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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975

Introduction

Trotsky once described Hitler’s triumph as ‘the greatest defeat of the proletariat in the history of the
world’.

And despite 40 years more of imperialist wars, betrayed revolutions and ultra-rightist coups, we have no
reason to revise this judgement. In the brief period between Hitler’s terror election ‘victory’ of 5 March
1933, and 24 July, when Nazi Germany was officially declared a one-party state, the world’s most
powerful, disciplined, wealthy and politically cultured labour movement had been reduced to rubble. To
grasp the sheer physical magnitude of this defeat, it is necessary to take an inventory of the assets
assembled with such sacrifice and devotion by the German working class over three-quarters of a century
which were pillaged by the Nazi looters.

On the eve of Hitler’s victory, the Social Democratic Party published no fewer than 196 daily
newspapers, 18 weeklies and one monthly theoretical journal. The German Trade Union Federation,
allied with but officially independent of the SPD, also published numerous journals for its various
affiliated unions. And with a membership of approximately five million workers, they commanded an
entire parallel apparatus alongside that of the Social Democrats. Then there was the German Communist
Party, whose membership at the end of 1932 was, at about 350 000, one-third of the SPD’s. The
Communist Party, apart from publishing nearly a score of daily papers, produced several weeklies and its
own theoretical journal. And it too had its own trade union organisation, the Red Trade Union
Opposition, which at its peak claimed about 320 000 workers. So allowing for the inevitable overlapping
of membership in these organisations, we still have a compact and centrally-directed proletarian army of
some six million troops, who at election times with clockwork regularity gathered around themselves a
further six to seven million voters. Indeed, in the last free parliamentary elections of 12 November 1932,
the combined Communist - Social Democratic vote exceeded by nearly 1.5 million that of the Nazis. Yet
the Nazis won!

Clearly we will have to seek for the secret of Hitler’s success, not on the plane of parliamentary vote-
catching, nor even in the field of efficient party organisation and discipline, for here the German labour
movement was more than a match for the motley columns who marched for a thousand and one motives
behind the Nazi banner.

The answer lies in political strategy. Hitler, despite all the obvious contradictions within his movement,
knew what he wanted and how to get it. The great tragedy of the German working class was that its
leaders, without intending to, made his victory certain. The immense proletarian army that they
commanded was ready to fight and, if necessary, to die in order that fascism should not triumph in
Germany as it had in Italy 10 years previously. Numerous groups of workers throughout Germany had
proved this, both before and after the Nazi seizure of power in bloody battles with the Nazis in defence of
working-class meetings, demonstrations and party premises. The Nazi battalions, though led in the main
by World War veterans and Free Corps officers, were composed almost entirely of third-rate human
material - what Trotsky contemptuously termed ‘human dust’.

What gave them the resolve to attack the citadels of the German working class was not just the tacit -
and sometimes open - support of the police, though this was undoubtedly an important factor in
transforming cowards into heroes.

Vacillation, confusion, demoralisation and downright treachery at the summits of the proletarian general
staff - this more than anything else cemented the SA rabble with a murdered pimp as its martyred saint
into an all-conquering avalanche of brown gangsters. Their true mettle became clear for all to see when,
little more than a year after their orgy of pillage and plunder on the debris of the German labour
movement, Hitler dispatched their leaders to eternity without so much as a protest or murmur from the
ranks of this now four-million-strong swaggering horde. In both cases, Hitler’s essentially middle-class
army proved itself incapable of playing an independent political role. When the Nazi leaders - acting in
close collaboration with the heads of industry, finance and the armed forces - gave the order to attack,
they attacked. The very scope and impact of their enemies’ defeat gave to the Nazi petit-bourgeois the
illusion that the victory - and the spoils - were all his own.

Disabused of this fantasy by the continued and even greatly enhanced power of the trusts, banks and
landowners, these millions of frustrated Nazi ‘plebeians’ were utterly incapable of converting their rage
into action. They were, apart from the privileged elements siphoned off into the Nazi bureaucracy, the



discarded cannon-fodder of monopoly capitalism’s counter-revolutionary army. They were only to be
given arms again in 1939, when Hitler had found fresh fields to conquer and plunder. And once again, the
brown-shirted warrior returned from battle - if he was fortunate enough to survive - empty handed.
Again the spoils fell to the same giant trusts that had financed Hitler’s march to power. For the first three
years of the war, their investment in National Socialism proved to be the most lucrative in the entire
history of German capitalism.

All too numerous are those who believe that because the German middle class earned little but kicks in
the teeth, and bullets in the brain, in return for its services to German big business, then never again will
the forces be found to rally a mass movement against the organisations of the working class. Pathetic
delusion! As if political movements - and least of all fascist ones - evolved on the lines of abstract
reason and formal logic. The example of Italy is before us all. There, even after 22 years of Fascist rule,
and the untold destruction and misery it brought to the Italian people as a result of Mussolini’s
participation in Hitler’s crusade against Bolshevism and the Western ‘plutocracies’, fascism is once again
raising its head, attracting hundreds of thousands, even millions to its banner of militant anti-Communism
and open right-wing dictatorship. Only fools or traitors can point to the numerically large Italian labour
movement now and claim that it will never succumb, never permit another ‘March on Rome’. We do not
doubt for one moment the militant anti-fascist temper and resolve of the rank-and-file Italian trade
unionist, Socialist Party or Communist Party worker. But just as surely as night follows day - and the
Italian workers endured nearly a quarter of a century of political night - the ‘peaceful road to socialism’
policies of the Italian Stalinists, centrists and reformists will, unless countered and exposed as suicidal to
the entire working class, lead to a new and unimaginably more ferocious reign of terror descending on the
Italian proletariat.

Neither is this threat confined to Italy; in Britain the growth of ultra-rightist tendencies inside the Tory
party around Enoch Powell and the Monday Club, not to speak of the considerable increase in the
membership and activities of the National Front, are but the surface phenomena of a far deeper shift
inside sections of the middle class and backward, unorganised workers and youth towards reactionary
solutions to their problems.

At a certain stage in the development of the economic and political crisis in this country, these currents
could be given organised form, and large forces mobilised by big business, as they were in Germany and
Italy, as a battering ram against the labour movement. The main factor militating against such a turn of
events today is not a devotion to parliamentary democracy on the part of either the Tories or their
monopoly capitalist supporters.

The present Conservative government - these lines were written in June 1973 - has, despite its
militantly anti-union programme, still found it possible to exploit the supine cowardice and class-
collaborationist policies of the trade union bureaucracy.

While the TUC is still able to offer this collaboration, and proves itself able to sell it to sizeable sections
of the working class as preferable to other, more militant lines of action, the ruling class has no need of a
mass fascist movement.

Nor can fascist movements be manufactured overnight by mass propaganda. Like crucial strategic shifts
in the ruling class, they are generated by powerful objective forces and events, international as well as
national. Clearly, if fascism were simply something hatched up in boardrooms and barracks, then there
would be very little to stop the bourgeoisie attempting to introduce its methods of rule whenever they felt
the circuitous ones of parliamentary democracy irksome. !

Incidentally, this is what distinguishes fascism from military Bonapartist forms of dictatorship, that is,
Greece. Fascism begins its bloody work after entrenching itself in power by means of a combination of
manoeuvrings at the summits of the state and the methods of civil war on the streets. Its main combat
troops are not professional soldiers, but disoriented petit-bourgeois and declassed workers and youth,
driven crazy to the point of blindness by the crisis of capitalism; so crazy and blind in fact that they will
follow anyone, however ‘mad’ - and many were the politicians and political journalists who called
Hitler that! - who seems to offer them a clear-cut and swift solution to the crisis that is tormenting them.

No one can predict with any reasonable hope of accuracy the time-scale or sequence of events which
could precipitate a massive break-up in the present two-party political system. But the elements of such a
change are already visible in the rapid growth of the Liberal vote on a catch-all programme which,



according to informed sources within the party itself, is attracting former conservative voters who are
looking for a leader well to the right of Edward Heath.

This work does not pretend to deal with this problem, vital though it is for the future of the British labour
movement. Neither does Fascism in Germany intend in any way to supplant the many and brilliant
writings of Leon Trotsky on the rise of National Socialism and the policies which facilitated its victory.
Rather it seeks to place in the hands of the reader something that is not available in any other book in the
English language - a thoroughly documented analysis, not only of German fascism itself, but its political
antecedents dating from the failure of the 1848 Revolution, through the era of Bismarckian Bonapartism
up to the outbreak of the First World War.

It also undertakes a detailed survey of the political trends and tensions present throughout the Weimar
Republic, and which had their brutal and tragic climax in the victory of National Socialism. The many-
sided and still controversial question of the relationship of big business with German fascism naturally
occupies a prominent place in this work, and here again, the reader will encounter documentary evidence
and material not readily accessible elsewhere. Finally - and from the point of view of the author - most
important of all, there is the problem of the German workers” movement itself. Here an attempt is made
to supplement the critique of its leadership undertaken by Trotsky during the last three years of the
Weimar Republic, and to relate this in turn to the impact of the rise of Stalinism in the Soviet Union.

It is the author’s considered opinion that Soviet foreign policy - and here, of course, we are referring
exclusively to Stalin and his Bonapartist clique - played a vital, indeed decisive, role in the rise to power
of German fascism. Naturally, a charge of this nature and dimension is hard to substantiate without
access to materials that by their very nature have either been long ago dispatched to the incinerator, or are
inaccessible to the genuine student of Soviet history. Thus the case rests to a certain extent on
circumstantial evidence. It is up to those who still hold a brief for counter-revolutionary Stalinism to
refute these charges. And they are far less fantastic today, when viewed in the light of the Kremlin’s
recently-kindled friendship for Fascist Spain, Colonels’ Greece and the right-wing military regime in
Indonesia, which has approximately one million Communist corpses to its credit. Nor should we belittle
the political significance of similar policies pursued by Maoist China or its supporters in Albania. China
now recognises General Franco as the legitimate ruler of Spain, while keeping the entire Chinese people
in a state of total ignorance as to how he came to hold this position. Meanwhile, those militant upholders
of the Stalin myth, the Hoxha clique, have on more than one occasion handed back to the Greek police
pro-Moscow Communists who have sought political asylum in ‘Communist’ Albania. (It should also be
noted that Bulgaria has performed a similar service for the Greek junta, only in this case the unfortunate
victims of this act of ‘proletarian internationalism” were pro-Peking Stalinists.

All these acts of treachery, revolting though they are, have as their precedent the collaboration by Stalin
with the rulers of Nazi Germany, both in the first months of Hitler’s victory, when his power was by no
means secure, and during the period of the Nazi - Soviet Pact.

That is why this work concerns itself with these - for some at any rate - embarrassing historical
guestions. They take on a new relevance within the context of the Kremlin’s accelerated tempo of
collaboration with the leaders of world imperialism, and Peking’s desperate attempts to outbid Moscow
in slavish devotion to the status quo. A leopard cannot change its spots, and a Stalinist bureaucracy
remains a Stalinist bureaucracy, counter-revolutionary through and through and prepared to commit any
betrayal of the international working class in order to defend its own material and political privileges.

It is the hope of the author that this book will alert its readers - and he trusts that they will be found
principally in the most politically-conscious sections of the working-class movement - to the real class
meaning of fascism, and more than this, to indicate how it can be fought and defeated.

As far as is possible, the ‘dramatis personae’ in this book will speak for themselves. Industrialists,
bankers, Junkers, labour bureaucrats and Stalinist functionaries, Comintern officials and Reichstag
deputies, Nazi agitators and political wirepullers - their voices will be heard in this book. Where they
speak with several voices - as was more often than not the case - then that too will become clear by use
of the same method.

The reader may well be bemused by the space devoted to a critique of other accounts of National
Socialism. In fact, any attempt to write a scientific history of German fascism without challenging those
who in one way or another, and for one motive or another, have distorted and even repressed that history,
would be simply an academic exercise. For these historians and sociologists, just as much as for Stalinists
and reformists, a history of German fascism must have an element of an alibi. The liberal, while horrified
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at what he sees in the Nazi death camps, recoils from the notion that this could in any way be the product
of capitalism. Certain wicked and greedy businessmen (who are usually presented as being, at the same
time, political babes-in-arms) may well have greased Hitler’s path to power, and even crossed his palm
with gold, but capitalism as a system cannot and must not be indicted for the unspeakable crime of
Auschwitz. For the implications of such an admission are too awful to contemplate.

Then along comes the Stalinist, who can of course (when he is not currently engaged in inveigling
sections of the ruling class into a ‘broad alliance’ for the defence of ‘peace and democracy’) undertake a
far more serious class analysis of fascism. He can even trace - as did the veteran British Stalinist, R
Palme Dutt, in his 1934 work Fascism and Social Revolution - the relationship between the betrayals of
Social Democracy from 1914 to 1933 and the eventual victory of Hitler.

But precisely at this point, when the reader should ask himself: ‘Since the reformists are congenitally
unable to mobilise the workers to fight fascism, why could not the Communists do the job?’, Dutt and his
fellow Stalinist historians have to stop. Their relationship to Stalinism, past as well as present, drives
them to distort the real relationship of forces in Germany, and in the end, to put the blame for the victory
of the Nazis on the working class themselves. Social Democratic commentators on German fascism
simply supplement the distortions of the Stalinists. They can write with great facility - and on occasions
with formal correctness - on the ultra-left policies of the German Communist Party, on how it
substituted abuse for analysis by labelling Social Democrats as ‘social fascists’ and how it split the
working class by refusing, under any conditions, to enter a united front with the reformist workers’
organisations.

This was one of the great crimes of ‘Third Period’ Stalinism, that it gave the reformists the totally
undeserved opportunity to criticise purported Communist policies from a seemingly Marxist standpoint.

It enabled - as it still does to this day - reformism to divert attention away from its own complicity in
the defeat of the German working class. Stalinism and reformism batten on each other in the realm of
history as much as in the field of day-to-day political struggle. The exposure of this silent, but
nevertheless very real collaboration is therefore a necessary part of the overall fight to defeat both these
political tendencies. The author also considers it politically correct to take issue with organisations which
while claiming to base themselves on Trotsky’s writings, theory and general principles, have, in the
author’s opinion, departed from them in so far as they relate to the problem of fascism. Of course, this
revision of Trotsky’s analysis of fascism and the policies which he insisted should be adopted to combat
it has gone much further in some organisations than others.

But unless there is a full and unfettered discussion within the ranks of the workers’ movement on this
guestion, the very right to discuss anything at all may well be put in jeopardy; above all else, the
movement demands theoretical clarity.

Finally, a word of thanks to all those who helped make the publication of this book possible: to those who
lent money with no certainty of seeing it returned, to the Weiner Library, whose staff gave me invaluable
advice and assistance in my quest for elusive documents, to my wife Karen for meticulously checking the
text at every stage in the book’s preparation, to my dear daughter Katharine, who on more occasions than
I care to remember, reluctantly but dutifully refrained from helping me type the copy, and finally to my
father, Bill, from whom 1 first learned what socialism was, and who in ill-health and at the age of 70,
unstintingly undertook the arduous task of translating vast tracts of the most un-Goethe-like German into
perfect English prose. My thanks to them all. | hope they find their efforts and sacrifices worthwhile.

Robert Black
28 June 1973

Notes

1. Not to speak of the enormous resistance that such an unprepared coup would encounter
amongst the working class. Viz the examples of the Franco uprising in Spain, which was not
linked to any mass fascist movement, and the Kapp Putsch in Germany. The prospects of
immediate success for a militarist-type putsch are obviously far greater where the working
class is either poorly organised or numerically small, as in the case of the Greek military
coup of April 1967. But even here, the treacherous leadership of the Stalinists, placidly
awaiting the long-promised parliamentary elections that were to open the road to a
democratic Greece, was decisive.
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Chapter I: The Roots of German Reaction

England, and later France, were the only nations to enjoy the relative historical luxury of a thoroughgoing
bourgeois-democratic revolution. For behind Cromwell and Robespierre there stood not a modern
industrial proletariat, already taking its first steps towards political and organisational independence, but
an amorphous plebeian mass which, because of its social and political heterogeneity, could the more
easily be harnessed to the goals of an emergent bourgeoisie in its struggle against the nobility. This is not
to deny that the revolutions of 1640-49 and 1789-94 projected a ‘proletarian’ wing with its own utopian-
communist programme - we have the examples before us of Winstanley and the Diggers, of Babeuf and
his ‘Conspiracy of the Equals’, proving that even the classic bourgeois revolutions contained within them
the embryo of the modern proletarian movement and the socialist revolution.

Why, the reader might well ask, the preoccupation with France and England when the nation under
discussion is Germany? The answer is quite simple. The modern class struggle is fought out under
economic conditions dominated by a worldwide system - imperialism. But the classes - and this applies
with particular force to Western and Central Europe - do battle on a national terrain steeped in the
traditions, forms of thought, organisation and political culture generated by conflicts reaching back to the
very dawn of capitalist society. Whether conscious of it or not, the combatants of the class war under
imperialism, while responding to modern economic, social and political demands, pressures and crises,
do so in a way which has been moulded to a considerable degree by the struggles of their ancestors. As
Marx put it:

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please: they do not make it
under circumstances directly encountered, given from the past. The tradition of all the dead
generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living. And just when they seem engaged
in revolutionising themselves and things, in creating something that has never yet existed,
precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously borrow from them names, battle
cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of history in this time-honoured disguise and
this borrowed language. ™!

Though financed, supported and armed by modern monopoly capitalism, enforcing its dictatorship
through the most up-to-date techniques of propaganda, repression and mass mobilisation, and waging its
wars with a truly formidable combination of military precision and political audacity, German fascism
marched to power brandishing the symbols of ancient Aryan tribes, shrieking the curses of medieval
pogromists and proclaiming the pagan myths of ‘blood and soil’. The eastwards drive of German
imperialism shrouded itself in the cloak and visor of the Teutonic Knights. From beginning to end, the
counter-revolution of German finance capital decked itself out in the garb of the Dark Ages.

So the emergence (as distinct from victory) of National Socialism cannot be explained purely in terms of
the 1929 economic crisis, nor by the inflation of 1923. Nor is it enough to refer to the failures of
leadership on the part of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) from 1914 onwards, or the German
Communist Party (KPD) in the post-1918 period. These are factors which, to a greater or lesser extent,
contributed to the triumph of German fascism in 1933. They also help to explain why National Socialism
found favourable conditions both politically and economically for winning the leadership of the middle
class in the period immediately prior to its seizure of power. But they are in no way adequate in
unearthing the origins of the social forces which predisposed the German petit-bourgeoisie to the
programme of fascist counter-revolution. Nor do they tell us anything about the precise forms which
Hitler’s bloody crusade against Marxism and the workers” movement took. Yet without such a study in
depth of German fascism, without a dimension which begins with the assembly of the major classes of
German capitalist society in the period of the bourgeois revolution, a history of National Socialism must
of necessity confine itself either to banal generalities about the 1929 crisis or the sophistries of ‘cultural

determinism’. 2!

These ‘explanations’ of German fascism - the ‘general’ and those that focus almost exclusively on the
‘particular’ - are the reverse sides of the same non-dialectical coin.

So too must we dismiss those superficial accounts which treat National Socialism as the creation of
individual leaders or skilful propaganda. The most gifted leader, agitator or propagandist - and the Nazi
Party certainly had its share of these - must still strike a chord in the hearts of the masses before they can
stand at the head of a movement numbering millions. The seed requires fertile soil and the necessary



amounts of sunshine and rain. Thus the Nazi counter-revolution not only required a political camouflage
to mobilise its petit-bourgeois and lumpen-proletarian battering-ram against the entrenched organisations
of the German working class. The whole course of German history determined the form this onslaught
took. The prime issue therefore is one of method, of analysis and synthesis, of delineation between form
and content, between general and particular, between the subjective and the objective:

The difference between subjectivism (scepticism, sophistry, etc) and dialectics... is that in
(objective) dialectics the difference between the relative and absolute is itself relative. For
objective dialectics there is an absolute within the relative. For subjectivism and sophistry the
relative is only relative and excludes the absolute... [In objective dialectics]... the opposites (the
individual is opposed to the universal) are identical: the individual exists only in the connection
that leads to the universal. The universal exists only in the individual and through the
individual... B!

So to laying bare those historical forces which nurtured National Socialism, we seek to throw fresh light
on the possible - indeed probable - forms that counter-revolution might, given the opportunity, assume
here in Britain. Not in the sense that German and British fascism will share many common points of
social origin - the absence of a peasantry and artisan class in Britain suggests that mass movements of
reaction will find other points of support than they did in Germany and, to a lesser degree, in Italy. No,
the point is not to hunt for superficial historical parallels. Rather we should bear in mind Lenin’s
proposition that within every relative we can discern an absolute, that in probing German fascism to its
deepest roots we can develop methodological concepts and tools of analysis which will enable us better
to equip the workers’ movement in this country for the inevitable struggle against those who seek its
destruction. !

This now brings us to the problem of the relationship between National Socialism and the aborted
bourgeois-democratic revolutions of 1848.

The ironies, paradoxes and tragedies of German history over the last 150 years only become intelligible
when viewed within the larger context of the combined yet uneven development of capitalism in both its
imperialist and pre-imperialist epochs. Indeed, Engels held that one of the two main causes of Germany’s
failure to emerge as a unified, modern state in the sixteenth century was the sudden shifting of the focus
of European trade away from its traditional routes through Germany towards the maritime powers in the
West. The discovery of the New World disrupted an entire network of commercial, social and political
relations in Central Europe, draining the confidence of the German people and throwing the previously
rich and politically aroused burghers into utter disarray. Lutheranism quickly lost its revolutionary cutting
edge and evolved a quietist character which was to play a pernicious role in German politics for the next
four centuries. The bourgeois-Protestant reformation was destined to find its truly democratic and
plebeian expression in the ‘Lunatiks’ of Cromwell’s revolutionary army, the Ironsides.

The defeat of Germany’s first attempt to carry through the bourgeois-democratic revolution doomed its
people to more than a century of fratricidal conflicts as the cat’s-paw of contending religious and dynastic
factions, a decline which culminated in the Thirty Years War in which at least a third of the German
population died and its meagre economic resources were pillaged or laid waste.

The only victors proved to be the petty and greater nobility and clergy. Unlike the burghers, peasants,
artisans and workers, they had much to gain from a weak and divided Germany, torn by religious
dissension and shattered into several hundred political fragments. The downward plunging curve of
German history after the defeat of the 1525 Peasants’ Revolt without doubt sapped the political fibre of
the German bourgeoisie and kindled within it that trait of extreme conservatism and craving for an all-
powerful protector which reached its malignant zenith under the regimes of Bismarck and Hitler.

Here we must warn against any tendency to adopt a ‘unilinear’ view of German history. Each nation, it
almost goes without saying, has internal driving forces which develop characteristics and peculiarities
which constitute precisely the concept of ‘nation’. But the nations, and the classes which their boundaries
encompass, are also the unique products of a much larger process of crystallisation and fermentation
which, since the earliest phases of human history, has not only transcended national and continental
barriers, but helped shape them. To return to our first methodological principle, ‘the individual exists
only in the connection that leads to the universal. The universal exists only in the individual and through
the individual.’



So to understand the many vivid contrasts in the course of German, French and English history, it is
necessary not only to familiarise oneself with internal developments, but their mutual interaction and
penetration, as parts of a unified yet divided and contradictory whole. Concretely, in what ways did the
multifarious layers of Germany’s and Europe’s past prepare the political soil for the seeds of fascist
counter-revolution?

Let us take as our starting point a remark made by Nazi Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels during a
broadcast speech on 1 April 1933, when he declared in all seriousness that with the formation of the
Hitler dictatorship, ‘the year 1789 is hereby eradicated from history’. !

