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Abstract

This thesis investigates the political import of economic
theory and analysis within German social democracy. Part 1
(Ch.1) briefly discusses the Lassallean origins of social
democracy with reference to Lassalle's economic doctrines.

It continues (in Ch.2) by analysing the prime contribution of
Marx's Capital to shaping the Marxism that displaced |
Lassalleanism, and came to be embodied in the Erfurt Programme
as the SPD's official doctrine. The main results of my
research, however, are presented in the four chapters of

Part II. Here, I approach the political logic and influence
of economic theory, by way of case studies of four politically
influential social democratic economic theorists: Xarl Kautsky;
Parvus; Rudolf Hilferding; and Rosa Luxemburg, In addition
to developing the main theume of this thesis, each of these

may be taken as a contribution to the literature on these
particular theorists, as well as to the historiography of .
German social democracy (in particular, in the period 1890-1914),

Marx's Capltal was the basis of social deimocratic economic
theory in the period under consideration. Consequently,

analysing the development and political implications of social
democratic economic theory contributes to the study of the
appropriatior, interpretation and influence - the 'Rezeption',
in short - of Capitel. Moreover, in so doing, I attempt

to provide a theoretical critique, and tc indicate the actual
content as well as methodological shortcomings, misinter-
Pretations and lacunae in the.social democratic 'Rezeption!

of Capital, My theoretical oritique is undertaken from a
'fundamentalist' interpretation of Canital, and illuminates

the theoretical limitations - together with the political
implications - of the most advanced attempts to move beyond

the Erfurt Programme towards a scientific guide to political
action in the imperialist epoch. Finally, this thesis is

also intended as a minor contribution to the political

reading of Capital,
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis began as a monograph on theories of crisis
and impefialism in the Second International,. Subsequently,
however, I narrowed the field of enquiry to German social
democracy in mainly the same period but, at the same time,
broadened my theme into an exploration of Marxist economic
theory as an aspect of the theoretical foundations of socialist
politics. This movement was dictated by two considerations.
Firstly, the SPD was the leading Party of the Second International
both organisationally and intellectually, Secondly, and most
importantly, social democratic Marxism did not develop in a
condition of political weightlessness: Marxist economic theory
in the SPD was closely associated with the formation, Jjust-
ification, and critique of political perspectives, strategy,

tactics and programme. Consequently, even considered purely
as an episode in the history of ideas, the development of
Marxist economic theory in this period was conditioned by
political concerns and has to be analysed from this point of
view.

There vere also more general considerations which led me
on from considering political influences on the development of
Marxist economic theory, towards a focus on the influence
exerted by Marxist economic theory on the development of
political thought and practtice within German social democracy.
Above all, this shift in my interests was a consequence of a
growing conviction that the penalty for the failure of the
German labour movement to maintain power after the November
Revolution in 1918, or to realise its potential mastery over
the destiny of German Sociéty in the course of successive
posaible or actual historical turning points - in 1920,

1925 and 1929-32 - was fascism in Germany and a mighty dimpulse
to Stalinism in the Soviet Union. If the course of modern
German history is central to the history of the 20th Century
as a whole, therefore, the importance of understanding the
history of the German labour movement, with which it is
inextricably bound up, is self-evident. Of course, this
thesis has no pretensions to engage directly with these grand
concerns, Yet, if the German labour movement before 1933 is

ot

such an important Key to understanding why the present is the

way it is - and not as generations of social democrats hoped it



might be - then the main purpose of writing about Marxist
'economics! in this period is that it illuminates an important

aspect of the theory that contributed towards the making of

the politics of the German social democratic labour movement.

First and foremost, therefore, this thesis is an
examination of the relationship between Marxist economic theory
and political thinking and practice within German social
democracy. And because the authors of the most important
works of Marxist economic theory and analysis were politically
influential as leaders or oppositionists within the SPD, .this
examination proceeds by way of the four case studies - on,
respectively, kautsky, Parvus, Hilferding and Luxemburg -
which occupy the main Part of this thesis, |

Secondly, although my primary focus is on the political
impulse and implications of theory, social democratic economic
the<sry was not intellectually self-contained, but the first
phase of the post-Marx development of Marxist 'economics'’.
Accordingly, my original intention in this thesis is evident
in my treatment of social democratic economic theory as part
of the history of the appropriation, interpretation and use -
in short, the 'Rezeption' -~ of Marx's Cagital.1

It is not possible to discuss the 'Rezeption' of Capital
in the period under consideration, without confronting the
method, concepts and theories of the social democratic Marxists
with those of Marx upon which, i1in each particular case, they
purported to draw, Consequently, this aspect of the thesils
assumes the character of a .critique of social democratic
Marxist economic theory. Of course, what this amounts to 1is
the criticism of one tradition within Marxism from the point
of view of another interpretation of Marxist theory judged to
be authoritative - which, in the case of thia thesis, arises
from the tradition most prominently represented by Hynryk

Grossmann, Paul Mattick and Roman Rosdolsky,

It will serve no purpose as regards the content of this
thesis to enlarge upon the general views which made it seem
worthwhile to contribute to the already vast literative on the



German labour movement. However, 1t will help to appreciate
the theme of this thesis as a sfudy in the theory and practice
of socialist politics, if some particular assumptions and
judgements informing the nature of this contribution are taken
into account, These concern the importance of the leadership
and of its theory, and the relationship between theory and

practice,

A cardinal feature of working class politics is the commit-
ment of workers to their traditional organisations., Moreover,
this comnitment generally entails a high degree of loyalty to
the existing leadership. Conversely, this organisational
loyalty establishes a powerful precondition foir the subsequent
ideological and political influence of the leadership over the
working class, This 1is so in a two=fcld sense. Fivrstly, |
there is the important influence of the leadership on the
political socialiéﬁtion of 1ts working class members and
supporters. Secondly, there is the crucial role of leadership
in determining and carrying through policies which can be
decisive for the outcome of the strugglesof those whom they
lead. Thus, while leaders are the product of their time and
of the movements they come to represent and guide, they also
have a unique opportunity to exert a reciprocating influence by
means of reordering the theory and practice of the labour
movement and possibly, 1in consequence, modifying or trans-
forming the direction of social development. It is in the
light of these general reflections that I am concerned with the
policies and actions of leaders and, thercfore, with the
ideology and theory according to which they formulate policy
and act, In particular, I am concerned with four leading
social democratic theorists and their understanding, attempted
application, and development of Marxist economic theory. In
the case of those theorists who were closely integrated into
the leadership of the SPD and USPD (Kautsky and Hilferding),

