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Preface


This is a further volume of studies in the history of labour. It follows, after a lengthy interval, the collection first published in 1964 under the title Labouring Men.


The major theme of these studies is the formation and evolution of working classes in the period between the late eighteenth century and the mid-twentieth, and the relation between the situation they find themselves in society, and the ‘consciousness’, ways of life and movements they generated. As in Labouring Men, I am not so much concerned with labour and socialist organizations, ideologies and policies as such (though I believe them to be an essential dimension of working classes) but with their roots in working-class reality; including that of working-class militants. Some of those I write about have names which are known to the wider world; most of them have not. Still, they were all part of a wider world, and I have tried to take account of their relation to it. The history of any one class cannot be written if it is isolated from other classes, from the states, institutions and ideas that provide their framework, from their historical heritage – and, obviously, from the transformations of the economies that require industrial wage-labour and have therefore created and transformed the classes of those who perform it.


I have found it helpful to divide the history of the relation of the working classes to the rest of society into three broad phases: a transitional phase of early industrialism when an industrial working class with an independent way and view of life emerges from the former ‘lower orders’ or ‘labouring poor’; a phase of highly developed ‘separatism’, and a phase of relative decline of separateness (cf. my ‘The formation of the industrial working classes: some problems’ in Third International Conference of Economic History, Munich 1965, pp. 175–80). The studies in this book deal essentially with the first two, but especially the second, of these phases. They only touch the fringes of the contemporary developments in the working classes of the older industrialized countries, i.e. those since the 1950s.


Since the general theme, in one way or another, runs through most chapters, their subject-matter is not always clearly separable. I have done my best to eliminate duplications which are to be found in the papers as originally written or published, except when a little occasional repetition seemed useful in underlining some points or arguments of importance. Nevertheless, the book falls into three main parts. The first seven chapters are general and comparative. They deal with the ideological assumptions of those who write labour history and with the specific nature of working-class consciousness as distinct from that of other social groups. These chapters are followed by more specific comparative discussions of the relation between socialist movements and religion (or rather irreligion), of labour and nations, and the transformations of labour ritual and iconography. Another chapter explores the links between social existence and consciousness in the case of a particular occupation traditionally and internationally type-cast as workshop intellectuals and radicals: the shoemakers. It is written jointly with Professor Joan Wallach Scott, who has kindly consented to its publication here.


Chapters 8 to 15 deal essentially with the British working class, though chapter 9 sees it in comparative perspective. Chapters 10, 11 and 14 form the core of this part, since they attempt to survey important aspects of the development of the British working class as a whole, or of crucial parts of it, over a lengthy period. This part also takes up two themes explored in Labouring Men which are relevant to working-class development in general, and which happen to have given rise since 1964 to further historical research and lively debates: the ‘new unionism’ and the ‘aristocracy of labour’.


The final two chapters reflect on the connection between the existence of working classes, their struggles, and the ideas implicit in them.


Labour history has been transformed since the 1950s, when most of the essays in Labouring Men were written. It is no longer true to say that ‘there has been comparatively little work about the working classes as such (as distinct from labour organizations and movements).’ On the contrary. Every aspect of the study of working classes has flourished as never before, both in Britain and abroad. What is more to the point, it has produced a number of historical works of major importance, without which the present book could not have been written. The past twenty years have undoubtedly been a golden age for labour history. The present volume cannot therefore hope to do as much pioneering as its predecessor. Nevertheless, some of the ground it covers may still not be universally familiar.


About half the studies have not previously been published, at least in English, or are (like chapter 13) expanded and rewritten so extensively as to constitute new texts. They were given originally as lectures or papers to various conferences or at various universities. The rest were published in the Journal for Social History, Marxist Perspectives, Saothar (the journal of the Irish Labour History Society), History Workshop Journal, Past & Present, New Society, The New York Review of Books, and in two books: chapter 2 in I. Meszaros (ed.), Aspects of History and Class Consciousness (Routledge & Kegan Paul 1971) and chapter 8 in London, Aspects of Change (Macgibbon & Kee 1964). I am grateful for permission to reprint. Where it seemed necessary, the published papers have been brought up to date. The dates of original composition and publication are given.


I am much indebted to Dr Ronald Avery and especially Susan Haskins for help in research.


With the exception of chapter 10, which was written for a French public and therefore assumes little or no prior knowledge, all papers were originally addressed to an academic public. Nevertheless, I hope they will be comprehensible to, and may perhaps be read with enjoyment by, people who have no professional interest in labour history, or possibly in any kind of history.
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	Labour History and Ideology








I


Labour history is today flourishing in most countries as never before, at least quantitatively. As to quality, it is difficult to judge the present against the past, and some of us would not be too happy to step into the ring with, say, Sidney and Beatrice Webb or Gustav Mayer, but we are fortunately not obliged to confront them face to face, since we can stand on their shoulders. The expansion of labour history as a field of study has overwhelmingly – but by no means entirely – taken the form of its transformation into an academic field. The typical labour historian is a university researcher or teacher, though this is also not universally true. As such he or she stands at a point of junction between politics and academic study, between practical commitment and theoretical understanding, between interpreting the world and changing it.


For labour history is by tradition a highly political subject, and one which was for long practised largely outside the universities. All the studies of labour were of course political since the subject began to arouse systematic scholarly interest, say in the 1830s and 1840s with the various enquiries into the condition of the new proletariat. When practised by academics (i.e. social scientists) they were essentially ‘problem-solving’, the problem being what to do about the workers. But though the academic study of labour problems, e.g. in late nineteenth-century Germany, produced a substantial fall-out of historical work, its basic orientation was not historical; and conversely, the academic historians until, say, World War II – at least in the developed European countries – took little interest in labour during the industrial period, though substantially greater interest in subjects relevant to labour history in the pre-industrial period – e.g. journeymen, guilds and suchlike. The bulk of the labour historians, whether or not they were or eventually became academics, came from within, or from the close proximity of, the labour movements themselves. Initially a great many of them were not in fact academics at all, even when their scholarship and erudition were impeccable: the Webbs in Britain, Mehring, Bernstein and Mayer in Germany, Deutsch in Austria, Dolléans in France. It is worth remembering that as late as 1963 a major non-university work appeared in our field – E.P. Thompson’s Making of the Working Class – for Thompson produced it while he was a teacher in the working-class adult education movement and did not become a university teacher until after its publication. Of course the great majority of labour historians are even today members of or sympathizers with the labour movement, and represent one or other of the ideological or political tendencies within it; the major exception being the historiography of communist parties and the labour movements of the Third World, which generated an enormous output of anti-Red research, mostly practised or financed by the USA from the period of the Cold War on. But most of us are both on the left and academics. And perhaps one might add that, with the gradual ideological or political disintegration of the great socialist movements – whether social-democratic or communist – in most of Europe, even the more committed historians of this kind now have more room for scholarly manoeuvre than before.


Labour history ‘from within the movement’ and largely outside the universities tended to have certain characteristics. In the first place it tended to identify the ‘working classes’ with ‘the labour movement’, or even with a specific organization, party and ideology. It thus tended to identify labour history with labour movement history, if not actually with the history of the ideology of the movement; and the stronger and more unified the movement was in a country or period, the greater the temptation of such identification. Until very recently Italian labour history has had this characteristic to a marked degree and still has to some extent. It thus neglected the history of the working classes themselves, insofar as they could not be subsumed under that of their organizations or even the rank-and-file as against their leaders. This was a substantial gap.


