

 
 


        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

THE
 EVERYTHING®
 GUIDE TO
 UNDERSTANDING SOCIALISM 

Dear Reader, 

I became interested in socialism by way of the British Empire. Indian cottons led me to the “dark Satanic mills” of northern England and the Industrial Revolution. The Industrial Revolution introduced me to Friedrich Engels’s classic study of the lives of the working poor in England. Engels led me straight to Karl Marx. When I expanded my interests to European imperialism in general, French Algeria led me to the Paris Commune of 1830, which led me back to Karl Marx.

I soon discovered that if you spent much time reading about nineteenth-century Britain and Europe, you stumbled across socialism everywhere. Self-educated cobblers, radical dissenters, anarchist assassins, and methodical economists shared the pages with prime ministers and princes. The more I read, the more convinced I became that in the nineteenth century, socialism played the same role that yeast plays in bread dough: It made things ferment and change into something new.

Whatever your political beliefs, learning about socialism’s history and beliefs is a good way to understand the present a little more clearly.

[image: 9781440512773_0002_001]




Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series! 

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.



You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.



We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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The Top 10 Socialist Thinkers 

1. Eduard Bernstein (1850–1932) was the theoretician behind Marxist revisionism, which purports that it is possible to use reform to create a socialist society.

2. William Beveridge (1879–1963), known as “The People’s William,” wrote the blueprint for the modern British welfare state.

3. Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) created the concept of cultural hegemony, which says that a successful revolution must change a society’s dominant ideas as well as its political structure.

4. Michael Harrington (1928–1989) was sometimes called “the man who discovered poverty.” His book The Other America was a major influence on Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society” and the New Left of the 1960s.

5. Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924) transformed Marxist ideology to reflect Russian political realities. His recognition that peasants were as oppressed as any urban proletariat and represented a potential revolutionary force was the basis for later revolutions in relatively unindustrialized countries.

6. Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820–1895) were the Tweedledum and Tweedledee of socialism—you don’t find one without the other. Together they developed the socialist theories on which Marxism is based.

7. Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–1865) was the first person to call himself an anarchist. He developed the theoretical foundation for anarchism and syndicalism.

8. David Ricardo (1772–1823) was not a socialist himself. His economic theories of rent, the labor theory of value, and the iron law of wages laid the foundation for Karl Marx’s analysis of capitalism.

9. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) distinguished between natural and social inequality.

10. Sidney and Beatrice Webb (1859–1947 and 1858–1943), founders of the English Fabian Society, developed the idea of gradualism: the transformation of society from capitalism to socialism through gradual reforms.


Introduction 

AS POLITICIANS STRUGLE TO find solutions to the worldwide economic recession that began in December 2007, the word socialism has become a political hot button. A quick Google search of “socialism in America” leads you to heated arguments on political forums, anti-socialist tirades, and equally fanatical pro-socialist defenses. The U.S. news on any particular day includes a report of Republican politicians and Tea Party activists accusing President Obama and the Democratic party of dragging America toward socialism, occasionally accompanied by a brief interview with a professed socialist saying, “no, the president is not a socialist, thank you very much.” The people who attack socialism often use the word as an epithet, attaching it to any government-funded project they disapprove of—from national health care to paved roads. The people who defend socialism tend to describe it in utopian terms. On the one hand, socialism is evil. On the other hand, socialism is salvation.

But what, exactly, does socialism mean?

It’s not surprising that many people are confused about what socialism means. Both its opponents and its proponents often take a position similar to that of Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart on pornography: They know it when they see it. In fact, like democracy, socialism is an umbrella term for a wide range of doctrines, including anarchism, Marxism, social democracy, farm cooperatives, communes, and communism, that are bound together by their critique of capitalism and their commitment to the creation of an egalitarian society.