The German bourgeoisie - and here we are speaking principally of its dominant industrial and banking
segment - in 1933 found itself compelled to place in power a party and regime which stridently
proclaimed its total repudiation of the bourgeois revolution! And yet beneath this paradox there is
concealed a class logic which lies at the core of fascism. In order to retain power in periods of profound
social, economic and political upheaval, in order to divide and destroy those class forces which threaten
not only its profits but its very right to rule, the bourgeoisie has to declare war on all those ideals which it
used in an earlier epoch to rally the people against feudalism, and those institutions with which it both
buttressed and popularised its own rule. This is one of the universal aspects of fascism, one which can be
detected in every particular national case. But the precise form and course of this reaction by a pro-fascist
bourgeoisie against its own democratic-revolutionary past will vary widely according to both
circumstances and history. In Germany, it was greatly conditioned both by the success of the French
Revolution and the miserable fiasco of its own, not only in the sixteenth century, but far more important,
in that of 1848-49. Trotsky aptly summed up the essential difference between the German and French
bourgeoisie when he wrote that the latter:

... succeeded in bringing off its Great Revolution. Its consciousness was the consciousness of
society and nothing could become established as an institution without first passing through its
consciousness as an aim, as a problem of political creation. It often resorted to theatrical poses in
order to hide from itself the limitations of its own bourgeois world - but it marched forward.

This bourgeois class confidence and aggression contrasted with that of the German capitalist class,
which:

... from the very start, did not ‘make’ the revolution, but dissociated itself from it. Its
consciousness rose against the objective conditions for its own domination. The revolution could
only be carried out not by it but against it. Democratic institutions represented to its mind not an
aim to fight for but a menace to its welfare. ¢!

Great social and political upheavals mould all their participants, whether victor or vanquished, hero or
traitor. Those industrialists and bankers who made their counter-revolutionary compact with Hitler in the
last years of the Weimar Republic were acting as the heirs of a reactionary tradition reaching back to the
very birth of German capitalism.

Enthusiasm for the ideals of the French Revolution - democratic republican government and a world
ruled by reason - was to be found not in the propertied strata of the German bourgeoisie nor indeed its
associated political circles, but among philosophers, musicians and writers. The young Beethoven (born
1770) was profoundly moved and artistically inspired by the political cataclysm across the Rhine from his
native Bonn. At a time when fainter hearts were recoiling from the Jacobin ‘reign of terror’ the composer
had written in the autograph of a friend:

I am not wicked - fiery blood

Is all my malice and my crime is youth.
To help wherever one can

Love liberty above all things

Never deny the truth

Even at the foot of the throne. "1

Consciously a revolutionary in music, he readily identified with all those struggling to liberate mankind
from the fetters of the past. His third symphony, the Eroica, which marks the explosive transition from
Beethoven’s youthful and more conventional First Period to the full maturity of his Second, was initially
dedicated to Napoleon, whom the composer hero-worshipped as the liberator of Europe. But when
Napoleon crowned himself as Emperor, Beethoven’s rage knew no bounds. Tearing out the dedication
page, he declared:



So he is no more than a common mortal! Now too, he will tread underfoot all the rights of man,
indulge only his ambitions, now he will think himself superior to all men, become a tyrant. 8!

And although ambivalent in his attitude to the political methods of the Jacobins, Germany’s great writer
Johann von Goethe undoubtedly sympathised with many of their goals, and looked forward to the day
when they would be realised in his own country:

I have no fear that Germany will not become one, for our good roads and our future railways will
play their part. Above all, may it be the one in mutual love, may it always be one against the
foreign foe. May it be one, so that the German thaler and the German groschen have the same
value everywhere in the nation, so that my travelling bag can pass unopened through all the 36
states. May it be one, so that the municipal passport of a citizen of Weimar is not treated by the
frontier officials of some great neighbouring state as invalid... Furthermore, may Germany be one
in weights and measures, in trade and business and in a hundred similar things... [

Here one cannot help but detect an emphasis on those goals closest to the heart of the German
bourgeoisie. Economic unity and nationalist fervour have crowded out those other essential elements of
the classic bourgeois revolution which Goethe followed so closely in France: political freedom, equality
before the law and staunchly republican government. In this respect, both Hegel and Kant, Germany’s
most outstanding philosophers, were Goethe’s superiors.

The ageing Kant (born 1724), though opposed in principle to violent revolution, perceived in the struggle
against French despotism and the solidarity it evoked throughout the civilised world proof ‘that the

human race... will henceforth improve without any more total reversals’. [*°!

And Kant went further than this. He fervently hoped the French Revolution would establish new political
and moral principles which could be emulated by all mankind:

For the occurrence in question is too momentous, too intimately interwoven with the interests of
humanity and too widespread in its influence upon all parts of the world for nations not to be
reminded of it when favourable circumstances present themselves, and to rise up and make
renewed attempts of the same kind as before. *1

Who can doubt that Kant had Germany most of all in mind when he advised his readers to prepare
themselves for ‘favourable circumstances’. This much must be granted the Koenigsberg philosopher -
that he recognised the categorical imperative of the bourgeois revolution.

Hegel would seem an exception to this progressive trend, but this in fact is only partially true. While in
his later years reconciled to the Prussian state bureaucracy as the political vehicle for the earthly rule of
reason (at least in its Germanic form), 2! he too had been stirred to the depths of his being by the
unprecedented historical drama of the French Revolution and the military exploits of Napoleon.

The latter’s conjuncture with the pinnacle of his own philosophical development was as dramatic as it
was symbolic.

Whilst staying in Jena, Hegel had just completed the final draft of his monumental The Phenomenology
of Mind when Napoleon’s armies entered the Thuringian city in their triumphant march across Europe.
Hegel’s work had ended with the following lines:

History intellectually comprehended forms the recollection and the Golgotha of absolute Spirit,
the reality, the truth, the certainty of its throne, without which it were lifeless, solitary and alone.

Barely had the ink dried on the page when the author caught a glimpse of Napoleon himself:

... the soul of the world, riding through the town on a reconnaissance. It is indeed a wonderful
sensation to see, concentrated in a point, sitting on a horse, an individual who overturns the world
and masters. 13!

Here indeed was the world spirit, living flesh and blood, challenging and overturning all those social and
political relations which Hegel lashed with such fiery eloquence in his Phenomenology. And it must have
surely been with his own German bourgeoisie in mind that he wrote, in his chapter ‘Lordship and
Bondage’, that:

... it is solely by risking life that freedom is obtained; only thus is it tried and proved that the
essential nature of self-consciousness is not bare existence... is not its mere absorption in the
expanse of life... The individual, who has not staked his life may, no doubt, be recognised as a

Person; but he has not attained the truth of this recognition as an independent self-consciousness.
[14]



Scorn for passivity in the face of great events found not only a philosophical expression. Exasperated by
the utter political impotency of the German princes, Hegel wrote shortly after his confrontation with
Napoleon:

The great teacher of constitutional law sits in Paris... The German princes have not yet grasped
the concept of free monarchy, nor have attempted to realise it.

And he drew the sober conclusion that, as a consequence: ‘Napoleon will have to organise all this.” [*3!

Certainly at this stage in his philosophical development, Hegel placed the modernisation of Germany
above any narrow national pride. And although a devout Lutheran, his thoroughly bourgeois outlook
enabled him to praise the French anti-clerical and materialist school of philosophy, the Enlightenment,
which ‘heroically and with splendid genius, with warmth and fire, with spirit and with courage...
[maintained] that a man’s own self, the human spirit, is the source from which is derived all that is to be
respected by him’.

This ‘fanaticism of abstract thought’, which in its purest political form expressed itself in the rule of the
Jacobins, Hegel contrasted sadly with the conduct of his fellow-countrymen:

We Germans were passive at first with regard to the existing state of affairs, we endured it: in the

second place, when that state of affairs was overthrown, we were just as passive: it was

?x?rthrown by the efforts of others, we let it be taken away from us, we suffered it all to happen.
For Hegel, unlike so many German politicians of the period, had grasped the great truth that a
thoroughgoing revolution functions like a broom, sweeping away all the accumulated backwardness and
superstitions of previous epochs. Through its revolution:

... the French nation has been liberated from many institutions which the human spirit had
outgrown like baby shoes, and which weighed on it, as they still do on others, as fetters devoid of
spirit: and the individual has taken off the fear of death... This is what gives the French the great
strength they are demonstrating against others. 71

And when the worthy burghers of his native Wiirttemberg did eventually gather at Frankfurt to draw up
and enact a German constitution, Hegel was rightly contemptuous of their puny, half-hearted efforts:

What we see in the behaviour of the Estates summoned in Wirttemberg is precisely the opposite
of what started 25 years ago in a neighbouring realm [that is, the Revolution in France - RB] and
what at the time re-echoed in all heads, namely, that in a political constitution nothing should be
recognised as valid unless its recognition accorded with the right of reason. !

It can be seen from these extracts alone that more than any other German thinker prior to Marx, Hegel
was involved to the point of obsession with the problem of his nation’s political backwardness. Time and
again he found himself asking the question, why did the French ‘pass over from the theoretical to the
practical, while the Germans contented themselves with theoretical abstractions’? 1 Personifying as he
did the pinnacle of German - and indeed all - bourgeois thought, Hegel evolved a solution consistent
with his entire objective idealist system. German unity had been delayed, and a rational form of
government conducive to capitalist development thereby frustrated, ‘because the formal principle of
philosophy in Germany encounters a concrete real World in which Spirit finds inward satisfaction and in
which conscience is at rest’. German ‘revolutions’ were, from Luther on, inner revolutions of the spirit:
‘In Germany the enlightenment was conducted in the interests of theology: in France it immediately took
up a position of hostility to the Church.” 12°!

Further than this essentially idealist explanation - containing nevertheless profound insights into the
paradoxes of German history - Hegel could not go. He saw world history as the materialisation in time
of the absolute idea, and was therefore driven to the conclusion that differences in the material and
political circumstances of the European nations were but detours and skirmishes in the march of the
\[xzf?]rld spirit to its final realisation in Hegel’s own philosophical system - and the Prussian monarchy!
It fell to the young Marx, steeped in the Hegelian philosophical tradition, but already seeking to liberate
its rational ‘kernel’ from its idealist ‘husk’, to begin the task of placing the ‘German problem’ in its true
material setting and, more than this, to evolve a progressive practical solution.

We have already noted that Hegel, despairing of any viable political initiative for German unity from the
burghers and princes, and unable, because of his very firm views on the rights of private property, to
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welcome a ‘plebeian’ movement for German emancipation, ended his days as the official state
philosopher of the Hohenzollerns.

Following Hegel, Marx recognised ‘that the real life embryo of the German nation has grown so far
inside its cranium’, that ‘in politics the Germans thought what other nations did’. #*! And also like
Hegel, Marx was sceptical of the ‘will to power’ of the German bourgeoisie. But here their ways parted.
Marx turned his back on his own class, and his face towards the emergent German proletariat:

In Germany emancipation from the Middle Ages is possible only as emancipation from the partial
victories over the Middle Ages as well [that is, the half-hearted and belated reforms introduced in
the wake of the French Revolution when popular support had to be rallied against Napoleon’s
invading armies - RB]. In Germany no kind of bondage can be shattered without every kind of
bondage being shattered. The fundamental Germany cannot revolutionise without revolutionising
from the foundation. The emancipation of the German is the emancipation of man. The head of
this emancipation is philosophy, its heart is the proletariat. Philosophy [and here Marx is referring
to that of Hegel - RB] cannot be made a reality without the abolition of the proletariat, the
proletariat being made a reality. When all the inner requisites are fulfilled the day of German
resurrection will be proclaimed by the crowing of the cock of Gaul. 23!

Four years after these lines were written, the German bourgeoisie was, for the third time, compelled by
the force of events to supplement its ‘weapon of criticism’ with what Marx aptly termed ‘the criticism of
the weapon’. For in political and social, as opposed to intellectual revolution, ‘material force must be
overthrown by material force’. [2*!

A detailed history of the 1848 Revolution lies outside the scope of this book. However, certain of its
phases and unique features must be touched on in order to place the rise of German imperialism and the
political strategy of the modern German bourgeoisie in its correct historical perspective.

As Marx had prophesied, the bulk of the bourgeoisie spurned consistent republicanism like the plague. Its
political spokesmen in the Frankfurt Assembly (which, as it turned out, proved no more effective than its
forerunner of 1815) would venture no further than a call for the establishment of an all-German
constitutional monarchy, based on a franchise limited to the propertied classes. Yet this timid demand
was advanced while the Prussian monarchy was reeling from its military defeat at the hands of the Berlin
workers and artisans in the great uprising of 18-19 March. And within days of this initial success, the
revolt had spread even to the villages, the backbone of old Prussia, with peasants seizing land wherever it
was left undefended by its old owners.

Cromwell’s Independents and Robespierre’s Jacobins both leaned on the plebeian movements beneath
them to settle accounts with the ancien régime. Without the Levellers and the Parisian sans cullottes there
would have been neither a 1649 nor a 1793. This is not to say that the English and French bourgeoisie
entered such an alliance willingly or without misgivings. But the revolutionary front endured long enough
to ensure the defeat of its common foes. The guillotining of the Hébertistes and Thermidor followed the
fall of feudal power, just as in England, Cromwell’s brutal repression of the Diggers and the most radical
of the Levellers was undertaken after the execution of Charles I.

Treading in the footsteps of their ancestors of 1525, the German bourgeoisie retreated from their own
revolution with every forward step of the plebeian masses. The sources of their fears were two-fold.
Uppermost in their minds was undoubtedly an ever-present dread that the upsurge against feudal rule
would not stop short at the boundaries of bourgeois political rights and property. Thus one ‘democratic’
spokesman - Paul Pfizer of Wirttemberg - warned:

Every demand to abolish existing feudal dues and revoke rights which have until now been
recognised by the state... to break down by a stroke of the pen the distinction between right and
wrong must be rejected. For we know that from the destruction of ledgers and registers [these
were being burned with great relish by the oppressed and land-hungry peasants - RB] of landed
holdings is but one step to the destruction of mortgage records and promissory notes, and from
the destruction of promissory notes it is again but one step to the division of property or a
common ownership of goods.

Pfizer’s shrewd, if reactionary, class instinct differed but little from that of General Ireton who during the
famous debate at Putney in the autumn of 1647 with Colonel Rainborough and other Leveller radicals,
countered their claim for a voice in the government of England by arguing that:

11



... since you cannot plead to it by anything but the law of nature, or for anything but for the end
of better being, and since that better being is not certain, and what is more, destructive to another;
upon these grounds if you so, paramount to all constitutions hold up this Law of Nature, | would
fain have any man show me their bounds, where you will end, and why you should not take away
all property. 1231

But Ireton stayed his hand for more than a year, allying himself with his Putney antagonists to carry
through the purging of Parliament and so clearing the political road for the trial and execution of the
King. In Germany, far from the bourgeoisie seeking the removal (let alone execution) of their main
enemy, the King of Prussia, they besought him to anoint himself the constitutional ruler of a united
Germany. The cringing reformers of Frankfurt received the reply they deserved. Frederick William 1V
informed them that such a crown could be accepted only from the German princes. It was not the German
bourgeoisie’s to give. And furthermore, if such a state did come into being, it would stand not under their
ineffectual protection, but that of ‘the Prussian sword’. But before the Frankfurt leaders could grovel at
the feet of the Prussian junkers, they had to create the necessary conditions for their own defeat. This they
did under the lash of titanic battles fought out across the length and breadth of Europe, from Hungary in
the East and Sicily in the South to Norway and Finland in the North, and Spain, France and England in
the West. Germany (with Austria) was the vortex of a revolutionary whirlpool, and this fact, readily
appreciated by all those involved in the unfolding drama, raised the already acute social and political
tensions to fever pitch. And once again, France was the catalyst in transforming revolution into counter-
revolution. Each of the 1848 revolutions began as a movement of the entire people against absolute
monarchy and the many other residues of feudal rule, economic as well as political. This seeming
unanimity of purpose was soon shattered by the unfolding of even more compelling contradictions
between the various classes and leaderships of the revolutionary camp. And nowhere was this process of
differentiation more rapid, clear-cut and violent than in France, where the great traditions of 1789 and
1830 lent the collisions between the classes an explosive quality they lacked in nations with a weaker
revolutionary and democratic tradition. Events in France were therefore followed - as far as the
rudimentary communications systems of the time allowed - with great avidity by the more conscious
sections of every class. Nowhere was this more true than in Germany; a country which had not
experienced a truly popular uprising of the people for more than three centuries. Each class looked to
Paris for a mirror to the future of its own development and strategy.

And the great lesson was not long in coming. On 22 June 1848, the Paris proletariat, provoked beyond
endurance by the repressive measures of the newly-entrenched bourgeoisie and the temporising of its
own leaders, staged the first working-class insurrection against the rule of capital in human history: ‘It
was a fight for the preservation or annihilation of the bourgeois order. The veil that shrouded the republic
was torn asunder.” [26!

The impact of this defeat reverberated from Frankfurt to Berlin. The scale and ferocity of the conflict
rapidly convinced the German bourgeoisie, already in the process of damping down the revolutionary
fires in their own country, that their main enemy was not the Prussian monarchy and the lesser kings and
princes but the plebeian movement stirring into life and political consciousness beneath them. True, the
plebeians were not spearheaded, as had been the case in Paris, by a large and compact industrial working
class steeped in the tradition and well versed in the art of insurrection. The retarded industrial
development of Germany - itself partly a consequence of past failures to consummate the national-
democratic revolution - ensured that in 1848 a weak German bourgeoisie faced an equally weak,
numerically speaking, proletariat. The major proportion of the mass movement was comprised in its early
stages of artisans, with the most radical elements being drawn from the apprentices and journeymen. But
it was more a question of quality than quantity.

The mere presence of an incipient proletarian movement on the extreme left of the democratic camp was
sufficient to alert the Frankfurt parliamentarians to the dangers of another 1525. The savage battles in
Paris convinced them that a bargain must be struck by all men of property in the face of this new and
terrible foe, even if it meant repeating German history a third time by strangling the democratic
revolution:

It became evident to everyone that this was the great decisive battle which would, if the
insurrection were victorious, deluge the whole continent with renewed revolutions, or, if it was
suppressed, bring about an at least momentary restoration of counter-revolutionary rule. The
proletarians of Paris were defeated, decimated... And immediately, all over Europe, the new and
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old Conservatives and counter-revolutionaries raised their heads with an effrontery that showed
how well they understood the importance of the event. 2”!

Treachery on the part of the upper bourgeoisie, and utter incompetence or cowardice within the petit-
bourgeois democrats and republicans forced the German working class and those sections of the plebeian
movement allied with it to strike out along its own political road. Theoretically, the first blows for the
independence of the German proletariat from all other classes had been struck several months before the
outbreak of the Berlin uprising with the completion and publication of that foundation stone of the
modern revolutionary movement - the Communist Manifesto of Marx and Engels. In its closing section,
the two authors made the following recommendation for the conduct of the working class in the
bourgeois revolution which they knew to be imminent:

In Germany they [the Communists - RB] fight with the bourgeoisie wherever it acts in a
revolutionary way, against the absolute monarchy, the feudal squirearchy and the petit-
bourgeoisie. But they never cease, for a single instant, to instil into the working class the clearest
possible recognition of the hostile antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat, in order that
the German workers may straightway use, as S0 many weapons against the bourgeoisie, the social
and political conditions that the bourgeoisie must necessarily introduce along with its supremacy,
and in order that, after the fall of the reactionary classes in Germany, the fight against the
bourgeoisie itself may immediately begin. 281

It is clear from this passage that Marx and Engels expected the German bourgeoisie, supported ‘by a
much more developed proletariat than that of England in the seventeenth century and of France in the
eighteenth’, ?°1 to defeat its feudal enemies. And they made this assumption without any illusions about
the political capacities or enthusiasm for struggle on the part of the German burgher. Marx and Engels
also believed that because of the relative preponderance of the working class in comparison with France
and England at the time of their bourgeois revolutions, the national-democratic uprising in Germany ‘will
be but the prelude to an immediately following proletarian revolution’. %1

The events of the next few months proved this optimistic prognosis to be ill-founded. But the core of the
perspective was sound, and has, despite its revisionist and Stalinist traducers, remained the bedrock of all
revolutionary working-class strategy and tactics up the present day. That is, the working class, as the sole
force capable of overturning all social systems based on private property in the means of production,
r{gy}st at all costs maintain its total political and organisational independence if it is to carry out this task.
In the Revolution of 1848, sheer necessity, and not adherence to previously elaborated principles or
strategy, compelled the German proletariat to make its first bid for political independence. The
circumstances under which this took place had a particularly important bearing, not only on the future
development of the workers’ movement, but on relations between all the classes of German society.

Working-class disenchantment with the revolution’s bourgeois leaders began to turn to anger when the
Frankfurt Assembly agreed to exclude the property-less classes from the franchise. The true face of
German liberalism was already becoming visible at a time when the workers were rightly regarding
themselves as the real backbone of the revolution after their heroic fighting in the streets of Berlin in the
March days.

Nor did the only threat to the revolution come from those bourgeois leaders seeking a compromise with
the reaction. Contradictory political and social currents were also at work among all those intermediary
layers between the big bourgeois and the industrial proletariat, from the richest of guild masters to the
poorest of peasants.

For over the previous decade, Germany’s ancient structure of trade and craft guilds, organised in the strict
traditional hierarchy of master, journeymen and apprentices, had been subjected to increasingly bitter
competition from large-scale production methods. Capitalist production, though still accounting for a
relatively small proportion of Germany’s national product - it should be remembered that Germany was
still an overwhelmingly agricultural nation - had taken firm root in both textiles and mining, and had
begun to spread its tentacles into other preserves of the medieval guilds. The Krupp dynasty had already
established its first Essen factory 21 years previously, while in Berlin, the Borsig engineering works had
been operating for 10 years when its workers took to the streets to overthrow the Prussian monarchy. (By
one of history’s ironies, both firms were destined to figure in a later era of violent class struggle as
prominent supporters and financiers of National Socialism.)
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This deep-seated antagonism between the pre-capitalist guilds, which were organised on corporative and
not competitive principles, and the modern industrial and financial bourgeoisie differed in every essential
from the struggle between the proletariat and the capitalist class. Unlike the working class, which at the
time of the revolution numbered about 700 000, the far more numerous guild artisans saw in the
upheavals of 1848 their opportunity to arrest the wheel of history and, if possible, set it trundling back to
a supposedly idyllic past. Insofar as the guilds acted as a coherent force, they tended to regard the
bourgeoisie, and not the princes and kings of feudal Germany, as their chief enemies. When under the
leadership of their masters, artisans pressed for the restoration of the old but now threatened guild
privileges and with them state restriction on the development of capitalist industry and commerce, theirs
was an ‘anti-capitalism’ that looked back longingly - and hopelessly - to the Germany of the middle
ages.

It had absolutely nothing in common with the anti-capitalism of the emerging industrial working class. In
the 1848 Revolution, the bourgeoisie embodied the miserable present, the guilds the romantic but
irretrievably distant past, and the proletariat all the hopes for a socialist future.

The impact of the revolution on the guilds has, though this may not be readily appreciated, a special
significance for our study of the historical roots of German fascism. One of the most potent appeals of
National Socialism among the German petit-bourgeoisie - and here we are referring mainly to either
self-employed or small, independent producers or traders - was its virulent ‘anti-capitalist’ propaganda,
especially when directed at banking capital or joint-stock industrial enterprises. Can it possibly be that the
Nazis themselves injected this reactionary anti-capitalism into those millions of Germans tenaciously
clinging to their status as independent - even if often semi-pauperised - property owners and
producers?

Surely we must probe back into Germany’s past, to a period when pre-capitalist layers of the population
first engendered this fear and hatred of the big bourgeoisie, adapting their already established corporatist
ideology and programme to explain and counter this new threat to their existence.

