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Summary



Socialism and communism are two sets of ideas (inspiring movements for social,  political and economic change) that significantly overlap. Since the 1830s, when “socialism” first appeared as a response to the social question, the older term “communism” has been used by some socialists to identify particular currents and groups that are nevertheless within the same general tradition. In this article, “socialism” will be used as the generic term, for this tradition is dedicated to the vision of a good society characterized by social solidarity. Whereas pre-socialist communism advocated more equal distribution on ethical grounds, socialism assails inequities in its campaign against capitalism but believes that the issue will become redundant once industry is organized rationally to fulfill people’s (unequal) needs. Thus socialism looks to the  potential of industry to solve the problems not just of poverty, but also of need itself. Socialism has been dominated by Marx’s theory, which brought to it an agency, the  proletariat, a sense of historical destiny based on the ineluctable growth of the  productive forces, and a critique of capitalism grounded in its own, political-economic politic al-economic terms. Communist rule, originating in Russia in 1917, brought a type of Marxism to the forefront; yet it also divided the socialist movement into those who sought to overthrow the capitalist state, and those who thought it could be reformed. The political and economic records of the communist states, but especially their disingenuousness and falsifications, have dealt a blow to the credibility of all socialists. With the recent collapse of communism socialists have begun the search for a better theoretical grounding for their continuing concerns about poverty, inequality and excessive individualism; but no overarching theory is in prospect. Indeed, the rise of post-
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industrial society suggests that the dominant Marxism was a historical detour for socialism, and invites a reappraisal of the deep-rooted ethical strands within socialism. 1. Introduction



It is difficult to define precisely the meanings of the concepts of socialism and communism. Discussing ideas in their historical context and development presents  problems different from those in the more abstract realm of philosophy. When certain ideas have been at the center of long development and even of heated dispute, it is especially difficult to be definitive. If we are too prescriptive, we risk defining most socialists out of their own tradition; if we try to be all encompassing, we risk being unable to distinguish socialists from other traditions in political and social thought. The disputes surrounding socialism and communism have involved not just those who are thoroughly opposed to these ideas, but—somewhat distressingly for many socialists themselves, and for others who seek clarity in this area—those who are part of the socialist movement itself.



  S   S   S    R    L    E    T   O    P    E   A   –    H   O   C   C    E   S    L    E    P    N    M    U   A   S



The fractious nature of socialism was evident from its beginnings in the 1830s. The most famous and influential statement of the socialist mission—the Communist  Manifesto of 1848, written by Karl Marx with the assistance of Frederick Engels—was also a withering critique of competing socialisms, and added a further complication by using “communism” (a much older term) to describe the radical wing of socialism. But a concept or idea is not owned or controlled by anyone, however much we associate one  person with it. As a consequence of their moving from person to person, across time and national boundaries, the understandings of concepts are altered: sometimes almost imperceptibly, sometimes drastically. The ideas of “founders” are supplemented, or used in different contexts, even as the authority of the founder is invoked. If dead or remote, the founder is unable to judge disciples from epigones. Marx himself lived long enough to say, in connection with the enthusiasm of some French followers, that he was not a “Marxist.” Such is the broader story of socialism, even within its relatively brief career. The bitterness of its internal disputes, and its readiness to brand “renegades” and “traitors,” have often overshadowed its case (and its campaign) against capitalism. Attempts to evoke the unity and diversity of socialism have relied heavily on metaphor. One approach has been to imagine socialism as a royal family with lineal successors inheriting the crown of ideological authority. This has been characteristic of many communists, all of whom begin the line with Marx and continue it with Lenin, but divide (according to their particular affiliations) on whether it should go on to Joseph Stalin, N.S. Khrushchev, and later Soviet leaders, or to Stalin, Mao Zedong, and other Chinese leaders, or to Leon Trotsky, or dissident communist leaders. This royal—or apostolic—succession seeks to establish, or reaffirm, the legitimacy of some, and deny it to others. Other approaches are less exclusive. The tree of socialism, for example, has its roots in the pre-Marxists (notably Charles Fourier, the Comte de Saint-Simon, and Robert Owen), the trunk in Marx (and his redoubtable colleague Engels), and then a  profusion of branches indicating the Social Democrats, Communists, Fabians, anarchosyndicalists, and other post-Marxists. Socialism is seen by others as a broad river which contains many different currents, some of which mingle at their edges or more substantially. From a distance, the river seems to be a continuous flow in one direction;
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upon closer inspection, the various currents and eddies assume more significance. The currents themselves may be conceived as the “isms” which have been associated with  particular groups of socialists, such as “Marxism,” “Leninism,” “Revisionism,” “Fabianism,” “Anarchism,” and so on; or they may be conceived as the different themes and values to which socialists have addressed themselves. Last, but in some respects the most useful metaphor, is socialism as a family: a group which shares certain characteristics, but no two members of which may share the same characteristics. And we are surely all aware of the tensions within families! However we envisage socialism, these metaphors serve to remind us of its complex and developing nature. A useful way to begin an examination of socialism’s range of meanings, therefore, is to outline its historical development. We can then attempt to identify and organize the concerns that make socialism distinct.