Socialism’s complex history stretches back three centuries. It has inspired political realities as far apart as Robert Owen’s experimental community in New Harmony, Indiana, and Joseph Stalin’s brutal Russian dictatorship. Its proponents have included pragmatists and visionaries. Some have called for reform; others have called for revolution. Socialists have formed, and rejected, both political parties and trade union movements. The only thing  that holds them all together is a shared concern with restructuring society in a way that corrects social and economic inequalities.

Socialism has been one of the formative forces of the modern world. In 1895, King Edward VI of England proclaimed in a speech “We are all socialists now-a-days.” It was his exaggerated acknowledgement that over the course of the nineteenth century the socialist movement, in its various incarnations, changed European society and politics in fundamental ways.

The purpose of this book is to introduce you to the different types of socialism, socialists’ basic beliefs, and their influence on the modern world, beginning with socialism’s origins in the social turmoil of the Industrial Revolution and ending with its modern-day interpretations.


CHAPTER 1 

Socialism’s Beginnings 

In the sixteenth century, the economic world of Europe began to change. The complicated system of rights and duties that made up the feudal system was slowly being replaced by a market economy organized on the basis of personal gain. New freedoms were accompanied by new hardships—and new social disorder. Concerned with the contrast between what was and what ought to be, political philosophers, beginning with Sir Thomas More, struggled to understand the nature of a just, stable, and efficient society. In the process, they laid the foundations for later socialist thought.


Sir Thomas More Invents Utopia 

Sir Thomas More (1478–1535) wrote at the beginning of the Tudor period, a time when England was in political, cultural, and intellectual turmoil. Tudor England is often viewed in terms of its flourishing Renaissance culture and the transformative effect of the Reformation. It was also a period marked by more or less open plunder. When Henry VII took the throne in 1485, ending the thirty-year War of the Roses between the Tudors and the Yorks, he used the financial weapons of attainder and forfeiture to restore the power of the English crown and subdue the aristocracy. Fifty years later, his son, Henry VIII, seized land from Catholic monasteries and distributed it to his supporters. In the years between, their subjects competed for patronage from the Crown in the form of jobs, lands, pensions, and annuities.

The son of a prominent lawyer and judge, More studied classical languages and literature at Oxford for two years under the patronage of John Morton, then Archbishop of Canterbury. In 1494, his father called him back to London to study common law. By 1515, when he began to write his most famous work, Utopia, he was a successful lawyer, served as one of the undersheriffs of London, and held a seat in Parliament. He devoted his leisure time to scholarship, becoming part of the international fraternity of northern humanists led by the radical Catholic theologian Desiderius Erasmus.
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Humanist philosophers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries turned to the classical texts of Greece and Rome as a way of understanding man’s life on earth. Northern humanists also used their Greek to study the New Testament and Church Fathers as part of a campaign to reform the Catholic Church from within.

In 1515, More traveled to Bruges as part of a delegation to negotiate a commercial treaty with the Flemish. His discussions with Erasmus and other humanists scholars while in Flanders inspired him to write the political tract that earned him a permanent place in the history of thought: A Pamphlet truly Golden no less beneficial than enjoyable concerning the  republic’s best state and concerning the new Island Utopia, better known simply as Utopia.

Published in Leuven in 1516, the book was an immediate success with its intended audience: More’s fellow humanists and the elite circle of public officials whom he soon joined. The book went quickly into several editions and was soon translated from Latin into most European languages.
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More’s other claim to fame was his refusal to support Henry VIII’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon and subsequent marriage to Anne Boleyn. More saw both acts as an assault on the church; Henry saw More’s refusal as treason. More was tried and executed on July 7, 1535. He was canonized by Pope Pius XI 400 years later.

The Society of Utopia 

More’s Utopia is divided into two parts. The first part is written in the form of a dialogue between More and an imaginary traveler who has recently returned from newly discovered lands, including the island nation of Utopia. In comparing the traveler’s accounts of the imaginary countries he visited with the actual countries of sixteenth-century Europe, More criticizes the social conditions of his day, particularly what he describes as “acquisitiveness” and “retaining” on the part of the wealthy and the “terrible necessity of hunger” that drove the poor to crimes against society.