In the second place, as with other essentially ‘patriotic’ fields – provincial history, the history of jazz or railway buffs, business history, even national histories – labour history from within the movement tended to be both a little antiquarian and preoccupied with giving to labour movements the importance which nobody else seemed to accord to them. Both are understandable motives, and the second was justified. For if those who don’t live in Ipswich (Eng. or Mass.) cannot understand that foreigners do not find all facts about their town as fascinating as they do, it is undeniable that orthodox history paid quite insufficient attention to labour movements, let alone to the working class. And yet, two somewhat undesirable results followed from this attitude: 1) It led to a failure to distinguish the relatively important from the relatively trivial. For example, the British Socialist League of the 1880s was a small and impermanent organization among other small but more permanent ones, and hardly deserves the very heavy weight of scholarship which has been placed upon it; it briefly attracted a few important personalities, it acted as a pioneer of socialism in a few provincial towns, and it broke up rapidly and was never heard of again. But because it was associated with Engels, with William Morris and other notable figures, it has been given historical attention quite out of proportion to its importance. To some extent this applies to most other socialist bodies. Labour movement historiography is full of monographs of the sort of organization of which we have all had some experience – small sects which never get beyond that role, groups, journals or whatnot which live and die within a decade without ever playing much of a part. The ones that do have not necessarily been treated with greater attention than the ones which don’t. The little group of British De Leonites, for instance (the SLP), deserves more attention than the Socialist League because of its function as an activator of industrial militancy in Scotland. 2) It leads to a certain self-isolation of labour movement history from the rest of history, which incidentally makes it easier to lump the important, and the trivial together without discrimination. For instance, it seems clear that in the 1880s British bourgeois observers of the new socialist movements were not particularly worried about Karl Marx and his followers – at all events until these started to agitate among the unemployed – rather less so than about the anarchists. They were mistaken, though not much; for if there was no anarchist movement of significance at the time, there was not much of a Marxist movement either. But if we are to see the labour movement in the setting of the class struggle, which is a two-sided relationship, or in the broader setting of national history, we cannot treat it as though it operated in isolation. In short, classical labour movement history tended to produce an esoteric version of history.


In the third place – and this follows from what has already been said – classical labour movement history tended to produce both a model and an accepted version of history, both national and international, which ranged from an informal but not very flexible to a formal and highly inflexible orthodoxy. We need not concern ourselves much with the more formal and inflexible versions, though they are of decisive importance to historians in some socialist countries – and the political element in historical interpretations associated with particular parties or organizations is not to be underestimated, even when it reflects not political judgement but the prejudices, personal memories or self-defence of particular leaders. Even in the pre-1914 German Social Democratic Party the question of Lassalle and Schweitzer was one which historians found sensitive. Nobody stopped Mehring and Mayer, but Bebel himself intervened to criticize at least the latter. However, even the informal orthodoxies must be recognized for what they are. I myself pointed out long ago that the traditional ‘model’ of the development of the labour movement was a (partly loaded) selection from the facts, classifying some as central and relegating others to the margin or excluding them. Even today students still tend to pick their research subjects in labour movement history from among the accepted ones and according to the accepted periodization, thus producing those long queues of applicants competing for thesis subjects somewhere within the over-exposed areas of the Revival of Socialism in the 1880s, Chartism, the militant movements of World War I – or their equivalents in other countries. I do not say that the orthodoxy is entirely wrong. If it did not reflect a good deal of what really happened, it could hardly have established itself. Nevertheless it is a historically evolved construct. For example, the Independent Labour Party is still taken largely at its own valuation – as the first independent working-class party – though in fact an impartial view would suggest that it failed quite dramatically to become anything of the kind. Conversely, the old radical-democratic type of labour politics – Chartist rather than Lib-Lab – which were far from negligible in the 1890s tend to be overlooked. And yet when it was launched on what turned out to be its brief career, the National Democratic Convention of 1899 started under most impressive auspices and for a time looked like a strong rival to the new Labour Representation Committee (the later Labour Party). For every student who has even heard of the NDC there must be fifty who can write an essay on the ILP.


Finally, and perhaps somewhat surprisingly, traditional labour movement historiography was technically and methodologically rather orthodox. It produced a great deal of traditional narrative and institutional history; only its subject matter was unusual. A striking example of this is P. Spriano’s Storia del Partito Comunista Italiano, which is an admirable and highly impressive piece of scholarship, unlike most other histories of communist parties, either official or hostile. Yet it reads very much like any other piece of first-rate political history. It is the history of party policy and its political activities; of its ideological debates; of its leadership and its peripeties; of its relations with the Comintern, and of all manner of interesting and important things. But the whole story is seen from above: we only glimpse occasionally what the rank-and-file militant or supporter thought or how he/she conceived the movement.1 We are told very little about who these members and supporters were, or what their relations were with non-communist militants or with non-militants, or about the role and function of the movement and the party in particular cities and regions. The sort of things that we now know about, say, the Guesdists in France (to cite a monograph by an orthodox CP historian in that country2), we are not told. I make these remarks with no intention of diminishing the value of a really first-class and indeed epoch-making work, but to point out the difference between one kind of labour history and another.


II


The growing academicism of labour history has corrected some of the biases of traditional labour history, and the changing political conjuncture on the left has corrected others. Getting a PhD today implies a competence in research and a capacity to thread one’s way through a large literature of varied views, which was simply not mandatory in the old days, and exposes the writer to considerably more varied criticism. Some trade union histories are still written, at least in Britain, in the old way, but they are exceptional. Traditional historical myths are today weaker in many labour movements and hence defended with less emotional commitment, except when still within living memory – as the 1930s still are. At the same time the change in the situation of organized movements has tended to widen the perspectives of labour historians. They are increasingly preoccupied with the rank-and-file as well as with the leaders, with the unorganized as well as with the organized, with the ‘conservative working man’ as well as with the radical or revolutionary: in short with the class rather than the movement or party. This is a good thing.


Nevertheless, the force which has expanded labour history has remained largely political: the radicalization of generations of students and (in due course) junior professors in the 1960s. In Britain, in the USA, in West Germany (where there has been a remarkable revival in such studies), in Italy among the new left, and doubtless elsewhere, radicalization has produced a substantial crop of new labour historians, whose interest in the subject is basically that of political commitment though their competence as researchers may be greater and their scope somewhat wider. They all produce something of interest, but the approach of some of them is disappointing and of others open to question. To dip into the past for inspiring examples of struggle or the like is to write history backwards and eclectically. It is not a very good way of writing it. I don’t wish to enter into the debates about American ‘new left’ history, but to some of it at least these strictures apply. Again, to recapture what we can of the ways in which the labouring poor lived, acted and thought, is important, and insofar as it is now producing a spate of ‘oral history’ or even (as with the History Workshop publications) memoirs actually written by men and women from the working class, an essential widening of our perspective. And yet these things are not ends in themselves, however excited we may feel at discovering what has been hitherto unknown. If we do not formulate questions first and look for the material in the light of these questions, we risk producing merely a left-wing version of antiquarianism, work which is the equivalent of that of amateur folklore collectors. I do not wish to discourage such work, though if it is done, it had better be done with as much system as Child collected his ballads or Nettlau his anarchist materials. It has evident political value, especially when the material is such as to appeal to a non-academic public. Recapturing a forgotten, inspiring or memorable past is a fit task for historians. Who would not wish to have a book like Studs Terkel’s Hard Times?3 But when a recent reprint of J.T. Murphy’s Preparing for Power (1934),4 a book which throws light on the militants of a certain period of British labour, but is not a good history of the labour movement, is justified on the ground that it is the sort of thing that trade union militants today would understand and like, a red light should be flashed. There is a difference between history and inspirational or propagandist material, though good history may be both.


It is equally dangerous to fight old ideological battles over again, a temptation which few who have written about the ideological history of socialism and about communist movements have resisted. Not because all such disputes are unimportant or obsolete, though some of them are, but because they may need to be reformulated, and placed into a new setting, if they are to be sensibly discussed by historians. Thus the celebrated debate on Bernstein’s ‘revisionism’ retains its interest and practical significance today, at any rate for Marxists. Yet it must be misunderstood if it is divorced from its contemporary ideological and political context. It was not a simple deviation from true Marxism, to be approved or rejected according to taste, but a moment in the formulation of ‘Marxism’ itself, out of the heritage of the founders, which simultaneously created both ‘orthodoxy’ and its corollary, ‘heresy’. Moreover both, at least in the developed countries of Europe, attempted to cope with a specific situation, an apparently stable, flourishing and expanding capitalist economy and stable political structures, thus diverging from the Marxism of regions in which economies and regimes were neither. Such considerations are by now commonplace for the period of the Second International, partly owing to the excellent work of Georges Haupt in Paris,5 mainly because the controversies of that era are no longer politically incendiary. But the history of labour movements since 1917 is still discussed in a less historical spirit.


