap- 

proximately the same purchasing power, but bourgeois society is not 

egalitarian. The result is that social inequalities are constantly repro- 

duced and even rendered more acute, even though society grows richer 

and there is some rise in real incomes. The built-in automatism is such 

that those who start off with material advantages (including advantages 

in skill, training, and education) secure a disproportionate share of the 

social product. “The price mechanism rewards people according to the 

scarcity of the resources (labour and property) that they possess, but it 

does not itself contain any mechanism for equalising the distribution of 

scarcities. For justice in distribution we clearly have to summon the 
forces of the state’ (Lewis, 12). 

Taken by itself this is a democratic rather than a socialist line of 

reasoning. The distinction is important, and its neglect leads to some 

confusion. The systematic correction of built-in social inequalities by 
appropriate public action is an aspect of what has come to be known as 

the welfare state. In its usual formulation the “‘welfare-state” doctrine 

leaves the wage relationship unaltered. Under optimal conditions, Social 

Democratic governments based on parliamentary majorities are able to 

make the welfare state a reality, the classic case being the Scandinavian 

countries. Under somewhat less favorable circumstances, as in post- 

1945 Britain, they can still correct the worst inequalities resulting from 

the unrestricted operation of a capitalist price system. The obvious 

means to this end are taxation of the rich and the expansion of the 
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public sector (education, health, and housing). However important and 

beneficial, such arrangements fall short of socialism inasmuch as they 

do not alter the status of wage- and salary-earners, not even if key 

industries and public services are nationalized or municipalized. The 

wage relationship is rooted in the fact that wage- and salary-earners do 

not own the means of production, i.e., the instruments of labor. If they 

owned them, they would still have to work, but the profits would no 

longer go to the owners of capital. Anything that falls short of abolish- 

ing the wage relation has no claim to being described as socialism, 

although it may be a station on the way thereto. 

It is sometimes argued that under continuous full employment the 

status of wage earners loses its degrading character, since employers 

have to bid for labor in circumstances where the workers (unionized or 

not) are in a position to dictate terms. But such conditions have never 

existed anywhere, save for brief and exceptional periods (generally dur- 

ing a war), and even if they were somehow rendered permanent by 

appropriate monetary management, this would not alter the fact that 

the profits of the enterprise would still go to the shareholders, who also 

benefit automatically from the steady march of technical progress. It 

follows that Socialists (as distinct from Social Democrats) cannot regard 
full employment and the welfare state as their ultimate goal. Equally 

they cannot be satisfied with a kind of central planning that vests all 

authority in the government, notably if the latter is not democratically 

controlled. Full employment and central planning existed under Hitler 

and Stalin, the latter having also done away with private ownership in 

the means of production. But only Fascists and/or Stalinists were satis- 

fied with the resulting state of affairs. Even setting aside the monstrosities 

associated with these two regimes, the kind of central planning that 

vests all control in a political bureaucracy is unlikely to be efficient, 

and it is certain to be destructive of freedom. If liberal laissez-fairists 

had no other competition to face, they could save themselves the 

trouble of trying to prove that capitalism will in due course make 

everyone rich and happy. People who have once seen a Stalinist or 

Fascist regime at work will go to great lengths to avoid having one 

imposed on them. They will even put up with slumps and unemploy- 

ment, so long as there is a reasonable chance of getting back to normal. 

A certain minimal degree of economic planning is after all attainable 

even under modern corporate capitalism, and the social injustice that 
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goes with the system is preferable to being shot or sent to a labor camp, 

or at best made to queue endlessly for a capricious supply of inferior 

goods and services. If socialism were to become permanently identified 

with the kind of life imposed after 1945 on Eastern Europe, few sane 

people would want it. 

