The History of Socialist Thought, an introduction, Chris Marsh

Discussion at Exeter Socialists, 6 December 2007

I offered to introduce a discussion on this topic a few months ago, when we were discussing future meetings, and this topic came to mind because I had just got a copy of a book on the subject:

Albert Fried and Ronald Sanders, eds., Socialist Thought: A Documentary History, Revised Edn. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992) first pub. 1964.

In the Introduction, the authors give a definition of socialism from Webster's New International Dictionary (2nd edition):

A political and economic theory of social organization based on collective or governmental ownership and democratic management of the essential means for the production and distribution of goods; also, a policy or practice based on this theory. Socialism aims to replace competition by co-operation and profit seeking by social service, and to distribute income and social opportunity more equitably than they are now believed to be distributed. (p.1)

and they identify three important dates: 1789, French Revolution; 1848, abortive revolutions and the divide between ‘utopian’ and ‘scientific’ socialism, and 1914-18, World War I, which inflicted a deep wound on socialism. (p.40)

I’ve extracted the Contents of that book, which works through the history more or less chronologically from ‘Early French Communism’ in the 18th century to ‘The Future of Socialism’ as it looked in 1990, when the revised edition was written, and I’ve added the dates of the socialist thinkers Fried and Sanders saw as important, and the dates of their key texts (see table below). This makes a timeline which is useful, and helps to shift us away from the assumption that socialism means Marxism, shifting us back a bit in time to when ‘socialist thought’ began. But ‘why did socialist thought begin?’ is a question we should be asking – even ‘did it begin?’, or is it part of the human condition? So why that timeline; shouldn’t we go further back?
Suppose we ‘go back’ to the very beginning, back about 200,000 years to when Homo sapiens sapiens (to distinguish us from our cousins Homo sapiens Neanderthalis) began to appear. We were communists then, ‘primitive communists’, actually only primitive in the sense of first, as over that hugely long period many highly sophisticated communities came into being, and many of them survived until the beginning of the last century(People of all Nations). If we count primitive communism as the first rung of the ladder called ‘the materialist conception of history’ (MCOH), after that came chattel slavery, then feudalism, and capitalism, and in due course we shall be communists again, but latter-day ones. But it isn’t really that simple. In particular, chattel slavery was never a ‘stage’, more an anomalous and temporary arrangement here and there and from time to time in a few parts of the world, where ‘civilisation’ or a dominant class living in a city supplied from a hinterland, and collapsing when that hinterland is exhausted (Topsoil and Civilisation). Slavery was also a feature during capitalism, the slaves shipped to America and the West Indies being the best known, but there was a slave trade within Africa during late 19C exploration (The Scramble for Africa). As for feudalism, that too has been misrepresented as a degrading existence for a majority class of serfs, and the variety, community, and sustainability ignored, leading to the absurd assumption that village life the world over has been all one ‘stage’ of menial struggle to survive, and exploitation (The World We Have Lost).

But going along with that ‘approximation’ (and arguably the neat MCOH formula only works for England), the beginning of socialist thought in the Fried and Sanders model is also the beginning, or emergence, of capitalism, and the overthrow of the ancien régime on the way to French republicanism, the end of empires in Europe in favour of the nation state.
Fried and Sanders’ book was written in the 1960s, and revised in 1992. In a Preface to the new edition, Fried points to the new challenges and opportunities for socialism, and a new Chapter XI on ‘Newer Currents in Socialist Thought’ has been added. However, I am going to concentrate on the history up to Marx’s death, because I recognise that people in this group are very knowledgeable about socialism in the 20th Century.
Fried and Sanders, Contents: writers and their dates, 18th C to 1990s
	Chapter II Early French Communism
	
	
	modern society began after 1800, but new ideas on social reform in 18C, but no further than Anglo-American tradition, & John Locke’s property as natural right. Voltaire horror of mob rule, admired British Constitutional monarchy

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Morelly (= Diderot?):
	
	
	utopian communism society, first such scheme

	Code of Nature
	
	1755
	

	3. Jean Jacques Rousseau:
	1712-78
	
	attack on property right & social injustice, deeper than Morelli as addressed contemporary problems & widely read

	Discourse of Inequality
	
	1755
	Rousseau no socialist but his moral idealism was basis of socialist ethic

	The Social Contract
	
	1762
	Intro. p.31, Camus, The Rebel, p.85

	4. “Gracchus” Babeuf:
	1760-97
	
	transition from radical Enlightenment to era of socialism post Revolution. Tried to lead a revolution to communism

	a. Letter to Dubois de Fosseux
	
	1787
	

	b. Manifesto of the Equals
	
	1796
	

	c. Analysis of the Doctrine of Babeuf
	
	1796
	

	d. Excerpt from the Trial of Babeuf
	
	1797
	

	Chapter III Utopian Socialism
	
	
	2 phases, pre-1848 class based and sought political power; post-1848 utopian schemes & communities, no movement or class but came from individuals and small sects