  S   S   S    R    L    E    T   O    P    E   A   –    H   O   C   C    E   S    L    E    P    N    M    U   A   S



2. The Early History of Socialism and Communism



Socialism and communism are different concepts, but the movements inspired by them have developed in parallel during the last 170 years as a result of common opposition to capitalism. Their core differences may be summed up by saying that the abolition of  private ownership to produce equitable distribution was the central prescription of prenineteenth century communism, while conscious and rational organization of economic activity as a basis for abundance (thus transcending the question of distribution) is the major prescription of socialism. This contrast between early communism’s focus on distribution, and socialism’s focus on production, provides a framework for considering their historical development and modern affinity. Communism is an ancient idea centered on the common ownership of goods. It is first recorded in ancient Greek thought, most notably in Plato’s exegesis of the good society— The Republic —written 2500 years ago. Later some of the early Christian communities, believing in the imminent return of Christ and the creation of the kingdom of heaven on earth, actually held their goods in common. Thereafter, the idea of communism finds episodic published expression in such works as Thomas More’s Utopia  (1516), works by Gabriel Bonnot de Mably, and Morelly’s Code of Nature (1755), though we may assume that it had a less articulate life in popular discontent and musings. Its chief inspiration is moral: the abandonment of private ownership of goods and property was thought to give rise to social harmony, as people ceased putting their  private interest above the collective good. It has consequently appeared in many different types of productive system. And it relies not so much on hopes of abundance to satisfy the community, but on the voluntary curbing of appetites and wants to distribute equally what is available. This communism is not the “pre-history” of socialism, though many socialists searching for a distinguished ancestry have claimed it as such (just as many of the early socialists claimed Christ as their own). Nor should it  be conflated with the communist parties and states of the twentieth century. Socialism is a modern idea, since it began in the 1830s (though some seek its origins in the French Revolution of 1789, with the activities of the Enragés, or the conspiracy of Gracchus Babeuf) and is dependent on, because it is a reaction against, the effects of industrialization and its associated individualism. Socialism presumes a certain level of
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market exchange and industrial production: for their discontents but, just as importantly, their potential. Much of the considered opinion of all political hues in Europe in the early part of the nineteenth century—liberal, conservative, religious and radical—was focused on the discontent. It was widely described as the “social question”: the poverty that seemed to arise from the very production of vast wealth; the alienation from society of large parts of the productive population and the hopelessness of those unable to find work; and the individual self-centeredness, fostered by the market, which seemed to threaten all social bonds. Socialisms emerged in England, France and Germany. Though it is difficult to discern the common threads among theories and systems as diverse and often mutually hostile as those of Owen, Saint-Simon, Fourier, PierreJoseph Proudhon, Wilhelm Weitling, and Marx, they were all concerned with overcoming the disorder and human misery of modern, industrializing, market societies; and they all conceived of such societies as divided in an arbitrary way such that “class” was a barrier to reward according to desert and need. Their social diagnosis, with its emphasis on the analytical primacy of “class,” distinguished their position from all others. Yet they differed widely among themselves over the details of the orderly, harmonious and wealthy society they envisaged and the lives of its members; as they did over the means for arriving at it.



  S   S   S    R    L    E    T   O    P    E   A   –    H   O   C   C    E   S    L    E    P    N    M    U   A   S



In so far as we can speak of “socialism” in the singular, it was unified not in its  prescriptions, but in its concerns and its general approach to them. Pierre Leroux, who later (erroneously) claimed that he was the term’s originator, nevertheless put his finger on it when in 1835 he contrasted socialism and individualism. The word “socialism” spread rapidly from England in the late 1820s though Europe, and then the world, to denote a range of critiques and political movements, which put society at the center of their field of vision and concern. The change in society signaled by the rise of socialism related to the growing acceptance of economic activity freed from its more limited and instrumental role in managing the household, and becoming an end in itself, while sloughing off much of its  previous moral restraint (though adamant in its own defense that individual greed served the general good). This “commodification” of goods began to bring all activity into the marketplace, and make everything for sale. It would create a society which—to borrow Oscar Wilde’s quip—knew the price of everything, but not its value. There is a clear affinity between the egalitarian and communitarian themes within presocialist communism, and the restraints on naked individualism devised by socialists, which begins to complicate the story as early as the 1830s. Socialism’s prescriptions were initially presented as logical extensions of industrialism, as being of benefit to all those involved in industrialism, including owners, scientists and workers (taken together, as “the productive,” in contrast to the idle aristocracy), and as being attractive  by virtue of their justice. Other socialists, who considered appeals to people’s better natures ineffectual, advocated the abolition of private property rather than its reorganization, and relied on those worst affected by emerging industrialization, formed the radical wing of socialism and adopted the provocative title “communist.” Chief among them was Marx.
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3. The Role of Karl Marx