I try to establish the links between their theory and social
democratic practice and, in particular, that these leading
theorists were ultimately complicit with - indeed, contributed
to - fatal political weaknesses, because they were misguided
by weaknegses in their theoretical work, Similarly, in the

case of Parvus and Luxemburg (who were close to but excluded

from the leadership because of their oppositional stance),. I



try to show how their theoreticgl limitations tended to
render their opposition less effective than it might otherwise
have been,

If leadership can exert an important and, at times,
critical influence on the development and historical role of

the labour movement, then it is also important to consider the
ideology and theory which guide the reactions and initiatives
of any particular leadership. For theory and the corresponding
perspectives, programme, strategy and tactics of the leader-
ship and organisations of the working class are not merely
'epiphenomena' of economic and social history. If the theory
and practice of the labour movement are conditioned by social .
reality, they nonetheless do not arise from it in any
mechanically determined or obvious manner, Insofar as they
arise out of a particular socio-economic environment, they

do so only by way of the subjective mediation of groups and
individuals, And some of these, especially Marxists awmong
the leadership of the working class movement, consciously
utilise a sharply delineated body of theory to guide their
analysis of social reality for the purpose of understanding
and mastering its direction of development, Unravelling the
methods, hypotheses and assumptions through which society is
understood must, therefore, be an important part of coming to
understand the political practice of any political movement,
and particularly of Marxist parties proclaiming the unity of
theory and practice, Indeed, 1if the working class is "present
at its own making" (as Thompson maintains), a part of this
'presence'! is the attempt by at least its active minority to
mobilise the theory at its disposal, developing or modifying
it as necessary, in order to understand andmake the best
possible practical response to its experience.2 Furthermore,
once adopted and popularised, theory becomes part of the
collective learning process of the working class movement,
helping to determine what is learnt from experience and what
conclusions are drawn from 1it, Consequently, theory assumes
the function of a guide to action, and itself influences the
nature of subsequent experience as well as what ls learnt from
it. In this way, a reciprocal action comes into being:

theoqy arises out of experience, yet not only does not reflect
it in any simple manner, but also itself helpg condition .



what that experience shall be and in what form it is perceived.
While social reality and corresponding experience is primary,
it is possible that the same background can serve as the point
of departure for a range of theoretical response, Of course,
the nature of the theoretical response is conditioned by the
experience and social position etc. of the theorist,. Yet this
is by no means simply to regress into a rigid determinacy at
another level (by conceding the efficacy of theory, only to
attribute an over-rigid determinacy to the influence of socio-
economic factors on the choice and formulation of theory).
Firstly, the expericnce of any two theorists will differ and,
in any case, often be far removed from the immediate sphere
of class interests etc. Secondly, and decisively from the
point of view of rejecting any overly-determinist conclusion
in this connection, the process of theorisation itself takes
place in relation to previous scientific work, which has its
own preconditions, as well as methods and logic of development
capable of giving rise to new points of departure, unforeseen
lines of enquiry and, above all, differing explanations and
hypotheses themselves subject to test and debate according to
scientific criteria. This is not to infer a radical separation
of science and society, but rather to assert that the determinacy
of the soclal over the scientific can operate only by way of
individuals and their approach to scientific or theoretical
enquiry; and only within, therefore, more or less broad
parameters. Accordingly, no matter to what extent the
appropriation of theory in the workers' movement is influenced
by experience or the social environment, this process also -
and irreducibly - involves an element of subjective judgement
and choice, Consequently, while this process of theoretical
choice is to be related to historical experience, it nevertheless
cannot be reduced to it, but rather must be studied in its own
right, For, insofar as theoretical choice is made and theory
is appropriated Ly the workers' movement, it becomes itself a
determinant of political perSpecfive and practice,

This thesis is not about establishing a cahsal link one

way or the other between theory and practice (that theory 1is
either a guide to or a justification of préctice). For this
is only a problem should the relationship between theory and
practice be analysed from the superficial point of view that



they are separate activities ang thus related to one another
in a merely external sense, Conscquently, this thesis does
not attempt to establish empirically the flow of influence
between 'theorists' and 'practitioners' by way of analysing the
actual decision making process within the leadership. Immed-
iately, this is because the necessary archival basis of

such an investigation is lacking because of the destruction of
the records of the SPD - along with those of the KPD, SAP

and other organisations of the labour movement - during the

3

Nazi period. However, even 1f minutes of the relevant
committees and other documentation were available, their
significance would by no means be self-evident. 1f, for
example, the adoption of a particular policy or 'line' could

be shown to have arisen on the initiative of Party-leaders

not noted for their theoretical interests, then the significance
of this would be still far [!'rom obvious: even if, for example,
the leadership's support for a policy was argued exclusively

by reference to immediate, tactical or 'pragmatic' considerations
this would not obviate the need to understand the implicit
ideological and theoretical assumptions with which these argu-
ments were consistent, Even were the documentary evidence at
hand as to who- and according to what spoken criteria - was
immediately responsible for deciding upon a particular course

oi" action, this would still not furnish a basis for distinguish-
ing a direction of causation between 'theorists' and the rest

of the leadership or between theory and practice. For even

to pose the problem in this manner is false, Theory and practice

are not discrete actiy&ties: "They are, rather, two

moments in but one; process. For not only is every practice
articulated with an implicit or explicit theory, so also every
theory contains, explicitly or implicitly, the specification

of determinate practices." Accordingliy, the question
addressed to the theory discussed in this thesis is not whether
it simply gave rise to or simply Jjustified political practice.