To balance the account it has to be added that while Communists 

tend to confuse socialism with state ownership, Social Democrats are in 

the habit of equating it with labor reformism and welfare policies. Both 

attitudes reflect short-term political options that may be inevitable, 

given the circumstances, but cannot serve as a suitable definition of 

traditional socialist aims. These aims may be unattainable, in which case 

democratic socialism will have to be written off, but it is just as well to 

be clear as to the meaning of what one is arguing about. The term 

“socialism” was originally coined for the purpose of designating a soci- 

ety in which the producers own their tools. Since under modern indus- 

trial conditions this cannot be done individually (the common error of 

liberals and anarchists is to believe that private ownership can be re- 

stored, whereas in fact it cannot, setting aside consumer goods which 

by definition are not “instruments of production’’), the only reasonable 

description of socialism is one that centers on common or social owner- 

ship. The distinction between state property and social ownership 

ought to be obvious: the former vests effective control in a political 

bureaucracy, the latter does not. if one feels in need of a summary 

definition, that offered by Dickinson in 1939 still seems the best: 

Socialism is an economic organization of society in which the mate- 

rial means of production are owned by the whole community and 

operated by organs representative of and responsible to the com- 

munity according to a general economic plan, all members of the 

community being entitled to benefit from the results of such social- 

ized planned production on the basis of equal rights. (Cited by 

Smith, 113) 

The objection that such a community might be so poor “that life 

within it might be well-nigh intolerable” (/bid.) is valid in principle, but 

for practical purposes it has always been assumed that one is talking 

about an advanced industrial society, not about a return to primitive 

conditions. It is of course open to individuals to settle for monastic 

poverty if that is what they want, in which case comparisons with 

wealthier communities are unlikely to bother them. 
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If one adopts Dickinson’s formulation as a yardstick, one necessarily 

parts company with Schumpeter, for whom socialism is defined as “‘an 

institutional pattern in which the control over means of production and 

over production itself is vested with a central authority” (Capitalism, 

Socialism, and Democracy, 167). By this standard Pharaonic Egypt and 

Stalin’s Russia were both socialist societies. Schumpeter expressly ex- 

cludes “guild socialism, syndicalism and other types” (/bid., 168) on 

the grounds that “Centralist Socialism seems to me to hold the field so 

clearly that it would be waste of space to consider other forms.” His 

distinguished contemporary Oskar Lange, viewing the scene some years 

later from the opposite political pole, agreed substantially that social- 

ism signified state control and central planning. Although he spoke of 

“social ownership of the principal means of production” (Political 

Economy , 81), he was silent on the difference between state ownership 

and common ownership. In practice this amounted to equating nation- 

alization with socialization—inevitable in post-1945 Poland and the 

remainder of Soviet-controlled Eastern Europe, but misleading from the 

standpoint of socialist theory. The consequent tensions were duly illus- 

trated by the events in Czechoslovakia where the reformers were 

treated as a potential threat by the Soviet autocracy and its East Euro- 

pean satellites because they tried to convert bureaucratic dictation into 

genuine social control. In practice this meant introducing a measure of 

democracy in the shape of works councils, so as to counterbalance the 

hitherto unchecked power of the political bureaucracy in charge of the 

central planning apparatus. The latter being the mainspring of the 

state-socialist systems introduced throughout Eastern Europe after 

1945, it is hardly surprising that the Czechoslovak experiment in 1968 

was dubbed “revisionist,” as the rather more successful Yugoslav model 

had already been stigmatized years earlier. 

For all its inadequacy when measured by socialist standards, elector- 

ates (if they are consulted) generally prefer modern, controlled, or 

“post-Keynesian” capitalism to both state ownership on the Soviet 

model and the /aissez-faire system which periodically restores its equi- 

librium by way of gigantic crises and the wholesale waste of human and 

material resources through mass unemployment. Keynes had no 

social vision extending beyond the England of his day, but he did have 

an answer to the problem of unemployment. When accused of wanting 

to set the unemployed to work digging holes and filling them up again, 

he pointed out correctly that even if they were paid for doing nothing 
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else, they would spend their wages on food and other necessities, there- 

by increasing the sum of real incomes. Keynesian economics are mor- 

ally neutral and can be employed in the service of capitalism, socialism, 

or anything else. Keynes had the candor to admit this; witness his 

celebrated argument that socially wasteful investments may be econom- 

ically useful: 