Karl Marx (1818–1883) was the major theorist of the socialist tradition. He brought together in a powerful theoretical synthesis the key elements of the existing socialist critiques. Even where socialists do not base themselves on the Marxism of Marx, their views are either a reaction to or influenced by it. Once it gained adherents among leaders of the European socialist parties, as it did towards the end of the 1880s, other socialist currents could neither ignore nor avoid its influence. The Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917 seemed to confirm its power, while putting the prestige and resources of a state behind its dissemination. Marx provided socialism with a cogent historical vision, an economic critique of capitalism on its own terms, and an agency of change: the industrial working class. His contribution might be summed up as the materialist conception of history, but its  persuasiveness and power can be better appreciate d by the term “scientific socialism.” It seemed to explain the ills of capitalism and the necessity for socialism at one and the same time. It eschewed the sentimental and visionary, and elevated rigor and realism. Marx rejected socialists’ stress on moral persuasion of the owners, and saw the class of the future—indeed, the only really productive class—as the working class or “proletariat.” The transition to socialism would be a fundamental break from the existing system. But in socialism itself there would be various stages, the first—  socialism proper—would see the contribution of each to the collective as being rewarded according to how much work was contributed, the ultimate stage—  communism—where each would be rewarded according to need (and thus where the major motive for individuals contributing was the good of the community as a whole). Socialism and communism on Marx’s account resolved themselves into different historical stages.



  S   S   S    R    L    E    T   O    P    E   A   –    H   O   C   C    E   S    L    E    P    N    M    U   A   S



The early socialists had pitched their arguments for socialism in historical terms: socialism was the culmination of history. Marx reinforced this; but he differed from them in his view of the French Revolution. For him it was not the last revolution, ushering in the modern period in which socialism would be achieved; rather, it was a “bourgeois” revolution, which simply ushered in capitalist society. It had formalized the separation of politics and economics, state and civil society, and thus made the tensions  between these spheres of human life obvious and unbearable. To overcome this separation required a new, socialist revolution. And, unlike the early socialists, Marx saw history not as the progressive enlightenment of humanity, and a lessening of the  burdens of exploitation, but as a battlefield between oppressors and oppressed, and a growing intensification of exploitation. History was the story of class struggles. Beneath it, and explaining it, were the constantly growing forces of production. These forces came into conflict with the relations of production, which originally had sprung up with them and nurtured them, but eventually became a fetter on them. Hence the struggles for the development of new forms of society. Capitalism, for Marx, was an economic system in which the exploitation of man by man had reached its most intense point. Only two classes would ultimately confront each other: the working class and the capitalists. The struggle between them would be decisive, and the victory of the  proletariat would be the victory of humanity.
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To make this account work, to posit a break between previous history as struggle and socialism as the beginning of human harmony, Marx needed a theoretical circuit  breaker, a class like no other: the proletariat. The proletariat was thus a key innovation, and Marx saw it at first in an abstract light. It was more a logical category than a real group of humans. Its major characteristic was “universal suffering”: it took on the sufferings of all of humanity. It would redeem society by taking control. According to Marx, when the proletariat took power it would champion all humanity, and not a  particular class. What, for Marx, was originally a philosophical category was soon fitted over the social reality of the industrial working class, in a move that was bold but would  prove overly ambitious. It is not fanciful to say that the history of socialism since Marx has been a series of attempts to come to terms with the limitations of the actual working class.



  S   S   S    R    L    E    T   O    P    E   A   –    H   O   C   C    E   S    L    E    P    N    M    U   A   S



By the 1870s and ’80s, when the need for differentiating within the socialist movement had for the moment receded—most socialists by then being in parties which, if not formally Marxist, were profoundly influenced by Marx’s work—the term “socialism”  became the generic one for opposition to “capitalism.” Marx’s mature economic critique formulated in the first volume of Capital, published in 1867, concluded that capitalism would, by its own economic logic, enter a crisis, which it could not survive. Socialist parties, calling themselves “Social Democratic” parties, formed a (Second) International of like parties. They found their support chiefly among the industrial working class, and were committed to “revolution” (of a rather indeterminate nature and timing, given the inevitable self-destruction of capitalism in which they believed) and a future classless society. But this unanimity was misleading, and its façade soon began to crack. Social Democratic parties wished to associate themselves with the cause of democracy, which was not yet won in Europe. Even Marx, towards the end of his life, suggested that socialism might be peacefully introduced in a democratic state. Social Democrats argued that political democracy could be made genuine only if it was complemented by democracy in the social and economic spheres (see  Democracy). This meant not just that workers should have the education to become informed citizens, nor just that the  poor should have the wherewithal to implement the rights they had under law, but that the state would direct industrial and agricultural production for the good of all. Jean Jaurès, the most influential and respected French socialist who did much to bring socialism into the French republican tradition, declared “socialism would make the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen complete.” The rock upon which Social Democratic commitment to workers’ solidarity foundered was nationalism (see  Nationalism). When the First World War broke out in 1914, the  parties of the Second International supported their own governments in the prosecution of the war. Internal critics had long complained that Social Democracy was complacent with established political systems and with capitalism more generally. The War seemed to confirm their view. In testing political systems to the limit, the War also provided an opportunity grasped by Lenin and the Bolshevik Party (on the radical wing of Social Democracy) to take power in Russia in October 1917.
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