And because the bourgeois revolution provides the key to understanding so much of a nation’s
subsequent history, we must also look to 1848 for the origin of that classic petit-bourgeois fascist notion
which lumps together the industrial proletarian and the capitalist as enemies of all that is decent and
healthy in the body politic. For here we are dealing with ideological and social ‘residues’ which while
lying dormant for long periods of relative class peace, can be capable of rearing their heads and seizing
hold of millions in moments of great economic crisis and political stress.

In short, the betrayal of the revolution by the German bourgeoisie helped provide the raw political
material which, eight decades and more later, the Nazi demagogues worked up into a machine of counter-
revolution to rescue this self-same bourgeoisie. Such is the ‘irony of history’!

The guilds, it should always be remembered, were more than simply economic organisations. They were
woven into the very fabric of pre-capitalist German society. With their strict and highly ritualised rules of
membership and codes of conduct, they were rightly regarded as pillars of stability by the rulers of feudal
Germany. Their corporative ideology, which stressed the supposed (and generally accepted) harmony of
interest between a master and his servants, penetrated deeply into the consciousness of all guild members,
and reinforced by the church, percolated down through every level of the population. So although
powerful economic forces were at work undermining the old predominance of the guild system and its
medieval outlook, the entrenched forces of resistance were also strong, buttressed by literally centuries of
backwardness. And once it struck, the counter-revolution gave them added nourishment.

But even in the revolution’s early days, guild leaders were anxiously pressing their own ‘anti-capitalist’
but essentially reactionary views. The Open Letter of the Leipzig Masters of April 1848 expressed the
growing concern of guild masters throughout Germany that their further economic decline would lead not
only to the triumph of their hated capitalist rivals, but eventually to the establishment of communism. The
guild system was lauded as the backbone of not only the family and Christian morality, but political
stability. The Leipzig Masters roundly denounced the ‘French’ principle of free trade and economic
competition, demanding instead that the entire German nation should be organised on guild or
‘corporative’ lines. The Open Letter - a truly significant historical document - ended by condemning
liberal-inspired proposals for the ‘emancipation of the Jews’ whom the masters, entirely in keeping with
both Germany’s feudal past and fascist future, depicted as the ‘greatest enemy’ of the artisan and small
property owner.
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The guild masters found themselves battling on two fronts. On the one hand, they fought for economic
survival against the political representatives of industrial and banking capital which, as the preceding
example suggests, they tended to equate with the Jews; and on the other, the proletariat, whose struggle
for democratic freedoms and, amongst its more advanced layers, for socialism, they saw as a challenge to
the very foundation of the guild system.

Acutely aware of these threats, the masters were quick to organise on a national as well as local scale to
combat them. The master-dominated Hamburg Artisan Congress in June adopted a declaration,
condemning competition and calling on the Frankfurt Assembly to include the abolition of free trade in
its projected German constitution. 2! The guild masters also kept a wary eye open for suspected
troublemakers in their own ranks. At the next guild congress, which opened in Frankfurt a month later,
attempts were made to exclude journeymen from the hall. One speaker, apparently labouring under the
delusion that he was scolding unruly apprentices in his own workshop, suggested to the unwanted
intruders that they should ‘go quietly home and await written news, consoled in the expectation that the
masters would look after their interests’.

The masters’ concern for the welfare of their servants was well-founded. Journeymen and apprentices had
fought shoulder to shoulder with the industrial proletariat in the March days, and had imbibed more than
a little of their militant republicanism and radical social outlook. It was this which gave them their new-
found confidence to challenge their masters. But their demands were still couched in the archaic language
of the guilds, and were aimed at the reform rather than the abolition of the system. They would probably
have found very little to criticise in the opening address of the chairman at Frankfurt, who defiantly
declared:

We may be sure that speculation and usury will oppose us with all their resources, for what is at
stake is their domination over industriousness. Yet the German handicraftsman has come of age,
and he will no longer endure the yoke of slavery imposed by the money interests.

We must pause here to note the astonishing similarity between the anti-capitalism of the guilds and the
‘National Socialism’ of Gottfried Feder, who drafted the economic section of the Nazi Party’s founding
programme. Very much in the style of the Frankfurt Artisans, point 11 demanded the ‘abolition of
incomes unearned by work’ and the ‘abolition of the thraldom [that is, slavery] of interest’. Point 18
called for ‘ruthless war upon all those whose activities are injurious to the common interests’ including
under this heading ‘usurers, profiteers, etc’, whose sins were to be ‘punished with death’. Elsewhere, in a
work expanding on the main planks in the Nazi platform, Feder declared quite unambiguously that ‘the
abolition of the Thraldom of Interest’ was ‘the Kernel of National Socialism’. 133! Yet this is precisely the
slogan which the guild masters employed to rally their servants behind a programme of backward-
looking utopian anti-capitalism and against an industrial working class seeking to break the back of
feudal rule and thus releasing Germany from the fetters of the past. Even as early as 1848, the ideology
and organisations of the guilds were serving as tools of reaction, though in this instance their wielders
were not the bourgeoisie but the rulers of pre-capitalist Germany.

And as was the case with those millions of deluded petit-bourgeois followers of National Socialism
before 1933, the guild master - and indeed many a journeyman and even apprentice - interwove their
fear of big capitalism with a contempt for the industrial working class.

The first threatened him with economic strangulation from above, the latter with revolt and expropriation
from below. A class thrown into panic by what it takes to be its impending doom can quite readily lump
its real and imagined enemies together and depict them as it sees them in the distorting mirror of its own
bewildered consciousness. Thus a petition drawn up by the artisans of Bielefeld complained bitterly that:

... recent times have wounded the artisans deeply, the limitless freedom of industry, the
production of handicraft goods in factories, the superior power of capital which enslaves the
artisan, threatens to destroy the position which the artisans have held up to now and to make them
into a proletariat, will-less tools in the hands of the capitalists.

And the proletarianisation of the artisans would not merely be a disaster for the guilds, but for all
Germany, as upon the guild:

... rests the actual power of the cities: it is the core of the state. It is called to end the great schism
which separates the property-less from the property owners... it stands between, the scales of
justice in its hand.
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Far from siding with the proletariat, into whose ranks many artisans feared they might be thrust, the
guilds harboured a deeply-felt contempt for those it termed ‘the property-less’. The entire guild tradition
militated against such an orientation, and it was one that could only be shattered through decisive victory
in the struggle against the entire structure of feudal reaction. **! The leaders of the 1848 Revolution
rendered this impossible. The lower ranks of the guilds were thus driven back into the clutches of their
exploiters, only in rare cases fighting their way towards a lasting alliance with the industrial proletariat
and a perspective oriented towards the future. Repudiation and even open hatred of all forms of class
struggle were endemic to the guilds’ self-appointed role as arbiter between the various strata of German
society, and the masters therefore looked with grave disquiet upon all those economic policies which
threatened to disturb the social equilibrium in favour of the proletariat.

We see this clearly in a petition submitted by the artisans of Prussia. It voiced alarm that Prussia’s recent
rapid industrial growth had ‘called forth so great a number of proletarians through the freedom of trade
that in fact the Prussian state does not know how it is to satisfy them even slightly’.

Historians of National Socialism often stress those facets of its ideology and propaganda which, on the
surface at least, seem to militate against the role, ascribed to fascism by Marxists, of a bulwark of
capitalism. Thus they point to the ‘ruralism’ of Nazi leaders such as Walter Darre (Hitler’s Minister of
Agriculture), Himmler and Rosenberg as proof of this tendency, ignoring the fact that their deep-seated
mistrust of large cities and romanticised view of country life is itself a petit-bourgeois fear of the
organised proletariat, mediated and refracted through the particular forms of consciousness inherited by
the modern German middle classes from their guild ancestors.

And insofar as Nazi ruralism and anti-industrialism helped mobilise the petit-bourgeoisie of town and
country alike against the workers’ movement - and there is ample evidence at hand to prove that it did -
this apparent historical throwback, far from colliding with the strategic plans of German monopoly
capitalism, actually supplemented them. We shall have cause to return to this theme more than once, but
here it is sufficient to stress that the role played by political ‘residues’ in the rise of National Socialism is
unique to Germany only in form. As regards content, fascism possesses a universal character, battening
as it does on all that is backward in human consciousness and demagogically combining with it a
seemingly radical programme of demands aimed at the most depressed and politically immature sections
of the population.

Nazi agitators were only able to make the absurd synthesis of Marxism and economic liberalism seem
plausible to their petit-bourgeois audiences because this fantasy - the ‘Jewish conspiracy’ of
‘international loan capital’ and ‘international Marxism’ had - in a less developed form, it is true -
gripped a numerically large and politically important section of the German nation in the period of the
1848 Revolution. Subsequent chapters will trace the development of this reactionary anti-capitalism, how
it became saturated with an equally potent tradition of anti-Semitism, and how, at every crucial stage of
German history, the ruling classes fostered and exploited this counter-revolutionary ideology to further
their imperialist aims abroad and their anti-working-class strategy at home.

But first we must complete our balance sheet of the 1848 Revolution. On the debit side, we must record
the revolution’s defeat, in so far as its goal of a united, democratic German republic was frustrated by the
timidity, cowardice and even downright treachery of the leadership which gathered at Frankfurt. They
debated while dynastic Prussia armed itself. And we must add to this the consequent reactionary modes
of consciousness which were either generated or strengthened by the dashing of countless hopes for a
brighter future. Every profound social upheaval - irrespective of its outcome - brings about equally
profound shifts in the thinking of those who, at whatever level of awareness, take part in them. This
process is at its most intense in periods of revolution, when every established idea and institution is
subjected to the closest scrutiny and fiercest criticism. So it was in the England of 1640-49, the France of
1789-94, and the Germany of 1525 and 1848. But in raising the masses to this fever pitch of moral and
political passion, the revolution also poses and creates problems which it cannot possible solve:

Revolution is impossible without the participation of the masses. This participation is in its turn
possible only in the event that the oppressed connect their hopes for a better future with the
slogan of revolution. In this sense the hopes engendered by the revolution are always
exaggerated... from these same conditions comes one of the most important and moreover one of
the most common elements of the counter-revolution... The disillusionment of these masses, their
return to routine and to futility is as much an integral part of the post-revolutionary period as the
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passage into the camp of ‘law and order’ of those ‘satisfied’ classes or layers of classes, who have
participated in the revolution. 3

Trotsky is here writing specifically about the political and social basis of the Stalinist bureaucratic
counter-revolution in the Soviet Union, but his remarks about the process known as Thermidor (after the
anti-Jacobin reaction in the French Revolution) are equally valid for the period of counter-revolution
which sets in after a successful bourgeois-democratic revolution.

But what are we to say of the political aftermath of a revolution which, after carrying all before it, fails
ignominiously; and, if, together with the peasants’ revolt, we include the feeble post-Napoleonic attempts
at political and economic union (the Wirttemberg Estates and the Zollverein) fails not once but thrice?

In this case, the masses do not even enjoy the vicarious thrill of victory. The very notion of revolution
becomes discredited where and when its erstwhile advocates capitulate miserably, as they did in Germany
before the Prussian sabre: revolution’s defeat affected different classes in different ways. It certainly gave
new life to the guilds, by thrusting those they exploited back into the shadows of the past. But it also
forced the German working class out along the road of independent political organisation and action. This
we must put on the credit side of the revolution’s balance sheet. Beginning with the Mainz print-workers’
congress in June, 3¢ the most advanced elements of the proletariat began to develop their own
programme in conflict with the demands of both the guild masters and their own employers.

The climax of the workers’ struggle for political independence came in August, at a time when the
bourgeoisie was in full-scale retreat before the gathering forces of counter-revolution in Prussia.
Consciously inspired by the example of English Chartism (the movement had just reached the zenith of
its power, and was about to plunge into headlong decline), the organisers of the Berlin Workers’
Congress declared that the delegates should have as their sole aim ‘the expression of the material interest
of the working classes’, and would seek to draw up a ‘social people’s charter of Germany’.

Prominent in the charter were demands for the right to work, state care of the sick and aged, public
education, progressive income and inheritance taxes, legal limits on hours of work and finally the
abolition of feudal land taxes, a demand which made explicit working-class solidarity with the cause of
the oppressed rural population. This socially advanced programme was worlds apart from the demands
being formulated at that time by the guild masters. Indeed, as if to underline the point, the convenors of
the congress declared in their ‘Appeal to the German Workers’ that it had been summoned explicitly ‘in
opposition to the Masters’ Congress’ (this being the Masters’ Congress in Frankfurt).

Under attack from Junker, bourgeois and master alike, the workers’ leaders were making a determined
bid to win allies from among the lower ranks of the artisans in the towns and the peasants in the
countryside. But in both cases, their efforts met with failure. The German proletariat simply lacked the
political experience and social weight to achieve such an enormous task. Although containing within it
the embryo of a future powerful workers’” movement, the revolution was essentially bourgeois in both
content and goals, and it stood or fell according to the calibre of the leadership the bourgeoisie gave it.
But even here, there was a positive side to things. The course of the German Revolution provided Marx
and Engels, as active participants, with ready-made laboratory conditions to test out, modify, enrich and
codify their scientific theory of class struggle. And it not only enabled Marx and Engels to draw
conclusions of a general nature concerning bourgeois revolutions and the role of Communists within
them, but compelled them to examine even more closely those political features which were unique to
Germany.

These are the two opposites which emerged out of the defeat of the 1848 Revolution. At one pole, the
initial steps of the German proletariat along the road of political and organisational independence, and
with it an added material impulse to the development of Marxism; and at the opposite pole, the
strengthening of the ideology and mass basis of reaction.

From 1848 to 1933, German history is at its core a history of the clash of these polar opposites, their
conflict being driven to a brutal and tragic climax both by their own mutually contradictory nature and a
series of varied and powerful external impulses which ranged from the First World War and the Russian
Revolution to the rise of Stalinism and the Wall Street Crash.

This is why a real history of German fascism must begin with the year of 1848.
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975

Chapter II: Marx and Engels on the German Question: Bonapartism
and the Bismarckian Legacy

The recapture of Berlin by monarchist forces in October 1848, and the final defeat of the republican
forces in the spring of 1849, set the stage for the piecemeal unification of Germany under the hegemony
of Prussian Junkerdom - the so-called Bismarckian ‘revolution from above’. This, the transition of
Germany from the brief period in which it attempted a plebeian solution to its problems of backwardness
and fragmentation, to the dictatorship of ‘blood and iron’, occupied a central place in the theoretical,
historical and political writings of both Marx and Engels.

And in attempting to lay bare the social and economic forces beneath the governmental forms in
Germany, they evolved concepts which are of enormous value in grappling with the theoretical problems
posed by the rise of fascism during the last years of the Weimar Republic.

For if Marx and Engels, as committed proletarian revolutionaries, were to map out a realistic road of
struggle for the German working class, they were obliged to fill out their general theoretical abstractions
on the basic laws of motion of capitalism and the role, nature and origin of the state, with a concrete,
historical content; and to apply them to the living and contradictory reality of post-1848, Prussia-
dominated Germany. Thus we return once more to the central problem of method, which in its turn
revolves around the antagonistic yet unified relationship between the abstract and the concrete, the
general and the particular, between theory and practice. Marx said this about the method he was seeking
to apply in his study of previous schools of political economy:

The economists of the seventeenth century... always started out with the living aggregate:
population, nation, state, several states, etc, but in the end they invariably arrived by means of
analysis at certain leading abstract general principles such as division of labour, money value, etc.
As soon as these separate elements had been more or less established by abstract reasoning, there
arose the systems of political economy which start from simple conceptions such as labour,
division of labour, demand, exchange value and world market. The latter is manifestly the
scientifically correct method. The concrete is concrete because it is a combination of many
determinations, that is, a unity of diverse elements. In our thoughts it therefore appears as a
process of synthesis, as a result, and not as a starting point and, therefore, also the starting point of
observation and conception. By the former method the complete conception passes into an
abstract definition; by the latter the abstract definitions lead to the reproduction of the concrete
subject in the course of reasoning. !

Thus an abstraction, while being an opposite of concrete reality from which it is distilled, is at the very
same time an integral part of this reality, and serves to illuminate it to the degree that this relationship -
one of the mutual interpenetration of opposites - is understood.

Applied to history and politics, this methodological principle demands of the investigator that, in
applying his abstract concepts to the problems of a particular nation, he takes care to avoid the twin
pitfalls of either failing to explain why the development of nation ‘A’ differs so radically from that of
nations ‘B’ and ‘C’ - and in so doing simply remains at the level of abstraction - or becomes so
immersed in the concrete and the particular that he obscures the workings of those general laws which
govern the development of society as a whole.

The many writings of Marx and Engels on Germany are exemplars of how to surmount this double
obstacle.

On the plane of pure theory, after 1848 there emerged an ever-widening gap between the schema
presented in the Communist Manifesto of an aggressive and confident bourgeoisie seizing the machinery
of state power and refashioning the world in its own image, and the living, if pitiful, reality of a Germany,
where the bourgeoisie had voluntarily surrendered the state power to the Prussian aristocracy and yet,
despite this, entered upon an epoch of unprecedented industrial and technological expansion.

Marx himself was acutely aware of this contradiction, for in the wake of the Berlin counter-revolution, he
attempted to concretise the general propositions in the Manifesto about the historical role of the
bourgeoisie by drawing attention to the uneven way in which the bourgeois revolution had unfolded in
the various major European nations. In the Germany of 1848, the bourgeoisie:
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... was hurled to the height of state power... not in the manner it desired, by a peaceful bargain
with the crown, but by a revolution. It was to defend not its own interests but the interests of the
people, versus the crown, that is, against itself, for a popular movement had paved the way for the
bourgeoisie... hence the ecstatic fondness of the German and especially the Prussian bourgeoisie
for constitutional monarchy. 2!

The great English and French bourgeois revolutions also passed through phases where advocates of a
constitutional monarchy held the upper hand amongst the leadership of the revolution. But in both cases,
when repeated attempts at compromise had failed, the most resolute wing of the bourgeoisie were pushed
by the plebeians along the road of republicanism. This transition was marked in England by Cromwell’s
victory over the Presbyterians in the period of the second civil war, and in France, by the expulsion of the
Girondins from the Convention in June 1793. Marx was therefore correct in saying that, in both these
revolutions, ‘the bourgeoisie was the class that really formed the van of the movement’ and that even
when the plebeians clashed with the bourgeoisie:

... they fought only for the realisation of the interests of the bourgeoisie, even if not in the fashion
of the bourgeoisie. The whole French terrorism was nothing but a plebeian manner of settling
accounts with the enemies of the bourgeoisie... !

This was the universal character of the two revolutions. They:

... were not English and French revolutions; they were revolutions of a European pattern. They
were not the victory of a definite class of society over the old political order; they were the
proclamation of political order for the new European society.

The Revolutions of 1789 and 1848 heralded:

... the victory of the bourgeoisie over feudal property, of nationality over provincialism, of
competition over the guild, of partition over primogeniture, of the owner of the land over the
domination of the owner by the land, of enlightenment over superstition, of the family over the
family name, of industry over heroic laziness, of civil law over medieval privilege. ™!

It is at this point that Marx modifies and concretises the perspective which, with Engels, he evolved a
year earlier in relation to Germany. Then, he had anticipated that the approaching bourgeois revolution
would be more thoroughgoing than either the English or the French because of Germany’s more
advanced state of industrialisation. Now, in the light of the living experience of the revolution, Marx
quickly saw that events had taken an opposite course for precisely that reason:

The German bourgeoisie had developed so slothfully, cravenly and slowly that at the moment

when it menacingly faced feudalism and absolutism it saw itself menacingly faced by the

proletariat and all those factions of the burghers whose interests and ideas were akin to those of

ED}e proletariat. And it saw inimically arrayed not only a class behind it but all of Europe before it.
Marx concludes this short article on the German Revolution with a savage onslaught on the class which
betrayed it, branding it with such epithets as could only come from one who had only recently severed the
political umbilical cord with this self-same German bourgeoisie:

... no energy in any respect, plagiarism in every respect; common because it lacked originality,
original in its commonness, dickering with its own desires, without initiative, without faith in
itself, without faith in the people, without a world history calling; an execrable old man, who saw
himself doomed to guide and deflect the first youthful impulses of a robust people in its own
senile interests - sans eyes, sans ears, sans teeth, sans everything - such was the Prussian
bourgeoisie that found itself at the helm of the Prussian state after the March Revolution. ¢!

It is completely legitimate to ask: but did not the political supineness of this class invalidate one of the
most fundamental propositions of historical materialism? Did not the failure of the German bourgeoisie
to rise to the abstract or generalised norms ascribed to it in the Communist Manifesto overthrow the entire
theoretical basis from which Marx and Engels had derived this horm? This was possibly the first, but
most certainly not the last, occasion on which this problem was to confront the revolutionary movement.
Trotsky had to deal with it in his last theoretical struggle, against the Shachtman - Burnham opposition in
the American Socialist Workers Party. They declared that the Stalin - Hitler pact of August 1939 offered
proof that the USSR had so degenerated from the ‘abstract norm’ of a healthy workers’ state that
Marxists were no longer obliged to defend it against the attacks of imperialism. Trotsky replied in the
following way:
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In the question of the social character of the USSR, mistakes commonly flow... from replacing
the historical fact with the programmatic norm. Concrete fact departs from the norm. This does
not signify, however, that it has overthrown the norm; on the contrary, it has reaffirmed it, from
the negative side... The contradiction between concrete fact and the norm constrains us not to
reject the norm but, on the contrary, to fight for it by means of the revolutionary road... we do not
say: ‘Everything is lost. We must begin all over again.” We clearly indicate those elements of the
workers’ state which at the given stage can be salvaged, preserved and further developed. ]

And this - with the important proviso that Marx was concerned with the degeneration of a bourgeoisie,
and Trotsky with the bureaucratic decline of a state established by a proletarian revolution - was
precisely the methodological approach of Marx and Engels to post-1848 Germany. They did not permit
their political perspectives to be distorted ‘by opposing a good programmatic norm to a miserable, mean
and even repugnant reality’, ® no more than Trotsky did the ‘bureaucratic collectivists’ with their
cynical references to the USSR as a ‘counter-revolutionary workers’ state’. The German bourgeoisie -
not the generalised, abstract and supra-national bourgeoisie of the Communist Manifesto, but the one
subjected to Marx’s withering contempt after its betrayal of the March Revolution - still remained a
bourgeoisie. All its political sins did not negate its historical role as the vehicle in Germany of a
revolutionary mode of production. The political failings of the German capitalist class certainly
undermined its ability to carry through this task in the way that the French and English bourgeoisies had
done before it, but this did not mean at all that Germany’s economy would go into decline as a result of
the defeat of the 1848 Revolution.

What the setback of 1848 did mean was that the economic development of the bourgeoisie in Germany
would now take on forms not previously experienced by the class, and that, in turn, this would create new
political forms arising on the foundations of this unique combination of social and economic forces.
Again we must stress: the deviation of Germany from the classic ‘European’ norm in no way invalidates
that norm, it dialectically complements it, just as the June insurrection of the Parisian workers entered
into and helped shape the course of the revolution across the Rhine. Historical materialism does not
‘provide the answers’; it is a theoretical and methodological key - and an inexact one at that - for
unlocking the doors which conceal the mysteries of the past and forces which have gone to shaping the
present.