Ancient Egypt was doubly fortunate, and doubtless owed to this its 

fabled wealth, in that it possessed two activities, namely pyramid- 

building as well as the search for precious metals, the fruits of which, 

since they could not serve the needs of man by being consumed, did 

not stale with abundance. The Middle Ages built cathedrals and sang 

dirges. Two pyramids, two masses for the dead, are twice as good as 

one; but not so two railways from London to York. (General Theory 

of Employment, Interest and Money, 131) 

This elegant cynicism (a notable feature of the Bloomsbury set and 

its culture, of which Keynes was the most distinguished ornament) was 

merely frosting on the cake of economic reasoning. The argument itself 

was convincing enough, and once it had sunk in the practice of digging 

holes in the ground (largely for military purposes) was employed when- 

ever growth rates threatened to slacken, or unemployment rose above a 

level judged politically tolerable. The incidental benefits of the new 

system were considerable, even taking into account the unsolved prob- 

lem of inflation. But there was nothing socialist about the motor pro- 

pelling the machinery. It was still the old competitive nexus based on 

the investor’s profit expectations. The chief difference was that the 

state now undertook to make up for inadequate investment on the part 

of capital-owners. 

State socialism may be regarded as a perversion of authentic social 

ownership. State capitalism differs from it principally in that it retains 

private ownership of the means of production: typically in the form of 

corporate monopoly. Unlike private capitalism it acts systematically to 

promote employment, if necessary through the wholesale waste of pub- 

lic funds on armaments and other unproductive forms of expenditure 

which (unlike public housing) have the advantage of not competing 

with the private sector. 

It avoids the waste of the free market, and it does not permit invest- 
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ments to be misplaced in the stage of development or to become 

obsolete in the stage of saturation. It can direct investments toward 

ventures which create new demands—Keynes’s “pyramids,” Tugan- 

Baranovsky’s tower of equipment, a huge defense establishment, or a 

“New Frontier”—and it may even balance inefficient production 

units against overproductive units. (Pachter, in Howe, ed., The Radi- 

cal Papers, 41-42 ) 

Although wasteful, the system is superior to “free” capitalism in that 

its built-in stabilizers enable it to even out the fluctuations of the trade 

cycle. Like state socialism it works best if there is little or no demo- 

cratic control, although the formalities of constitutional rule may be 

preserved. Unlike state socialism it is burdened with the irrationality of 

having to conceal its planning apparatus behind a phraseology inherited 

from the age of “pure” market-economy capitalism. It also operates 

against the public interest by making the great monopolies the final 

arbiters of the key decisions which are invariably taken behind closed 

doors. Moreover, for all the rhetoric in which it is typically enveloped, 

the system: functions most effectively if there is a moderate degree of 

unemployment, so as not to give undue bargaining power to the unions. 

Alternatively it may take the strongest unions into partnership, at the 

cost of steady wage-price inflation, the effects of which are mostly felt 

by the elderly, the unemployed, the unskilled, and the nonunionized 

sections of the salariat. This is what modern neo-liberalism amounts to 

in practice, which is why its social achievements rarely match up to the 

enthusiastic verbiage of its sponsors. 

If one abstracts from the rather hollow phrase-mongering that sur- 

rounds it, the neo-liberal system is a capitalist economy which retains 

the market mechanism but employs the “countervailing powers” of 

state intervention to ensure a rate of growth substantially higher than 

the normal expansion achieved under a “free” system in which the 

propertied class retains full control over the economy and the govern- 

ment. Ideally the adoption of the “new economics,” by permitting a 

relatively rapid rate of growth and near-full employment, also makes 

possible a steady expansion of the social services. In practice this goal is 

usually sacrificed to other aims, unless political pressures become suffi- 

ciently strong to secure some diversion of resources to public sectors 

such as health and housing. Under Social Democratic rule the balance of 
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power snifts from the side of private enterprise and corporate manage- 

ment to organized labor. This is the justification for describing an econ- 

omy of this type as “‘laborist,”’ even though the ownership of the means 

of production remains wholly or predominantly private. Much of the 

verbal confusion surrounding the British and Scandinavian variants of 

this system is due to the habit of equating laborism with socialism. 