In the second half of the tract, More describes in detail the social, political, economic, and religious conditions of an imaginary society on the island of Utopia.
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More created a new word to describe his ideal community, combining the Greek negative ou with topos (place) to create utopia, no-place—a pun on eu-topos, good place. Utopia is now used to describe a place too good to be real. In 1868, John Stuart Mill created its antonym, dystopia, to describe a place too bad to exist.

Like later reformers who shared his concerns about the negative effects of urbanization and industrialism, More proposed a small agrarian community as the prototype for the perfect society. His goal was an egalitarian society that did away with both idleness born of wealth and excessive labor due to poverty. In Utopia, everyone performed useful work and everyone had time for appropriate leisure. All citizens worked in both farm and town so that all acquired skills in both a trade and in agriculture. No type of work was held in higher esteem than any other and no money was required. Each family took what they produced to one of four public markets and received what they needed in return.

There was no private property. Individual family houses were assigned every ten years by lottery. Although families were free to eat meals in their homes, most preferred to eat in the common dining halls that were shared between thirty families because eating together was more pleasant than eating alone.

The government of Utopia was a combination of republic and meritocracy, in which a select few ruled with the consent of the governed. Every citizen had a voice in government and secret ballots were used so no man could be persecuted because of his vote. Each group of thirty families elected a magistrate (philarch). The magistrates chose an archphilarch, who in turn elected a prince. (Like United States Supreme Court justices, the prince was appointed for life.) Even though all citizens had a vote, not all citizens were eligible for office. Important officials could only be chosen from a limited group, who were selected because of their superior gifts.

More’s Influence on Later Thinkers 

More wrote Utopia more than 300 years before the word socialism first appeared in the language of social reform. Nonetheless, early socialists found much to emulate in his writing, including:



• The abolition of private property 

• The universal obligation to work 

• The right to an equal share of society’s wealth 

• The concept of equal rights under the law 

• State management and control of production 

The First Step Toward Equality: England Challenges the Divine Right of Kings 

The death of the last Tudor monarch, Elizabeth I, in 1603 placed a new ruling family on the throne of England—the Stuarts of Scotland. The Stuart kings came with philosophical baggage that many Englishmen felt was a step backward into the Middle Ages: close ties to the Catholic Church and a strong belief in the divine rights of kings.

The English Civil War 

When the second Stuart king, Charles I, inherited the throne in 1625, he immediately found himself at odds with Parliament over his annoying habit of imposing taxes without the approval of the legislature and his mild treatment of English Catholics. In 1628, Parliament passed a lengthy “Petition of Right,” which listed the legislature’s grievances against the king, including illegal taxation, the forced billeting of troops, the imposition of martial law, and arbitrary imprisonment. The king responded by dissolving Parliament.

For eleven years, Charles I ruled without a Parliament. He relied for advice on his French Catholic queen, Henrietta Maria, and the conservative Anglican bishop, William Laud. In 1637, Bishop Laud convinced the king to impose a pre-Reformation version of the Anglican liturgy on Calvinist Scotland. Scotland rose up in rebellion. Unable to afford the “Bishops’ War,” Charles I reconvened Parliament in 1640, thinking it was the easiest way to raise money quickly.

The move backfired. The new Parliament agreed to fund the war only if the king accepted severe limitations on royal power. Charles dissolved the Short Parliament after only three weeks, but was forced to convene a new Parliament only seven months later.
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During Cromwell’s rule, Parliament abolished the House of Lords, the monarchy, and the official Church of England. Some didn’t think the reformers went far enough. One group, known as Levellers, argued that all adult males should have the vote, whether they owned property or not. Another group, the Diggers, wanted to eliminate private property altogether.