For it would be the height of anti-Marxism to suppose that Marx and Engels either took their world
outlook and method ready-made from the pinnacles of bourgeois culture (that is, German idealist
philosophy, French utopian socialism and English political economy) without recasting it in a new
mould, or that they were confronted with no problems or experiences which demanded its amendment
and enrichment. Opponents of Marxism seize on this ever-present contradiction between abstraction and
reality to challenge the need for any form of theory. Trotsky answered these sceptics by taking their
arguments to their logical conclusion:

Inasmuch as the economic basis determines events in the superstructure not immediately;
inasmuch as the mere class characterisation of the state is not enough to solve the practical tasks,
therefore... therefore we can get along without examining economics and the class nature of the
state... But why stop there? Since the law of labour value determines prices not ‘directly’ and not
‘immediately’; since the laws of natural selection determine not ‘directly’ and not ‘immediately’
the birth of a suckling pig; since the laws of gravity determine not ‘directly’ and not
‘immediately’ the tumble of a drunken policeman down a flight of stairs, therefore... let us leave
Marx, Darwin, Newton and all the other lovers of ‘abstractions’ to collect dust on a shelf. This is
nothing less than the solemn burial of science for, after all, the entire course of the development
of the sciences proceeds from ‘direct’ and ‘immediate’ causes to the more remote, and
profoundness from multiple varieties and kaleidoscopic events - to the unity of the driving
forces. t°1

Trotsky was compelled, by the unfavourable course of events in the Soviet Union after 1923, to explain
the contradiction between the Bolshevik ‘norm’ of 1917 and the bureaucratised reality of a Stalin-ruled
USSR. Marx and Engels, also working in conditions of political reaction after the defeat of a whole series
of European revolutions, likewise were confronted with similar theoretical and political problems in
Germany. At first, the course of German development was unclear. The Prussian nobility, the real power
behind the Hohenzollern throne, in turn rested on the rich farmers or Junkers of the East. This class of
landowners stood in a highly contradictory relationship to the German industrial bourgeoisie. Many of
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them, while imbibing the values and political outlook of the Prussian monarchy, were at the same time
highly competitive and profit-conscious producers and exporters of rye and wheat. There was therefore
the possibility of a ‘bloc’ with the defeated industrial bourgeoisie in which the Junkers continued to hold
the main levers of state power through their control of the army and government bureaucracy, while
permitting and even encouraging the industrialists and bankers to expand Germany’s economic wealth in
such a way that would not undermine the predominance of the old ruling élites.

Of course, such a combination could not unfold immediately in the wake of the revolution, no more than
it could be from the very outset a consciously evolved strategy on the part of its major participants.

The ‘pact of steel and rye’, as the bloc between the Ruhr and East Prussia became known in the last years
of Bismarckian Germany, only came to fruition after a long process of improvisation and adaptation.

Indeed, in the wake of the defeated revolution, when the Junkers were seeking every possible means to
batten down the political hatches on a still-restless proletariat, Bismarck tended to side with those who
preferred an economically stunted Germany to one which, alongside a flourishing industry, would be at
the mercy of a large and radical proletariat:

Factories enrich the individual, but they also breed a mass of proletarians, a mass of
undernourished workers who are a menace to the state because of the insecurity of their
livelihood. Handicraftsmen, on the other hand, constitute the backbone of the burgher class, of an
element whose survival is essential to a healthy national life... It is true that industrial freedom
may offer the public man advantages. It produces inexpensive goods. But to this inexpensiveness
the misery and sorrow of the artisan are poisonously bound, and | believe that the inexpensive
garments from the clothing shop may after all lie uneasily on our backs, when those who make
them must despair of earning their daily bread honestly. 0!

Not that the young Bismarck had any real sympathy for the plight of the German artisan, threatened with
ruin by the onward march of industrialisation. The future ‘Iron Chancellor’ was, in his characteristically
shrewd fashion, casting around for points of support for the Junker regime, to balance against the
emergent bourgeoisie and industrial working class. And the pro-Junker economist Hermann Wagener
argued very much along the same lines when he declared in the Prussian legislature:

I believe that the events of the years 1848 and 1849 have taught us that the artisan class desires
not political but social improvements. If we want to wean the artisans from the political theory of
subversion, then we can do so only by improving their social condition in accordance with the
proper theory.

Advocates of such a policy clearly had the sympathetic ears of ruling government circles, because in the
year that followed the defeat of the revolution, most anti-guild legislation enacted in the previous period
of economic liberalism was reversed. And while government edicts could at most retard the tempo of
Germany’s industrialisation, it certainly did much to create a political climate of support for Junker rule
amongst those either organised in, or influenced by the guilds.

And it without doubt engendered, after years of traumatic uncertainties, the utterly false hope that the
artisan would be permitted to perform this role of ‘backbone’ of the Prussian state into the indefinite
future. The shattering of this illusion in the period of imperialism and post-world-war economic crisis
unleashed a ferocious despair within this economically impotent, but numerically large class, and
provided fascism with just the disoriented social material it required to hurl against the organisations of
the German proletariat. The role - and art - of National Socialism lay in setting in motion on behalf of
monopoly capital precisely those classes which it dooms to economic strangulation. The basis for this
petit-bourgeois ‘backlash’ had been created in the period of deep political reaction after the defeat of the
1848 Revolution. So, too, had the seeds been sown, in the same social classes, of deep contempt for the
most modest forms of democracy and individual freedom. These had been demagogically lumped
together with capitalist free trade, and denounced by the Junkers as an alien importation from France.
This strategy, directed as much against the bourgeoisie as the proletariat, drew heavily on the historical
fact that bourgeois democracy and economic reform had been brought to Germany on the bayonets of
Napoleon’s army, and that for this reason had provoked hostility in quarters which might, in other
circumstances, have been sympathetic to the ideals of the French Revolution. But because of the already-
discussed uneven development of the bourgeois revolution in Europe, its concrete juxtaposition led to the
national cause becoming identified with political reaction in Germany, and support for democracy with
treason. In France, ironically, the reverse was the case. Patriotism and 1789 became interwoven to such
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an extent in the French body politic that the bourgeoisie was able, through the leaders of French socialism
and syndicalism, to march the proletariat off to the trenches without the slightest organised resistance
from within the ranks of the French labour movement.

Unevenness and combination - here is one of the most vital keys to grasping the contradictory
development of European, and especially German history. We have repeatedly stressed the unique role of
the guilds in providing Junker reaction with a counter-weight to the working class and bourgeoisie. But,
in the case of England, the artisans played a leading part in spearheading Chartism. They were to be
found, not in the ranks of the reaction, or even as sympathisers of the London-based moderates, those
who followed Lovett’s philosophy and political strategy of ‘moral force’.

In complete contradiction to the majority of their German counterparts, they fought as partisans of the
most militant, ‘physical force’ wing of Chartism, under the leadership of its northern leader, Fergus
O’Connor. And this can only partly be explained by their different economic circumstances. It is true that
the power of the guilds had long been in decline since the onset of the industrial revolution nearly a
century before, and that the consequent process of the separation of the individual artisan from his own
instruments of production was nearer completion. These factors would help to account for the English
artisan’s readiness to identify his own cause with that of the industrial proletariat. But we must also take
into consideration the question of political tradition which also played such an important part in the
behaviour of the German guilds during 1848. Two centuries before Chartism reached its apogee, feudal
institutions had been dealt a death blow by the military and political defeat of the Stuart monarchy. This
single act did more to cleanse England of rural and guild idiocies than any amount of radical
pamphleteering and agitation. The millions-strong supporters of Chartism trod, however dimly they
perceived it, in the footsteps of their victorious revolutionary ancestors. This is what gave them their
great strength, and this is what the German revolutionaries lacked. The role of tradition in politics can
never be given too much attention, and this applies as much to movements of reaction as to those with a
revolutionary goal. Prussia’s ruling Junker caste, once under the astute leadership of Bismarck, based
itself on a very real, if distortedly perceived, tradition of reaction in Germany which reached back over
three centuries to the epoch of Luther. And within this Junker-bureaucratic-monarchist shell, the
bourgeoisie was still able to develop Germany’s productive forces at an unprecedented tempo. Far from
relapsing into a rural European backwater, those German states organised in the ‘Zollverein’, or customs
union, enjoyed over the decade which followed the bourgeoisie’s political defeat a threefold increase in
pig iron production, and an even greater expansion in coal mining. Already the basic outlines of the
German economy - and its bourgeoisie - were becoming well-defined. And Junkers like Bismarck who
had in the immediate post-revolutionary period tended to look askance at these developments, began to
revise their opinions.

It was one thing to lecture the German bourgeoisie on the moral necessity of paying through the nose for
their Sunday finery, but something entirely different when it came to equipping an army for war. The
Prussian sword - or rather cannon - could hardly see the light of day in a dingy guild master’s
workshop. Prussia’s wars of German unification could only be fought with weapons forged in the
furnaces of Krupp, Stinnes and Mannesmann.

This thought may well have lurked at the back of the mind of the future victor at Sedowa and Sedan when
he confided to Hermann Wagener in 1853 that his faith in the efficacy of the guilds was being
undermined:

... we are spared none of the disadvantages which it brings, that is, excessive prices for
manufactured articles [including, presumably, those offensive ‘inexpensive garments from
clothing shops’ - RB], indifference to customers and therefore careless workmanship, long
delays on orders, late beginning, early stopping and protracted lunch hours when work is done at
home, little choice in ready-made wares, backwardness in technical training, and many other
deficiencies... 1

Repudiation of the guilds, save as a demagogic ploy to retain their political loyalty, drove Junkerdom
willy-nilly towards an alliance with the industrial and financial bourgeoisie. The content of this
combination with its implications for the German labour movement engrossed Marx and especially
Engels for the next two decades.

After four years of Bismarck’s rule (he was appointed Chancellor in 1862) Engels undertook an
important, if partial, revision of their conception of the European bourgeoisie as enunciated in the
Communist Manifesto:
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It is becoming ever clearer to me that the bourgeoisie has not the stuff in it for ruling directly
itself, and that therefore where there is no oligarchy, as there is in England, to take over, for good
pay, the manning of the state and society in the interests of the bourgeoisie, a Bonapartist semi-
dictatorship is the normal form. It upholds the big material interests of the bourgeoisie even
against the will of the bourgeoisie, but allows the bourgeoisie no share in the power of
government. The dictatorship in its turn is forced against its will to adopt these material interests
of the bourgeoisie as its own. 2!

As a species of state power, Bonapartism derives its name from the military dictatorship established by
Napoleon Bonaparte after his coup of 9 November 1799, this being 18 Brumaire of the year VIII by the
French revolutionary calendar. It brought to a close a decade of political conflict and social tension in
which the state power had oscillated - often violently - between a multiplicity of parties, factions and
individual leaders. The exhaustion of the plebeians, and the yearning of the big bourgeoisie for political
stability to enjoy the fruits of victory created the conditions for the entry of the army, with Napoleon as
its most illustrious and politically astute leader, as the supreme arbiter of the nation. His rear consolidated
and made secure from either fresh revolutions or attempts at feudal restoration, Napoleon felt free to
embark on his wars of conquest. Marx and Engels were the first to see that within certain historically
conditioned limits, the original Bonapartist model could be employed to unravel the complexities of later
episodes in European history where state forms deviated sharply from the classic bourgeois-democratic
‘norm’. And this was to prove the case not only with France, where Bonapartism reappeared in the guise
of Napoleon’s nephew Louis, but in Bismarckian Germany. 3!

This is the first occasion, to the author’s knowledge, on which either Marx or Engels sought to explain
the unique political development of Germany by reference to Bonapartism. However, the one-sided,
politically stunted evolution of the German bourgeoisie had been commented on by Engels some seven
years earlier, in his review of Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, where he points
out that the defeat of 1848 forced the capitalist class to concentrate its energies along lines most directly
related to productive techniques:

Germany... applied itself with quite extraordinary energy to the natural sciences, in accordance
with the immense bourgeois development setting in after 1848; with the coming into fashion of
these sciences, in which the speculative trend had never achieved anything of real importance, the
old metaphysical mode of thinking... gained ground rapidly. Hegel was forgotten and a new
materialism arose in the natural sciences; it differed in principle very little from the materialism
of the eighteenth century... **!

This passage is highly significant in that it once again refines earlier formulations made by Marx and
Engels on the bourgeois revolution in Germany. After its defeat, Marx’s initial reaction was to denounce
the German bourgeoisie as incapable of any progressive work - ‘sans eyes, sans ears, sans teeth, sans
everything” - and yet here is Engels, 10 years later, writing of ‘the immense bourgeois development
setting in after 1848’, which included important advances in the field of natural science.

A large part of the problem lay not with the German bourgeoisie, but with their half-protectors, half-
tormentors, the Prussian Junkers. This class was particularly well suited to its role of mediator between
rising industrial capitalism and the old, declining rural Germany, as it had much in common with both.
Long before the 1848 Revolution, it had begun to adapt the forms of feudal tenure and peasant bondage
to a market economy, and after 1848 showed an equal capacity for directing Germany’s industrial and
financial bourgeoisie into channels which aggrandised its own power and made possible the realisation of
its dynastic and military goals.

In inheriting the social and political situation bequeathed to him by the defeat of 1848 (Bismarck had
been among the revolution’s most fanatical enemies), the ‘Iron Chancellor’ exploited this unique balance
of class forces to the maximum. And here the limitations of historical analogies become all too obvious,
since the two periods of Bonapartist rule in France arose on bourgeois state foundations, and under
conditions where the role of feudal residues, either in the form of a politically active aristocracy or
monarchist peasantry, was virtually non-existent. German Bonapartism followed the defeat of the
bourgeois revolution, and herein lies its unique feature, one which posed so many political problems for
both Marx and Engels. Engels especially, since Marx throughout this period, though of course active in
the work of the First International, was deeply involved in the production of his Das Kapital, and tended

to leave to Engels the task of following the day-to-day events and broader political trends in Germany.
[15]
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Thus, of Bismarck’s early attempts to secure his domestic rear before undertaking his wars of German
unification, he writes:

Politically, Bismarck will be compelled to rely on the bourgeoisie, because he needs them against
the Princes... as soon as he wants to secure from parliament the conditions necessary for central
governmental power, he will have to make concessions to the bourgeois. And the natural course
of events will compel him or his successors to appeal to the bourgeoisie again and again. This
means that even if for the moment Bismarck does not make more concessions than he absolutely
must, he will nevertheless be driven more and more into a bourgeois direction... [*¢1

But Bismarck proved to be a driver of hard bargains - harder even than Engels had anticipated. He still
believed that because of the bourgeoisie’s indispensable economic role in Prussia’s unification of
Germany, its parliamentary leaders would exploit their strong position by extracting political concessions
from the Junkers. In fact, nothing of the kind happened. They were permitted to cheer Bismarck’s
military victories - after all, they had supplied the arms that alone made them possible. Neither could
they complain of their share in the loot. Bismarck’s wars were the making of many an industrial fortune,
and many were the firms launched on the proceeds of French war reparations, which amounted to the
astronomical sum of five milliard francs. But as for a share in the guidance of the sacred Prussian State -
never.

Nevertheless, Engels had grasped an essential element of Bismarck’s strategy. In dealing with the petty-
minded princes, whose particularist tradition and outlook made the cause of German unity anathema for
them, Bismarck most certainly did lean for support on the more ‘national-minded’ bourgeoisie. But
leaning did not - at this stage at least - necessarily involve sharing. For Bismarck also had his answer
ready for those amongst the bourgeoisie who might exploit this alliance to their own advantage. This
consummate tactician did not hesitate to lean, however fleetingly, even on the German proletariat if this
ruse could have the effect of bringing the more adventurous elements of the bourgeoisie to order.

Certainly at this time, the bourgeoisie was beginning to flex its rather flabby political muscles. The year
of 1867 saw the foundation of the National Liberal Party, a right-wing breakaway from the more
democratically-oriented Progressives, and it was this party, based on the coal and iron interests of the
Ruhr and Germany’s other industrial regions, which allied itself with Bismarck in the latter’s struggle for
a strong central state overruling both provincial and religious particularism.

(This coalescence of the Prussian Protestant bourgeoisie with Bismarck resulted, three years later, in the
formation of the exclusively Catholic Centre Party, which at once identified itself politically with
provincial centres of resistance to rule from Prussian Berlin. Thus the religious question - yet another
historical ‘residue’ from the defeat of the sixteenth-century revolution - became a further element in the
Bonapartist structure of German politics. In this sense, too, it differed from both varieties of French
Bonapartism.)

Bismarck had the measure of his bourgeois allies-cum-opponents from the very outset of his political
career. He well understood their inbred fear of thoroughgoing democracy, and their distaste for any
reliance on the poor of town and country. This was one of the central political lessons of 1848. Bismarck
now applied it in his Bonapartist strategy after the victory over France. It was he, and not the timid
bourgeois democrats, who introduced manhood suffrage, converting it into a bulwark of Junker rule. *"!

Bismarck had been attempting to convert the Prussian king to this policy for some time before the
adoption of the German constitution in 1871. In 1866, he confided to Kaiser William I that he believed
that far from undermining the foundations of the Prussian monarchy, as many Junkers feared, it would
‘raise the kin high up on a rock which the waters of revolution would never touch’.

Engels undertook a lengthy study of these problems of German politics in his uncompleted work The
Role of Force in History, written in the winter of 1888-89. But he also touched on them in his voluminous
correspondence with Marx, and his 1874 Preface to The Peasant War in Germany.

Here we find him recoiling in disgust from the pusillanimous conduct of the German bourgeoisie in the
newly-created Reichstag:

I do not want to blame the poor National-Liberals in the Chamber more than they deserve. | know
they have been left in the lurch by those who stand behind them, by the mass of the bourgeoisie.
This mass does not want to rule. It has 1848 still in its bones.

Engels explained this previously unknown phenomenon in the following way:
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It is the misfortune of the German bourgeoisie to have arrived too late, as is the favourite German
manner. The period of its florescence occurs at a time when the bourgeoisie of the other Western
European countries is already politically in decline. In England, the bourgeoisie could get its real
representative, Bright [a leading advocate of free trade - RB], into the government only by an
extension of the franchise... In France, where the bourgeoisie as such, as a class in its entirety,
held power for only two years, 1849 and 1850, under the republic, it was able to continue its
social existence only by abdicating its political power to Louis Bonaparte and the army. And on
account of this enormously increased interaction of the three most advanced European countries,
it is today no longer possible for the bourgeoisie to settle down to a comfortable political rule
when this rule has already outlived its usefulness in England and France.

Engels, employing the concept of uneven and combined development, [*#1 then reaches the nub of his
argument:

It is a peculiarity of precisely the bourgeoisie, in contrast to all former ruling classes, that there is
a turning point in its development after which every further increase in its agencies of power,
hence primarily its capitals, only tends to incapacitate it more and more for political rule. ‘Behind
the big bourgeois stand the proletarians.” ... At a certain point - which need not be reached
everywhere at the same time or at the same stage of development - it [the bourgeoisie] begins to
notice that this, its proletarian double, is outgrowing it. From that moment on, it loses the strength
required for exclusive political rule, it looks around for allies, with whom it shares its rule, or to
whom it cedes the whole of its rule, as circumstances may require. In Germany, this turning point
came for the bourgeoisie as early as 1848. 9]

Then we have, dating from a year earlier, Engels’ equally perceptive analysis of the ‘social’ side of
Bismarck’s Bonapartism, namely, his flirtations with the so-called ‘state socialism’. To those social
reformers who argued that the Bismarck regime could solve the ‘social question’ because it did not rest
directly on any single exploiting class, Engels replied:
That is the language of reactionaries... the state as it exists in Germany is... the necessary product
of the social basis out of which it has developed... there exists side by side with a landowning
aristocracy, which is still powerful, a comparatively young and extremely cowardly bourgeoisie,
which up to the present has not won either direct political domination, as in France, or more or
less indirect domination, as in England. t2°]

Engels then points out how the growth of the industrial proletariat introduced a third prop into the
Bonapartist state structure:

Side by side with these two classes... there exists a rapidly increasing proletariat which is
intellectually highly developed and which is becoming more and more organised every day. We
therefore find here, alongside of the basic condition of the old absolute monarchy - an
equilibrium between the landed aristocracy and the bourgeoisie ?*! - the basic condition of
modern Bonapartism - an equilibrium between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. But both in
the old absolute monarchy and in the modern Bonapartist monarchy the real governmental
authority lies in the hands of a special caste of army officers and state officials. In Prussia this
caste is replenished partly from its own ranks, partly from the lesser primogenitary (hereditary)
aristocracy, more rarely from the higher aristocracy, and least of all from the bourgeoisie. The
independence of this caste, which appears to occupy a position outside and, so to speak, above
society, gives the state the semblance of independence in relation to society. 22!

Here Engels at last concretises in relation to Germany the general theory of the state which both he and
Marx had been evolving over the previous 20 years. It was by no means the rule for the bourgeoisie to
exercise direct state power, in the sense of holding all or most of the key governmental and departmental
posts in a particular country where the capitalist mode of production had become dominant. In fact
Engels could only point to France - and for brief period of two years at that - where the entire
bourgeoisie had held the reins of state power firmly in its own hands. In every other case, capitalist class
rule had been, to one degree or another, exercised by proxy, had been mediated either through a faction of
the bourgeoisie itself, or through a caste selected and trained for this task from other social classes. This
caste, which has as its sole or central task the exercising of direct state power, can be drawn from the
most varied layers of society, according to both immediate circumstance and political tradition.
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In Bismarck’s Germany, it was the Junkers who provided this governing stratum, thus at the same time
extending the historical life of a class that would otherwise have ossified and withered away as an
economic anachronism. They did not simply and mechanically occupy a political vacuum that the
bourgeoisie was unable to fill. They actively fought to defend their role as the sole wielders of state and
military power. The Junkers sensed that, in post-1848 Germany, they had no other right to existence save
as this.

And it is no mere coincidence that Germany - only on this occasion Hitler’s Germany - provides us
with the reverse case of a bourgeoisie being ruled not ‘from above’, by the landed aristocracy, but ‘from
below’ by the petit-bourgeois Nazi leadership. Invoking the aid of other classes or layers of classes to
ward off the threat of proletarian revolution - for such was the basis of its pact with both Bismarck and
Hitler - is therefore very much an integral part of the political make-up of the German bourgeoisie. And
we may, with the reservations that are necessary with all such parallels, also point to the early days and
months of the German Republic as proof that this same bourgeoisie was even prepared to delegate power
to the leaders of its old enemy, the Social Democrats, if that was the only means of averting the socialist
revolution.

None of these cases is unique to Germany. Marx shows in his Eighteenth Brumaire how Louis
Bonaparte’s coup d’état of 2 December 1851 became possible through the mobilisation of the ‘lumpen-
proletariat’ against the institutions of bourgeois parliamentary democracy, and also how once firmly in
power, Louis Bonaparte secured the mass support of the French peasantry by exploiting the heroic aura
around the name of his dead uncle:

The French bourgeoisie balked at the domination of the working proletariat; it had brought the
lumpen-proletariat to domination, with the chief of the Society of 10 December at the head... A
bunch of blokes push their way forward into the court, into the ministries, to the head of the
administration and the army, a crowd of the best of whom it must be said that no one knows
whence he comes, a noisy, disreputable, rapacious boheme that crawls into gallooned coats with
the same grotesque dignity as the high dignitaries of Soulouque. 23!

The political rule of the monarch, the aristocrat, the labour bureaucrat, the gutter - or even the priest -
these are some of the forms which the dictatorship of capital can assume at various periods of its rise and
decline. In fact, as a general rule, it is true to say that the greater the political crisis facing the bourgeoisie,
the more ready it will be to cede its power to these strata, and the more necessary it becomes for other
social groups to screen the bourgeoisie’s own rule. And the tenacity with which these governing castes
defend the rule of capital hinges to a large degree on the extent of their own stake - material as well as
‘moral’ - in the existing system.

Hence the acquiescence of the German bourgeoisie in the penetration of their own élites by the top Nazi
cliques, and their readiness to accept a considerable degree of graft and self-aggrandisement by the upper
circles of the party leadership and bureaucracy. It was not, as some historians claim, ‘protection money’,
but more a means of ensuring Nazi loyalty to their own class goals and interests by integrating them into
the capitalist system of property ownership. Leaders such as Goering, Hitler and Goebbels became
capitalists in their own right, as did many hundreds of lesser party officials beneath them.