What actually happens under Social Democratic management is a more 

or less steady expansion of welfare-state services designed to equalize 

the distribution of incomes. This process may, but need not, be accom- 

panied by the nationalization of a significant sector of the economy. 

Conversely, both nationalization and the expansion of social services 

may occur where Social Democratic control is lacking: witness the 

record of France and Italy since 1945. The same applies to central 

planning, which has indeed come to play a more important role in 

France than in Britain: the main impetus behind it being the long-estab- 

lished Saint-Simonian tradition of the French political and bureau- 

cratic elites. This bias became impertant in an environment where state 

intervention to speed economic growth had been rendered respectable 

by the failure of classical liberalism, the rise of the war-time Resistance 

movements, and the temporary break-through achieved by the labor 

movement in 1945. Contrary to popular misconceptions, Keynesian 

theorizing had nothing whatever to do with it. Neither has it accounted 

for the superior performance of the French economy, compared to the 

British, since about 1950. It would be truer to say that the French were 

favored both by their national tradition and by the fact of not having 

to bother about the “new economics” (Shonfield, 80 ff.). The upshot 

has been to place centralized economic planning in the forefront of 

public debate in France, Italy, Britain, Holland, and Austria, where 

Communist or Social Democratic pressures were strong. Yet no one 

would describe the resulting pattern as socialist, save in so far as there 

has been a growth in the importance of central planning. The system in 

some respects now departs from the classical model of a society in 

which state intervention occurs only to facilitate the maximizing of 
private profit. The government, by enlarging the public sector, may set 

itself noneconomic goals such as the equalizing of incomes, the financ- 

ing of public health and housing, or the provision of cultural amenities. 

But in all essentials the economy still operates in accordance with 
market criteria, and it does so in the public sector no less than in the 
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private. Budgets must be balanced, investments must be planned in 

accordance with profit expectations, and human needs for the most 

part are still satisfied in relation to the ‘“‘effective demand” of 

paying customers. In a socialist economy, welfare services would be 

equally available to all at zero prices, the wage relation would gradually 

disappear, and claims arising from capital or property would not enter 

into the reckoning at all. Whatever falls short of such an arrangement is 

not socialism, even though it may be socially progressive in the sense of 

substituting social for economic (profit-and-loss) criteria (Pachter, in 

Howe, Op. cit., 48 ff.). 

What has been said so far relates to production and to the social 

relations arising from the production process. This is the “classical” 

approach, common to liberals and Marxists alike. Historically, it is the 

outcome of a situation in which wealth-creation takes precedence over 

all other considerations, as it must do in a scarcity economy. Today this 

is still the case in most developed countries (let alone the undeveloped 

ones), which is why the topic of economic growth tends to be debated 

in terms of competing capitalist and socialist models. It is also the 

reason why “Communism” of the Russian variety has become a mis- 

nomer for a system of state-enforced capital accumulation. In econom- 

ically backward countries, capital creation and the efficient utilization 

of labor are overwhelmingly the most important issues. Even in a fairly 

advanced industrial society such as Japan it would be eccentric to dis- 

cuss socialist aims without reference to economic scarcity. The same, 

more or less, applies to most European countries and to the Americas, 

North and South. But in a theoretical excursion we are not obliged to 

confine ourselves to what is politically relevant. We can abstract from 

short-term considerations and inquire what a socialist economy would 

look like under conditions where the production process is taken for 

granted. We assume then that the economy, or the greater part of it, is 

socialized, i.e., that the principal means of production are publicly 

owned. On these assumptions, which are of course quite arbitrary, how 

does socialism work as a system of distribution? 