By 1642, differences between Charles I and what became known as the Long Parliament escalated into war between the Royalists, known as Cavaliers, and the supporters of Parliament, known as Roundheads. The English Civil War ended in 1649 with the execution of King Charles I for treason and the establishment first of the Commonwealth of England (1649–1653) and later the Protectorate (1653–1658) under Oliver Cromwell’s personal rule.

The Glorious Revolution 

After Cromwell’s death in 1658, England was ready for a change from military rule and Puritan ethics. In 1660, Parliament invited Charles II to return from exile and become king.

Problems between monarch and Parliament began once more when Charles II’s younger and openly Catholic brother, James II, inherited the throne in 1685. Within three years, James alienated every important political faction in England and repeatedly defied the laws imposing restrictions on Catholics and dissenters. Anxiety about the future of English Protestantism grew after the birth of James’s son in 1688. Confronted with a Catholic heir to the throne, Whigs and Tories joined together to invite the king’s Protestant son-in-law, William of Orange, to invade England. William landed at Torbay with a Dutch army in November 1688; abandoned by most of his officers, James fled to France.

Parliament offered the vacant throne to William and his wife, James’s daughter Mary. This time Britain wasn’t taking any chances. The offer required the royal couple to accept a Declaration of Rights that established principles of Parliamentary supremacy and denounced James II for attempting to subvert the Protestant religion and the laws of the realm. William and Mary accepted. The divine right of kings was dead in Britain.

Utopia Revised 

James Harrington (1611–1677) was an aristocrat by birth and served as a Gentleman of the Bedchamber to Charles I from 1647 until the king’s execution on January 30, 1649. After the king’s death, Harrington retreated to his country estate to study the forces that led England to civil war.

Like Karl Marx after him, Harrington built his philosophical system on an examination of historical cause and effect. After considering the many constitutional, religious, and economic differences between Charles I and Parliament, Harrington came to the conclusion that the underlying cause for the Civil War, also known as the Puritan Revolution, was the uneven distribution of land ownership, not disagreements over the theory of the divine right of kings or the legality of Catholicism in England.

Harrington made a distinction between power and authority. Power was based on wealth, which he called the “goods of fortune,” the most important of which was land. Authority was based on the “goods of the mind,” namely wisdom, prudence, and courage. The best rulers combined both.

Since power was based on wealth, rather than on wisdom, property was the foundation of the state. The way property was distributed between “the one, the few, and the many” reflected the form of the government. In an absolute monarchy, the balance of property was in control of one man, the king, and mercenaries maintained the rule of law. In what Harrington called a “mixed monarchy,” the nobles (the few) owned the land and controlled the military. In a commonwealth, property ownership was spread among the many and defended by citizen soldiers. Harrington concluded that if the concentration of property in the hands of a few inevitably created political instability, the only form of government that could last was an “equal commonwealth” that avoided both domination by an oligarchy and the anarchy of popular rule.

The Commonwealth of Oceana 

In The Commonwealth of Oceana (1656), Harrington proposed a social program designed to avoid the problems that led to the English Civil War. Concerned more with social order than with social justice, his goal was to create a society in which “no man or men . . . can have the interest, or having the interest, can have the power to disturb [the commonwealth] with sedition.”

Since power depends on wealth, Harrington believed that the way to ensure political stability was to prevent the concentration of property in the hands of a few families. In England, the common practice of primogeniture, in which the eldest son inherits all or most of a father’s property, allowed the wealthy to accumulate and transmit property, and consequently political power, from one  generation to another. In Oceana, a man’s property was divided equally among his children at his death, so power remained widely distributed.