My approach is rather to consider the extent to which the

theory concerned simply systematised assumptions already implicit
in existing practice or, on the contrary, constituted a
scientifipally sound analysils capable of guiding action in

accordance with the aims and circumstances of the labour
. |
movement, . 5



In the former case, I conclude, theory will tend
towards the function of a legitimating ideology - because, as
is argued in chapters 3 and 6 below, spontaneously arising
political practice generally arises from the experience of
social being in its reified form., In the latter case,
however, theory arises from social being not merely in
accordance with social being as it is directly experienced and
perceived, but rather by way of a scientific analysis of
society as a whole and its development - which is likely to
point to political conclusions at variance with those arrived
at spontaneously (without the intervention of scientific
mediation). Furtﬁermore, theory Jjudged as science in
relation to a particular stage of capitalist development can
later degenerate into a legitimating ideology if it is incapable
of self-renewal, and thus continues to support a political
practice being undermined and rendered increasingly outmoded
and impotent by socio~economic change. (This is what I argue
in relation fo Kautsky.) Similarly, theory representing a
scientific advance in one ﬁerlod may nonetheless contain errors
which, while not ruinous theoretically or immediately
consequential politically, mean that the theory contains latent
within itself the possibility of degerating into mere ideology
in relation to the practice of a later period. (This is the
gist of what I argue in relation to Hilferding,) Finally,
theory may embody considerable errors from a strictly scientific.
point of view, while nevertheless contradicting an increasingly
irrelevant and barren practice, and offering an intellectually
and politically fruitful impulse to the development of Marxism:
the scientific errors, howvever, will more than likely curtail
the possibility of such theory informing an adequate oppositional
practice and so diminish its political impact, (In different

ways, this is what I argue in relation to Parvus and Luxemburg. )

The organisation of this thesis into Two Parts is influenced
by this view that theory can relate to practice as either a
legitimating ideology or a scientific guide - or, what is most
‘usual in Marxist sects and parties, ‘as something of a hybrid,
lying more or less close to either of these ideal types -

together with my argument that what is radical and at the



forefront of Marxist science in one period, can ossify into

the legitimating ideology of a later period45 This thesis is
structured into Two Parts, because the 'Rezeption' of Capital

and the development of social democratic economic theory overlapped
two different periods in the history of capitalist development

and of the labour movement. In the first, pre-imperialist
period - from the publication of Capital in 1867 to the 1890's -
the 'Rezeption' of Capital was bound up with the displacement

of Lassalleanism within the labour movement, the raising of
elementary socialist consciousness within the working class,

and the development of social democracy into a mass Party.

In the second or imperialist period, however, socdial democracy
could not forever remain static as a mass Party of opposition:

the political problems facing a mass socialist Party in an
authoritarian state, together with observable changes from about
the mid-~1890's in the pattern and institutional form of

capitalist development, stimulated the most advanced social
demaocratic theorists to concern themselves with problems of the
national and international economy. For these were shaping a
terrain on which social democracy was forced to confront the
existing social and political order. Accordingly, Part I of
this thesis considers the 'Rezeption' of Marxism in the first,
pre-imperialist period, from the point of view of this distinctior
between ideology and science, Part II then considers the most
important attempts to extend and deepen this initial 'Rezeption’
of Capital, which were undertaken as the means of getting to
grips with changes which heralded a new period of capitalist
development. This is partly carried out from the point of

view of assessing the extent to which social democratic

theorists were able to approach the new problems of the imperialist
epoch, by developing and applying Marxism as a science. For,
conversely, to the extent they were unable to renew the

original 'Rezeption' of Capital in accordance with the new
imperialist development of capitalism, they were unable to f

il e o L Y

transcend or combat adequately tﬁe tendency for the ideological
aspect of the Marxism of the pre-imperialist period to outweigh
its scientific content and become, thereby, part ot' the

,_
ey e e T T

ideology of a non-revolutionary mass socialist Party in a
revolutionary epoch,



My account of these ploncering attempts to theorise
imperialism is criticalhfromhthe point of view of the 'Rezeption'
of Capital they deri?ed from, and is primarily directed towards
laying bare the political corollary to economic theory.,. None-
theless, the main works considered at length in Part Il -
above all, Hilferding's Finanzkapital and Luxemburg's The

Accumulation of Capital -~ are of continuing theoretical and not
merely archival importance,

Moreover, in spite of a critical stance on both the
theoretical content and the political logic of social democratic
economic theory, this must be balanced against the theoretical
and historical achievement of providing the groundwork and a
great many substantive ideas for the Bolshevik conception of
imperialism as an epoch and a system, A judgement reflected
in the title of Part Il of this thesis is that the development
of Marxist economic theory to account for imperialism in both
a theoretically and politically adequate manner was finally
achji.eved through the works of Bukharin and Lenin. Yet the
intellectual path from Capital to Imperialism and the October
Revolution was not direct, but proceeded by way of social
democratic Marxism - which provided conceptual inspiration and
immediate points of departure (Finanzkapital was indispensible
in this sense), as well as objects of critique which quickened
and intensified the theoretical efforts of Dolshevism (Kautsky's
theory of 'ultra imperialism' was particularly important in
this respect).

This thesis is not presented as a contribution to Marxist
econnomic theory as such, Nonetheless, while remaining within
the framework of the 'fundamentalist' tradition referred to
earlier, my discussion of Luxemburg's theory of accumulation
(in Ch.6) involves some substantive comments on the movement of
the organic composition of capital and the significance of
disproportionality in relation to the tendency of the rate of
profit to fall and crises of overproduction,

Apart from these minor remarks on questions of economic ;
theory, however, my personal contribution to the theory deployedl
in this thésis concerns the political reading of Capital.

Although I am interested in economic theory as such, my primary
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focus is on the implications of economic theory for socialist
politics. And this also applies reflexively, to the reading
of Capital in the light of which I approach social democratic
economic theory. Consequently, from time to time 1 extend
the critique of social democratic 'economics' by discussing

not only purely theoretical differences with Capnital, but

also the difference between the political logic of social
democratic economic theory and that which I argue to be present -
even if only implicitly - in Capital, In particular, at
various points in Part II (especially Ch.3), I contrast what

I have judged to be the political logic of Marx's theory of
crisis with that of the main variants of socisal democratic
crisis theory. Above all, however, I use my conclusions on
the implicit theory of ideology in Capital to criticise social
democratic conceptions of ideology, working class consciousness
and, ultimately, of the party. This aspect of my political
reading of Capital is not wholly derivative - particularly
insofar as it 1s relevant to organisational questions of
concern to social democratic Marxists, Accordingly, 1 have
developed these ideas at length in Chapter 6, in relation to
Luxemburg's conception of working class consciousness and
party organisation, (In Ch.3, I criticise Kautsky's ideas

on class consciousness and the role of the party, but without
yet having delineated fully the political reading of Capital
from which the critique is made,)