One special word of warning may be useful. The old ideological battles have always been fought historically not only in a priori ideological terms, often read into the record retrospectively (e.g. the conceptions of ‘centrists’ into the pre-1914 International), but also by means of a loose and highly speculative version of ‘counter-factual’ history. I need merely mention such discussions as those about the pros and cons of anarchists and communists in the Spanish civil war, about the reasons for the failure of the German revolution in 1918–19, about whether the French Popular Front government of 1936 ‘ought to have’ settled the mass strikes of that year or whether the French or Italian partisans ought to have made a bid for revolutionary power in 1944–5. All these arguments, like the more formalized exercises of the cliometricians, rest on the assumption that we can estimate or calculate how different the history of the world would have been if Cleopatra’s nose had been an inch longer. Now two things may be said confidently about counterfactual (or ‘if my grandmother had wheels she’d be a Greyhound bus’) history. First, that its interest lies entirely in methodology and/or in the present and future. History is what happened, not what might have happened. The railroads were built, the German revolution of 1918 failed. The interest in thinking about what might have happened if these things had not happened lies in clarifying what hypotheses can properly be formulated about historical events, and in deciding between alternatives which are real and not imaginary – e.g. whether it is more efficient today to develop nuclear or non-nuclear energy, or how to choose tomorrow between alternative policies of labour movements. A third proposition may be also suggested, namely that in our field, unlike the narrower field of cliometrics, counterfactual speculations are not theoretical exercises but pretend to investigate actual alternatives, and that we rarely know enough to do so convincingly. Fogel never supposed that not building the American railroads was a genuine possibility, but when we speculate about what the effects of a German Soviet revolution might have been, we are assuming that such a development might have taken place. Now sometimes the probabilities are so high that we can speculate with some realism, normally about what couldn’t have happened rather than what could. For instance, in assessing the development of the British labour movement since the 1880s we can exclude the possibility that a mass Marxist party could have developed instead of something like the Labour Party, before or after 1920, and we can therefore criticize the SDF or the CP not for what they could not seriously hope to have achieved, but within the limits of what it was not so impracticable for them to achieve – e.g., greater success in local government elections. However, sometimes there is no consensus about probabilities (or more likely improbabilities), and then we are in danger of drifting into endless and fruitless retrospective argument. Thus Staughton Lynd in a recent article6 suggests that the American CP would have done better to maintain its line of independent revolutionary unionism after 1934 instead of putting its energy into the policy which was to produce the CIO. We may or may not sympathize with his view, but there are two basic things wrong with it. In the first place it is formulated in terms far too vague and imprecise for all of us to know clearly what exactly it is that is being discussed. In the second, and even if it were formulated in a more satisfactory manner, I cannot see any way of settling this argument. Doubtless all of us will go on applying the question ‘if only’ to labour or any other history. But when we do so we ought to be very lucidly aware of just what we are doing, why we are doing it, and what we can hope to achieve by it.


III


The dangers and temptations of the committed left-wing historian of labour movements are different from those which beset the academic technician. I will not dwell on those which are also ideological, though often – perhaps generally – concealed behind the assumptions, methods and jargons of some academic specialism. Enough has been written about the ideology implicit, and sometimes explicit, in certain schools of the social sciences, notably those which prevailed in the USA in the 1950s, and in such terms as ‘integration’ or ‘modernization’. The ones I am concerned with are due chiefly to inexperience and unclarity.


Like all history, labour history has widened enormously in both scope and method, partly through an extension of its field from the narrowly political, ideological or even economic to social history in the broadest sense, partly through the consequent necessity to exploit entirely new sources by means of apposite, and largely novel techniques, partly through contact with the social sciences, from whom it has borrowed freely. This does not mean that traditional methods are exhausted, even in countries in which they have long flourished. (In countries without a serious tradition of labour history, or where the subject has been largely mythologized, the scope for even the most old fashioned straight historian is still enormous.) Nothing could be more ultra-traditional than G. Neppi Modona’s Sciopero, potere politico e magistratura 1870–1922 (Bari, 1972), a simple attempt by a historically trained lawyer to trace the changes in Italian law on strikes and in the attitudes of government and judges to trials arising out of labour conflicts. It does not contain so much as a single table of statistics. Yet it adds considerably to our understanding of that neglected aspect of labour history, the other side of the class struggle, because nobody had hitherto done this simple job. Indeed, some of the most impressive pieces of labour history in the past ten years are technically rather traditional, e.g. Peter Nettl’s Rosa Luxemburg, Royden Harrison’s Before the Socialists or J.F.C. Harrison’s Robert Owen and the Owenites.7


Still, much of labour history – especially the social history of the working class – must use new methods and techniques, e.g. any work which touches on historic demography. Much of it has indeed launched itself with more or less enthusiasm into new, and especially quantitative techniques, notably in the USA and France. These provide three temptations. The first is to become ends in themselves rather than tools. Little need be said about this. The second is to exaggerate the value of the data to which the new techniques can be applied and neglect those to which they can’t. This is a great danger in quantified comparative labour history, which selects out what is statistically comparable and tends to omit what is not. Thus a great deal is comparable about miners in different countries. Yet it is relevant to, say, Indian miners in the Andes that going to work in mines is one of the few methods available for peasants to accumulate cash for the purchase of land in their villages, and that therefore: a) they may be originally recruited from among the peasant proprietors rather than the landless peasants; and b) that ex-miners may become kulaks. This is evidently not relevant to English miners in the nineteenth century.


The third temptation is to overlook the ambiguities and conceptual difficulties of the data. Consider the presently fashionable studies in public disorder and violence, which can be readily quantified. This is based on the application of two convergent assumptions: a) that there is a sharper distinction between ‘violent’ and ‘non-violent’ acts than within each category; and b) that certain kinds of violence are singled out for attention – mostly on administrative, legal, political or moral grounds by the authorities or the upper classes. Now these assumptions and criteria may be quite external to the events they measure, and may therefore completely mislead us as to their nature. Thus if we were to take the point of view of moderate miners on strikes we would apply quite different criteria. The worst offence would be scabbing, and there would be no substantial moral difference between peaceful picketing, the pressure of public opinion and physically stopping scabs going down the pit. Beating up a scab or two would be relatively venial and might be inevitable, but an uncontrolled riot of the Germinal type might be regrettable, and sabotaging the pumps or the safety arrangements would be generally condemned. Some kinds of violence would be classified with non-violent actions, since they would become distinct from them only because of outside intervention in an otherwise peaceful activity. The crucial criterion would be the distinction not between force and non-violence, but between different kinds of force or violence, and the crucial variable not the miners’ willingness to use force, but the employers’ or the authorities’ determination to resist strikes and the means they were prepared to use. Only when this has been separated out would we be in a position to assess the curve of the miners’ own violence, i.e. to distinguish between different national or regional propensities to violence, or between different phases of the miners’ movements.


The application of new concepts, generally drawn from the social sciences, is also dangerous, if we are not clear in our own minds what we are trying to discover and explain; or if you prefer the jargon, what our model is. The danger is all the greater, because (as Ernst Gombrich has recently pointed out) the nature of the academic profession is such as to put a premium on originality and fashionableness. The most implausible views can be certain of making all subsequent footnotes and bibliographies, if they are new enough, however easily they may be dismissed. It is only a question of time before someone analyses craft unions in the light of the anthropological discussions on artificial kinship, if they have not already done so; and I daresay someone has already analysed labour unions as systems of patron-client relationships. Obviously some such borrowings are likely to be rejected for ideological reasons – e.g. the analysis of relationships within labour movements as a form of market (political scientists have played about with this), and others will at the moment seem irrelevant, but might one day become fashionable, e.g. the application of Lévi-Strauss’ binary opposites to working-class language. But in all cases, the test of new concepts and ideas is not simply that they are new, or seem interesting, but that they are relevant to our own basic questions.