Harrington also deterred the development of an oligarchy through a strict division of power between the legislative and executive branches of government. Power was further separated in the legislature, which was made up of two houses with distinct responsibilities. The upper chamber, called the senate after the Roman legislature, was responsible for proposing and debating policy but had no power to enact law. The lower house was responsible for voting on the policies the upper house proposed, but was not allowed to propose or debate policy. Representatives of the upper house were drawn from a “natural aristocracy” gifted with the “goods of the mind.” Representatives of the lower house were drawn from the people. Representatives for both houses were elected by indirect ballot and held their positions for fixed terms on a rotating basis. The electorate and pool from which representatives were chosen included all adult male property holders, with two exceptions. Bachelors and attorneys could vote but could not hold office because they lacked the necessary public spirit.
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Why do some of Harrington’s ideas sound so familiar?
Thomas Jefferson studied Harrington’s ideas and incorporated many of them into the Constitution of the United States, including the bicameral Congress, the indirect election of the President, and the separation of powers.



Reactions to Oceana

Harrington’s ideas made a brief entrance into the world of practical politics in the confused period after Cromwell’s death in 1658. Many of those who were opposed to restoring the House of Lords unsuccessfully proposed variations of Harrington’s two-house Parliament in its place.

Harrington found a new audience in the eighteenth century among Enlightenment philosophers and revolutionaries interested in the idea of a commonwealth. The French constitution of 1799 was based on Oceana.

The Social Contract 

Like Harrington, Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) lived during the political chaos of the Civil War, the Restoration, and the Glorious Revolution. The son of an Anglican clergyman who abandoned his family, Hobbes was raised by his uncle, a wealthy glove maker, and educated at Oxford. After graduating, he became the tutor to William Cavendish, later the Earl of Devonshire. Exposed to the clashes between king and Parliament through his employment with the Cavendish family, Hobbes became a firm Royalist. In 1640, he wrote his first work of political philosophy, a treatise defending Charles I’s interpretation of his royal prerogatives. Titled The Elements of Law, Natural and Politic, the pamphlet was distributed in manuscript form and quoted by Royalists in Parliamentary debates on the divine right of kings. Seeing trouble on the way, Hobbes fled to Paris, where he remained for the next eleven years. (During his years in Paris, he worked briefly as a mathematics tutor for the future Charles II.)

While in self-imposed exile, Hobbes published his best-known work, Leviathan, or the Matter, Form and Power of a Commonwealth, Ecclesiastical and Civil (1651). In it, Hobbes laid out a new basis for the state. Instead of resting on divine appointment, political authority was the result of a social contract in which people voluntarily gave up some of their rights in exchange for security.

Hobbes believed that people are always guided by their own self-interest, and without government the natural life of man was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” Most people do not have the ability to defend themselves against competitors. With no natural common standards of behavior to which everyone agrees, life in a state of nature was “a war of every man against every man.” The only way for people to protect themselves against each other was to create a government, effectively signing a social contract that gives a single man the responsibility for the safety of all and the authority to enforce the law.

Hobbes’s version of the social contract required a ruler with more absolute authority than that provided by the divine right of kings. His ruler enjoyed absolute control over the army, the law, and even the interpretation of scripture.

According to Hobbes, the worst despot is better than no government or a weak government. Only when a ruler fails so completely that subjects feel  they are worse off than they were in Hobbes’s theoretical “state of nature” do his subjects have the right to rise up against their ruler.

Hobbes intended Leviathan as a handbook for rulers. He gave a specially bound copy to Prince Charles, who felt the suggestion that subjects have the right to unseat a failed ruler came a bit too close to home. The French government was equally unhappy with Hobbes’s idea that the king was the supreme interpreter of scripture, which they saw as an attack on the spiritual authority of the pope. No longer welcome in France, Hobbes returned home to Britain and made his peace with Cromwell’s variation of absolute rule.

The Natural Rights of Man 

The son of an attorney who fought on the side of Parliament in the English Civil War, British philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) is often considered the first philosopher of the Enlightenment. He studied the standard classics curriculum at Oxford, but was more interested in the new ideas about the nature and origin of knowledge that were developed by the natural philosophers of the sixteenth century.