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Claude Henri Saint-Simon:
	1760-1825
	
	his ideas flourished after his death

	a. Letter from an Inhabitant of Geneva
	
	1803
	

	b. The New Christianity
	
	1825
	

	3. The Saint-Simonians:
	
	
	came after Saint-Simon’s death, in 1830s and 40s due to gross social inequality

	Exposition of the Doctrine of Saint-Simon:
First Session; On the Necessity of a New Social Doctrine
	
	1828
	with Fourier, S-S ‘laid down nostrums for a just, rational society, organised by and for those who performed useful labour’ p.6 of Intro
didn’t answer question of how or by whom?

	4. Charles Fourier:
	1772-1837
	
	

	Selected Writings
	
	1835-51
	period when industrial middle class creating appalling social inequalities

	5. Robert Owen:
	1771-1858
	
	first 19C utopian socialist – in England as capitalism flourished here first

	Discourse Delivered at New Lanark
	
	1816
	N.L. community was long-lasting experiment, & inspired similar in New World

	Chapter IV The Emergence of the Proletariat
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Chartism:
	
	
	proposals to extend the franchise to working class, and reform elections

	“Crown and Anchor” Petition
	
	1837
	

	3. Louis Auguste Blanqui:
	1805-81
	
	revolutionary who led conspiracies v French govt. in tradition of Jacobins and Babeuvists

	The Man Who Makes the Soup Should Get to Eat It
	
	1834-50
	

	4. Pierre Joseph Proudhon:
	1809-65
	
	no faith in state, wants peasant proprietorship, which suits French working class

	What Is Property?
	
	1840
	workers should rely on own resources & resist central authority
p.204 why favour privatisation of fortune having abolished those of birth & caste?

p.206 ‘equality is a chimera’

	5. Louis Blanc:
	1811-82
	
	

	The Organization of Labor
	
	1848
	

	Chapter V Early German Socialism
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Johann Gottlieb Fichte:
	1762-1814
	
	

	The Closed Commercial State
	
	1800
	

	3. Moses Hess:
	1812-75
	
	(socialism disappeared  1850s-60s then insurgency)
Hess lesser German socialist before Marx, anticipated M’s line of thinking

Germany’s radical thinking in philosophy, not politics or action, assimilated into Marx

	The Philosophy of the Act
	
	1843
	

	Chapter VI Marx and Engels
	1818-83

1820-95
	
	

	1. Introduction (Communist manifesto 1848)
	
	
	Marx predicted ‘utopian’ socialism would wither, instead ‘scientific socialism’, inevitable rise of industrial proletariat to political power.

p.278 rest of Europe needed to catch up with development of proletariat in England.

	2. Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844
	
	
	p.286 Man’s species life, his advantage over animals in created world, man alienated from that which becomes just his means to existence.

p.287 alienated from his spiritual essence, his human being and from other men.

p.290 communism: return of man to himself, riddle of history solved.

p.291 positive transcendence of private property & of all alienation: religious, family, state.

philanthropy of atheism philosophical, that of communism bent on action.

p.292 society is the consummated oneness in substance of man and nature

	3. Theses on Feuerbach
	
	1845
	p.294 no. VIII social life is essentially practical
XI philosophers have only interpreted the world, the point is to change it

	4. To J. Weydemeyer (March 5, 1852)
	
	1852
	dictatorship of proletariat transition to abolition of all classes & classless society

	5: Preface to the Critique of Political Economy
	
	1859
	F&S intro: failure of 1848 revolutions, Marx to London 1849, socialism only possible when highly developed capitalism and proletariat.

p.297 ‘In the social production … ’

	6. Inaugural Address of the Workingmen’s International Association
	
	1864
	pp.302-3 Address to International re Ten Hours’ Bill and cooperative movement

	7. To L. Kugelmann (October 9, 1866)
	
	1866
	

	8. Engels’s Explanation of Capital
	
	1868
	p.309 surplus labour source of surplus value out of which comes profit, tax and ground rent, basis of whole existing social system

p.310 same in earlier systems, obvious in case of corvée labour

	9. To F. Bolte (November 23, 1871)
	
	1871
	

	10. Engels: Socialism: Utopian and Scientific
	
	1877
	

	11. Engels: To F. Mehring (July 14, 1893)
	
	1893
	

	Chapter VII Anarchism
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	F&S no definition, not all anarchists are socialists.