Engels noted this process of fusion and mutual interpenetration of classes in Bismarckian Germany.
Industrialists aped the mores and manners of the aristocracy, and hunted titles that would prefix their
surname with the almost holy ‘von’; while, on the other hand, ‘the nobility, who have been industrialists
for a long time as manufacturers of beet sugar and distillers of brandy, have long left the old respectable
days behind and their names now swell the lists of directors of all sorts of sound and unsound joint-stock
companies... 241 This process of the ‘bourgeoisification’ of an aristocracy had of course been noted by
Marx and Engels in the case of Britain, but here it took place on a solidly capitalist state foundation, and
under conditions where the bourgeoisie was not lacking in either political experience or aggression.

In Germany, despite the impression created by Engels of the two classes meeting in mid-stream, the
political initiative remained with the Junkers, for the reasons already alluded to. Engels was quite correct
when he insisted that ‘the transition from the absolute monarchy to the Bonapartist monarchy is in full
swing’, but more than a little over-optimistic when he added ‘with the next big business and industrial
crisis not only will the present swindle collapse 2*! but the old Prussian state as well’. [2¢!

This he acknowledged in a note to the 1887 edition of the work in question, where he stated that the
bourgeois-Junker alliance had remained intact chiefly by virtue of ‘fear of the proletariat, which has
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grown tremendously in numbers and class consciousness since 1872°. Nevertheless, Engels’ hatred for
the Junker caste, which stifled German politics and gravely hindered the unfolding of an open struggle
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, often led him either to exaggerate the tempo of its political
demise, or detect oppositional trends within the German bourgeoisie where there were none. For
example, in 1886 he wrote to August Bebel, joint founder with Wilhelm Liebknecht of the German Social
Democratic Party, that he had again detected signs ‘that the German bourgeois was once more being
compelled to do his political duty, to oppose the present system, so that at long last there will be some
progress again’. 27!

Bebel had the doleful duty of reporting that this was not so, and that in fact the bourgeoisie remained
loyal almost to a man behind Bismarck’s programme of anti-socialist persecution. 28]

Not that Engels had any illusions in the possibility of a bourgeois political renaissance in Germany. Far
from it. Rather he understood that in the context of Bismarckian Germany, there was absolutely no
likelihood of a successful proletarian bid for power. 2°1 So while consolidating its own positions and
preparing for a future period when the struggle for power was on the agenda, the German workers’
movement searched for chinks in the armour of its enemy. Engels considered a fully bourgeois
government not only inevitable but, as far as the political education of the German working class was
concerned, necessary: ‘Our turn can only come when the bourgeois and petit-bourgeois parties have
openly and in practice proved their inability to govern.” 3%

How could Engels have anticipated that 32 years later, when this situation did arise, the main instrument
in handing state power back to the bourgeoisie would be the now utterly degenerated party of Bebel?

Engels never lived to see even the most theatrical of revolts by the German bourgeoisie against its Junker
overlords. Bismarck’s decision in the mid-1880s to go over to an aggressive colonial policy, coupled with
his support for protectionism, cemented the ‘pact of steel and rye’. In turn, it hardened their united
resolve to ward off at all costs the threat posed by the irresistible growth of Social Democracy. To a
certain extent, this clearly minimised the Bonapartist manoeuvres which the regime could undertake, as
the two warring factions based on private property were now beginning to sink their differences. There
still remained, however, the ‘proletarian’ card, and on occasions Bismarck - and even the young
William Il - were not averse to playing it. It was not so much the content of Bismarck’s social policy
that was significant - the reforms were in themselves trifling and did very little to alleviate the plight of
the proletariat - but the political thinking behind them:

... if legislation in the economic field since 1866 has not been even more to the interests of the
bourgeoisie than has actually been the case, whose fault is that? The bourgeoisie itself is chiefly
responsible, first because it is too cowardly to press its own demands energetically, and secondly
because it resists every concession if the latter simultaneously provides the menacing proletariat
with new weapons. And if the political power, that is, Bismarck, is attempting to organise its own
bodyguard proletariat to keep the political activity of the bourgeoisie in check, what else is that if
not a necessary and quite familiar Bonapartist recipe which pledges the state to nothing more, as
far as the workers are concerned, than a few benevolent phrases and at the utmost to a minimum
of state assistance for building societies a la Bonaparte? 31

Engels undertakes his most thoroughgoing analysis of Bismarck’s policy in The Role of Force in History,
a work which makes extensive use of analogies between Bonapartist France and Prussia-dominated
Germany: ‘Bismarck is Louis Napoleon translated from the French adventurist Pretender to the Throne
into the Prussian Junker squire and German cadet officer.” But he scored over his French counterpart in
that he was not only ‘a man of great practical understanding and immense cunning’, but a statesman
capable of restraining his ambition within the limits of what was realisable. Unlike so many would-be
Bonapartes, he spurned adventures, and when the going was hard ‘his willpower never deserted him.
Rather was it the case that it was often suddenly translated into open brutality.” 321 And this, stresses
Engels, ‘was the secret of his success’:

All the ruling classes in Germany, Junkers and bourgeois alike, had so lost all traces of energy,

spinelessness had become so much the custom in ‘educated” Germany, that the one man amongst

them who still had the willpower thereby became their greatest personality and a tyrant over

them. (33

So how, then, are we to describe the Germany of Prince Otto von Bismarck, and how should we evaluate
the political legacy bequeathed to the bourgeoisie he both ruled for and over? Confronted by the
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contradictory and still-evolving phenomenon of Stalinist Russia, Trotsky found that the Soviet Union
could not be accurately depicted in a phrase. In his Revolution Betrayed (1937) he found it necessary to
devote more than half a page to the apparently simple task of defining the Soviet state and economy. To
those who demanded a clear cut ‘yes-no’ formula, Trotsky replied:

Sociological problems would certainly be simpler, if social phenomena had always a finished
character. There is nothing more dangerous, however, than to throw out of reality, for the sake of
logical completeness, elements which today violate your scheme and tomorrow may wholly
overturn it. 134

And despite their occasional lapses into unfounded optimism - which always had as its basis an
irrepressible revolutionary spirit, and not any lack of scientific objectivity - Marx and Engels employed
precisely this method in their analysis of Germany. Engels always approached the Germany of Bismarck
as a contradictory whole (which in turn was part of a greater whole) whose development was determined
by the perpetual conflict between its antagonistic parts. The real theoretical complexities which arose in
the case of Germany (reflected in the extreme hazardous nature of any predictions concerning its future
political development) were due to the superimposing of one historical epoch, together with its
constituent classes, institutions and ideologies, over another, rather than the new driving out the old. Thus
the three-fold nature of Bismarckian Bonapartism, and the two-fronted war which each class waged
against the others - Junkers against bourgeois and proletariat, proletariat against Junkers and
bourgeoisie, and bourgeoisie against Junker and proletariat.

Like Trotsky, who was grappling with an entirely new historical process - the degeneration of the first
successful workers’ revolution, and the political usurpation of the proletariat by a ruthless and rapacious
bureaucracy - Marx and Engels could have legitimately claimed that in Junker Germany, they were
faced with ‘dynamic social formations which have no precedent and have no analogies’. **

But that did not deter either Trotsky or Engels and Marx from searching for them. France, the nation
where the class battles were ‘fought to finish’, so rich in its violent political oscillations from revolution
to counter-revolution and back again, provided the best available models from which to work. In the case
of Trotsky’s analysis of the Soviet Union, he sought an historical parallel for the degeneration of the
October Revolution in the period of bourgeois reaction which followed the overthrow of the ‘Committee
of Public Safety’ headed by Robespierre and Saint Juste. They were guillotined on 27 July 1794 - 9
Thermidor by the revolutionary calendar - and it is this month which has given its name to the process
of reaction which sets in after the period when a revolution is in the ascendant and then reaches its peak
of radicalism.

Trotsky transposed this ‘model’ to the Soviet Union of the period immediately following the end of the
Civil War, the illness and death of Lenin, and the aborting of the 1923 revolutionary situation in
Germany.

But while making the all-important distinction between the predominant property forms in Napoleonic
France and the Soviet Union, he depicted as the Russian equivalent of Thermidor the restoration of
bourgeois property forms, whereas in the case of France, the fall of the Jacobins did not mark the
beginning of a reversion to feudalism, but the consolidation of the newly-established state on political
lines more amenable to the big bourgeoisie. Thus for a time Trotsky was tending to equate a social
counter-revolution in Russia (that is, the overthrow of the proletariat as the ruling class, and the
restoration of capitalist forms of property ownership) with a political counter-revolution in France, where
power shifted between segments of the bourgeoisie (in this case from the middle bourgeoisie and its petit-
bourgeois allies) into the hands of the biggest capitalists and bankers. Every shift in power under the
Thermidorians, the Directorate and finally Napoleon himself took place upon the capitalist property
relations established in the course of the first years of the revolution.

The flaws in this analogy soon became evident to Trotsky, and he revised it in 1935, when he wrote:

We can and must admit that the analogy of Thermidor served to becloud rather than clarify the
question... In the internal controversies of the Russian and the international Opposition we
conditionally understood by Thermidor, the first stage of the bourgeois counter-revolution, aimed
against the social basis of the workers’ state... the historical analogy became invested with a
purely conditional, and not realistic character, and this comes into ever increasing contradiction
with the demands for an analysis of the most recent evolution of the Soviet state. [*¢!
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For if Stalin had assumed the mantle of a Soviet Bonaparte, and ‘since there has been no Soviet
“Thermidor” 1371 as yet, whence could Bonapartism have arisen’? 38 By ‘radically revising’ his analogy,
Trotsky was able to come to the conclusion that the real ‘Thermidor’, a political reaction corresponding
to the anti-Jacobin coup of July 1794, was already more than 10 years old:

The smashing of the Left Opposition implied in the most direct and immediate sense the transfer
of power from the hands of the revolutionary vanguard into the hands of the more conservative
elements among the bureaucracy and the upper crust of the working class. The year 1924 - that
was the beginning of the Soviet Thermidor. 31

This brief survey of Trotsky’s employment and re-evaluation of the ‘Thermidorian’ and ‘Bonapartist’
episodes of the French and Russian Revolutions is by no means a diversion from our main theme, as it
may indeed appear at first sight. Trotsky paid such close attention to the complexities of Soviet reality,
amending and revising his concepts and conclusions where and when the facts demanded it, because he
was constantly seeking a correct political orientation for the Left Opposition, and after 1933, the Fourth
International. That is why he could not remain content with bald abstractions and banal generalities, with
categories that allowed for only a clear-cut black or white, a yes or no. Along this methodological line lay
the path to capitulation either to Stalinism (that is, totally identifying the Stalinist bureaucracy with the
progressive nationalised property relations on which it rests) or capitulation to imperialism, that is, since
Stalin has strangled the last remnants of Soviet democracy, the USSR is no longer a workers’ state and
therefore should not be defended against imperialism). 141

Now this was precisely the motive which guided Marx and Engels in their theoretical work on the
German question. At stake was the future of the SPD and, with it, the outcome of the struggle for
socialism not only in Germany but throughout the continent of Europe. Any tendency to ignore the
concrete and highly peculiar state forms and social structures engendered by Germany’s past
development could have either thrown the working class into the arms of the bourgeoisie in an
unprincipled bloc against the Junkers, or led to the equally suicidal course of allowing the proletariat to
serve as a bargaining counter in Bismarck’s Bonapartist manoeuvres with the bourgeoisie.

Both these strategies were canvassed and even employed during the lifetime of Engels. Thus a section of
the SPD leadership sought to placate the wrath of the German bourgeoisie during the initial period of
Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws by playing down the party’s proletarian basis and programme, and
emphasising in its stead the necessity of winning ‘the so-called upper strata of society’. This opportunist
trend occasioned an angry rebuff from both Marx and Engels in their famous Circular Letter to the SPD
leadership.

But Marx and Engels were equally opposed to the type of backstairs dealing engaged in by Ferdinand
Lassalle - one of the great pioneers of the German labour movement - with Bismarck on the basis of
their mutual hostility to the bourgeoisie. Lassalle also had illusions in the socialist character of
Bismarck’s programme of social reform, a mistake which flowed from his idealisation of the Prussian
state. Their negotiations - cut short by Lassalle’s tragic death in a duel in 1864 - revolved around a deal
whereby Lassalle would attempt to rally the workers behind Bismarck’s policy of a Prussian-dominated
greater Germany, while in return, the Chancellor would introduce manhood suffrage and a programme of
social legislation protecting the workers against the profit-hungry German bourgeoisie.

And one of Engels’ last disputes with the leadership of the German party arose over this same vexed
guestion of the nature of the German state and the attitude the working class should adopt to the more
liberal elements among the bourgeoisie and petit-bourgeoisie.

Engels strongly objected to the use of the phrase ‘one reactionary mass’ to describe all the other political
parties in Germany. This term, which appeared in the draft of the SPD’s 1891 Erfurt Programme (it was
excluded from the final version), Engels considered to be ‘extremely one-sided... and hence entirely
wrong in the apodictically absolute form in which alone it rings true’. 1 And very much in the same
way as Trotsky warned against regarding the Soviet Union of the middle 1930s as a finished social
formation, Engels went on:

Wrong because it enunciates an historical tendency correct in itself as an accomplished fact. The
moment the social revolution starts all other parties appear to be a reactionary mass vis-a-vis us.
Possibly they already are such, have lost all capacity for any progressive action whatsoever,
although not necessarily so. But at the present moment we cannot say so... 42!
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So right up to the end, Engels refused to state categorically that the German bourgeoisie had exhausted its
meagre revolutionary energies:
Even in Germany, conditions may arise under which the left (bourgeois) parties, despite their
miserableness, may be forced to sweep away part of the colossal anti-bourgeois, bureaucratic and
feudal rubbish that is still lying there. And in that event they are simply no reactionary mass. 43!
So much for the peculiarities of Bismarckian Germany, which if we wished to paraphrase a formulation
employed by Trotsky to describe the Soviet Union, could be termed variously a ‘Junkerised bourgeois
state” or a ‘bourgeoisified Junker state’ according to its stage of evolution.
The impact of the Bismarck era on the consciousness of Germany’s main classes, and the ways in which
it influenced the political strategy of the bourgeoisie under the Weimar Republic, will be constantly
recurring themes in this work.
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Chapter III: ‘Blood and Iron’: The Politics of German Heavy
Industry

Lenin once said that politics were ‘concentrated economics’. Not that he believed there was a mechanical,
automatic or unmediated relationship between economics and politics, or that political structures could
not at certain times play an important role in shaping economic events. We only have to recall the
economic consequences of the English and French Revolutions, and compare them with the negative
example of Germany in 1525, 1815 and 1848, to appreciate that the calibre of a class’ political leadership
in a revolutionary situation can have economic repercussions over a much longer period of time. But we
should also remember that these variations in the political make-up of the European bourgeoisies were
themselves a product of their uneven and combined economic development over the preceding epoch. So,
after sifting through all the mediations and processes of reciprocal action and mutual interpenetration, we
are obliged to return to one of the most basic of Marxist propositions - the primacy of economics. And it
is in the economic structure of the German bourgeoisie that we shall find at least some of the factors
which shaped its reactionary political outlook.

First some statistics, for they speak louder and more clearly than can any words about the transformation
of the rural, small-town Germany of princedoms and guilds into a nation which in a matter of 40 years
rivalled England as the ‘workshop of the world’. In 1815, 73.5 per cent of the Prussian population lived
in the countryside. And in Germany’s 12 largest towns dwelt only double the number of people
inhabiting Paris. Even as late as 1846, when industrialisation had begun to accelerate in several regions,
the percentage of persons officially classified as rural had declined by a mere 1.5 per cent. Meanwhile, in
France, and of course above all in Britain, an enormous exodus from the countryside into the towns -
many of them relatively new - was in full swing. Germany’s industrial revolution only really began as
those of France and England were drawing to a close. Much has been said and written about Germany’s
late arrival as an industrial nation, and the economic advantages which accrued to its bourgeoisie as a
result of its own tardy maturation. German industry culled from the largely empirical evolution of
English technology all that it required to make the Ruhr, greater Berlin, Saxony and Hamburg the most
feared rivals of the Black Country, Lancashire, South Wales and Liverpool. How effectively it did so can
be gauged from the following indexes of industrial growth:

Production (million tons) 1871 1910
Pig Iron 15 14.8
Iron Ore 5.3 28.7
Steel (1880) 15 13.1
Coal 37.9 279.0

Never has there been a comparable industrial upsurge in the entire history of capitalism! English
expansion over the same period, formidable though it was, never approached such a giddy tempo:

Production (million tons) 1871 1910
Pig Iron 7.8 10.1
Steel 3.7 7.6
Coal 118.0 268.7

In coal and steel - the economic language not only of heavy industry, but of the machines of war -
Germany was, by 1910, the master of Europe. The same process was at work in other fields. Thus in
1861, Germany’s minuscule machine production industry employed only 51 000 workers. Yet by the turn
of the century, this branch of the labour force had multiplied twentyfold. Here too, planning and
plagiarism played their part, with Bismarck’s emphasis on industrial espionage and technical training in
the education of the young. Neither were transport and communications permitted to respond to the
expansion of industry in a pragmatic, planless and exaggerated way, as had earlier been the case in
England. State investment in and control over Germany’s rail network flowed not only from Prussian
conceptions of an economy oriented towards war, but also from the industrial requirements of the

36



bourgeoisie itself. The English railway slump of 1848, bringing in its wake a series of spectacular
bankruptcies, underlined the speculative nature of much railway investment. Far better to leave this risky
field clear for state intervention and investment, and reap the rewards which a centrally-organised and
non-profit-making railway system had to offer for the industrialist and manufacturer. The Junkers proved
themselves to be as efficient railway pioneers and managers as they had army officers and state
bureaucrats. During a period when the expansion of the English railway system had already begun to
slow up, the length of Germany’s network increased from 16 560 kilometres in 1871 to 60 521 in 1912.
Likewise with shipping; before her industrial boom, Germany - and here we are speaking principally of
Prussia - had been an exporter of cereals and an importer of machinery and other industrial products.
After 1871, and with the rapid shift in population balance from the countryside to the towns, from
agriculture to industry, Germany became an industrial exporter and importer of foods and raw materials.
In 1873, only 38 per cent of German exports were finished goods, while on the eve of the First World
War, this percentage had nearly doubled. Germany’s enormously enhanced ties with the world market
both as an importer and exporter created a vast demand for merchant shipping, one that could not initially
be met by its domestic ship-builders. Soon however, the North Sea yards of Hamburg, Bremen and Kiel
were launching some of the world’s fastest, strongest and largest merchant vessels. In 1871, the newly-
founded German Empire inherited from its constituent states a puny merchant fleet of 147 ships with a
gross tonnage of 82 000. By 1914, German ships ploughed the oceans’ trade routes in a fleet of 2000
vessels weighing 4.4 million tons.

In the 20 years between 1880 and 1900, Germany had in effect overhauled both France and Britain as an
exporter nation, and stood second only to that other titanic ‘late arrival’ the United States. Yet all these
achievements, truly astounding not only in their quantity and tempo, but also in scope and quality, were
accomplished in a period when the German industrial and financial bourgeoisie were almost totally
excluded from the summits of political power. The most tempestuous epoch of capitalist development
had been paralleled by an equally unprecedented epoch of political emasculation on the part of this very
same bourgeoisie! Yet when we look closer at the relationship which evolved between the capitalist class
and state power, we see that, in a certain sense, it had little need or incentive to compete with the Junkers
for government office. Despite and even against his own subjective feelings, Bismarck, stage by stage,
carried out its economic programme. And while he did so, those sections of the bourgeoisie who
identified themselves politically with the National Liberals had no compelling motives to break with him
because of his high-handed and even contemptuous political methods. They adapted to and even to a
certain extent absorbed the feudal residues of Junker rule, while carving out for themselves a position of
European economic and technological supremacy. It redounded to the German bourgeoisie’s advantage
that its energies and individual talents were concentrated towards that one single goal rather than being
simultaneously dispersed in several directions. The philistinism and apparent political backwardness of
the German capitalist class under the Empire are only one side of its development, and should be seen as
the dialectical complement to its truly monumental industrial fanaticism. This class, politically crushed
and apparently demoralised after 1848, nevertheless clung on to several important economic conquests
which it made during the revolution. The Frankfurt of 1848 not only witnessed the ludicrous spectacle of
the bourgeoisie’s parliamentarians fiddling while Prussia loaded its cannons, but the foundation of
Germany’s modern banking system, which in its turn provided much of the funds for the expansion of
industry after 1871. Though he would have been loath to admit it, Bismarck had as much need of the
House of Rothschild as of the Prussian Officer Corps. Without a modern industry, no cannons and no
shells. And without a Rothschild or Gustav von Mevissen, 1 no capital for modern industry. Both in an
historical and economic sense, German capitalism began its forwards leap with massive accumulation of
money capital, the ‘abstract’ form of capital as opposed to industrial capital in the form of raw materials,
machines, etc. In this, it was typically ‘German’. The year of the great reaction, 1849, also saw the
formation of Germany’s first joint stock mining company, the ‘Kolner Bergwerksverein’. This
revolutionary type of capitalist organisation was soon rapidly extending to other branches of heavy
industry, including steel and machine manufacturing. Closely allied to the joint stock company, upon
whose foundation would shortly be erected the trust, and to a large extent initiating it, were a series of
new industrially oriented banks: the Disconto-Gesellschaft (1851), the Darmstadter (1853), the Berlin
Hadelsgesellschaft (1856), the Deutsche Bank (1870), and finally the Dresdner (1872). With the
exception of the Dresdner, these banks, the financial giants not only of Bismarck’s Germany but Hitler’s
Third Reich, were founded prior to the formation of the Empire in 1871. They provided the indispensable
springboard both for the growth of monopoly capitalism in the last decade of the nineteenth century, and
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subsequently that of German imperialism itself. How false then is the oft-encountered view, which in turn
is frequently based on a one-sided and shallow reading of the writings of Marx and Engels on Germany,
of a German bourgeoisie devoid of any overall class strategy or political programme. In the later years of
imperial Germany, it became evident that reliance on mediating agencies such as the ruling Junker caste
was an integral part of its political strategy, and not, as some have claimed, a substitute for it.

In 1862, Bismarck shocked all but the most intransigent members of the Prussian parliament when he
made his first speech as the kingdom’s new Chancellor. His brutal words may have outraged liberal
conventions and democratic sensibilities, but they became a programme around which the entire
industrial bourgeoisie was soon to rally:

Germany looks not to Prussia’s liberalism, but to her force... The great decisions of the day will
not be settled by resolutions and majority votes - that was the lesson of 1848 - but by iron and
blood.