In 1666, several years after Charles II took the throne, Locke found a patron: Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper, later the first Earl of Shaftsbury. Locke and Shaftsbury shared numerous political positions, including support for constitutional monarchy, the Protestant succession, civil liberties, religious tolerance, and Parliamentary rule. Through Shaftsbury, Locke was actively involved in the debates over whether James II should be excluded from the succession to the throne. When his patron was arrested, tried, and acquitted of treason in 1681, Locke followed him into exile in the Netherlands.
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Hobbes and Locke both use the term social contract to discuss the basic nature of government, but they don’t mean exactly the same thing. In Hobbes’s version, the many trade their liberty to one strong man in exchange for safety. In Locke’s, citizens give up the power of personally enforcing the laws of nature in order to avoid injustice.

Locke wrote Two Treatises on Government (1689) as a justification for the Glorious Revolution. In the first treatise, he refutes the divine right of kings. In the second, Locke argues that all men are born with certain natural rights, including the right to survive and the right to have the means to survive, with the corollary obligation not to harm others. Each society creates a government to protect those rights.

Locke took the rights of citizens under the social contract further than Hobbes. Since government exists by the consent of the governed and not by the divine right of kings, citizens have the right to withdraw their consent if a government fails in its duty to protect their rights.

The Philosophes

The eighteenth-century philosophical and scientific movement known as the Enlightenment was dominated by a group of French writers, scientists, and philosophers who called themselves philosophes. The philosophes were bound together by a core set of values that included the power of reason, the perfectibility of man, and skepticism about existing social and political institutions.

Few of the philosophes were philosophers in the strictest sense of the word. They wrote works in every available format on history, science, politics, economics, social issues, and the arts, applying reason to them all.
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France wasn’t the only center of Enlightenment thought. A parallel movement known as the Scottish Enlightenment flourished in Edinburgh and Glasgow around 1740. Its most prominent members were the economist Adam Smith and the philosopher David Hume. A “Society of gentlemen in Scotland” issued the first edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica in 1768 in imitation of the French Encyclopédie.

Individually and as a group, the philosophes used reason to challenge traditional assumptions about Church, state, monarchy, education, and social institutions. They did not reach a unified conclusion. Some built on Locke’s idea that a prince is only the delegate for his people. Others, most notably Voltaire, supported the ideal of the enlightened despot who ruled  with the intention of improving the lives of his people. Many of them ended up in jail or exile, their books banned or burned, as a result of their insistence on proving that the absolute monarch had no clothes.

The great collective work of the philosophes was the creation of the Encyclopédie, seventeen volumes of text and eleven volumes of illustrations published between 1751 and 1765. Edited by the philosopher Denis Diderot and mathematician Jean le Rond d’Alembert, with contributions from most of the important thinkers of the day, the Encyclopédie was meant to summarize the knowledge of its time. The Encyclopédie’s editors made no attempt at neutrality. In addition to technical articles on mathematics, science, traditional crafts, and technology, the Encyclopédie were filled with articles that criticized the French government and the Catholic Church. Both made efforts to suppress the work, and the publisher was arrested.

The Origins of Inequality 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) was one of the most influential of the philosophes. He was born in the Swiss city-state of Geneva—a small Calvinist republic surrounded by large Catholic monarchies. Rousseau left Geneva when he was sixteen. After several years as the protégé of a Swiss baroness with a taste for introducing young men to Catholicism, he found his way to Paris, where he was swept up in the intellectual circles of the philosophes. He was a prolific writer on a wide range of subjects, including education, botany, music, and the effects of theater on public morals.

In his political writings, Rousseau began from the position that “a people is everywhere nothing but what its government makes of it.” For the most part, he felt the government botched the job.

In Discourses on the Origins of Inequality (1755), Rousseau distinguished between natural and social inequality. Natural inequality is based on differences in strength, intelligence, or talents. Social inequality is based solely on conventions and is the source of man’s ills.