This implies knowing what these are. And, as so often in this paper, I have once again to insist that labour historians have frequently lacked methodological and conceptual clarity. I do not wish to impose any particular model or theory on them, Marxist or otherwise, but merely to suggest clarity about whatever our approach happens to be. Nevertheless, whatever this is, I suggest that we shall all go wrong unless we bear in mind three important considerations:


1) The history of labour is part of the history of society, or rather of particular societies which have specifiable things in common. Class relationships, whatever the nature of class, are relationships between classes or strata, which cannot adequately be described or analysed in isolation, or in terms of their internal divisions or stratifications. This implies a model of what societies are and how they work.


2) The history of labour is a multi-layered affair, though the levels of reality or analysis form a whole: workers and movements, rank-and-file and leaders, socio-economic, political, cultural, ideological and ‘historical’ both in the sense that they operate within a context given by the past and in the sense that they change over time in certain specifiable ways. We cannot abstract one or more from the rest (except for purposes of temporary convenience), nor can we practise an excessive reductionism. The political level of analysis cannot simply be subsumed under the socio-economic: even at the most elementary level there is a difference in working-class life between capitalist economies virtually lacking a state social security system and those which have one, and the nature of this system may be equally important.


3) Some aspects of our subject are quantifiable, others are not, at any rate in comparable terms. The problem of labour history (as of any other social history) is how to combine different kinds of quantification with qualitative statements. Some time ago a team of Swedish workers, who are preparing an ambitious and comprehensive study of the working class in nineteenth-century Stockholm, put this problem to me concretely. They said: We are producing a series of quantitative studies of everything for which material is available, from demography, family reconstitution, crime, prostitution, wages and economic fluctuations to strikes, riots and labour organization. But how can we fit into this picture what it was actually like to be a bricklayer in nineteenth-century Stockholm? What workers thought and felt and why? In other words, how can we find a common denominator for what one might call labour history as E.P. Thompson writes it and as Stephan Thernstrom writes it? All except those most brainwashed by the dream of being some kind of retrospective ‘behavioural scientists’ are aware of the problem, but can we say that it has been adequately solved?


Clearly the solution is to some extent a matter of scale. If we have as much scope as, say, a French state doctoral thesis, we can do both, as Rolande Trempé has shown in her magnificent study of the miners of Carmaux.8 But probably the days of the academic blue whales are numbered and works on the scale of this, or of Edward Thompson’s great book, will in future necessarily be the work of teams. And teams by the nature of their work tend to break up rather than synthesize research. (The problem is particularly acute for comparative studies.) But even if in the future there may be a greater division betwen researchers and synthesizers, the difficulty will not disappear. Perhaps it is an essential difficulty of all history and all historians. It is about human beings, and we cannot abstract from their humanity.


These remarks are moderately platitudinous, but perhaps there is room for an occasional reassertion of platitudes, because they are easily forgotten. Let me conclude with yet another. Labour history, like all the social sciences, is concerned with changing as well as with interpreting the world. (If they were not, economics would be merely a sub-branch of mathematics.) Now there are two things to be said about the relation between interpreting and changing the world. In the first place, the interpretation must be objectively valid, whether or not it suits us, or rather it must be communicable to anyone. There is no such thing as a labour history which can only be written or understood by manual workers, any more than – I am sorry this has to be said – there is an Irish, black or chicano history which is only valid when written by Irishmen, blacks or chicanos, or accessible to them. That people who feel directly identified with it will load their own history with an emotional weight which others do not find there is quite another question; itself also distinct from the fact that they will be more tempted to misread it. The history of the miracle-working practices of the kings of France and England will have a meaning for a French legitimist or a British Jacobite which it cannot have for us, but the late Marc Bloch who wrote it cannot be criticized because he was a French republican but only, if at all, because he got it wrong.


In the second place, and more importantly, we ought to know what we mean by changing the world. The wrong kind of social scientists, including de facto labour historians, have tried to change the world in a bad way, as witness Vietnam, where a lot of policy was based on certain theories about the nature of urbanization, or the heavily-financed American attempts in the 1950s to break up one form of labour movement in numerous countries and substitute others. Were these bad because the theories were wrong, or were the defects of the theories due to the desire to implement bad policies, or both? At all events, there was and is a direct relation between academic theory and policy intentions. It is easy to see this when we have no sympathy for either the theories or the policies, and especially when the results are as horrifying as in Southeast Asia. It is less easy to detect the analogous dangers in our own interpretations. Yet they exist, even though obscured by our own bias and the autonomous operations of the academic mechanism in which we are enmeshed. In what ways and directions do we want to change the world, or do our researches imply changing it? Are we in danger of forgetting that the subject and the object of our researches are people? We ought not to be, since people – not ‘labour’ but real working men and women, though often ignorant, shortsighted and prejudiced men and women – is what our subject is about. For many of us the final object of our work is to create a world in which working people can make their own life and their own history, rather than to have it made for them by others, including academics.


(1974)
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	Notes on Class Consciousness








The title of this paper is taken from the well-known but largely unread book by George Lukács, History and Class Consciousness, a collection of studies published in 1923, strongly criticized within the Communist movement, and virtually unobtainable for some thirty or forty years thereafter. In fact, since no English version of it was in print until recently, it is still little more than a title to most people in this country.


I want to reflect, as a historian, on the nature and role of class consciousness in history, on the assumption that we are all agreed about one basic proposition: that social classes, class conflict and class consciousness exist and play a role in history. We may well disagree on what role they play, or on its importance, but for the sake of the present argument further general agreement is not necessary. Nevertheless, in fairness both to the subject and to the thinker whose name is so obviously associated with it, I ought perhaps to begin by explaining where my own reflections connect with Lukács’s own extremely interesting argument (which is, of course, derived from Marx) and where they do not.


As most people with a moderate acquaintance with Marxism know, there is a certain ambiguity in Marx’s treatment of social classes, which is perhaps due to the fact that he never wrote systematically about this subject. The manuscript of Capital breaks off at the very point where this systematic exposition was due to begin, so that Chapter 52 of Volume III of Capital on classes cannot even be considered an outline or torso. Elsewhere Marx used the term ‘class’ in two rather different senses, according to context. First, it could stand for those broad aggregates of people which can be classified together by an objective criterion – because they stand in a similar relationship to the means of production – and more especially the groupings of exploiters and exploited which, for purely economic reasons, are found in all human societies beyond the primitive communal and, as Marx would argue, until the triumph of proletarian revolution. ‘Class’ is used in this sense in the celebrated opening passage of the Communist Manifesto (‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’) and for the general purposes of what we might call Marx’s macro-theory. I do not claim that this simple formulation exhausts the meaning of ‘class’ in the first sense of Marx’s usage, but it will at least serve to distinguish it from the second sense, which introduces a subjective element into the concept of class – namely, class consciousness. For the purposes of the historian, i.e. the student of micro-history, or of history ‘as it happened’ (and of the present ‘as it happens’) as distinct from the general and rather abstract models of the historical transformations of societies, class and the problem of class consciousness are inseparable. Class in the full sense only comes into existence at the historical moment when classes begin to acquire consciousness of themselves as such. It is no accident that the locus classicus of Marx’s discussion of class consciousness is a piece of contemporary history, dealing in years, months, or even weeks and days – namely, that work of genius, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. The two senses of ‘class’ are not, of course, in conflict. Each has its place in Marx’s thought.