If a socialist system of distribution is defined as one in which con- 

sumption is divorced from capital, so that all citizens have an equal 

claim upon the provision of goods and services, irrespective of property 

ownership, then clearly no such system is in existence in any indus- 

trially advanced country. It is sometimes alleged that such an arrange- 
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ment corresponds to the higher stage of socialism (described as “‘com- 

munism” by Marx in 1875) when society will have become sufficiently 

wealthy to permit everyone to draw upon the common pool according 

to his needs. But a moment’s consideration will show that even at the 

lower stage, where people still have to be paid in accordance with their 

labor, it is possible to provide a number of basic services on the princi- 

ple of equal distribution to all, irrespective of ownership or social status 

or personal merit. Even the most fanatical /aissez-fairist will grant that 

criminal justice can and must be so dispensed, and he may also make a 

grudging acknowledgment to that effect in regard to public transport, 

sanitation, or the post office. That this is in fact practicable, without 

throwing any undue strain on the public sector, is taken for granted not 

only in Europe, but also in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. If it 

appears problematic in the United States, the explanation has to do 

with the political system, not with lack of resources. When it comes to 

matters such as education, public and private claims may indeed con- 

flict, in that freedom of choice may be endangered by uniformity 

arising from demands for equal access to all types of learning. Genuine 

equality is in fact possible only in a homogeneous community where 

cultural standards do not conflict so violently as to render social inter- 

course intolerable. This is among the reasons why relatively small and 

stable countries such as Denmark and Sweden have been pace-setters in 

education and in the equal provision of social services generally. But the 

relatively smooth and peaceful integration of hundreds of thousands of 

immigrants in contemporary Britain, France, and Holland can serve as 

proof that—up to a point determined by public sentiment—a democracy 

is capable of digesting an influx of newcomers without having to estab- 

lish “separate but equal” treatment. If economic conflict as a source of 

political antagonism is ruled out, as on our assumption it would be, the 

residual cultural tensions in such a society need not and doubtless will 

not fall to zero; but they can be held down to a tolerable level. 

Let us now consider why even under relatively favorable external 

conditions—e.g., in Western Europe since the end of World War II—pro- 

gress in the direction of socialism has been slower than was originally 

expected. The main reasons can be summarized under two heads: con- 

tinuing economic scarcity, with the resulting pressure to place rational 

economic calculations first; and the reluctance of the electorate (in- 

cluding a majority of the industrial working class) to press on more 

rapidly toward genuine social equality. 
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As to the first, it needs no great effort of the imagination to con- 

ceive a state of affairs where noneconomic considerations have become 

paramount because all reasonable economic demands have been met or 

are in process of being satisfied. Unfortunately, such a state of things is 

not yet sufficiently general, even in the richest and most civilized coun- 

tries, to remove the topic of economic growth from the agenda. And 

nothing less will do. Unless and until a majority of the electorate in a 

democratically governed country is prepared to do without a contin- 

uous rise in living standards (as conventionally interpreted) economic 

considerations will take precedence over social and cultural claims. In 

such an atmosphere the expansion of welfare services out of taxation is 

all that can be done by governments dependent on public opinion. 