According to Rousseau, mankind was naturally good as long as he lived alone, but was gradually corrupted by society and civilization. Man’s decline began from the moment the first hut was built. As man formed himself into communities, he began to make comparisons, which led to the perception of inequalities and jealousies.

The second step on the path of corruption was the invention of property. Rousseau declared, “The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, thought up the statement ‘this is mine’ and found people simple enough to believe him . . . was the real founder of civil society.” The invention of property led to the need for laws and government to protect it, a false social contract imposed on the weak by the strong. The creation of government led to power, which led to further privileges and still more inequality.

In his later Social Contract (1772), Rousseau suggested that mankind could recover its freedom through a genuine social contract based on the general will that allowed both security and a return to man’s natural freedom.

The Invisible Hand of the Marketplace 

Considered the founder of modern economics, Adam Smith (1723–1790) was an important figure in the Scottish Enlightenment. In 1776, Smith published An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, which he intended to be the first volume of a complete theory of society. The Wealth of Nations was the first major work of political economy.

At first glance, The Wealth of Nations seems like an unlikely source of socialist thought. In it, Smith examined the market economy in detail for the first time. He overturned old ideas of wealth when he identified labor, not gold or land, as the true source of wealth. He demonstrated how the law of supply and demand regulates the prices of specific goods. He examined how capital is accumulated and used. He took fascinating side excursions into the manufacture of pins, luxury goods produced under the Abbasid Caliphate, and statistics on the North Atlantic herring catch.

At its heart, The Wealth of Nations is an attack on the dominant economic theory of the time: mercantilism. Under mercantilism, governments created elaborate systems of regulations, tariffs, and monetary controls to protect their economies. Smith proposed a free market in which the “invisible hand” of the marketplace replaces government control and brings prosperity to all, coining the word capitalism to distinguish it from mercantilism. It was a newly democratic vision of wealth, based on Smith’s belief that “No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which by far the greater part of the numbers are poor and miserable.”

The Foundations of Socialist Thought 

The political theorists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries laid the foundation for later socialist thought with their enquiries into the relationship between the one, the few, and the many. Questions of equality and inequality, the distribution of wealth, the basis for authority, and the rights of man (narrowly defined) were now part of the public discourse.


CHAPTER 2 

The Industrial Revolution and the New Proletariat 

Modern socialism has its roots in the mills and slums of the Industrial Revolution. The ability to make goods quickly and cheaply soared as men found more and more ways to use machines to extend the productivity of a single man.

Many welcomed machines and the wealth they created as the embodiment of progress. Others were troubled by the conditions under which the new urban poor lived and worked. A few began to consider ways in which the fruits of this growth in productivity could be shared more equally.


The Eighteenth-Century Population Explosion 

After a century of virtually no population growth, the countries of Western Europe experienced dramatic population increases between 1750 and 1800. Many countries doubled in size. In some countries, the growth continued through the nineteenth century. The population of Great Britain, for instance, doubled between 1750 and 1800 and then tripled between 1800 and 1900.
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The Industrial Revolution was paralleled by an agricultural revolution in Great Britain. New horse-drawn machinery, better fodder crops, extensive land drainage projects, and scientific stockbreeding increased agricultural productivity. But improved farming had a social cost. Between 1760 and 1799, large landowners fenced in between 2 and 3 million acres of common land that small farmers used for grazing.

There were several reasons for the sudden increase. Medical advances and improved hygiene limited the devastation caused by epidemic diseases and plagues. The introduction of new food crops, most notably the potato, provided a better diet for the poor and reduced the incidence of famine. The combination of greater public order and fewer civil wars meant that life was less hazardous. The net result was a lower death rate and soaring populations.

The growing population, with a rising proportion of children to raise and older people to care for, put increased pressure on every aspect of society. Many peasants were no longer able to provide land for their children, who were forced to look for other ways to make their living. Small artisans in the cities suffered similar problems, unable to provide places for their children in their own workshops.