Lukács’s treatment, if I understand him correctly, starts with this duality. He distinguishes between the objective fact of class and the theoretical deductions from this which could be and/or which are drawn by men. But he makes a further distinction: between the actual ideas which men form about class, and which are the subject matter of historical study1 and what he calls ‘ascribed’ (zugerechnetes) class consciousness. This consists of ‘the ideas, sentiments, etc., which men in a given situation of life would have, if they were able to grasp in its entirety this situation, and the interests deriving from it, both as regards immediate action and as regards the structure of society which (would) correspond to those interests’.2 In other words, it is what, let us say, an ideally rational bourgeois or proletarian would think. It is a theoretical construct, based on a theoretical model of society, and not an empirical generalization about what people actually think. Lukács further argues that in different classes the ‘distance’ between actual and ascribed class consciousness is larger or smaller, and may be so large as to constitute not only a difference of degree, but one of kind.


Lukács derives some very interesting ideas from this distinction, but these are not my concern here. I do not say that the historian qua historian must only be concerned with the actual facts. If he is a Marxist or indeed if he tries to answer any of the really significant questions about the historical transformations of society in any way, he must also have at the back of his mind a theoretical model of societies and transformations, and the contrast between actual and rational behaviour cannot but concern him, if only because he must be concerned with the historical effectiveness of the actions and ideas he studies, which – at least up to and including the era of bourgeois society – do not normally correspond to the intentions of the inviduals and organizations which undertake them or hold them. For instance, it is important to note – as Lukács and Marx did, incidentally – that the class consciousness of peasants is normally quite ineffective, except when organized and led by non-peasants with non-peasant ideas; and why this is so. Or it is important to note the divergence between the actual, i.e. observable class consciousness of proletarians, which is programmatically rather modest, and the kind of wider class consciousness not merely ‘ascribable’ (in the Lukácsian sense) to them, but actually embodied in the working class through the socialist labour movements which this class developed. However, though historians cannot overlook such matters, they are naturally more concerned professionally with what actually happened (including what might under specified circumstances have happened), than they are with what ought really to happen. I shall therefore leave aside much of Lukács’s discussion as irrelevant to my purpose, which is the rather modest one of the historian.


The first point I wish to make is one which was also made by both Marx and Lukács. While classes in the objective sense can be said to have existed ever since the break-up of a society based essentially on kinship, class consciousness is a phenomenon of the modern industrial era. This is familiar to historians, who have often traced the transition from the pre-industrial concept of ‘rank’ or ‘estate’ to the modern one of ‘class’, from such terms as ‘the populace’ or ‘the labouring poor’ to ‘the proletariat’ or ‘the working class’ (via the intermediate ‘the working classes’), and the, historically slightly earlier, formation of such terms as ‘middle class’ or ‘bourgeoisie’ out of the old ‘middle rank(s) of society’. In Western Europe this change occurred roughly in the first half of the nineteenth century, probably before 1830–40. Why is class consciousness so late to emerge?


In my view Lukács’s argument is persuasive. He points out that economically speaking all precapitalist societies have incomparably less cohesion as a single entity than the capitalist economy. Their various parts are far more independent of one another, their mutual economic dependence far less. The smaller the role of commodity exchange in an economy, the more parts of society are either economically self-sufficient (like the parts of the rural economy) or have no particular economic function except perhaps parasitic consumption (as in classical antiquity), the more distant, indirect, ‘unreal’ are the links between what people actually experience as economy, polity or society, and what actually constitutes the wider economic, political, etc. framework within which they operate.3


Contrariwise, one might add, the relatively few and numerically small strata whose actual experience coincides with this larger framework may develop something like a class consciousness much sooner than the rest. This is true, for instance, of nobility and gentry, who are few in number, interrelated, and who function in part through their direct relationship to institutions which express or symbolize society as a whole – such as king, the court, parliament, etc. I note in passing that some historians have used this phenomenon as an argument against Marxist interpretations of class and class struggles in history. As will be evident, it is in fact specifically provided for in Marxist analysis.


In other words, under capitalism class is an immediate and in some sense a directly experienced historical reality, whereas in pre-capitalist epochs it may merely be an analytical construct which makes sense of a complex of facts otherwise inexplicable. This distinction must not, of course, be confused with the more familiar Marxist proposition that in the course of capitalist development class structure is simplified and polarized until, in extreme cases such as Britain at some periods, one can operate in practice with a simple two-class system of ‘middle class’ and ‘working class’. This may also be true, but that is part of another line of thought. Incidentally, it does not imply, and Marx never suggested that it implied, a perfect homogeneity of each class. For certain purposes we need not trouble about their internal heterogeneities, as, for instance, when defining certain crucial relations between classes, such as that between employers and workers. For other purposes we cannot leave them out of account. Neither Marx nor Engels neglected the social complexities, stratifications, etc., within classes in their directly historical writings or their analyses of contemporary politics. However, this is by the way.


If we try to look at the consciousness of social strata in the pre-capitalist epochs, we therefore find a situation of some complexity. At the top we have groups such as the high aristocracy which come close to class consciousness on the modern scale, i.e. on what, using an anachronism, we might call the ‘national’ scale (the scale of the large state), or even in some respects the international scale. However, it is highly likely that even in such cases of ‘class consciousness’ the criterion of self-definition will be primarily non-economic, whereas in modern classes it is primarily economic. It may be impossible to be a noble without holding land and dominating peasants, and abstaining from manual labour, but these characteristics could not be enough to define a noble to the satisfaction of a medieval society. This would require also kinship (‘blood’), special legal status and privileges, a special relationship to the king, or various others.


At the bottom of the social hierarchy, on the other hand, the criteria of social definition are either too narrow or too global for class consciousness. In one sense they may be entirely localized, since the village community, the district, or some other limited area is in fact the only real society and economy that matters, the rest of the world making only remote and occasional incursions into it. So far as men living in such circumstances are concerned, the man from the next valley may not be merely be a foreigner, but an enemy, however similar his social situation. Political programmes and perspectives are by definition localized. I was once told by a political organizer in Latin America who worked among Indians: ‘It is no use telling them the tiller has a right to the soil. What they understand is only this: “You have a right to this piece of land which belonged to your community in your grandfather’s day and which has since been stolen from you by the landlords. Now you can claim it back.”’ Yet in another sense these criteria may be so general and universal as to exclude any properly social self-classification. Peasants may be so convinced that all the world, except for a marginal few, consists of them, that they may merely define themselves as ‘people’ or (as in Russian language) ‘Christians’. (This leads to unconscious historical ironies, such as that of the revolutionary atheist libertarian leader in Andalusia who told his defeated comrades, ‘Every Christian had better hide in the hills’ or the Red Army sergeant who was overheard during the last war addressing his platoon as ‘True Believers’.) Or else they may simply define themselves as ‘countrymen’ against the cities (campesinos, contadinos, paysans). One might argue that the well-known affinity of peasants for millennial or messianic movements reflects this social reality. The unit of their organized action is either the parish pump or the universe. There is no in between.


Once again confusion must be avoided. What I have been talking about is the absence of a specific class consciousness. This is not the same as that low degree of class consciousness which Marx and other observers have noted, e.g. among the peasantry in the capitalist era. Marx ascribed this, at any rate in the case of nineteenth-century France, to the fact that being a peasant implied being exactly like a great many other peasants, but lacking mutual economic relationships with them.4 Each peasant household is, economically speaking, largely isolated from the others. This may well be true under capitalist conditions, and it may help to distinguish peasants as a class from workers as a class, for concentration in groups of mutual co-operation is the basic social reality of proletarian existence. Marx’s argument suggests, in my view correctly and fruitfully, that there are degrees of class cohesion. As Theodore Shanin once put it,5 the peasantry is a ‘class of low classness’, and conversely one might say that the industrial proletariat is a class of extremely high ‘classness’. (It is, after all, the only class which has developed genuine political mass movements held together specifically and primarily by class consciousness, e.g. as ‘parties of the working class’ – Labour parties, Partis Ouvriers, etc.)