Because of both their enduring theoretical interest and
their political significance, the four main chapters in
Part II of this thesis are on Kautsky (Ch.3), Parvus (Ch.4),
Hilferding (Ch.5) and Luxemburg (Ch.6). In addition, from
the point of view of these major investigations, I also give
shorter presentations of Lassalle (Ch,1) and the Marxism of

the Erfurt Programm (Ch.2), as well as the economic theory of
Tugan-Baranovsky (in Ch,3) and Heinrich Cunow (in Ch.6). In .

addition, at points throughout this thesis, I discuss Engels

as elther an influence on or a contrast with social demoeratic
}iarxi ST,

.Chapter I on Lassalle continues the introduction of the
main themes of this thesis, as well as outlining the estahlished
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theory with which the pioneer social democratic Marxists had

to contend, It is based on sccondary sources, Chapter 2
discusses the 'Rezeption' of Capital which was central to the
of ficial displacment of Lassallean ideology by the Marxism of
the Erfurt Progsramm, and which constituted the 'orthodox’
point of departure for the attempts to develop. and apply
Marxism considered in Part II. With the exception of the final
section on Engels, this Chapter is largely based on secondary
sources. The substance of this thesis is, of course, the
four chapters comprising Part II. Chapter 3 on Kautsky links
Part I and Part II, because he both pioneered the Marxism of
the Erfurt Programm and later attempted to develop it. For
this Chapter, I used hRautsky's important writings in the field
of economic theory and analysis, while referring in large

part to the many secondary works for his political thought,

In the case of Chapter 4 on Parvus, and to a somewhat lesser
extent in Chapter 5 on Hilferding, however, a paucivy of
secondary literature meant that it was necessary to undertake

a more all-rounded and thus lengthy reconstruction of the whole
of their thought from primary sources, Finally, although
plentiful, the secondary work on Luxemburg often discussed
only her 'economics' or her 'politics', or discussed her ideas
from a different point of view than the one I intended. In
Chapter 6 as well, therefore, critical analysis had to
proceed in conjunction with a great deal of reconstruction.

For the reader interested in only a part of the ground
covered in this thesis, each chapter -« in particular, each
ofthe four main chapters in Part IT - can be read as an independ-
ent study based on the main German language sources, In this
case, however, it must be borne in mind that supporting
information or theoretical argument taken as read at one point,
Wwill often have been given in an earlier chapter., For example,
the discussion of Lascalle's theory of the state in Chapter 1
is important for understanding part of my critique of Hilferding
in Chapter 5, while my own limited sumnaries of the theory
informing my critique of social democratic Marxism in relation
to such recurring themes as underconsunptionist theories of i

economic crisis and 'long-wave' theories of caplitalist economic ;

development, are given cumulatively, from chapter to chapter. i
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, Finally, in addition to those interested in the questions
introduced above, I hope this thesis will be of use to historians

of the German labour movement or of socialist theory who are
'+ not familiar with the theoretical intricacies or political

ramifications of Marxist economic theory, as well as to

Marxist economnists who wish to become acquainted with the social

democratic 'classics'!, To this end, all quotations have

been translated,
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See Ch.1, note 22,

E.P, Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class,
Harmondsworth’ 1978’ p9i *

See Labour and Trade Union Archives, Munich 1980 (V01.27
of the International Review on Archives or Archiwvum), p37.

Diana Adlam, et. al., 'Psychology, ideology and the
human subgect', Ideolo and Consciousness, NoO.l

(May 1977), plo.

For the distinction between 'science' and 'ideology'
See Ch-6, Section 3!512.
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PART I

FROM LASSALLEANISM TO MARXISM:

FROM THE FIRST TO THE SECOND PHASE OF SOCIALIST THLORY

IN THE GERMAN LABOUR MOVEMENT,



CHAPTER I: FERDINAND LASSALLE

"... One can never make a
revolution; all one can ever do
is to endow a revolution which
has taken place in the actual
conditions of a society with the
outward signs of legality, and
to give consistency to its course.

To want to make a revolution
is the foolish idea of
immature people who have no

conception of the laws of history."

Lassalle
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1.Marx's criticism of Lassalle's opportunism

Marx paid tribute to Lassalle's work as one of the
founders and first elected president of the Association of
German Workers (1863), while sharply criticising his
theoretical weaknesses and tendency towards opportunism,
as well as his authoritarian style of leadership, Marx
recognised that Lassalle's "extraordinary zeal and powers"
had "re-awakened the workers' movement in Germany after
its fifteen years of slumber".'  Nonetheless, Marx
considered that "he allowed himself to be governed too
much by the immediate circumstances of the time“.2 Indeed,
that: "lL.assalle went astray ... because he was a
'Realpolitiker' ... ".3 This seems to have been a fair
criticism. For Lassalle himself claimed that politics was
a matter of "immediate interests, instantaneous effective-
nes.zs"i..z‘t Consequently, as a 'practical politician', Lassalle
engaged in ill-fated stratagems which, according to Marx,
undermined the overriding social-revolutionary interests of
the working class.5

In the aftermath of the 1848 revolutions, Marx and
Engels were forced to define their politics in relation to an
impatient 'leftism' that was unprepared to take into account
the 1limits imposed upon revolutionary action by the prevailing
level and, above all, the perspective of a long-term,
sustained advance of capitalist economic development, In the
Period of the IWMA, by way of contrast, they had to fight
for their ideas amongst British trade unionists, French
Proudhonists and, in Germany, politically active workers
influenced by Lassalle, For when the German working class
movement began to revive with the easing of some of the most
oppressive restrictions of the post-1848 reaction, it did not

base its ideology on the Communist Manifesto but on Lassalle's

Offenes Antwort-=Schreiben of 1863, Consequently, the

struggle against opportunism - one of the defining character-
istics of reformism - had to be taken up in earnest by
Marx and Engels. And in so doing, they began the struggle
between reformist and revolutionary tendencies that was

subsequently to dominate the development of the German labour

movement,
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2 Marx and Engels on the dangers of apportunism