Iron and blood: if ever the history of a class could be summed up in that brief aphorism, it was that of the
German bourgeoisie. How little Bismarck cared for the niceties of parliamentary majority rule can be
gleaned from the contrast between the formal balance of party forces in the Reichstag and the
composition of his own administration. In the founding Reichstag elections of 1871, the bourgeois parties
- National Liberals and Progressives - sent 171 deputies into a 397-seat chamber. Ranged against them
were Bismarck’s closest allies, the Conservatives, with only 57 deputies, and the Reichspartei, with 67.
The Catholic Centre could also be relied upon to casts its 63 mandates against the Protestant - Prussian
bloc, giving the potential bourgeois opposition a theoretical majority in the first Reichstag of at least 110
over the Bismarck bloc. Yet the ‘Iron Chancellor’ reigned supreme, suffering only one serious
parliamentary reverse in his 28 years of office. 2! The simple fact was that despite its rapidly
accumulating economic wealth and technological prowess, the German bourgeoisie had utterly failed to
acquire the most rudimentary forms of statecraft, without which a class cannot successfully hold the reins
of power. Thus there could exist an enormous and, for considerable periods of time, unbridgeable gap
between a bourgeoisie’s economic vitality and its possibility of translating this into the language of direct
state power. Contrast Germany’s development with that of England, where Tudor Bonapartism permitted
the leaders of the merchant bourgeoisie, allied with sections of the new aristocracy, to acquire
considerable experience in influencing and even shaping governmental policies. This they did not only in
repeated clashes with the royal power in Parliament, but through the evolution of a series of religious
reform movements and by exercising control over their own economic institutions. The German
bourgeoisie enjoyed no such rich tradition of internal self-government, let alone one of courageously
challenging the institutions and representatives of absolutism. The economic decline of the sixteenth
century, the relapse into semi-barbarism which followed the Thirty Years War, paralleled by the
evolution of the ‘Germanic’ form of Protestantism, Lutheranism (which on the bones of the slain
anabaptist peasant revolutionaries, and in vivid contrast to its French and English varieties, rapidly
revealed a facility for adapting the language of religious revolt to the rigidly dictatorial structures of
feudal Germany) all now became negative factors in the bourgeoisie’s struggle for governmental power.
The result, as we have already had occasion to stress more than once, was a unique species of state power
based on a tacit and ever-fluctuating compromise between two distinct classes; the very nature of which
forced them to fuse with one another:

The abolition of feudalism, expressed positively, means the establishment of bourgeois
conditions. As the privileges of the nobility fall, legislation becomes more and more bourgeois.
And here we come to the crux of the relation of the German bourgeoisie to the government... the
government is compelled to introduce these slow and petty reforms. As against the bourgeoisie,
however, it portrays each of these small concessions as a sacrifice made to the bourgeoisie, as a
concession wrung from the crown with the greatest difficulty, and for which the bourgeoisie
ought in return to concede something to the government. And the bourgeoisie, though the true
state of affairs is fairly clear to them, allow themselves to be fooled. This is the origin of the tacit
agreement which is the mute basis of all Reichstag and Chamber debates in Berlin: on the one
hand, the government reforms the laws at a snail’s pace in the interests of the bourgeoisie,
removes the feudal obstacles to industry as well as those which arose from the multiplicity of
small states, establishes uniform coinage, weights and measures, freedom of occupation, etc, puts
Germany’s labour power at the unrestricted disposal of capital by granting freedom of movement,
and favours trade and swindling. On the other hand, the bourgeoisie leaves all actual political
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power in the hands of the government, votes taxes, loans and soldiers, and helps to frame all new
reform laws in such a way that the old police power over undesirable characters remains in full
force and effect. The bourgeoisie buys its gradual social emancipation at the price of immediate
renunciation of its own political power. Naturally the chief motive which makes such an
?3g]reement acceptable to the bourgeoisie is not fear of the government but fear of the proletariat.
The wretched conduct of the bourgeoisie in Bismarck’s Reichstag drove many voters away from the
National Liberals towards the more democratically inclined (but still not consistently republican)
Progressives, generally regarded as the legitimate inheritors of the 1848 tradition. In the 1881 elections,
their verbal opposition to Bismarck’s persecution of the Social Democrats swelled the Progressives’ votes
to nearly 1.2 million, as compared with little more than 600 000 three years previously. Meanwhile, the
National Liberals, who had dutifully toed the Bismarck line, lost heavily, falling from 1.3 million votes
and 99 deputies to 746 000 votes and a mere 47 deputies. Undoubtedly, a big segment of Progressive
support came from workers who had yet to identify their class interests with the Marxist-influenced
Social Democratic Party, but who were determinedly opposed to the fundamentals of Bismarck’s anti-
democratic regime. ! Even though the National Liberals were later able to regain much of the ground
lost during this period, they never succeeded in re-establishing their position as the largest parliamentary
party. Bismarck’s gamble on manhood suffrage had paid off handsomely. The bourgeoisie, faced by the
ever-rising tide of Social Democracy, pulled in its blunted political horns and delegated the arduous and
time-consuming task of policing the German working class to the Junker bureaucracy. But in doing so, it
never for one moment abdicated the struggle for supremacy in its own domain - the factory, mine or
mill. Here, at the physical point of extraction of surplus value from the proletariat, the class war was
waged with true Prussian thoroughness and without a trace of the compromise that characterised
industry’s relations with Bismarck. The factory politics of the leaders of German heavy industry, as they
evolved under Bismarck, provides us with many insights into the crucial alliance forged between Hitler
and the coal, steel and chemical kings in the last years of the Weimar Republic. The firm of Krupps *! by
its very nature drew close to the Junker state power, as its main business was the manufacture of weapons
of war. Its reactionary pedigree had been established during the 1848 Revolution at a time when the
owners of several other similar enterprises were, however briefly and hesitatingly, drawn into the
movement for democratic reform. Alfred Krupp summarily dismissed any of his workers whom he
suspected of democratic sympathies, instructing his management to keep revolutionary agitators out of
his Essen plant by the crude but effective method of shutting the factory gates for the duration of the
upheaval. Krupps employees were marched in strict Prussian formation from the workers’ quarters in the
town to the factory gates in the morning, and back again at night, for fear that despite their employer’s
every precaution, the revolutionary contagion might infect his traditionally loyal workforce. Foremen at
the plant were told to ensure their charges were kept busy throughout the day so as, in the words of
Alfred Krupp himself, to ‘keep them out of mischief’. Krupp’s loyalty was well rewarded by the Junkers,
who never really forgave those bourgeois who flirted with the ‘alien’ ideologies of republicanism and
parliamentary democracy. Bismarck himself maintained close personal and political relations with the
Krupps, first visiting the Essen works in October 1864, when he discussed with Alfred his future plans
for Prussian foreign policy. The Krupp dynasty also evolved its own brand of ‘corporative’ ideology,
much of which reappeared in the guise of the National Socialist ‘works community’ of Dr Robert Ley
and company. ‘The goal of work shall be the general welfare’ was one of Alfred Krupp’s pet homilies,
and he saw to it that it was inculcated into his entire labour force. ¢! The year of 1872, one year after the
establishment of the German Empire, saw the appearance of Krupp’s General Regulations, being a code
of labour, social and political discipline for the Krupp workforce not one wit less dictatorial than any
imposed by a German government prior to victory of the Nazis. Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws were mild
in comparison. Following a miners’ strike which hit Krupp’s own collieries in July 1872, Alfred Krupp
instructed his subordinates that ‘neither now nor at any future time’ should a former striker ‘be taken on
at our works, however shorthanded we may be’. Krupp had also been outraged - like all good ‘national’
Germans - by the courageous stand of the two SPD deputies Bebel and Liebknecht in the Prussian
parliament against Bismarck’s annexation of Alsace and Lorraine. Then came the Paris Commune,
electrifying the most advanced German workers and rousing their class enemies to a white heat of terror
and fury. When the first ripples from these titanic events lapped against the Krupp fortress, its sole
proprietor struck back savagely: ‘“When a strike appears to be imminent in any clique, | shall come there
at once’, he warned the Krupp management. ‘... then we shall see about settling the lot. I intend to act
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quite ruthlessly, for there is, as I see it, no other possible course.” And then he added, ominously: ‘What
does not bend can break.” 1 Krupp then immediately dispatched to every one of his 16 000 workers the
new General Regulations. They are historic for several reasons, not least because they provided both
ideas and even slogans which the Nazis later adopted as their own:

The full force of authority must be used to suppress disloyalty and conspiracy. Those who commit
unworthy acts must never be permitted to feel safe, must never escape public disgrace. Good, like
wickedness, should be examined through a microscope. Even as a seed bears fruit in direct ratio
Eglthe nourishment or poison it is given, so it is from the spirit that an act, benign or evil, arises.

Krupp demanded of his workforce (or ‘followers’, as the Nazi labour code was later to describe them)
‘full and undivided energy’, ‘loyalty’, love of ‘good order’ and freedom from what the General
Regulations called ‘all prejudicial influences’. 1 Strikes or any other form of resistance by the workers
were to be regarded and punished as acts of treason towards the firm. Any worker adjudged guilty of such
heinous crimes was ‘never again to become a member of the concern’. The Regulations also took care to
exclude from Krupp’s employ all workers suspected of previous union activity or sympathies, for they
stipulated that ‘no person known to have taken part in troublemaking of a similar kind elsewhere may be
given employment in the firm’, 1201

Such an all-embracing regime, which seeks not only to discipline the worker outwardly in the actual
labour process, but also to control and regiment his innermost political thoughts, required a full-time staff
of spies and informers. And Krupp set about creating one. Their instructions were to maintain:

... aconstant quiet observation of the spirit of our workers, so that we cannot miss the beginning
of any ferment anywhere; and | must demand that if the cleverest and best workman or foreman
even looks as though he wants to raise objections, or belongs to one of those unions, he shall be
dismissed as quickly as practicable, without consideration of whether he can be spared.

Even Krupp’s much-vaunted standards of workmanship were therefore to be sacrificed in the struggle to
root out what Alfred once called the ‘devilished seed’ of Social Democracy. But in vain. The huge
industrial concentrations of the Ruhr region were a fertile breeding ground for political radicalism and
militant trade unionism, and though at first held back by both Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws and the
strong grip of ‘social’ Catholicism in this predominately Catholic area, the SPD began to break down the
barriers erected against it by Krupp and the other leaders of heavy industry and mining. Despairing of
ever cleansing his workers’ minds of ‘prejudicial influences’, Alfred Krupp wrote some 15 years later: ‘I
wish somebody with great gifts would start a counter-revolution for the best of the people - with flying
columns, labour battalions of young men.” Little wonder that all the Nazi leaders, from those closest to
big business like Funk and Goering, to the self-styled radicals such as Feder and Goebbels, not only
carefully eschewed all demagogic attacks on Krupp, but went out of their way to praise the firm’s
traditions and style of management. ™*! For it had given National Socialism something far more valuable
than cash for election campaigns. It had helped provide them with a programme of political, social and
economic counter-revolution. It is worth bearing in mind a certain phrase which occurs in the Krupp
General Regulations, for it not only became a slogan of German heavy industry, but found its explicit
recognition and implementation in the ‘Labour Front’ of Dr Robert Ley. Krupp’s letter to his workers
advised them that if they disliked his new regime, they had better leave his employ, ‘the sooner the
better’. He was, he stressed, determined ‘to be and remain master in my own house’. 2! Let us now
jump over the intervening 61 years to the spring of 1933. The Nazis have on 2 May seized the assets and
premises of the entire German trade union movement, and arrested its leaders. Gustav Krupp, the son of
Alfred, a fanatical enthusiast of Hitler’s anti-labour policies, has already made haste to introduce Nazi
methods into his own plants. And as head of the former ‘German Federation of Industry’ he will shortly
take his place as head of the new regime’s Provisional Supreme Economic Council. Robert Ley, butcher
of the trade unions, steps forward and declares his party’s economic programme fulfilled. Employers
(now, in Nazi parlance, ‘Leaders’) were at last restored to their place as ‘natural leaders’ of the factory.
‘Many employers’, Dr Ley recalled, ‘have for years had to call for the “master in the house”. Now they
are once again to be the “master in the house”...” Alfred Krupp had taken his posthumous revenge on
those feared and hated ‘poisoners’ of the Essen workers. The ‘flying columns’ - the SA and the SS -
had triumphed where even Alfred Krupp’s plant police and Bismarck’s repressive legislation had failed.
After a siege lasting more than half a century, the fortress of German labour was reduced to rubble. For
Krupp had been one of the most outspoken and active supporters of Bismarck’s bid to strangle the
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Marxist movement in its infancy. Parallel with the Berlin government’s nationwide campaign to extirpate
the Social Democratic hydra, Alfred Krupp stepped up his own private war against the workers of Essen.
Potential employees were obliged to give an oath of personal loyalty to their employer. If they submitted
to this unprecedented act of self-abasement, they were, on engagement, subjected to a non-stop barrage of
directives and harangues from Alfred Krupp on their alleged slothfulness, greed and other moral
deficiencies. On one occasion he informed his workers:

| expect and demand complete trust, refuse to entertain any unjustifiable claims, and will continue
to remedy all legitimate grievances, but hereby invite all persons who are not satisfied with these
conditions to hand in their notices, rather than wait for me to dismiss them...

And in a fit of pique after losing a local election battle against a pacifist-inclined and SPD-backed
Catholic candidate, he ordered that all known or suspected Social Democrats be dismissed from his
plants:

The next time | go through the works | want to feel at home and | would rather see the place
empty than find some fellow with venom in his heart [sic!], such as every Social Democrat is...

It could be argued that the case of Krupp is not typical of the German bourgeoisie as a whole, and that is
of course perfectly correct. 3! But then, since this class, like all bourgeoisies, comprised itself of many
economic, political and social groupings, no single firm, family dynasty or individual capitalist could in
this sense serve as an example for the entire class. We are not searching for arithmetical averages or
means, but for the political core of that class which, under the stress of Germany’s and the world’s most
profound economic crisis, turned to Fascism as a means of averting disaster. In this historical sense, the
example of Krupps is of enormous significance. Neither is it an isolated one. The Ruhr concerns of the
Stumm, Stinnes, Kirdorf and Thyssen families certainly rivalled that of Krupp in their authoritarian
attitude towards trade unions and socialism, even if perhaps they did not share its intimacy with Berlin.
Together with the big banks, these firms comprised the hub of German heavy industry around which
revolved not only the entire economy of Germany but its very existence as a nation. Therefore it is to the
political make-up of this numerically insignificant but economically preponderant grouping that we must
turn if we wish to establish an historical continuity between the Empire of Bismarck and Wilhelm 1l and
the Third Reich of Hitler. Karl freiherr von Stumm-Halberg, proprietor of a massive Saar-based iron and
steel empire, held political and social views which in their form and mode of expression owed more to
feudalism than modern industrial capitalism. Yet in content, they were but a projection of this all-
consuming drive by the leaders of German heavy industry to be ‘masters in their house’, and had
absolutely nothing to do with any yearning for an idyllic and regimented pastoral past. The homilies of
Krupp and Stumm were delivered amidst the smokestack forests and slag heap hills of the world’s most
concentrated industrial complex. Von Stumm used to summon all his workers to regular meetings, at
which he would harangue them on the evils of democracy, trade unionism and socialism. One such
speech, delivered in 1889, catches well the flavour of this ‘Junkerised’ industrial serfdom:

... in the Stumm kingdom, as our enemies sarcastically call our community, only one will
prevails, and that is the will of his Majesty the King of Prussia... Wherever we look authority is
maintained in the case of need by penalties, imposed on those who do not submit to necessary
authority... If an industrial enterprise is to flourish it must be organised in a military, not
parliamentary fashion... Just as military discipline includes all the members of any army from the
field marshal down to the youngest recruit and all take the field against the enemy united when
the king calls them, so do the members of the Neunkirch Factory stand together as one man when
it is a matter of combating our competitors as well as the dark forces of revolution... Any decline
in the authority of employers... appears to me to be the more dangerous since in the long run it
will confine itself to those sections of the population which are under discussion here. Once the
worker has overthrown the authority of the employer, if he no longer submits to it, if he simply
ridicules him when he intends to punish him... then authority in other fields, in state and church,
will follow very soon. But if this happens, if authority is destroyed all along the line in all
branches of business... then it will not be long before it is undermined even there where it is most
necessary, in the army... | should not remain at your head one moment longer if | were to replace
my personal relationship with each of you by negotiations with an organisation of workers under
outside leadership. Such a relationship with, as it were, a foreign power, would violate my moral
sense of duty and my Christian convictions. 4!
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Now what is most interesting about this speech is not the highly ‘teutonic’ conceptions of loyalty and
discipline, but the amazing degree of bourgeois class consciousness that they overlay. Von Stumm
perceived that the crystallisation of any independent working-class organisation and the development of
the least political awareness in the proletariat placed in jeopardy not only the stability of his own
‘Kingdom’, but the Empire of his sovereign. The ‘front line’ of the Second Reich ran right through the
blast furnaces of Essen and Neunkirch.

Striking too is the resemblance between von Stumm’s notion of the ‘works community’ which he shared
with Alfred Krupp, and that of the Nazis. In both cases, the driving force of the capitalist mode of
production, the quest for profit through the extraction of surplus value from living human labour-power,
is shrouded and in fact concealed from the politically naive by a web of non-economic values, many of
them being ideological ‘residues’ from Germany’s feudal and guild past, and overlaid with the militarised
conceptions of government evolved by the Junkers. The goal of von Stumm’s production is nothing so
vulgar and ‘materialistic’ as personal profit, no more than his ruthless repression of all dissident views
reflects any desire for personal power. Each member of the factory community has his allotted place, and
a duty to perform it to the best of his - unequal - capacities. Neither did this regimentation cease when
the worker left the gates of the Stumm kingdom behind him at night:

An employer who is indifferent to how his worker behaves outside his factory is not living up to
his most important duties. | could name a whole series of actions by workers outside the factory
which | regard it as an absolute duty of an employer fully conscious of his moral task to
prevent... Every master and worker must behave even outside his work in such a manner as to
bring honour to the firm of the brothers Stumm:; they should be aware their private life is
constantly supervised by their superiors.

Here too, Stumm, Krupp and several other leaders of German heavy industry were already indicating,
albeit in somewhat archaic language and style, the road later taken by the Nazi ‘Labour Front’ to its goal
of the total atomisation of the German working class. For like the Jesuits, Stumm and Ley both desired
‘the whole ‘man’. 37 Stumm naturally indignantly repudiated charges that it was a class regime which
ruled in his kingdom:

We all belong to one estate, and that is the honourable estate of blacksmiths... This fiction of the
existence of a fourth estate in contrast to property [the three ‘estates’ of pre-revolutionary France
had been the aristocracy, the clergy and the bourgeoisie, all based on private property - RB] is
also the basis of the insidious attempts to organise the workers against their employers and to
place them under the leadership of people who lack any knowledge of their conditions, such as
wages, hours, etc...

Stumm shared with Krupp an intransigent hostility to trade unionism, which, as we have already seen, he
regarded as the agent of ‘a foreign power,” much as his King, Wilhelm I1, depicted the Social Democrats
as ‘vagabonds without a country’, ‘a gang of traitors’ who did not ‘deserve the name of Germans’. This
was also, as is well known, a constant theme of Nazi propaganda directed against the leaders of the
German labour movement. And we are far from exhausting our inventory of what, for want of a better
term, we shall call ‘proto-Nazi’ employers. In fact, in the person of Emil Kirdorf, the Westphalian coal
magnate, we have at the same time an industrialist cast in the Stumm - Krupp mould, being a fanatical
opponent of trade unionism and socialism, and also one of the key figures in Hitler’s strategy to win the
adherence of heavy industry to the Nazi cause. Kirdorf’s long reign as one of the barons of the Rhine-
Westphalian coal basin spanned both the era of Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws and the early years of the
Nazi Third Reich. His views on trade unions are therefore invested with a double significance. As was the
case with Alfred Krupp, nothing enraged him so much as the supreme act of proletarian insubordination
- a strike. A wave of stoppages in his coalfields provoked this onslaught from Kirdorf at the 1905
Mannheim conference of the Association for Social Policy:

It is regrettable that our workpeople are able to change their positions at any time. An undertaking
can only prosper if it has a stationary band of workers. | do not ask that legislation should come to
our help, but that we must reserve to ourselves the right to take measures to check this frequent
change of employment. The proposal has been made that all workpeople should be compelled to
join organisations and that employers should be required to negotiate with these organisations.
For myself, I would remark that | refuse to negotiate with any organisation whatever.

Kirdorf even refused to treat with the Catholic unions, which were set up in direct opposition to those
under the leadership of the SPD:
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While the Social Democratic organisations at least say openly at what they are aiming - viz, the

subversion of the present social order - the Christian unions fight under a false flag. They know

well that the subversion desired by the Social Democrats cannot be brought about, so they seek to
place capitalism under the domination of the clergy.

And for good measure, Kirdorf also criticised the Berlin government for its half-baked attempts to
introduce a programme of social reforms and factory legislation: ‘I regret, too, that the state interferes at
all in labour relationships.” It was, of course, a different matter when some 28 years later the state, under
the leadership of his Nazi allies, intervened on the side of the employer against the trade unions!
Barbarism in fact lay very close to the surface of German heavy industry. At a time when large sections
of British capitalism were being compelled to retreat from their previous position of intransigent
opposition to factory legislation, the steel and coal kings of Germany were not merely standing firm, but
taking the offensive. The Rhine iron producers banded together in 1873 in the ‘Centralverband deutscher
Industrieller’ precisely to block all attempts at social reform by the Bismarck government. It opposed
restrictions on the exploitation of child labour with the altruistic argument that ‘it seems to be more
reasonable to set children to work at pleasant jobs and let them make money [sic!] than to allow them to
go idle and become wild’. 18! Similarly a ban on night work for women was denounced in the name of
‘liberty of the people to work whenever they want to’. This intransigent attitude was not confined to the
Ruhr, though this region undoubtedly contributed more than its fair share of anti-labour warriors.
Everywhere that large-scale industry had arisen, there were to be found the spokesmen and practitioners
of unremitting class warfare against the proletariat. In 1907, the director of the principal Saxon
employers’ organisation declared at its annual conference that:

... the military state of Germany owes the supremacy of its industry in the world market to the
discipline asserted in its factories. The authority of the employer is a precious possession, to
defend which is our most immediate duty. We shall never yield when it is a question of a test of
power on the part of the workman, where the authority of the employer might be menaced.

And then, as if to mitigate, or rather justify, the harshness of this policy, he proceeded to use the same
‘corporatist’ ideology so favoured by Stumm and Krupp, and later plagiarised by Dr Ley:

For this authority is not merely the possession of the individual, it is a common good. Modern
economic development has brought to the front the estate of the industrialists, who have
superseded the old feudal landed proprietors as employers. Upon the efficiency of the
industrialists depend the nation’s power and progress. It is the duty of the industrialists not merely
to provide the increasing millions of the population with a livelihood, but it must primarily wage
war against subversive endeavours in every form. Our battle against the trade unions is at the
same time a battle against Social Democracy. [Emphases added]

The same view was expressed by the most powerful of the pre-Weimar employers organisations, the
Central Union of German Industrialists, which in a policy statement on labour-capital relations declared:

The conclusion of wages agreements between employers’ organisations and the organisations of
the workers is altogether injurious to German industry and its prosperous development. The
agreements not only deprive the individual employers of the liberty of deciding independently as
to the employment of their workpeople and the fixing of wages... but they inevitably bring the
work people under the domination of the labour organisations. The agreements 71 are, according
to the conviction of the Central Union, fully confirmed by the experience of England and the
United States, serious obstacles in the way of the progress of German industry in technical
matters and in organisation.

How can we explain this organic tendency of German heavy industry towards political and social
reaction? Is it a purely German or ‘Prussian’ phenomenon, a product of a prolonged economic liaison
with and political dependence on the East Elbian Junkers? Surely not, for the magnates of coal and steel
have been traditionally aligned with extreme right-wing political trends not only throughout Europe, but
also in the United States and Japan. This general and for imperialism, universal, trend can only arise on
the foundations of the nature of heavy industry itself, its irresistible drive towards concentration and
monopolisation, its ever-present concern to keep at maximum production the vast fixed capital
installations which are unique to heavy industry. The very nature of large-scale iron and steel production,
with its continuous processes and delicate chemical combinations, also places a premium on a workforce
which is disciplined to the rhythms of the production cycle and which will not be prone to strikes and
other interruptions of an ‘external’ nature. With this in mind, we can well appreciate the oft-expressed
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desire of the leaders of German heavy industry for a workforce which would, willingly or otherwise,
subordinate itself entirely to the dictates of the employer. The high organic composition of capital in the
‘heavy’ industries - that is, the ratio between capital expended on means of production and on labour
power (wages) - also means that the employer finds the vast bulk of his capital costs do not lend
themselves to reduction. Unless he has already secured the advantages of ‘vertical integration’, *®1 he
will be compelled to pay the market price for all his constant capital. Thus enormous pressure is brought
to bear on variable capital, as the only element in a heavy industrialist’s costs which can, given a suitable
political and economic climate, be attacked with any prospect of success. The leaders of German heavy
industry may not, necessarily, have seen the problem in this clinical light in the period under discussion,
but it was undoubtedly one of the most powerful factors driving them to seek a confrontation with the
labour movement. To these factors we must, of course, add the well-known but often vulgarly interpreted
relationship between heavy industry and militarism. A desire for government arms contracts is obviously
an important motive amongst industrialists for supporting movements and regimes which will, because of
their imperialist orientation, undertake extensive armaments programmes. But the mistake is sometimes
made of deducing from this that imperialist war is little more than the outcome of a conspiracy on the part
of the arms manufacturers and those industries allied with them. Rather we should seek the origins of
political reaction in the overall relationships engendered by the rise of heavy industry. Small wonder that
a German commentator on the Wilhelmian industrial scene noted that:

... the decisive battles of German politics will be fought neither on the Neckar (Baden) nor on the
Isar (Bavaria) but in the district of the Elbe (Prussia). For in North Germany capitalism has
attained the gigantic expression which is characteristic of the world market; there classes oppose
each other so nearly and so roughly that one disputant can look into the white of his enemy’s eye:
there amiability long ago disappeared from politics.