	2. Michael Bakunin:
	1814-76
	
	summary of Marx v B, Intro. pp.7-8 
Marxism challenged by anarchism & anarcho-syndicalism. Marx: centralisation of political power within capitalism increased possibility of proletarian revolution, B accepted Marx except notion that state would wither away after socialism not before it. For B, state not effect but cause of oppression

	To the International Workingmen’s Association of Locle and Chaux-de-Fonds
	
	1869
	

	3. Peter Kropotkin:
	1842-1921
	
	

	Mutual Aid
	
	1889-95
	

	4. Syndicalism:
	1895-WWI
	
	from TU movements of France, Italy, Spain, even Britain before & during WWI – bypass state, basing legal & political order upon free association of independent TUs

	Georges Sorel: Reflections on Violence
	
	1906
	justified violent strikes as strengthened solidarity of labour v W

	5. Guild Socialism:
	
	
	syndicalist idea in England

	G. D. H. Cole: Guild Socialism Restated
	
	1920
	

	Chapter VIII Revisionism
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Ferdinand Lassalle:
	1825-64
	
	‘first conceived of working class socialism in terms of liberal ideas’ p.9
Liberalism: best hope of people v rule of predatory interests is state and rule of law

	The Workers’ Program
	
	1862
	

	3. Fabian Socialism:
	
	
	

	Sidney Webb: English Progress toward Social Democracy, lecture 1888, Published 1894
	
	1894
	

	4. Jean Jaurès:
	1859-1914
	
	

	Idealism in History
	
	1895
	

	5. Alexandre Millerand:
	1859-1943
	
	

	Saint-Mandé Program
	
	1896
	

	6. Eduard Bernstein:
	1850-1932
	
	

	Evolutionary Socialism
	
	1899
	

	7. Karl Kautsky:
	1854-1938
	
	Marxist leader after Engels – answered revisionist argument, put out Capital vol.4. keen on historical materialism because economic power in fewer and fewer hands. Mediated between revisionists and reformists and revolutionaries.

	The Road to Power
	
	1909
	

	Chapter IX Bolshevism
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Georgi Plekhanov:
	1857-1918
	
	

	Socialism and the Political Struggle
	
	1883
	

	3. Vladimir Lenin:
	1870-1924
	
	

	a. What Is to Be Done?
	
	1902
	

	b. State and Revolution
	
	1917
	

	4. Karl Kautsky (part 2):
	1854-1938
	
	

	Dictatorship of the Proletariat
	
	1918
	

	5. Leon Trotsky:
	1879-1940
	
	

	The New Course
	
	1924
	

	6. Joseph Stalin:
	1879-1953
	
	

	a. The Foundations of Leninism
	
	1924
	

	b. On the Problems of Leninism
	
	1924
	

	Chapter X Contemporary Socialism: Two Views
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	Since WWII Western socialism become revisionist.

	2. Antonio Gramsci:
	1891-1937
	
	

	a. Marxism and Modern Culture
	
	1926-37
	

	b. The Modern Prince
	
	1926-37
	

	3. C. A. R. Crosland:
	1918-
	
	

	The Future of Socialism
	
	1956
	

	Chapter XI Newer Currents in Socialist Thought
	
	
	

	1. Introduction
	
	
	

	2. Andre Gorz:
	1924-
	
	

	a. Farewell to the Working Class
	
	tr. 1982
	

	b. Ecology as Politics
	
	tr. 1980
	

	3. Zillah Eisenstein:
	1945-
	
	

	a. Developing a Theory of Capitalist Patriarchy and Socialist Feminism
	
	1978
	

	4. Cornel West
	1950-
	
	

	a. Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity
	
	1982
	

	5. Samir Amin
	1931-
	
	

	a. The Future of Socialism
	
	1990
	


CM’s position: Questions the materialist conception of history: primitive communism, chattel slavery, feudalism, capitalism, socialism, and ‘Progress’. On Marxist teleology and ‘end of history’, see John Gray, Black Mass, p.5.
Considers ‘The Lump’, 1700-2000, to be an anomalous period, with its Progress ideology, interrupting natural human life within rooted communities.
Identifies two key witnesses to the Lump: Voltaire 1694-1778, who favours a benign king following the law, and Rabindranath Tagore 1861-1941, who was anti-nationalism, pro-rural reconstruction and ‘world in one nest’ university; both may be seen as favouring a ‘Sophocracy’, together with local directly democratic grassroots republics, no rule or rulers in between.
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