The exact relationship between population growth and industrialization is unclear, though the two are clearly intertwined. (Even countries that were late to industrialize shared in the general population increase, and its related problems.) What is clear is that the growth in population increased the demand for both food and manufactured goods and provided an abundance of cheap labor to produce them.

Weaving Becomes a Modern Industry 

The Industrial Revolution began in the English textile industry. Textiles had been an important part of the English economy for centuries. On the eve of the Industrial Revolution, England’s fine wools were famous. Linen production was expanding into Ireland and Scotland. Only the cotton industry was small and backward, unable to compete with Indian calico and muslin on either quality or price.

Weaving was a domestic industry in the first half of the eighteenth century. Except in Manchester, where self-employed weaver-artisans belonged to highly organized trade societies, most weavers were also farmers. In many households, weaving was done in the seasons when there was little work to do on the farm. Often the entire family was involved. Children sorted, cleaned, and carded the raw fibers, women spun the yarn, and men wove the cloth.

The first changes were small. John Kay’s flying shuttle, introduced in the 1730s and widely adopted in the 1750s and 1760s, allowed the weaver to speed up. Lewis Paul’s carding machine, patented in 1748, made it easier to prepare fibers for spinning. Both inventions intensified a supply problem that already existed: Spinners were the bottleneck in the system. It took three or four spinners to supply yarn for one weaver working a traditional loom. When the fly-shuttle allowed a weaver to speed up, the yarn shortage became acute. The problem was worse in the harvest season, when women could make the same wage more easily by working in the fields.

James Hargreave’s spinning jenny, patented in 1770, solved the yarn supply problem. Family spinning wheels were quickly replaced by small jennies, which were relatively cheap to buy and simple enough for a child to operate. In its earliest form, the jenny had eight spindles. By 1784, eighty spindles were common. By the end of the century, the largest jennies allowed one man, helped by several children, to operate as many as 120 spindles at once.

As spinning jennies grew bigger, spinning began to be moved into factories, but the new factory system did not replace the cottage-based textile industry immediately. At first, families built extensions onto their cottages where they could operate looms and jennies on a larger scale. Mill owners provided home-based spinners with raw cotton and handloom weavers with spun yarn. Because weavers could count on uninterrupted supplies  of yarn, they could afford to weave full time instead of as a supplement to farming.

A Brief Period of Prosperity for Weavers 

From the 1770s through the 1790s, a skilled weaver could earn three times the average farm laborer’s weekly wages. With weaving no longer a part-time job, weavers began to move into towns. The new weaving communities that developed had strong leanings toward Wesleyanism and political Radicalism, both of which fostered values of independence and self-education.

Every weaving district had its self-taught poets, botanists, and geologists.

Writing in 1828, when hand loom weaving was almost dead, William Radcliffe, a spinner who became a factory owner, described these weaving communities nostalgically:

Their dwellings and small gardens neat and clean—all the family well clad—the men with each a watch in his pocket and the women dressed to their own fancy—the church crowded to excess every Sunday—every house well-furnished with a clock in elegant mahogany or fancy case—handsome tea services in Staffordshire ware . . . Birmingham, Potteries, and Sheffield wares for necessary use and ornament . . . many cottages had their own cow.

Prosperity did not last long. The trade soon became over-crowded. Wages began to drop as early as 1798.

The Birth of the Factory System 

The real change in the English weaving industry began in 1769, when Richard Arkwright patented the water frame, which improved both the speed and quality of thread spinning. Unlike the jenny, Arkwright’s water-powered spinning frame was designed to be a factory machine.

A few years later, Samuel Crompton’s mule combined the principles of the jenny and the water frame, producing a smoother, finer yarn that allowed English cotton to compete with Indian goods in terms of quality. In 1795, Arkwright’s patent was canceled, making the water frame available without restrictions for anyone who could afford the capital investment. That same year, a steam engine was used to operate a spinning mill for the first time. Large-scale factory production was now feasible.
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