In 1891, Engels described opportunism as: "This
forgetting of the overall viewpoint for the ﬁomentary
interest of the day, this searching and hunting for a
momentary success without taking heed of the subsequent
consequence, this sacrificing of the future of the movement
for i1ts present ..."7 Moreover, continued Engels,
opportunism "may be 'honestly' meant, but is and remains
opportunism, and ‘'honest' opportunism is perhaps the most
dangerous of all", Opportunism meant the neglect of revol-
utionary perspectives and strategy informed by scientific
socialism, 1in favour of apparently easy and sunort-term =
but ultimately illusory - gains. Finally, warned Engels:
"What can come from this except that the party suddenly, at
the decisive moment, 1is unready, that unclarity prevails
concerning the most decisive polints, because these points
have never been discussed."8

Engels' warning on the dangers ouf opportunism can be
seenn as having foretold the helplessness of the Marxist
Centre during the upheavals of war and revolution during the
period 1914 to 1923 in Germany., Similarly, a warning by
Marx and Engels from 1879 against the extreme opportunism of
the SDAP right-wing was an equally remarkable prediction of
the role of the SPD leadership in that later period. An
article co-auvthored by Bernstein congratulated Lassalle on
having "summoned not only workers but all honourable democrats’,
and urged that this policy should be continued (against that
of "a one-sided struggle for the interests of the industrial
workers") by abjuring "the path of violent, bloody
revolution" in order to reassure middle-class public opinion
by pursuing "the path of legality, i.e., of reform“.9 The
loglic of this position, complained Marx and Engels, was °
that in the event of an uprising: "eeeo the Social Democrats,
instead of taking part in the struggle ... must rather

'pursue the path of legality'’, curb the movement, clear away

the barracades and, if necessary, march with the splendid
army against the rough, one-sided, uneducated masses."10
"In the meantime", they continued, "one applies 'all one's

strength and energy' to all sorts of petty trifles and to
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patching up the capitalist social order, so that at

least it looks as if something is happening and so that at
the same time the bourgeoisie is not alarmed." And finally:
*"These are the same people ... who never see reaction and

are then quite amazed to find themselves in a blind alley,
where neither resistance nor flight is possible..." From
this early manifestation, Marx and Engels grasped the
essence and ultimate outcome of opportunism, Indeed, their
prescience extended to the purblindness of the SPD leadership
during the dissolution, between 1929 and 1933, of the
bourgeois democratic republic for yhich, only a decade
earlier, it had contained and 'rolled~back' a revolution.,

3.The social roots of opportunism

Lassalle's political ideas may be seen as the precursor
- even origin - of the SPD's later, fully-blown opportunism,
Yet distinctions must be made, Lassalle's opportunism in
relation to the existing state extended as far as seeking
the support of the monarchy against the bourgeoisie and to
equivocation over the repeal of the anti-combination laws
(which would have opened the way for trade unionism).11
Lassalle's policy, however, was determined (as we shall
see), in the first place by his attitude to the state, but
also by his 'iron law of wages', For no matter how scathing
Marx was about lLassalle, he insisted that no element of
personal corruption was involved.12 Instead, the root of
LLassalle's opportunism lay in his theoretirnal shortcomings
and a consequent inability to see beyond immediately present
'reality'. "He was in fact too ignorant of the real
economic conditions": for Marx, this was tantamount to
saying that Lassalle had no grasp of the key to a materialist

understanding of the 'anatomy of civil society', and thus
no basis from which to be "critical of himselt‘“.13 Plainly,

Marx's reading of Lassalle's opportunism was very different
from later analyses of opportunism which, while criticising
opportunist ideas, nonetheless lay the greatest stress on
opportunism as the result of petit«bourgeois influence within
the labour movement or as the political corollary to a

materially privileged labour aristocracy and bureaucracy.



Of course, Lassallean ideqlogy had a definite social
basis, as succinctly explained by Kemp: "It was in the
vicinity of new industrial areas that many former artisans,
or workers whose position had closely approximated to them,
found themselves ousted or threatened by factory methods.,
At least some part of the developing working class in the
second and third quarter of the nineteenth century would
have been former artisans ... who, although their eérnings
might have been higher in the factory, felt that their
skill had been degraded and suffered a sense of deprivation.
This kind of former artisan resentment contributed to the
foundation of a labour movement, particularly of the

14

Lassallean sort."” The threatened or actually proletarianised
artisan was thus easily convinced to lcok to the state for

the means of restoring his place and status in the face of

a society undergoing rapid change, as industrialisation and

the dominance of the cash nexus undermined the structures

and norms of the pre-industrial community, As the SPD

becane first and foremost a Party of the city proletariat,
however, the increasingly vast scale of the industrialisation
allowing this, together with the repressive measures of the
state against the workers' movement, undermined the credibility
of a strategy based on an appeal to the gtﬁ%e for the funding

of producers' cooperatives, Moreover,

‘an increasing
intensity of the labour process unmatched by proportionally
increased real wages (as induspr!lihcreasingly strove to
raise relative surplus valpef and a chronic housing situation
adding to the misery of ﬁafkers herded into the cities meant
that, once won to social democracy, workers had little
reazson to be tempted by opportunism, Similarly, the lack of
an organisational apparatus on a large scale and, above all,
the couraye and sacrifice required by wmilitants during the
vears of illegality (1878-90), precluded the labour
bu:eaucracy as a source of opportunist tendencies.
Nevertheless, in spite of the social basis of Lassalleanism,
Engels' remarks concerning 'honest opportunism' should be
interpreted as recognising that to an extent ideas can arise
and exert their influence autonomously and that, therefore,

the Qattlé of ideas is indispensible in the struggle of one
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tendency against another in the development of a socialist
party, This was especially the case with regard to the
struggle waged on behalf of Marxism again;t LLassallean
ideology: for in this case - in the period from Lassalle to
the early years of the Second International - the social
basis of Lassalleanism dwindled, while the increasingly
proletarian nature of social democracy and the condition of
the working class prepared the ground for the taking up of
Marxist ideas. In this period then, the struggle on
behalf of Marxism could be waged on the level of ideas with
increasing success, because of the declining importance of
the social interests underpinning the intrinsics opportunism
of Lassallean ideology,

This helps to explain why Marx and Engels exercised
enormous patience in dealing with opponents through discussion,
and only very reluctantly ever moved towards an organisational
split, Later on, however, when the development of nass
workers' organisations in the imperialist countries had
created a strata of workers, and still more of functionaries
within the workers' movement, who had a definite material
interest in adapting to the existing order and who came
forward with opportunist politics to match, tendencies
emerged which no longer were so susceptible to argument.