Genuine equality—the distribution of the “national dividend” according 

to criteria of need alone—cannot be attempted if the result is likely to 

be a significant decline in economic efficiency, a slowing down of 

growth, loss of export markets to foreign competitors, and a conse- 

quent fall in living standards and in the funds available for private and 

public consumption. For of course international trade enters into the 

matter. How should it not? If the balance of external trade acts as an 

economic pace-setter, any decline in relative efficiency will promptly 

make itself felt in the form of stagnation, unemployment, and other 

disagreeable consequences. The smaller and more highly specialized a 

country, the more likely it is to suffer from fluctuations in world trade, 

unless it manages to keep ahead of its competitors. Success in this field 

is always uncertain, some countries benefiting from temporary advan- 

tages at the expense of others. If we stay with Western Europe after 

1945, the outstanding success story along neo-liberal lines has been the 

expansion of West Germany’s external trade, a performance paradoxi- 

cally helped along by military defeat and the resultant ban on heavy 

and wasteful arms expenditure. That similar results can be obtained 

under Social Democratic government is attested to by the case of Sweden, 

once more a combination of good luck and good management, aided by 

specialization in the newer industries. One might also cite the corres- 

ponding examples of Austria, Denmark, Holland, and Switzerland, where 

the labor movement has contented itself with being a partner in a 

rapidly expanding capitalist economy, wage rates rising on an average 

no faster than output per head, so that prices have been kept relatively 

stable. Under less favorable circumstances, e.g. in Britain, wages have 

risen appreciably faster than productivity, thus driving prices up more 
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rapidly than among some of Britain’s m.ain competitors. Apart from the 

inevitable damage to the country’s share of world trade (not to mention 

the stability of its currency), the result has been to associate laborism 

with inflationary price rises from which people living on fixed incomes 

are notoriously the chief sufferers. In the political vocabulary of the 

welfare state, laborism is equated with socialism, so that socialist theory 

is made to take the blame for the typically capitalist behavior of em- 

ployers and unions alike. The appropriate moral was drawn in 1966 by 

an eminent British economist who combined socialist convictions with 

long-standing adherence to the Keynesian school: 

The proposition that, in an industrial economy, the level of money- 

wage rates governs the level of prices was an essential element in the 

analysis of Keynes’ General Theory of Employment, Interest and 

Money, published in 1936. The part of his argument which con- 

cerned the need for government policy to maintain “a high and 

stable level of employment” was accepted into the canon of received 

orthodoxy in this country even before the end of the war in 1945, 

but the part which concerned wages and prices was resisted much 

longer. It was easy to predict that if we stumbled into near-full 

employment with institutions and attitudes unchanged, the balance 

of power in wage-bargaining would tip in favour of the workers, so 

that a vicious spiral of wages and prices would become chronic. Yet 

it took about fifteen years of experience for the point to really sink 

home. (Robinson, Economics: An Awkward Corner, 19) 

It seems probable that the British economy had by the 1960’s 

reached an “awkward corner” for historic reasons quite unconnected 

with the current behavior of employers and unions, but this does not 

invalidate the theoretical part of the argument: in a capitalist economy, 

whether or not administered by a Labor government, the attainment 

of even relatively modest welfare-state goals depends on growth rates 

which in turn depend, in part at least, on competitiveness in the world 

market. International trade takes place predominantly among indus- 

trially advanced countries and only marginally between them and the 

“underdeveloped,” which is why the loss of their colonies did no eco- 
nomic harm to the West European countries, or to Japan, which was 

likewise stripped of its colonial possessions in 1945. Since the industri- 

ally developed countries outside the Soviet bloc are for the most part 
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governed democratically and since their electorates are predominantly 

salaried, any advance toward socialization hinges upon the willingness 

of the labor movement to back long-term planning at the expense of 

short-range economic gains. 

This applies with particular force if reformist rather than socially 

conservative parties are in political control. It also applies to the hypo- 

thetical case of a completely socialized economy. In such an economy 

the quarrel would be over the distribution of the social dividend as 

between the state and the producers, with politics resolving themselves 

into a tug between the central planning bureaucracy and the more or 

less autonomous works councils representing all those engaged in the 

production and distribution of goods and services. Needless to say, 

none of this has any relevance to the backward countries, with their 

rising populations and stagnant incomes per head, or to the Soviet 

orbit, where socialism performs the historic function normally associated 

with the earlier stages of capital accumulation. We are solely concerned 

with regions which have passed beyond this phase and have become 

sufficiently rich and productive for something like equality to be 

attainable. There is no point in debating the question whether wealth 

should in all circumstances be equitably divided, even if the result is 

economic stagnation (as it certainly would be in any poor country lacking 

the necessary capital equipment). Nor is there any need to waste time and 

energy over frivolities such as the demand that the “consumer society” 