However, the point I have noted about pre-capitalist societies is not this, but a different one. In such societies, it may be suggested, the social consciousness of the ‘lower ranks’ or subaltern classes will be fragmented into local or other segments even when their social reality is one of economic and social co-operation and mutual aid, as is the case in several kinds of village community. There will frequently be not high or low ‘classness’, but, in the sense of consciousness, no ‘classness’ at all, beyond the miniature scale. Alternatively, it may be suggested, the unity felt by the subaltern groups will be so global as to go beyond class and state. There will not be peasants, but ‘people’ or ‘countrymen’; there will be not workers, but an indiscriminate ‘common people’ or ‘labouring poor’, distinguished from the rich merely by poverty, from the idle (whether rich or poor) by the compulsion to live by the sweat of their brow, and from the powerful by the unspoken or explicit corollary of weakness and helplessness.


Between the top and the bottom of the pre-industrial social hierarchies, we find a conglomerate of local, sectional and other groups, each with its multiple horizons, and far too complex for cursory analysis, or for that matter for more than the rarest common action on the ‘national’ scale. Within a locality, such as a city state, these may in fact be profitably analysed in terms of class and class struggles, as indeed contemporaries and historians have habitually done from the days of the ancient Greek cities. However, even here the realities of socio-economic stratification are likely to be overlaid, in the minds of men, by the non-economic – e.g. the legal – classifications which tend to prevail in such societies. This is obvious where the new reality of a society divided frankly by economics comes into conflict with the old models of an hierarchically stratified society, the reality of socio-economic transformation with the ideal of socio-economic fixity. Then we can see the conflicting criteria of social consciousness locked in battle, e.g. the declining corporate or guild consciousness of journeymen craftsmen and the rising class consciousness of proletarians, skilled or otherwise. How far such consciousness of status (which is, of course, itself economic, in sofaras legal or quasi-legal privilege implies economic advantage) persists or can revive under modern capitalism is an interesting subject for enquiry, which I cannot pursue. Lukács has a few suggestive observations on this point, to which I draw your attention.6


Can we therefore say that class consciousness is absent from pre-capitalist societies? Not entirely, for even if we leave aside the history of small and locally enclosed communities such as city states, and the special case of ruling classes, we encounter two types of social movement which plainly operate on a more than local and less then ecumenical scale. These are, first, those of the ‘common people’ or ‘labouring poor’ against the ‘top people’ (‘When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’) and, second, the phenomenon of peasant wars, sometimes actually recognized and named as such by contemporaries. The absence of class consciousness in the modern sense does not imply the absence of classes and class conflict. But it is evident that in the modern economy this changes quite fundamentally.


How? Let me begin with a general but very significant observation. The scale of modern class consciousness is wider than in the past, but it is essentially ‘national’ and not global: that is to say it operates within the framework of the territorial states which, in spite of the marked development of a single interdependent world economy, have remained to this day the main units of economic development. In this sense our situation is still analogous to that of pre-capitalist societies though on a higher level. The decisive aspects of economic reality may be global, but the palpable, the experienced economic reality, the things which directly and obviously affect the lives and livelihoods of people, are those of Britain, the United States, France, etc. It is not impossible that we may today be entering the era of a directly global economy. Some numerically small strata of the population do indeed already function internationally, subject to linguistic limitations, as, for instance, scientists and some other types of academics, a fact both expressed and symbolized by their rapid movement between jobs in different parts of the world. However, for most people this is not yet the case, and indeed in important ways the increasing management of the economy and of social affairs by governments has intensified the national character of social consciousness. To this extent global classes are still the same sort of theoretical constructs as they were in pre-capitalist days, except at rare moments of global revolutionary ferment. The real and effective classes are national. The links of ‘international solidarity’ between French and British workers, or even between their socialist movements, are far more tenuous than the links which bind British workers to one another.


Within these limits, what of the consciousness of the different classes? I do not want to go through the list of the classes and strata which historians and sociologists might or might not agree to recognize as the major ones. Instead, I wish to draw your attention to two aspects of the problem.


The first is the question of the relation between class consciousness and socio-economic reality. There are ‘class’ slogans and programmes which have very little chance of realization, because they run dead against the current of history, and others which are more practicable, because they run with it. Peasant movements and those of the classical petty bourgeoisie of small artisans, shopkeepers, petty entrepreneurs, etc., belong to the first kind. Politically these strata may be extremely formidable, because of their numerical strength or for other reasons, but historically they are inevitable victims, even when they ensure the victory of whatever cause they attach themselves to. At most they may become powerful sectional vested interests of negation, and even these have rather limited strength in countries where the dominant economic or political forces are extremely dynamic. The immense political strength of the North American farmers and small towns has not significantly slowed down the decline of either the farmers as a class, or the economic concentration against which the Populists fought so strenously. The Nazis, who were borne to power on the mass mobilization of such strata, and some of whom actually tried to some extent to realize their programme, turned out to be a régime of monopolist and state capitalism, not because they set out to be, but because the programme of the ‘little man’ was simply a non-starter. If the socialist perspectives of the working-class movement are excluded, then the only alternative in western industrial states is a régime of big business-cum-big government.


The relation between peasant movements and the régimes they have brought to power in the twentieth century is analogous. These revolutions, as Eric Wolf has pointed out, have been victorious primarily because they have mobilized the peasantry, and above all the most traditionally-minded strata of the peasantry.7 Yet the actual social outcome of these transformations has been very different from the aspirations of the peasants who made them possible, even when they received the land. History has more than confirmed the Marxists against the Narodniks: post-revolutionary systems have not been constructed on the foundations of the precapitalist village communities, but on its ruins. (However, it is only fair to add that they confirmed the Narodniks against some of the Marxists on another point: the most effective rural revolutionaries have been neither the proto-capitalist kulaks nor the proletarianized village labourers, but the middle peasantry.)


More interesting than such cases of what might be called blind-alley class consciousness is the situation of classes whose relation to social reality changes. The case of the bourgeoisie is both instructive and familiar. Around, say, 1860, bourgeois class consciousness, even in an unsophisticated form, did in fact reflect and – at a very superficial level – explain the reality of bourgeois society. In 1960 this was plainly not so any longer, even though our society can still be described as capitalist. We can still read the sort of opinions which every good Liberal paterfamilias took for granted at the time Lincoln was assassinated, mostly in the leader columns of the Daily Telegraph and the speeches of a few back-bench Conservative MPs.* They are indeed still taken for granted in good suburban homes. It is patent that today these views have about as much relation to reality as the speeches of William Jennings Bryan about the Bible. Conversely, it is today evident that the pure programme of nineteenth-century economic liberalism, as put forward, say, in the Presidential campaign of Barry Goldwater in 1964, is as unrealizable as the peasant or petty-bourgeois utopias. The difference between them is that the Goldwater ideology did once serve to transform the world economy, but no longer does so, whereas the other ideologies of the ‘little men’ never did. In brief, the development of capitalism has left its former carrier, the bourgeoisie, behind. The contradiction between the social nature of production and the private nature of appropriation in this system has always existed, but was (economically speaking) secondary up to a certain point. Unrestricted competitive private enterprise by owner-managed family firms and state abstention was not merely an ideal, or even a social reality, but at a certain stage the most effective model for the rapid economic growth of industrial economies. Today the contradiction is dramatic and obvious. The capitalism of vast corporations intertwined with vast states remains a system of private appropriation, and its basic problems arise from this fact. However, even in its ordinary business operations it finds the economic liberalism of the nineteenth century quite irrelevant, and the class which carried it, the classical bourgeoisie, unnecessary.


The point I wish to make is this. Some forms of class consciousness, and the ideologies based on them, are, as it were, in tune with historical development, and others not. Some, having once been in tune, cease to be. Who, if any, are today the rising classes whose consciousness and ideology point to the future? The question is important not only in political terms, but (if we follow Marx) for our understanding of epistemology, at least in the social sciences. I cannot, however, pursue it further here.