This meant that to a much greater extent than before,
opportunism was less a matter of good intentions led astray
by 'honest' theoretical errors, but was now much more
conditioned by particular social interests. Accordiugly,
while Lassalleanism had been overcome in conjunction with its
dwindling social basis, the opportunism of the 1890's

and its theoretical precipitation in Revisionism was not
merely a matter of theoretical 'lapses' into pre-Marxian
ideology (as Kautsky considered), but was rather a
qualitatively new pheunomenon arising in accordance with
increasingly powerful and entrenched social interests, Thus
while Lassalleanism was a point*of connection or legitimating.
tradition for firstly the 'state socialism' of the 1870's

and then the developing reformism of the 1890's and later,
the opportunism of this later period représented a tendency

\l



far less susceptible to theoretical argument.

At this stage, therefore, the struggle of tendencies
came to involve not merely a clash of ideas, - but increasingly
posed the necessity of organisational separation, However,
the developing social basis for opportunism - as distinct
from its origins in theoretical error or ideological 'lapses'
- was not sufficiently recognised by representatives of
Marxist orthodoxy such as XKautsky,. Accordingly, the
necessary organisational conclusions were rarely drawn,
and then only episodically by way of a private expression
of extreme vexation rather than a political tactic dictated

by the political consequences of the developmei:t of new social
forces. 15

4,The theoretical roots of Lassalle's opportunism

I will now turn to those ideas which not only conditioned
the opportunism of Lassalle's 'Realpolitik', but which =

in one form or another - outlived Lassalle to exercise a

baneful influence on the entire subsequent history of the
German Labour movement,

Q.I.Lassalle's théorx of the state

Engels referred to Lascsalle as 'a faithful Hegelian
of the old school"] Certainly, an unreconstructed
Hegelianism was evident in his concept of the state: "The
state is the unity of the individuals in an ethical whole ...
Since the beginning of time the actual ethical nature of the
state is the training and development of mankind towards
freedom."17 Lassalle's ideallist conception of the state
was, of course, completely at variance with that of Marx and
Engels, who insisted on the class nature of the state and
located its origin and development in the context of

historically developing social relations of production.

‘Lassalle formulated his Arbeitergrog:amm in a lecture

to skilled engineering workers in 1862, Although previously

influenced by the Communist Manifesto an

d works by Marx,
Lassalle lacked the internationalism of Marx and Lngels as

well as the knowledge and experience this led them to acquire

of cépitalist development and the early movements of the working

class, Because of this, Lassalle's work was'cunditioned'by
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a society with scarcely the beg@nnings of industrialisation
or a modern class structure, by a state which, as a
‘capitalist apparatus',ﬁ was heavily "over-determined by its
feudal ancestry"‘a, and by the corresponding limitations
of German classical philosophy.

Lassalle's philosophical idealism led him towards a
reformist conception of the state, Commenting on Lassalle's
uncritical reception of Hegelianism, Duncker points out
that: "In Lassalle's writings we constantly encounter ...
the 'spirit of the people' (Volksgeist), the 'general spirit',
whose 'co-producer is every individual in the state' etc,

'All history consists of nothing other than th2 realisation

of this spirit' (Fichtes politisches Vermi#chtris, 1860)."
Lassalle's derivation of the state and its role from speculative
concepts rather than from concrete historical analysis, 1led
him to treat the state as a neutral means of human progress:
"The state has always served to mediate and make easier'the
great cultural progreés of mankind." (ggggnes.Antwortschreiben;'
1863) Accordingly, his idealist conception of the state

led him to neglect the social role of the state and to mistake
the consequent necessity for the state to one-sidedly promote

the interests of the bourgeoisie - even if in a 'bonapartist’
form, Consequently, he could proclaim: "I defend the

state, the sacred fire of all civilisation ,,., against those
modern barbarians (i.e. the liberal bourgeoisie)!" (Die
Indirekte Steuer und die Lage der arbeitenden Klasse, 1863)
Indeed, it was the duty of everyone "to protect the ~thical
foundation of the state against violence", In turn, therefore,
the logic of Lassalle's idealist conception of the state led

him to hope that revolution would come about within the law,
peacefully, and to reject independent mass action: "The

first duty of citizens is to stand against any violent over-
throw of the constitution ... there may not be and‘should

not be a wild proletarian revolution." (Arbeiterlesebuch,

1863) In Lassalle's revolution, even "legally acquired"
"bourgeois property" would be "completely inviolate and

lawful"®, (Arbeiterprogramm, 1862) |

Finally, because Lassalle's lack of philosophical
mategialiém led him to neglect the class nature of the state,

he rejected the aim referred to by Marx as the 'dictatorship
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of the proletariat?'. He denounced as 'monstrous' "the
pursuit of a class rule over the other classes". (Die

Wissenschaft und die Arbeiter, 1863)¢ Instead, he hoped
to solve "the social question" through the "reconciliation
of the classes': ", .. 1t would be a triumph ... of the

German nation if, in Germany, the initiative on the social

’

question came precisely from the property owners; as a

product of science and love ,.." (Arbeiterlesebuch, 1863)

4.2.The 'iron law of wages'
Also at the basis of Lassalle's politics was his

erroneous 'iron law of wages', When divisions developed in
the Workers'! Assocliations sponsored by the Progressive Party,
the Leipzig Association turned to Lassalle for advice on
consumer cooperatives, the relation between capital and

. labour, and universal suffrage. In his reply, Lassalle
piagiarised‘Ricardoz "The iron economic law ,.. is as

follows: that average pay always remains reduced to the
necessaryv subsistence that is normallv required bv a people

to manage to exist and reEroduce."19
wage rates inevitably gravitate to this point, 1f they

Lassalle argued that

should rise above the level necessary for subsistence and
reproduction, then the birth-rate will rise and with it
the supply of labour which, according to the laws of supply
and demand, will bring down wages to the subsistence
minimum: this is the equilibrium point, for should wage
rates be driven below this level then poverty will reduce
the birth rate, 1lower the supply of labour and thereby
drive up wage rates, |