be abolished. This kind of talk commonly issues from people who do 

not have to work for a living. The crisis through which the contemporary 

socialist movement is passing has not been brought about by the 

corruption of the working class through excessive rise in money in- 

comes or the desire to possess consumer goods. It is due to the unre- 

solved cleavage between short-term and long-term aspirations, the so- 

cialist parties having failed to reconcile their ultimate aims with the 

pressures arising from the normal political process in a democracy 

where wage-earners have become a majority of the electorate. The gap 

between socialist rhetoric and laborist performance measures the diffi- 

culty of making social equality relevant to people overwhelmingly con- 

cerned with simple economic issues: specifically, guaranteed full em- 

ployment and a steady rise in living standards. 

When one says that even in the most highly industrialized countries 

of the Western world the transition from a “‘mixed” to a socialist econ- 
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omy still lacks adequate popular support, one is not just saying some- 

thing about the power of conservative ideology or the relative failure of 

Social Democratic (or for that matter Communist) parties to expand 

beyond their traditional base in the industrial working class. One is also 

saying something about the inherent conflict between two quite differ- 

ent and possibly irreconcilable goals: economic growth and social equal- 

ity. The former may occur under capitalism or socialism alike, but a 

socialized economy devoted to the aim of keeping up with the fastest 

growth rates achieved in the capitalist world must give preference to 

economic rationality at the expense of other considerations. Con- 

versely, if a democracy is to opt voluntarily for a greater degree of 

social equality than even the best managed capitalist system can permit, 

the voters may by the same token have to opt for a slowdown in 

economic growth. A conscious choice to this effect is conceivable, but 

not very likely in the short run. At their present political and cultural 

level even the most advanced democracies are unlikely to forego the 

advantages accruing from rapid technological change, higher produc- 

tivity, rising money wages—and the inequality that goes with it. Ifa 

socialist society is defined as one in which the wage relation has been 

abolished, the producers placed in control of their tools, and the cleav- 

age between physical and mental labor overcome: through an all-round 

development of the human personality, we are still far from the attain- 

ment of such goals. 

The inner logic of the production process does indeed favor sociali- 

zation, inasmuch as the “post-industrial” development of automation 

gives rise to a new hierarchy of functions no longer measurable by the 

cruder standards of an earlier epoch. Social conflict assumes new forms, 

the steady growth of monopoly and the expansion of a bureaucratically 

controlled public sector driving the private entrepreneur out of business 

and producing novel confrontations dimly foreshadowed by the strikes 

and factory occupations of recent years. If theoretical development 

does not lag too far behind, socialism as a movement may transcend its 

class origins and come to represent the aspirations of the intelligentsia, 

as well as those of a working class itself in process of acquiring new 

skills and higher levels of education and awareness. These hopeful fac- 
tors must be weighed against the inherent problem of making equality 

thyme with the requirements of a culture shaped by the recent speed- 

up in the rate of technological change. The goal of a classless and 
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conflict-free society is not easily reconciled with the drive toward ever 

higher levels of economic performance in a competitive world, most of 

which is still desperately poor. The prospects of socialism in the classi- 

cal sense are brightest where economic pressures are negligible and 

people can envisage an egalitarian way of life on the basis of social 

ownership of the means of production. In this sense the preconditions 

of a socialist order do not at present exist anywhere. Much of the world 

is still going through the early phases of the industrial revolution, while 

the advanced countries are taken up with the attainment of higher 

living standards. Socialists will find plenty to occupy them during the 

coming decades, if only because liberalism has disintegrated both as a 

philosophy and as a way of managing the political system. But if they 

are honest they will not pretend that the kind of society they would 

like to see is inscribed in the logic of the immediate future. 
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