The second aspect I want to discuss concerns the relation between class consciousness and organization. Let me begin with some obvious historic differences between bourgeois or ‘middle-class’ and working-class consciousnesss. Bourgeois movements were based on a very powerful class consciousness. In fact, we can probably still say that the class struggle is normally fought or felt with much greater or more consistent bitterness on the bourgeois side of the front (where the menace of revolution is the dominant sentiment) than on the proletarian side (where hope, a civilized emotion, is at least as important as hatred). However, they were rarely explicit class movements. The few parties which have called themselves specifically ‘middle-class’ parties, or by some similar title, are normally pressure groups for particular and generally modest purposes, such as keeping down rates and taxes. The bourgeois movements waved liberal, conservative, or other ideological banners, but claimed to be socially classless or all-embracing even when they were visibly not. Proletarian movements, on the other hand, are based on explicit class consciousness and class cohesion. At the same time bourgeois movements were organized much more loosely and informally, often apparently for limited purposes, and involved much less loyalty and discipline than working-class ones, though in actual fact their political perspectives might be very ambitious. In this respect the contrast between the Anti-Corn Law League, the prototype as it were of bourgeois-class movements and the Chartists, the prototype of mass-proletarian ones, is instructive.


As we have noted, the difference is not necessarily in the scope of the political objectives pursued. Both may be equally ambitious in so far as they aimed at the overthrow of one kind of society and its replacement by another. The difference may lie in the nature of the social experience of the classes or strata, their composition, and their social function. This point could be formulated in various ways. The bourgeoisie or ‘upper middle class’ was or is an élite group of cadres, not because its members are specially selected for ability or enterprise (as they always felt sure they were), but because it consists essentially of people who are, at least potentially, in positions of command or influence, however local; of people who can make things happen as individuals or in small numbers. (This statement does not apply to the petty bourgeoisie or lower middle class as a group.) The characteristic ‘campaign’ of the modern British professional strata – against the location of an airport, the routing of a motorway, or some other piece of administrative steam-rollering – is effective out of all proportion to the number of persons involved in it for this reason. On the other hand, the working class, like the peasantry, consists almost by definition of people who cannot make things happen except collectively, though, unlike peasants, their experience of labour demonstrates every day that they must act collectively or not at all. But even their collective action requires structure and leadership to be effective. Without a formal organization for action, except under certain circumstances at the place of work, they are unlikely to be effective; without one which is capable of exercising hegemony (to use Gramsci’s phrase), they will remain as subaltern as the common people of the pre-industrial past. The fact that history may, as Marxists argue, have cast them as the grave-diggers of an old and the foundation of a new society (although this requires some rethinking or at least reformulation) does not change this characteristic of their social existence here and now. In other words, bourgeois or middle-class movements can operate as ‘stage armies of the good’; proletarian ones can only operate as real armies with real generals and staffs.


The matter may be put another way. Each class has two levels of aspiration, at least until it becomes politically victorious: the immediate, day-by-day specific demands and the more general demand for the kind of society which suits it. (Once it is victorious this second demand turns into conservatism.) There may, of course, be conflicts between these two levels of aspiration, as when sections of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie, whose general demand was for government abstention from economic interference, found themselves appealing to government for specific aid and protection. In the case of a class like the bourgeoisie both these levels of aspirations can be pursued with only relatively loose or ad hoc kinds of organization, though not without a general ideology to hold them together, such as economic liberalism. Even the nineteenth-century class parties of liberalism were not mass parties or movements (except insofar as they appealed to the lower orders), but coalitions of notables, of influential individuals or small groups.*


On the other hand, working-class consciousness at both levels implies formal organization; and organization which is itself the carrier of class ideology, which without it would be little more than a complex of informal habits and practices. The organization (the ‘union’, ‘party’ or ‘movement’) thus becomes an extension of the individual worker’s personality, which it supplements and completes. When working-class militants or party supporters, faced with some novel political situation, refuse to express their own opinion and send visiting journalists to ‘the union’ (or whatever else the title of the organization may be), it expresses not the abdication of their private judgement before some superior authority’s, but the assumption that the ‘union’s’ words are their words; they are what they would say if they had the private capacity to say it.†


Nevertheless, the types of consciousness and organization which correspond to each of the two levels are normally distinct, though sometimes linked or combined. The lower level is represented by what Lenin called (with his usual sharp and realistic eye for social realities) ‘trade union consciousness’, the higher by ‘socialist consciousness’ (or possibly, but much more rarely, some other consciousness which envisages the total transformation of society). The former is (as Lenin also observed) the more spontaneously generated, but also the more limited. Without the latter the class consciousness of the working class is incomplete, historically speaking, and its very presence as a class may, as in the USA, be – quite mistakenly – questioned. Without either, the workers may, for political purposes, be completely negligible, indeed ‘invisible’, like the very substantial mass of ‘Tory working men’ who have always existed in Britain, without affecting, in more than the most fleeting and marginal way, the structure, policy and programme of the Conservative Party, which could not win a single election without them.


Once again the distinction between proletariat and peasants must be made. The latter, also a historically subaltern class, require even the most elementary class consciousness and organization on the national (i.e. the politically effective) scale to be brought to them from outside, whereas the more elementary forms of class consciousness, class action, and organization tend to develop spontaneously within the working class. The development of significant trade union movements is almost universal in societies of industrial capitalism (unless prevented by physical coercion). The development of ‘labour’ or ‘socialist’ parties has been so common in such societies that the infrequent cases where they have not developed (as in the United States) are commonly treated as in some sense exceptional, and requiring special explanation. This is not so with autonomous peasant movements and even less with so-called ‘peasant parties’, whose structure is in any case rather different from that of ‘labour parties’. Proletarian movements have a built-in potential for hegemony, which peasant movements lack.


‘Socialist consciousness’ through organization is thus an essential complement of working-class consciousness. But it is neither automatic nor inevitable, and what is more, it is not class consciousness in the obvious sense in which spontaneous ‘trade-unionist’ consciousness is, whether in its moderate reformist or in its politically less stable and effective radical, even revolutionary ‘syndicalist’ form. And at this point the problem of class consciousness in history turns into an acute problem of twentieth-century politics. For the necessary mediation of organization implies a difference, and, with greater or smaller probability, a divergence, between ‘class’ and ‘organization’, i.e. on the political level, ‘party’. The further we move from the elementary social units and situations in which class and organization mutually control one another – e.g. in the classic case, the socialist or communist union lodge in the mining village – and into the vast and complex area where the major decisions about society are taken, the greater the potential divergence. In the extreme case of what left-wing discussion has baptized ‘substitutionism’, the movement replaces the class, the party the movement, the apparatus of functionaries the party, the (formally elected) leadership the apparatus, and, in well-known historical examples the inspired general secretary or other leader of the central committee. The problems which arise out of this, to some extent, inevitable divergence affect the entire concept of the nature of socialism, though it may also be argued that, with the increasing irrelevance to contemporary capitalism of the old type of nineteenth-century entrepreneurial bourgeoisie, controlling significant quantities of the means of production as individuals or families, they may also be arising within the present system. They are problems, partly of the apparatus of administration, planning, executive and political decision, etc., which any complex modern society must possess, and especially one of economic and social planning and management under present circumstances (i.e. problems of ‘bureaucracy’), and partly of the nature of societies and régimes arising out of the labour and socialist movements. These are not the same, though the loose and emotional usage of such terms as ‘bureaucracy’ in left-wing discussion tends to confuse them: they are congruent only where a formal bureaucracy is ex officio a ruling ‘class’ in the technical sense, as perhaps among the imperial Chinese scholar-gentry, or today among the senior managers of corporate capitalism, whose interest is one of ownership as well as salaried management.*