Lassalle's 'iron law of wages' provides further evidence
as to the origin of his theoretical differences with Marx
which, as we shall see, were reflected in widely diverging
political strategies. Whereas Marx transcended and synthesised
classical German philosophy and British political economy,
Lassalle simply adopted them and brought them together in an
eclectic manner. We have seen Lassalle's unreconstructed
Hegelianism in relation to the state, With his own words,
much the same relationship to classical political economy

can be illustrated, "This law", maintained Lassalle,
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"can be denied by nobody.,. To this end, I could quote as

many sources as there are great and famous names in economic
20 .
science..." Lassalle and Lassalleanism, ‘therefore,

still moved within the limitations of bourgeois ideology.
Complete intellectual and political independence were to be
gained only on the basis of the critique of capitalism and
capitalist ideology undertaken by Marx,

Clear political conclusions flowed from Lassalle's
economics, For according to his theory, the working class
could obtain only that portion of total production that
accrued to them in line with 'the iron law of wages!',
Consequently, trade unionism was futile, and the only way
in which this portion could be increased was by means of
producers' cooperatives, Through these, the differences
between capitalists and workers could be eliminated - at
first in their own sphere, but eventually throughout the
whole of society as the cooperatives came gradually tn
establish their sway over the total pronducticn of society.
Furthermore, according to Lassalle's 'law', the workers
could never generate sufficient funds from their wages to
found producers' cooperatives, Consequently, the necessary

capital would have to be obtained in the form of state-
funded credits, The granting of credits was conceived as a
proctical demand because, firstly, it corresponded to
Lassalle's conception of the state as having the function of
furthering culture and Jjustice and, secondly, because it
could be realised by the introduction of unlversal sufirage,
which would allow the Prussian state to express the interests

of the poor and oppressed, .

5.Lassulle's strategy

Lassalle's strategy was that the state should be protected
and used rather than overthrown and replaced ﬂy a workers'
state, while the bourgeoisie was not to be expropriated but
instead gradually overcome by the competition of state-aided
cooperatives. | Immediately, this- programmne was to be pursued
by means of attempting alliances with conservatives and even
the Monarchy., Plainly, it was Lassalle's idealisation of
the state as existing above class interests and serving
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‘cultural progress', that justified this 'Realpolitik’'.

In the longer term, however, universal suffrage was the
Key: so much so, that it was "the only means of bettering
the material situation of working people”, (Offenes
Antwortschreiben, 1863) Indeed, as a corollary of both
his theory of the state and his 'iron law of wages',

universal suffrage was "the most fundamental and important of
the demands"., (Arbeiterprogramm, 1862) For while !the
iron law of wages' ruled out trade unionism, his theory of the
state rejected revolutionary mass action and favoured the
belief that: "Under universal suffrage the state, in any
case, would be completely different than at pirresent."

(Arbeiterlesebuch, 1863) In the longer term as well,

therefore, Lassalle's unreconstructed philosophical idealism,
together with his uncritical reception of classical political

economy, led him to an opportunist adaptation to the existing
state as well as a rejection of mass struggle (whether for

trade union aims or social revolution),

Socialist opportunism is when 'practical politics'
moves beyond tactical compromise and emerges fully blown as
a strategic adaptation to the existing state and social
order. As a political tendency, therefore, opportunism
leads from socialism to reformilsm, Marxism, on the other
hand, creates an intellectual distance from immediate
circumstances as well as indicating the narrow limits within
which the existing state and soclal order can be utilised or
enduringly reformed., Politically, therefore, Marxism
helps maintain immediate demands and tactics within an
overall revolutionary socialist strategy. I have dealt
with the main aspects of Lassalle's thought underlying his
opportunism - firstly his theory of the state and, secondly,
his economic theory - because precisely these questions
continued to be fundamental to divisions between apportunist
and Marxist tendencies and thus to strategic conflicts over
reform or revolution within working class movements, And
this was particularly the case in the history of the German
labour movement before 1933,
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The growth of opportunism and the failure of Marxists
to oppose it either consistently or effectively had a baneful
influence on social democratic politics during this period.
In looking at opportunism and the shortcomings of its

opponents, it is surely true that (as Lenin remarked),

"opportunism was connected with the distortion, and even

deliberate suppression of Marx's views on the state“.21

In this thesis, I intend to supplement this judgement by

examining the manifold ways in which opportunism - and the

lack of an adequate opposition to opportunism - were also

'connected' with the 'distortion' and neglect of Marx's

'views! on the capitalist economy and its development.

6, Lassalle and Marx on value theor and the later failure

within social democracy to sustain Marx's advance over Lassalle

It is not my intention to pursue the critique of Lassalle
as political economist in detail, Nonetheless, Lassalle's
limitations in this respecf were never completely trans-
cended by later socilial democratic theorists: hence their
persistence may serve as an index of the incomplete 'Rezeption’
of the theory of value and Marx's method in Capital.22

I will turn later to Marx's theory of wages, Here,
however, it is important to emphasise.that the more 'flexible'
approach of Marx to the process of wage determination (as
compared to Lassalle's 'iron law') was derived from his theory
of surplus value, which was the first step and 'cornerstone!’
(Engels) of Marx's theoretical reconstruction of the process
of capital accumulation (and, therefore, of capitalist
development generally) from the point of view of the law of
value, (It was, moreover, the means by which he settled
accounts with classical political economy and, by overthrowing
the Ricardian theory of profit and its ramifications for wages
theory, opposed anti«trade union tendencies and narrow
trade union reformism alike in the IWMA.)23

The divergence of Lassalle from Marx on thie fundamentals

of value theory was a recurring question among early social
democratic theorists, whose contributions on this theme were
discussed at length and resumed by Tatiana Grigorovici in a
study published in the same series as fundamental works like
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Hilferding's Finanzkapital and Otto Bauer's Die National-

it8tenfrage und die Sozialdemokratie.zu It was Mehring,
however, who first revealed the essential point of

divergence, 1in that Lassalle completely neglected "the
difference between labour inasmuch as it results in use value,
and labour inasmuch as it results in exchange value“.25

In other words, Lassalle neglected the "two-fold nature of
the labour contained in commodities", which for Marx was
"the pivot on which a clear comprehension of political
economy turns'",

As an economic theorist Lassalle was an utter eclectic:
while identifiably influenced by Malthus and extensive =
though unattributed -« 'borrowing' from Marx, his theory of
value was taken over from Ricardo, Accordingly, he conceived
value only in its quantitative aspect and not as the
fetishised expression of the social relations of commodity
producing society,. Moreover, because unable to grasp
the 'two-fold' nature of the labour embodied in commodities,
he was unable - -to see that within the most simple wvalue
relations was contained the germ of all the contradictions of
developed capitalist production.