Yes, Munich witnessed the birth of the ‘National Socialist German Workers Party’, but to the north, in
the heartland of not merely Germany, but all Europe, there smouldered and raged the class forces which
were to raise it to the pinnacles of state power.

Notes

1. Von Mevissen was the founder of the Cologne A Schaaffhausensche Bankverein. Set up
in 1848, it subsequently received Prussian government backing for its policy of promoting
industrial development and innovation.

2. This defeat arose over Bismarck’s bid in 1890 to renew and strengthen his notorious anti-
socialist legislation, first introduced in 1878. Bismarck staked his continued tenure of office
on it, and lost.

3. F Engels, ‘Preface’, The Peasant War in Germany (Moscow, 1956), pp 29-30.

4. The German working class sent but two deputies into the 1871 Reichstag - August Bebel
and Wilhelm Liebknecht. Then, with the exception of the first two elections under
Bismarck’s anti-socialist legislation, the SPD climbed steadily: 124 000 in 1871, 352 000 in
1874, 493 000 in 1877, 437 000 in 1878, 312 000 in 1881, 550 000 in 1884, 763 000 in
1887, and after 12 years of unrelenting state persecution, an astounding 1.4 million in 1890.

5. The then head of the Krupp dynasty, Gustav von Krupp, von Bohlen und Halbach, is
usually quite incorrectly depicted as being strongly opposed to the Nazis right up to the
formation of the Hitler government in January 1933. In fact, there is formidable evidence
that the Nazi leadership had begun negotiations with the firm of Krupps as early as the
summer of 1931. This question will be dealt with in much greater detail at a later stage.

6. In a letter to Kaiser Wilhelm I, Alfred Krupp describes his concern as ‘a national
workshop’ whose factories were ‘in a certain degree inseparable from the conception of the
growth and importance of the state, and consequently indispensable’. Although Alfred had
good cause to stress the ‘national’ character of his undertaking - he was petitioning the
Kaiser for state assistance after the collapse of the speculative boom in 1873 - this is,
nevertheless, an accurate picture of the intimate relationship which had evolved between the
‘Cannon King’ and the men of ‘blood and iron’.

7. Quoted in W Manchester, The Arms of Krupp (London, 1969), p 178.
8. A Krupp, General Regulations, 9 September 1872.
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9. Krupp, General Regulations.
10. Krupp, General Regulations.

11. Thus Feder, in his official commentary on the Nazi Party programme of 1920, writes:
“The true employer must be a man of moral worth. His task is to discover the real economic
needs of the people... He must keep his costs as low as possible in order to get his goods out
on to the market, must maintain both the quality and quantity of his output, and must pay his
employees well, so that they may be able to purchase goods freely; and he must always be
thinking of improvements of his plant and his methods of trading. If he puts these things first
in his business, he is “supplying the necessaries of life” in the best, highest sense, and his
profits will come of themselves without his making them his first objective. The finest and
most universally known example of this kind of manufacturer is Henry Ford. There are other
names in our own heavy industries which stand equally high - Krupp, Kirdorf, Abbe,
Mannesmann, Siemens and many more.” (G Feder, Hitler’s Official Programme (English
Edition, 1934), pp 84-85.) Ford’s place in the Nazi pantheon had little or nothing to do with
his pioneering in methods of assembly line production. Ford was not only the most rabid of
American union-busting bosses - he only recognised the UAW in 1940 - but also an
avowed anti-Semite, and it was on this basis that the early Nazi movement approached him
for funds shortly after the fiasco of the Munich Putsch. Kirdorf, the coal king, was an early
supporter and financier of the Nazi Party, while Mannesmann’s backing came at a later
stage.

12. Krupp, General Regulations.

13. Unlike many German employers, Alfred Krupp was not a supporter of the National
Liberals. He identified himself with the pro-Bismarck Conservatives.

14. The Stumm tradition lived on long after the death of Karl in 1901. His son, F von
Stumm, was a vehement supporter of the Third Reich, and a raging anti-Semite to boot. He
also undertook reconnaissance missions on behalf of Nazi diplomats while on business trips,
as can be seen from the following extract from a letter to the Nazi ambassador in London,
Herbert von Dirksen, written after Stumm’s visit to Britain: ‘About Sir NSS. I should like to
add that he is thoroughly pro-Franco and thoroughly anti-Semitic. He has a soft spot for us
and is at least objective... (Dirksen Papers, VVolume 2 (Moscow, 1948), p 202)

15. See the statement by Nazi Front chief Robert Ley, that ‘we begin with the child when he
is three years old. As soon as he begins to think he gets a little flag put in his hand; then
follows the school, the Hitler Youth, the SA and military training. We don’t let him go; and
when adolescence is past, then comes the Labour Front, which takes him again and does not
let him go till he dies, whether he likes it or not.” Elsewhere Ley wrote that a worker escaped
the Third Reich only in his sleep: ‘There are no more private citizens. The time is past when
anybody could or could not do what he pleased.” Ley’s organisation even calculated the
number of non-working and non-sleeping hours the average worker ‘enjoyed’ in a year, and
then attempted to fill them via the ‘Strength Through Joy’ movement. All these techniques
originated with the ‘social’ employers of German heavy industry.

16. Contrast this lofty, ‘non-materialistic’ justification for child labour with unashamed
claims by English manufacturers that Factory Acts shortening the working day for juveniles
would rob them of their profits. Thus ‘Senior’s “Last Hour”’, immortalised by Karl Marx in
Volume 1 of Capital (pp 224-30).

17. The agreements referred to are those which were, at the turn of the century, sponsored
by the government between employers and trade unions.

18. Germany pioneered this type of industrial organisation, which involved a concern
extending ‘vertically’ by absorbing those enterprises which either supplied it with raw
materials, or purchased its own product. Kirdorf was a leading advocate of the vertical
monopoly: ‘All economic development necessarily leads to integrated undertakings, for a
company can only prosper permanently when, besides manufacturing finished goods, it also
produces its own raw materials.’
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975
Chapter IV: The Heroic Age of German Labour

Thus far we have focused on those social, economic and political factors, international as well as
national, which contributed to the formation and development of the political consciousness of the
propertied classes in Germany. We have also sought to show how these forms of consciousness
comprised an alloy of many elements, which in turn were the complex outcome of a whole series of
interwoven historical processes and events dating back, in effect, to the very dawn of the modern era.
Finally, the trajectory of these developments was projected towards the future rise of fascism, and some
of the constituent elements of its programme and ideology located, even if in an embryonic form, in post-
1848, Bismarckian Germany. ! Now it is necessary to analyse and synthesise developments at the other
pole, that of the German proletariat. For here too we shall discover that tradition played its full part in the
shaping of the present and the future, and that the life and death struggles of the infant German labour
movement against its Junker, bourgeois and petit-bourgeois enemies came to overshadow so many of the
class battles under the Weimar Republic. And here it must be said without any reservations that the
reaction, personified by Adolf Hitler, absorbed the lessons of this period far more tellingly than any
leader of German Social Democracy.

Initial attempts to found a stable working-class movement in Germany proved short lived. The defeat of
1848 cast its long shadow over the working class. Its most radical elements found refuge in the camp of
bourgeois left-liberalism, while others, temporarily disillusioned with politics, emigrated to the New
World. 21 But these workers, who had lived and fought in the crucible of revolution, and had witnessed
at first hand the fruits of the bourgeoisie’s cowardice, could never be reconciled to a long sojourn in the
parties of petit-bourgeois democracy. Unlike England, where the working class underwent a protracted
and convoluted experience of supporting two openly bourgeois parties, the Liberals and the
Conservatives, before striking out along an independent political path, the German working class was
driven to a split from Liberalism in little more than a decade. And the manner in which this was done was
very different from the route taken by workers in England. There, the impetus to form a class party came
from an attack on the trade unions, whose leaders had traditionally given their electoral support to the
Liberals. And these unions had a history in some cases reaching back to the middle of the nineteenth
century and even earlier. How different from Germany, where it was workers and intellectuals influenced
by various schools of socialist thought who broke from Liberalism to found first an independent political
party, and only then a trade union movement. The contrasting series of steps whereby the German and
English working classes established their organisational and political independence ! from all other
classes and parties is of enormous importance for comprehending the subsequent histories of both
nations. And precisely because the German labour movement originated in the development of diffuse
and divergent schools of socialism, and not in the economic organisations of the class, which by their
very nature embrace workers of all political views, it was from its very inception confronted by profound
theoretical problems. Contrary to what the dictates of ‘common sense’ might suggest, this gave the
movement its one great strength, and even though compromises over principle and programme were
sometimes effected to achieve organisational unity, the German working class of necessity became drawn
into these doctrinal disputes, and, as a result, underwent a political education unrivalled by any other
proletariat. And here too, just as was the case with their class enemies, the development of the German
working class was profoundly influenced by the combined and uneven development of capitalism. Engels
observed that the German workers enjoyed two enormous advantages over their class brothers in the rest
of Europe:

Firstly they belong to the most theoretical people of Europe and they have retained that sense of
theory which the so-called ‘educated classes’ have almost completely lost. Without German
philosophy, which proceeded it, particularly that of Hegel, German scientific socialism... would
never have come into being. ™! Without a sense of theory among the workers, this scientific
socialism would never have entered their flesh and blood as much as is the case. '*!

This instinctive feel for theory Engels contrasted with ‘the indifference towards all theory’ which he had
encountered at first hand in the English labour movement. It was a powerful retarding factor in its
development, ‘in spite of the splendid organisation of the individual unions’. '® And the second
advantage was that:
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Chronologically speaking, the Germans were about the last to come into the workers’ movement
and for this reason were able to climb to the political heights attained by German Social
Democracy by resting on the shoulders of Saint-Simon, Fourier and Owen... it has developed on
the shoulders of the English and French movements... it was able to utilise their dearly-bought
experience... Without the precedent of the English trade unions and French workers’ political
struggles, without the gigantic impulse given especially by the Paris Commune, where would we
be now? 71

The modern German workers’ movement dates from the year of 1863. The brilliant but erratic dramatist
and Hegelian philosopher Ferdinand Lassalle attracted a small group of workers around him after they
had been denied full membership of the Progressive Party’s National Association. Later, that year, on 23
May 1863, these workers founded, under the rigidly-centralised personal leadership of Lassalle, the
General German Workers Union. Based on the Saxon city of Leipzig, its declared aim was the
achievement of universal suffrage and the establishment of socialism through direct action by the state.
[81 | assalle’s idealisation of the state, his view of it as an organisation above classes and existing purely
for purposes of rational government and ‘cultural progress’, he undoubtedly owed to his uncritical
assimilation of the Hegelian heritage. This was the central issue dividing Lassalle from Marx. It was not,
as some biographers of the latter suggest, a clash of personalities or a question of political rivalry and
prestige. Both men were constructed on too grand a scale for such petty concerns. Lassalle’s Hegelian
theory of the state was destined to lead him astray also in the field of political tactics and strategy.
Burning with hatred for the German bourgeoisie, which he saw as not just the principal but the only
enemy of the working class, Lassalle allowed himself to be trapped into making an alliance with
Bismarck on the questions of national unity and universal suffrage. When the affair become known after
Lassalle’s death, it did great harm to the young workers’ movement in Germany, for it enabled its
bourgeois and petit-bourgeois opponents to portray Social Democracy as an agent of feudal reaction. All
the biting invective hurled against Lassalle by Marx and Engels was therefore fully justified, as the
essence of all their theoretical work was directed towards establishing the political premise of the
socialist revolution - the complete independence of the working class from all other classes, together
with an intransigent opposition to all the state machinery of class oppression. °? The other wing of the
movement was founded by Wilhelm Liebknecht, a revolutionary student of 1848, and August Bebel, a
wood-turner by trade. Their organisation, the League of German Workers’ Clubs, also dates from 1863,
but did not sever its umbilical cord with liberalism until 1866, when Liebknecht and Bebel broke their
loose association with the German People’s Party to create their working-class-based Saxon People’s
Party. And it took another two years of fierce internal struggles with the more backward political
elements in the party finally to launch the Social Democratic Labour Party in the south German town of
Eisenach, from which they derived their popular soubriquet of ‘Eisenachers’ to distinguish them from
Lassalle’s movement, which was now under the leadership of Johann von Schweitzer. The new party,
though it differed on many important points from the Lassalleans, was also far from complete agreement
with Marx and Engels, a state of affairs which became glaringly obvious when merger moves between
the two movements were consummated by the unity congress at Gotha in 1875. The criticisms made by
Marx of the Gotha Programme have more than an historical interest, as they underlined theoretical and
political weaknesses in the new German party which were never truly mastered, and which played a
central part in its degeneration in the years immediately preceding the First World War. If we have to
single out two issues around which the capitulation of German Social Democracy in 1914 revolved, then
they would be the attitude of its leadership to working-class internationalism and the capitalist state -
precisely those questions which Marx considered to be either watered down or distorted in the unification
programme. ° Thus Marx took issue with the fifth point of the Gotha Programme, which couched its
internationalism in all too feeble terms:

Lassalle, in opposition to the Communist Manifesto and to all earlier socialism, conceived the
workers’ movement from the narrowest national standpoint. It is altogether self-evident that, to be
able to fight at all, the working class must organise itself at home as a class and that its own
country is the immediate arena of its struggle. In so far its class struggle is national, not in
substance, but, as the Communist Manifesto says, ‘in form’. But the ‘framework of the present
day national state’, for instance, the German Empire, is itself in its turn economically ‘within the
framework of the world market... of the [world] system of states’... [*!!
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What Marx is insisting here, against the Lassalleans especially, is that there can be no ‘socialism in one
country’, that the very international nature of capitalist economy and world political relations
presupposes an international struggle by the working class to take state power and begin the construction
of socialism. By implicitly rejecting thoroughgoing internationalism, the programme was placing at risk
the fighting unity of the entire European working class:

And to what does the German workers’ party reduce its internationalism? To the consciousness
that the result of its efforts will be ‘the international brotherhood of peoples’ - a phrase borrowed
from the bourgeois League of Peace and Freedom, which is intended to pass as equivalent to the
international brotherhood of the working classes in the joint struggle against the ruling classes and
their governments. Not a word, therefore, about the international functions of the German
working class! 2!

And these functions were, and remained, onerous indeed. It was the German proletariat, whose first
struggles for political and social emancipation had pumped blood into the Hegelian schemas of the
youthful Marx and Engels, which gave the initial impetus for the writing of the landmark in socialist
literature, the Communist Manifesto. Also it was the German working class, whose best elements were
brought together in the Lassallean and Eisenacher movements, which comprised the politically most
strategic and theoretically advanced detachment of the First (Workingmen’s) International. And when the
International went into decline and liquidation after the defeat of the Paris Commune, it was the German
movement which stood firmest against the anarchist attack on Marxism. Neither was it an accident that
the Social Democratic Party later provided the biggest and theoretically most weighty battalions of the
Second International after its foundation in 1889. The dominant position of German industry and arms in
the period of the Second International’s prime compelled the German working class to take up a position
of leadership within the international movement, and this it held right up to the outbreak of war in 1914,
Strategically speaking, there could be no successful socialist revolution anywhere in Europe without the
active solidarity of the German working class. This Marx understood only too well, having still fresh in
his memory the recent tragic defeat of the Paris Commune, drowned in the blood of thousands of Paris
workers under the protective and approving gaze of Bismarck’s Prussian general staff.

Therefore to fulfil its international obligation, the German working class had to be broken from all forms
of nationalism, however refined and however much dressed up in the language of democracy and even
socialism. This was a task only a small minority of the SPD leadership took up in earnest, as the drift
towards chauvinism in the imperialist epoch was to testify. Marx was equally biting in his criticism of the
programme’s section devoted to democratic demands. He poured scorn on the notion, derived as much
from the Eisenach as the Lassallean wing of the party, of a ‘free state’. Such a vague, non-class
formulation in effect served to obscure the repressive functions of any state, be it feudal, capitalist or the
state power established after a victorious workers’ revolution:

The German workers’ party - at least if it adopts the programme - shows that its socialist ideas
are not even skin-deep; in that, instead of treating existing society (and this holds good for any
future one) as the basis of the existing state... it treats the state rather as an independent entity
that possesses its own intellectual, ethical and libertarian basis. **!

Thus, far from idealising the state, the task of German socialists was to prepare for its overthrow, and the
creation of the new state power based on socialist, and not capitalist property relations:

Between capitalist and communist society lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of
the one into the other. There corresponds to this also a political transition period in which the state
can be nothing but the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat. t*4!

Marx and Engels, while being frank to the point of bluntness with the leaders responsible for the adoption
of the Gotha programme, never abused their position of political and theoretical authority to bludgeon
Bebel, Liebknecht and Bracke into unthinkingly and uncritically accepting their proposed revisions of the
draft. The German movement was an autonomous one, and both Marx and Engels saw their role in
relation to it as one of comradely critics and advisers. Their greatest concern was that in their desire to
abolish the 12-year-old organisational cleavage in the German workers’ movement the Eisenachers
would conclude a rotten compromise with the Lassalleans over vital programmatic issues. Far better,
wrote Engels to Wilhelm Bracke, that the Eisenachers ‘should simply have concluded an agreement for
action against the common enemy’. But by trading programmatic points with the Lassalleans:
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... one sets up before the whole world landmarks by which it measures the level of the party
movement... One knows that the mere fact of unification is satisfying to the workers, but it is a
mistake to believe that this momentary success is not bought at too high a price. *°!

Engels made the same point even more forcefully in a letter to Bebel. After reiterating Marx’s criticism
of the ‘free people’s state’, which he called ‘pure nonsense’, *¢! Engels warned what the adoption of
such a programme would mean:

Marx and | can never give our adherence to the new party established on this basis, and shall have
very seriously to consider what our attitude towards it - in public as well - should be... you will
realise... that this programme marks a turning point which may very easily compel us to refuse
any and every responsibility for the party which recognises it. 7!

In the event, Marx and Engels were not driven to a public break from the new German party. Not because
they were reconciled to its programme, but because within three years, the course of the class struggle in
Germany took such a sharp turn that a whole new set of problems and disputes was created both inside
the SPD and between the newly-founded party and Marx and Engels in England. The new situation was,
of course, Bismarck’s determined bid to crush the German labour movement. Bismarck’s decision to
outlaw the SPD and its allied organisations, although implemented in 1878, had been made much earlier.
The first serious repressions began in the wake of Prussia’s victorious war against France, when Bebel,
Liebknecht and other leaders of the infant workers’ movement were jailed on the Chancellor’s orders for
opposing his annexation of Alsace and Lorraine. Every other party, from the Progressives through the
National Liberals to the Conservatives, unleashed an unprecedented barrage of chauvinist invective
against the Social Democrats, and both Liebknecht and Bebel were subsequently re-arrested after serving
their four-month jail term, and tried for treason at Leipzig in March 1872. This time, the sentence was
two years, for intervening between the two verdicts was not only the Reichstag elections of 1871, where
the party of Bebel and Liebknecht succeeded in returning them as deputies, but also the Paris Commune.
Its impact on the propertied classes in Germany was truly traumatic, far more so even than the Paris June
uprising of 1848. What made the Commune even more horrific in the eyes of Germany’s rulers was the
unequivocal support given to the heroic Parisian proletariat by the leaders of the German workers’
movement. Bismarck himself subsequently recalled that he saw the Commune as ‘a flash of light: from
that moment | saw the Social Democrats as an enemy against whom state and society must arm
themselves’. All the old fears of a possible working-class revolution now surfaced again after lying
dormant since the defeat of 1848. The years of political reaction had masked the emergence of a powerful
industrial working class in the main cities of west and central Germany, and both Junkers and bourgeoisie
suddenly realised that here, in Berlin, Leipzig and Essen, they stood on alien soil. ™8 The coming
together of the two wings of the socialist movement in 1875, together with their respective trade union
organisations, heightened apprehensions that the revolution was drawing near. It is easy to see now that
these fears were unfounded, and that the development of the German proletariat into a class numerically
and politically capable of seizing state power had barely begun. In this sense, the class consciousness of
both bourgeoisie and Junkers was false. But this is hardly the point, since propertied, exploiting classes
are always, to one degree or another, motivated by false consciousness, and are organically incapable of
seeing things and relations as they really are. Their false consciousness is indeed one of the most
powerful factors in sustaining their rule in defiance of all but the most powerful and correctly-led
challenges from the working class. The conviction that the bourgeoisie (and even more so, the Junkers)
represented doomed modes of production was hardly calculated to give it the class confidence required to
combat the threat of expropriation! Instead the German ruling classes saw every movement of the
proletariat towards its emancipation, however modest, through counter-revolutionary spectacles. The
experiences of 1525, 1789, 1815 and 1848 had become so fully absorbed into the consciousness of the
bourgeoisie, and had so sapped the political confidence and skill necessary to undertake an ‘English’
policy of compromise and manoeuvre with the leaders of the working class, that it demanded and
supported measures which were from a ‘rational’ point of view quite excessive. ™*°1 But the class struggle
does not proceed according to the dictates of Kantian pure reason, but through the clash of material forces
as they are mediated through the consciousness of those who participate in the conflict. As Engels
expressed it:

Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker consciously, it is true, but with a false
consciousness. The real forces impelling him remain unknown to him, otherwise it simply would
not be an ideological process. Hence he imagines false or seeming motive forces. Because it is a
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process of thought he derives its form as well as its content from pure thought, either his own or
that of his predecessor. He works with mere thought material, which he accepts without
examination as the product of thought, and does not investigate further for a more remote source
independent of thought: indeed, this is a matter of course to him, because, as all action is
mediated by thought, it appears to him to be ultimately based on thought. 2°!

Thus individuals and even entire classes can be driven into actions not as a direct reflex of a real and
clearly comprehended economic, social or political stimulus, but at varying degrees of a tangent to these
material forces. To say otherwise is to believe that all human beings act at all times with a total
consciousness of what they are doing. ‘Over-reaction’ to an imagined or exaggerated threat is as much a
part of history as the ‘under-reaction’ by classes or individuals to warnings of dangers that were all too
real. ™21 All are moments in a total process of class struggle, in which between its polar opposites there
are ranged out an infinite series of shadings in constant motion and conflict. Bismarck’s war on the
German labour movement can be understood in no other way, for though it ended in humiliating defeat
and resignation for the Junker of iron and blood, it established a precedent on which others were later to
build with devastating success.