The crucial problem for socialists is that revolutionary socialist régimes, unlike bourgeois ones, arise not out of class, but out of the characteristic combination of class and organization. It is not the working class itself which takes power and exercises hegemony, but the working-class movement or party, and (short of taking an anarchist view) it is difficult to see how it could be otherwise. In this respect the historical development of the USSR has been quite logical, though not necessarily inevitable. The ‘party’ became the effective and formal ruling group, on the assumption that it ‘stood for’ the working class. The systematic subordination of state to party has reflected this. In due course, equally logically, the party absorbed and assimilated the effective individual cadres of the new society as they emerged – its officers, administrators, executives, scientists, etc. – so that at a certain point of Soviet history success in almost any socially significant career implied the invitation to join it. (This did not imply that these ‘functional’ recruits acquired an equal possibility to form policy with the old members for whom politics was a career, but then there was an analogous difference in the bourgeoisie between those recognized as belonging to the ruling class and those within this body who belonged to the governing group.) The fact that the original social basis of the party, the small industrial proletariat of Tsarist Russia, was dispersed or destroyed during the Revolution and Civil War, obviously facilitated this evolution of the Communist Party. The fact that, after a generation of the new régime, the individual cadres of the new society were largely recruited from men and women of worker or peasant origins, who had made their career entirely in and through it, and only in a rapidly diminishing proportion from the members or children of former bourgeois and aristocratic families, whom the régime naturally tried to exclude, speeded the process up further. Nevertheless, it may be suggested that a process of this kind was implicit in the ‘proletarian revolution’, unless systematic counter-measures were taken.*


The moment when ‘proletarian revolution’ is successful is therefore the critical one. It is at this moment, when the formerly reasonable assumption of a virtual identity between class and organization opens the way to the subordination of the former to the latter, that ‘substitutionism’ becomes dangerous. So long as the organization continues to maintain its automatic general identity with the class, and denies the possibility of more than the most temporary and superficial divergences, the way to extreme abuses, up to and including Stalinism, lies wide open. Indeed, some degree of abuse is hardly to be avoided, for the organization is likely to assume that its views and actions represent the real views (or in Lukácsian terms, the ‘ascribed’ consciousness) of the class, and where the actual views of the class diverge from it these divergences are due to ignorance, lack of understanding, hostile infiltration, etc., and must be ignored if not suppressed. The stronger the concentration of party-cum-state power, the greater the temptation to ignore or suppress; and conversely, the weaker this concentration, the greater the temptation to strengthen it.


Hence problems of political democracy, of pluralist structures, freedom of expression, etc., become more important than before, a statement which does not imply that the solution of such problems must or should be those of bourgeois liberalism. To take an obvious example. If under socialist systems trade unions lose their old functions and strikes are outlawed, then, whatever the general justification and the possible overall gains for the workers, these have lost an essential means for influencing the conditions of their lives, and unless they acquire some other means for the purpose theirs is a net loss. The classical bourgeoisie could defend the equivalent of its ‘trade-union-conscious’ interests in various more or less informal ways, where they conflicted with the wider interests of the class as interpreted by governments. The working class, even in socialist systems, can do so only through organization, i.e. only through a political system of multiple organizations or through a single movement which makes itself sensitive to the views of its rank-and-file, i.e. through effective internal democracy.


But is this exclusively a problem of proletarian revolutions and socialist systems? As we have already noted in passing, similar problems are arising out of the changing structure of the modern capitalist economy itself. Increasingly the constitutional, legal, political and other devices by means of which people were traditionally supposed to ensure some influence over the shaping of their lives and their society – if only negative influence – are becoming ineffective. This is not so merely in the sense in which they have always been ineffective for the ‘labouring poor’ in any but a trivial manner, but in the sense that they are increasingly irrelevant to the actual machinery of technocratic and bureaucratized decision. ‘Politics’ are reduced to public relations and manipulations. Decisions as vital as war and peace not merely by-pass the official organs for them, but may be taken – by a handful of central bankers, by a president or prime minister with one or two backroom advisers, by an even less identifiable interlocking of technicians and executives – in ways which are not even formally open to political control. The classical machinery of nineteenth-century ‘real’ politics increasingly revolves in a void: the leading articles of the ‘heavy’ newspapers are read by back-bench MPs whose opinions are negligible or by ministers who are dispensable; and their respective speeches are only a little less insignificant than their private démarches with those who actually take decisions, assuming they can be identified. Even the members of ‘the Establishment’ (or ruling class) may as individuals be little more influential than the shareholders in whose interests capitalist firms are still (in legal theory) conducted. Increasingly the real members of the ruling class today are not so much real persons as organizations; not the Krupps or Rockefellers, but General Motors and IBM, not to mention the organization of government and the public sector, with whom they readily interchange executives.*


The political dimensions of class consciousness and especially the relation between members of the class and organizations are therefore rapidly changing. The problems of the relations of the proletariat with working-class states, or even the large-scale organizations of their movement under capitalism, are only a special case within a more general situation, which the imperatives of technology and large-scale public or corporate management have transformed. This observation should not be used merely to score debating points. Nothing is more futile and infuriating than pots calling kettles black and assuming that in so doing they have solved the problem of blackness. Classes continue and have consciousness. It is the practical expression of this consciousness which is today in question, given the changes in its historic context. But at this point the historian may fall silent, not without relief. His professional concern is not the present or future, though he ought to throw some light on it, but the past. What is likely to happen, and what we can or ought to do about it, cannot be discussed here.


(1971)





* Since this was written such backwoodsmen have formed governments in both the United States and Britain.


* Once again, this does not apply to parties of the lower middle class, which tended and tend to be mass movements, though, reflecting the socio-economic isolation of the members of these strata, mass movements of a particular kind. Marx’s prophetic insight into the relation of the French peasants with Napoleon III is relevant here: ‘They cannot represent themselves, they must be represented. Their representative must at the same time appear as their master, as an authority over them.’


† The most striking instances of such identifications are normally found in the comparatively early stages of labour organization, before labour movements have become part of the official political system of operations, and at times or in places where the movement consists of a single organization which represents, i.e. literally ‘stands for’, the class.


* A ruling group may or may not be bureaucratized, though in European history it has rarely been so; it may operate with or through a bureaucratized administrative system, as in twentieth-century Britain, or an unbureaucratized one, as in eighteenth-century Britain. The same, allowing for the different social status – ruling parties are not classes – may be true in socialist societies. The CPSU is bureaucratic, and operates through a very bureaucratized state and economic administration. The Maoist ‘cultural revolution’ has, if I understand it correctly, attempted to destroy the bureaucratization of the Chinese CP, but it is a fairly safe bet that the country continues to be administered by means of a bureaucratic system. It is not even impossible to discover examples of a bureaucratized ruling group with a non-bureaucratic, i.e. without an effective, administrative system, as perhaps in some ecclesiastical states of the past.


* I am not discussing the possible developments which might lead large numbers of the individual cadres, in particular historical circumstances, to prefer not to join the formal organizations of ‘top people’, i.e. the party.


* At a lower level, it also seems that the difference between formally liberal-democratic and other political systems may be diminishing sharply. Neither President de Gaulle, whose constitution guaranteed him against excessive electoral or parliamentary interference, nor President Johnson, who was not so safeguarded, were significantly affected by the pressures recognized in liberal systems. Both were vulnerable only to quite different pressures, operating outside such systems.
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	Religion and the Rise of Socialism








The modern working-class socialist movement has developed with an overwhelmingly secular, indeed often a militantly anti-religious, ideology. The first condition of membership of the Communist League, even before Marx joined it, was ‘freedom from all religion, practical independence from any church association or any ceremonies not required by civil law’.1 Conversely, religio-political versions of socialism and communism have always been marginal and generally not very important phenomena: perhaps forerunners of the movement, like Wilhelm Weitling; perhaps on its eccentric fringes, where the vegetarians, the advocates of free love, and the other enthusiasts for what we would today call counter-culture and commune living flourished. There were indeed a few labour movements, notably the British, whose activists largely came from or passed through Protestant sectarianism and nonconformity, and some parts of which show an interesting confluence of religion and class struggle. But these movements also have the marks of archaism, and in any case, there was no important working-class Christian socialism, merely the standard socialism, elaborated by secular thinkers and translated into the familiar biblical terminology.2
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