Whereas Marx had devoted enormous time and energy to
'studying value theory and was consequently able to apply his
ccnclusions to the demystification of capitalist exploitation
and the 'laying bare' of the laws of motion of capitalist
society, Lassalle was unable to overcome the barrier which
had insuperably blocked theoretical progreass on the part of
the earlier 'Ricardian socialists': the problem of how to
account for the exploitation of labour by capital not as a
departure from the law of value but as inseparably arising
from it, Thus whereas Marx had solved the problem of
surplus value by means of analysing the commodity-nature
of 'labour-power'!, Lassalle did not progress beyond the
Ricardian categories of 'the value of labour' and the
'commodity labour'., Accordinglf, he was unable to see in
the exchange between capital and labour anything other than
a permanent breaking of the law of value to be condemned as
immoral and unjust. Failing to understand the nature of

capitalist exploitation, therefore, Lassalle was prevented

from moving beyond a merely moral condemnation of capitalism =
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conf'lating, for example, "exploitation” with "robbery".27
(This theoretically dictated restriction to moralising
arguments against capitalism dovetalled perfectly, of course,
with his idealist conception of the 'moral' mission of the
state),

Further, Lassalle's inability to penetrate the essence
of capitalist exploitation denied him the key to understanding
the dynamic of capitalist production in terms of the consequences
of its dual nature (as a process producing surplus value in |
the form of producing use values).. Of course, much of the
analysis of the laws of motion of capitalist production
discovered by Marx on the basis of the law of wvalue and the
theory of surplus value were not merely beyond the scope of
Lassallean theory, but also beyond the immediate needs of
the emergent workers' movement. Yet when it came to the
means whereby small numbers of socialist workers could
mobilise the as yet inert masses into a cohesive and conscious
cluss, Lassalle's inability to penetrate even the nature of
caplitalist exploitation was a severe handicap in relation to
the ADAV's immediate attitude towards trade unionism. For
it is in regard to Lassalle's failure to develop and apply
the theory of value to the process of capital accumulation
that we can understand his 'iron law of wages', which denied
any purpose to the struggle over wages and
which, therefore, was of immediate relevance for political
strategy. |

This theory, borrowed from Ricardo and supported by
Malthus' population theory, mnonetheless corresponded to the
workers' experience at that time, Moreover, by convincingly
refuting the liberal theories of 'frugality', ‘'diligence’
and 'delayed gratification' as to the origins of capital
(and,as advice to the workﬁrs), lLassalle's theory contributed
to the development of class conscliousness and the awakening
of German labour, In drawing political conclusions directly
from the law of wvalue, Lassalle popularised the demand for
the *'full product of labour' to accrue to its producers, the
workers (this to be achieved by way of state~aided producers'

cCooperatives). While, as Marx and Engels demonstrated, a

‘.' -
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thoroughly unscientific demand, it was nonetheless of
considerable agitational value in the first beginnings of
the socialist labour movement, (The attempt to draw
' political conclusions, even simple slogans, directly from
the law of value was, of course, completely alien to

Marx's procedure: Marx, in contrast, applied the law of
value to the analysis of capitalist development which alone

could furnish a scientific 'guide to action‘.)

Lassalle's programme had an important mobilising role
in the early development of the labour movement, but
eventually became an obstacle to its continued progress,
however, to the extent that the econdmic elemont of the
theory on which it was based proved incapable of illuminating
the nature of exploitation and the consequent laws of
motion of capitalist production. (This became evident first
of all in relation to the inability of Lassalic and his
supnorters - for whom the 'iron law of wages' became a
dogma - to recognise the role of class struggle in the
determination of wage levels and their consequent hesitation
in taking up the cause of trade unionism, ) Initially playing
a progressive role but increasingly becoming a fetter on the
advance of the labour movement at a later stage, therefore,
the need arose for a renaissance of socialist theorvy. This
necessarily qualitative advance in theory was, of course,
to be provided by Marxism. (Which, at first, was taken up
at least partly because Marx's theory of surplus value and
of the 'moral' element in wage determination provided

theoretical support for trade union practice.)

Of course, the Marxism appropriated by the labour
movement as its dominant theory was that of Capital I alone
and, moreover (as we shall see), was not taken up and

understood in an unambiguously revolutionary mammer. None-
theless, Capital I as a body of socialist theory was an

enormous scientific advance over Lassalleanism, as was the
new stage of programmatic clarity and class consciousness it

facilitatgd. (The nature and limitations of the 1891 Erfurt

Programme and the Marxism of its era is discussed in the
ensuing chapter),
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Yet, just as the development of capitalism towards
large-~scale factory production and the corresponding growth
of the labour movement posed new problems which could only
be dealt with on the basis of a qualitative theoretical advance
(from Lassalleanism to the Marxism of Capital 1 and the
Erfurt Programme), so the further development of capitalism
into the new stage of imperialism at the same time as social
democracy advanced from a 'sect to a mass Party' (Bernstein),
again confronted the labour movement with probleéms of unprec-

edented seriousnessand once again demanded a gualitativelx

enhanced theorisation.

Why this renewed theoretical advance was not to take
place - or at best incompletely = will be the subject of
the four chapters forming the second part of this thesis,
To anticipate, and conclude my indication of the persistence
(if not direct influence) of the fundamental shortcomings
of Lassalle's economic thought within social democracy, it
car. be said that a consistent failing of later Marxists was
an inability to grasp Capital as the analysis not merely
of value but of the successively more developed forms in
which the operation of the law of value governs the process
of capitalist economic development. Hence, for example,
the common methodological error of attempting to draw
cunclusions about capitalist reality directly from Marx's
reproduction schemes: for this was a function of the failure
to reconstitute Marx's analysis of value form as the basis
for understanding capitalist economic development. Indeed,
the attempt to draw conclusions directly from this means of
analysis, rather than understanding it as an intermediate
stage in the methodological progression of Marx's theory,
wae analogous to Lassalle's attempt to draw political
conclusions directly from the labour theory of value instead
of using it as the fundamental means with which fifst to
analyse capitalism,
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