Evidence that Bismarck had been preparing his blow against the Social Democrats ever since the
Commune is to be found in a letter written to him by his old Conservative friend and political adviser,
Hermann Wagener. Warning against any hasty attempts to outlaw the socialists, he said:

... it seems to me to be an exceedingly dangerous undertaking to wish to combat the
Ultramontane 22! and the Socialist parties at the same time and thereby to drive the Socialists
even more irrevocably into the clerical camp. Even though it may be justified and necessary to
enforce existing laws energetically and thereby to keep away from the Socialist movement
foreign elements and all others who are pursuing anti-national goals, nevertheless | regard it as
definitely a political mistake to subject the Socialist leaders to exceptional laws solely on account
of their social aspirations, particularly if one does not, at the same time, do anything to satisfy the
justified demands of their supporters.

The debate raged inside both the bourgeoisie and the Junker landowners for several years before a
decision was finally arrived at, with both classes being split on the issue from top to bottom. Ironically
(but very much in keeping with the German tradition), some of the most vehement opponents of anti-
socialist legislation were to be found amongst Bismarck’s fellow Junkers. They instinctively (and in some
cases quite consciously) felt that too harsh a repression of the workers’ movement would destroy the
delicate balance between the classes which, under Bismarck, had become a central factor in Junker
political strategy and tactics. They also believed that persecution would only strengthen the most radical
elements in the movement, and render any compromise between it and the government impossible. This
was a view expressed by the monarchist historian and economist Gustav Schmoller, who in 1874 wrote
his highly polemical The Social Question and the Prussian State, setting out his programme for a ‘social
monarchy’; and the case for a policy of tolerating, and not provoking, the Social Democrats:

Social Democracy represents merely the youthful exuberance of the great social movement which
we are entering. Our Social Democracy is a little different but it is hardly worse than English
Chartism was in its time and | hope that like the latter it will prove to be merely a transitional
phase of development... The social dangers of the future can only be averted by one means, by
the monarchy and the civil service..., the only neutral elements in the social class war,
reconciling themselves to the idea of the liberal state, absorbing into their midst the best elements
of parliamentary government and taking a resolute initiative towards a great venture in social
reform...

This represented what was quite an advanced view for the German bourgeoisie, and it was immediately
countered by the highly influential nationalist historian, Heinrich von Treitschke, who in his Socialism
and its Sympathisers (1874) denounced those who advocated political reform and toleration of socialism
as traitors to their own class:

Envy and greed are the two mighty forces that it [socialism] employs to lift the old world from its
hinges; it thrives on the destruction of all ideals... The very foundation stones of all community
life are endangered by Social Democracy... The doctrine of the injustice of society destroys the
firm instincts that the worker has about honour, so that fraud and bad and dishonest work are
scarcely held to be reprehensible any longer...
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And in a direct riposte to the ‘liberal” Gustav Schmoller, von Treitschke went on:

The learned friends of socialism are in the habit of pointing to the Chartists, 22! who also began
with cosmopolitan dreams but nevertheless in the end learned to accommodate themselves to their
country. This overlooks the fact that the English island people possessed an age-old resistance
which is lacking in our unfinished country open to all foreign influences. It also overlooks the fact
that Chartism was in its origins English, whereas German Social Democracy is led by a mob of
homeless conspirators. With every passing year Social Democracy has become more antagonistic
toward the idea of the national state...

The political consequences of Germany’s long-delayed national unification were now assuming
malignant forms which the bourgeoisie and Junkers employed skilfully to whip up chauvinist hatred
against the ‘anti-national’ leaders of the German working class. As was later the case with the Nazis,
Marxism was not attacked before the masses on the grounds that it sought to better the conditions of the
workers - quite the contrary, lip service was always paid to this principle - but because of its ‘foreign’
origin, even though both Marx and Engels were Germans. ?*! Thus von Treitschke, like the counter-
revolutionaries of 1848 and before, detected a French element in German Social Democracy:

Socialism, therefore, alienates its adherents from the state and from the fatherland and in place of
community of love and respect which it destroys it offers them the community of class hatred
amongst the lowest classes... powerful agitators seek to encourage a boastful class pride... No
Persian Prince was ever so flattered and fawned upon as ‘the real people’ of Social Democracy.
All the contemptible devices of French radicalism in the 1840s are called upon in order to awaken
among the masses an arrogance that knows no bounds.

These extracts - and we could provide many more - illustrate perfectly Engels’ contention that class
interests and actions are mediated through modes of consciousness which the present is constantly
inheriting and adapting from the past. The class struggle is therefore fought out under all manner of
strange banners and devices - individual liberty, the divine right of kings, the right of ‘freeborn men’ to
choose their own government, the right to work and the rights of property. In Germany, both bourgeoisie
and Junkers waged war on the proletariat in the name of the ‘nation’ and this became, from very early on,
the rallying point of all those forces who sought to crush Marxism. It even became the accepted
convention to refer to the bourgeoisie, petit-bourgeoisie and Junkers as Germany’s ‘national classes’, and
the proletariat as ‘the international class’. t2°!

Von Treitschke rounded off his diatribe against Marxism with a warning. The Social Democrats would be
suppressed unless they ‘submitted themselves to the traditional order of society... this demand means,
first you must become the opposite of what you are today!” And then he gave an even graver warning to
the rulers of Germany. If they ‘allowed the masses to become too powerful’, and ‘if the masses succeed
in taking power directly for themselves, then the whole world is turned upside down, state and society are
dissolved and rule by force sets in’. Publicists like von Treitschke, who enjoyed an enormous standing
amongst bourgeois intellectuals, were closer to the pulse of political life than the moderates. The election
returns of 1877 confirmed Bismarck’s worst fears. The SPD’s vote not only held up against this ferocious
anti-socialist barrage, but actually increased from 351 000 to 493 000. Now there were 12 Social
Democratic deputies, “aliens’, in the Imperial parliament. This electoral success was largely the outcome
of the newly united movement’s tremendous strides forward in organisation and its dissemination of
socialist propaganda and agitation. Before the anti-socialist laws banned all left-wing literature, the SPD
published no fewer than 24 journals with some 100 000 regular subscribers, and was now beginning to
develop a powerful trade union movement under direct Social Democratic leadership and control. ¢! |t
too had a flourishing press, with 16 union journals. The most far-sighted members of the ruling classes
could see that this, the education of the most advanced layers of the workers in the basic principles of
socialism, was the most serious and permanent challenge to their rule, even though it was a work which
could only begin to reap its rewards after long years of patient toil. Bismarck now decided to act before it
was too late. Early in 1878, he wrote to a National Liberal Reichstag deputy: ‘If I don’t want any
chickens, then I must smash the eggs.” But first a suitable climate had to be created before the Chancellor
could begin to wield his sledge-hammer. And it seemed that fate was determined to assist him. On 11
May, an unsuccessful attempt was made on the life of William | whilst he was riding in an open carriage
along the fashionable Berlin Street, Unter den Linden. The would-be assassin turned out to be a plumber,
one Max Hoedel, who had only the previous month been expelled from the Leipzig branch of the SPD for
embezzling its funds. Bismarck gleefully seized on this coincidence - for that was all it proved to be -
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to press home his attack in the Reichstag, where he was battling against an obdurate majority which
would not endorse his carte blanche for repressions against the SPD. 27! On 20 May, Bismarck’s draft
bill outlawing the SPD was presented to the Reichstag, and on the 24th, was rejected by a crushing vote
of 251 to 57, with the bourgeois National Liberals split. It seemed as if Bismarck had run into a brick
wall. Then, one week after his Reichstag reverse, another gunman fired at the Emperor in the Unter den
Linden, inflicting serious wounds. Now Bismarck acted. With patriotic and monarchist sentiment
outraged by the two assassination attempts, Bismarck found it a simple matter to direct it against the
Social Democrats, whose views on royalty were only too well known. The shrewd Bismarck also
exploited the new political situation to put fresh pressure on the recalcitrant National Liberals, who now
ran the risk of being branded with the SPD as ‘anti-national’. The new elections, called for 30 July, were
conducted in an atmosphere of reactionary frenzy. The ‘Progressives’ made haste to separate themselves
from any supposed connection with the despised socialists, while all the major parties vied with one
another to appear the most patriotic and loyal to the throne. This was truly a baptism of fire for the young
workers’ party. It spoke volumes for the heroism, devotion and political consciousness of its activists and
supporters that the SPD withstood the assault, kicking Bismarck and his ‘liberal” allies in the teeth by
returning only three fewer deputies to the new Reichstag. The popular vote for the party fell by 10 per
cent - a matter of 56 000 votes. In the circumstances, it was an inspiring political victory. 281 Bismarck
smarted for revenge, and he was soon to have it. On 19 October 1878, the new Reichstag, with the far
right now greatly strengthened, 2?1 passed Bismarck’s anti-socialist bill by 221 votes to 149, although
the Centre Party and the National Liberals succeeded in weakening it somewhat by declining to endorse
Bismarck’s demand for a total ban on all activity of the SPD, including its participation in elections. This
single loophole enabled the SPD to maintain a legal foothold in the Reichstag, where their deputies were
protected by parliamentary immunity, and at election times, when the SPD was permitted to campaign for
votes along with Germany’s legal parties. At this stage, it will be fruitful to compare Bismarck’s anti-
Marxist strategy with that adopted by Hitler nearly six decades later. Firstly one is struck by the uncanny
similarity - indeed, almost identity - between the highly fortuitous assassination attempts on the Kaiser
and the Reichstag Fire of 27 February 1933, which the Nazis exploited to mobilise the middle-class
masses against the ‘red peril’ in the elections of 5 March. True, in the former case, no links have as yet
been established between the two assassination attempts and Bismarck, whereas with the Reichstag fire,
the evidence pointing towards Nazi complicity is weighty. But it cannot be denied that both Bismarck and
Hitler proved themselves master tacticians in exploiting these incidents to create the political atmosphere
in the more backward masses and small propertied classes necessary for an all-out war against the
workers’ movement. And it is only at this point - the methods employed to destroy the organisations of
the proletariat - that the great divide opens up between Bismarck and Hitler. While Bismarck sought and
secured a national mandate to destroy Social Democracy, from the moment his bill became law, the task
of making it effective rested solely in the hands of the police, the judiciary and the organs of government
rule. Hitler had grasped from quite early on in his political career, and not only from his own experiences,
but from examining the history of Bismarck’s anti-socialist legislation, that the modern workers’
movement, especially in a country like Germany where the proletariat had developed such powerful and
disciplined organisations, and where Marxism had become flesh of their flesh, could never be destroyed
by pure police methods, or even by the use of the armed forces. And it is possible to see how Hitler
evolved his conception of a mass counter-revolutionary, intensely nationalistic and at the same time
‘socially’-oriented movement, from the negative example of Bismarck’s 12-year war to extirpate
Marxism from the consciousness of the German working class. On paper, Bismarck’s new law was truly
formidable. Apart from the already referred to loophole of parliamentary and electoral immunity, the
SPD and all its allied organisations had quite literally been rendered seditious overnight. Here there was
complete identity of purpose with Hitler’s repression of the German workers’ movement. The sweep of
Bismarck’s legislation can be appreciated from the following extracts. Entitled Law Against the Publicly
Dangerous Endeavours of Social Democracy, its clauses were directed against ‘societies which aim at the
overthrow of the existing political or social order through Social Democratic, socialistic or communistic
endeavours...’. Clause four gave to the government and its agents the right:

... to attend all sessions and meetings [of the organisations in question], to call and conduct
membership assemblies, to inspect the books, papers and cash assets, as well as to demand
information about the affairs of the society, to forbid the carrying out of resolutions which are apt
to further the endeavours [of the said organisations], to transfer to qualified persons the duties of
the officers or other leading organs of the society, to take charge of and manage the funds.
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And in the case of the officers or membership of such a society resisting such measures, ‘the society may
be prohibited’. Authority to implement these clauses of the law was vested in the State Police. If the State
Police Authority prohibited any society, its ‘cash assets, as well as the objects intended for the purposes
of the society are to be confiscated’.

Those aspects of the law dealing with freedoms of speech, press and assembly were equally harsh:

Meetings in which Social Democratic, socialist or communistic endeavours which aim at the
overthrow of the existing political or social order are manifested are to be dissolved... Public
festivities and processions shall be treated the same as meetings...

And as for the thriving socialist press:

Publications in which Social Democratic... endeavours aimed at the overthrow of the existing
political and social order are manifested in a manner calculated to endanger the public peace, and
particularly the harmony among all classes of the population, are to be prohibited.

The State Police were also responsible for the implementation of these aspects of the law, which, in
effect, imposed a total censorship on all socialist and trade union publications in Germany. And the law
went even further than censorship:

... the publications concerned are to be confiscated wherever found for the purpose of
distribution. The confiscation may include the plates and forms used for reproduction, in the case
of printed publications in the proper sense, a withdrawal of the set types from circulation is to be
substituted for their seizure, upon the request of the interested parties. After the prohibition is
final, the publication, plates and forms are to be made unusable.

So it was also a question of the physical destruction, as well as seizure of the assets of the workers’
movement. Here too, Bismarck was blazing a trail later to be followed with far greater success by the
Nazis. Finally the act laid down penalties for breaches of the anti-socialist laws:

Whoever participates as a member in a prohibited society, or carries on an activity in its interest,
is to be punished by a fine of not more than 500 marks or with imprisonment not exceeding three
months. The same punishment is to be inflicted on anyone who participates in a prohibited
meeting, or who does not depart immediately after the dissolution of a meeting by the police.
Imprisonment of not less than one month and not more than one year is to be inflicted on those
who participate in a society or assembly as chairman, leaders, monitors, agents, speakers or
treasurers, or who issue invitations to attend the meeting... Whoever distributes, continues or
reprints a prohibited publication is to be punished with a fine not exceeding 1000 marks or with
imprisonment not exceeding six months.

All appeals against the infliction of these penalties were to be heard before a special Commission of five
members, whose chairman was to be appointed by the Emperor, along with one other member. There was
no appeal from this body to a higher court. Such was Bismarck’s anti-socialist legislation, the most
draconian body of repressive law enacted against the working class by a European state since the English
Combination Acts of 1799. Under them, every single independent workers’ organisation from the SPD to
the trade unions and numerous cultural and educational societies were placed outside the law. One
hundred and twenty-seven periodicals were compelled by the police to cease publication, along with 278
less regular publications. Even seemingly ‘innocent’ bodies such as workers’ singing clubs and theatrical
societies were deemed subversive of the social and political order, and forced to close down. Nothing
except the party’s nine lonely Reichstag deputies remained above the legal surface of German political
life. At first, the party was stunned by the sheer suddenness and severity of Bismarck’s law. The trade
unions either collapsed or dissolved themselves, the SPD press wound itself up or was banned, and, under
one of the act’s clauses, entire groups of militants were banished from their hometowns. 2°1 There is
considerable evidence to suggest that the vast majority of party members, from the highest to the lowest
levels, entered their 12-year period of illegality under the illusion that any ban on their activities would be
largely formal. So disoriented were they by the ruthless efficiency of Bismarck’s police under the
leadership of his Minister of the Interior, Robert von Puttkamer, that an official year book for 1878
jubilantly announced that ‘the execution of the Socialist Law is taking a completely successful course’.
The enemies of the SPD, its editor reported, were already beginning ‘to breathe easier...’. The next year
- 1879 - saw the party begin to pull itself together. A centre was established in Zurich, conveniently
close to the German frontier, where leading Social Democrats could edit and publish the party’s
clandestine press and direct the underground movement in Germany itself. Enormously encouraged by
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the creation of this new centre of resistance to the Bismarck regime, the party’s staunchest members and
supporters quickly began to reorganise their activities on an illegal basis. These largely revolved around
the smuggling of the party press across the Swiss frontier and its distribution throughout the industrial
centres of Germany. By 1884, around 9000 copies of each number of the new party weekly,
Sozialdemokrat, were reaching workers in Germany by one means or another. Apart from the sheer
technical feat of maintaining this circulation under such adverse conditions, the Zurich leadership were
able, by means of their regular weekly contact with their comrades in Germany, to sustain the morale and
political consciousness of a movement which in the early months of Bismarck’s repressions had seemed
on the point of disintegration. Neither should all the credit for this achievement be awarded to the Zurich-
based exile leadership. Marx and Engels were both highly critical of some of its members, notably Karl
Hoechberg, whose own private journal, the Jahrbuch, published an article calling for a policy of
conciliation towards the ‘upper strata of society’. This brought forth the Circular Letter of Marx and
Engels to the leaders of the SPD, attacking the ‘manifesto of the three Zurichers’. ©**! They warned that
such views were a direct result of the party’s revolutionary perspectives and proletarian basis becoming
undermined by the growing influence of bourgeois and petit-bourgeois intellectuals in its ranks. And they
issued a warning to Bebel, Liebknecht and Bracke:

For almost 40 years we have stressed the class struggle as the immediate driving force of
history... it is therefore impossible for us to cooperate with people who wish to expunge this class
struggle from the movement... The emancipation of the working classes must be conguered by
the working classes themselves. We cannot therefore cooperate with people who openly state that
the workers are too uneducated to emancipate themselves and must be freed from above by
philanthropic big bourgeois and petit-bourgeois.

And they concluded on this sombre note; one which they had had caused to strike on the occasion of the
Gotha unity congress:

If the new party organ adopts a line that corresponds to the views of these gentlemen... then
nothing remains for us... but publicly to declare our opposition to it, and to dissolve the bonds of
solidarity with which we have hitherto represented the German party abroad. 321

The SPD leadership were halted in their tracks, such was the theoretical authority of Marx and Engels
within the German movement. But neither had they given the party any ‘orders’ - that was neither their
right, nor their political method. Their shafts struck home, and stung the sound core of the SPD
leadership into action against the opportunists. Bebel visited Marx in London, bringing the erring
Bernstein with him. After a series of searching discussions, it was agreed that Bernstein should take over
the editorship of the party organ, and should work in the closest possible liaison with Bebel and
Liebknecht inside Germany. 231 There, the movement was experiencing a true rebirth. The Hamburg
organisation, traditionally a stronghold of German labour, raised its membership to 6000, while Berlin
was not far behind. The first national trial of strength came in 1881, with new elections to the Reichstag.
The result was an overwhelming reverse for those parties which had voted for the anti-socialist law three
years previously. The returns were:

Party 1881 1878
Conservatives 50 59
Free Conservatives 28 57
National Liberals 47 99
Progressives 115 39
Centre 100 94
SPD 12 9
Others 45 40

Viewed in purely parliamentary terms, Bismarck’s position had become untenable. His majority for the
anti-socialist law, based on a combined right-wing vote of 215, had now dwindled to a minority of 125.
And even if Bismarck rarely, if ever, concerned himself with the preservation of parliamentary majorities,
he could scarcely afford to ignore the voting returns for the imperial capital, where the Progressives
captured all six seats. And he could draw precious little comfort from the decline in the SPD vote, 4! for
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this could be put down entirely to the cumulative effect of three years’ unremitting government
persecution.

And at the next Reichstag elections of 1884, this trend was not only halted but reversed. The SPD vote
now leapt to a record high of 550 000, doubling its quota of deputies. It was becoming glaringly obvious
to Bismarck’s Junker and bourgeois supporters that unless far sterner measures were taken, the Social
Democratic ‘eggs’ would shortly be hatching out all over industrial Germany. Even more disturbing from
their point of view was that this sudden electoral upsurge was immediately followed by an unprecedented
wave of purely spontaneous strikes. The year of 1886 saw this movement reach its highest point, ©*1 and
the government decided that the time had now come to legislate directly against strikes, which had, as a
comparatively rare occurrence in the German labour movement, been ignored in the laws of 1878. On 11
April, less than two weeks before the scheduled renewal of the anti-socialist laws, Puttkamer
promulgated a decree outlawing all strikes, linking them directly to the activity of the already banned
SPD. Police were authorised to expel strike leaders from the area of the dispute, and to intervene in any
stoppage which allegedly contained ‘tendencies serving upheaval’. And, in the now immortal words of
Puttkamer himself, this could mean any and every strike:

Behind the large labour movement, which at the present time calculates by means of force and
agitation, namely through work stoppages, to bring about an increase in wages, and which draws
many branch trades into the same misery, behind every such labour movement lurks the Hydra of
violence and anarchy. [Shouts of ‘absolutely correct!” from the Right.] 3¢

But this measure, like its predecessors, was powerless to halt the advance of German labour. The 1887
Reichstag results told their own story. While the pro-Bismarck Right regained much of its former support
(the Conservative - National Liberal bloc, or ‘cartel’ as it became known, held 220 seats), the SPD also
gained, at the expense of the mushy liberal centre, epitomised by the Progressives. Its vote had now
passed the three-quarters of a million mark, and the tempo of its increase revealed no signs of
diminishing. What could Bismarck do? He had tried the demagogic manoeuvre of ‘State Socialism’,
which entailed little more than the most moderate programme of social reforms coupled with purely
verbal recognition of the ‘rights’ of labour to minimum standards of living and working conditions. As
we have already seen, powerful leaders of German industry, together with several important employers’
organisations, utterly repudiated these principles in practice. After a brief period of success, candidates
claiming to stand for various breeds of ‘state’ or ‘Monarchial Socialism’ failed to woo significant
sections of the socialist-oriented working class away from their allegiance to Social Democracy. The final
act in this drama opened with a new strike wave in 1889, whose most violent expression was a near-
complete stoppage of Ruhr miners for shorter hours in the May of that year. In a bid to prevent the
miners’ movement turning towards the SPD for leadership, 37! the new Emperor Wilhelm 1l agreed to
receive a deputation from the strikers, whose organisational affiliations were entirely Catholic.

The new king was anxious, in the best Bonapartist traditions, to win a reputation for himself as protector
of the workers from a rapacious bourgeoisie, and saw himself, at least in the early years of his reign, as
‘king of the beggars’. But this policy explicitly ruled out any toleration of Social Democracy, a fact
which he made abundantly clear to the miners’ delegation:

If... any excess be committed against public order and tranquillity, or if it should become evident
that Social Democrats are connected with the agitation, | shall not be able to take into
consideration your wishes with my royal favour; for to me the word Social Democrat is
synonymous with enemy of empire and fatherland. If, therefore, | observe that Social Democratic
opinions are concerned in the agitation and incitement to unlawful resistance, | will intervene
with unrelenting vigour and bring to bear the full power which I possess and which is great
indeed.

The strike ultimately failed to gain any of its objectives, but Wilhelm was shrewd enough to see that
unless some of the wind was taken out of the Social Democrats’ sails, events would move towards a
nationwide and not localised confrontation between capital and labour, and it would be one which the
cautious SPD leaders would scarcely be able to ignore. The tactical conflict between Bismarck and his
new king therefore dates from the miners’ strike, as, very rapidly, the chancellor found himself at odds
with Wilhelm’s proposals for legislation to mitigate the incredible harshness of conditions in German
industry. Bismarck, while agreeing the ways had to be found to counter the seemingly unstoppable rise of
socialist influence among the masses, favoured even stronger repression. The failure of his own attempts
to buy proletarian support for the government undoubtedly turned his thoughts in such a direction, and as
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the date for the new Reichstag elections approached (20 February 1890), he reached the momentous
decision for a convinced monarchist that he must defy his king. Backed only by his die-hard Conservative
allies, Bismarck refused to accept amendments to the anti-socialist law which would have had the effect
of weakening it. When the amended bill was finally presented to the full Reichstag, Bismarck’s
Conservatives joined with the centre and left deputies in voting it down, with only the National Liberals
voting for. This, according to the best informed sources of the period, was just what the wily old
Bismarck wanted. Now he hoped the SPD leaders would be tempted to stage a militant action against the
obviously divided ruling classes and government, perhaps even an insurrection. This would then provide
Bismarck with the long-awaited opportunity to drown the Marxist ‘hydra’ in its own blood. Here
Bismarck’s own distorted view of Social Democracy played an important role in his own downfall.
Nothing was further from the minds of Bebel, Liebknecht and the other SPD leaders than a revolutionary
uprising against the Bismarck regime, and not only for subjective reasons, but because the relationship of
forces rendered such a development impossible. The German proletariat was concentrating all its forces
towards two goals, the steady and unspectacular rebuilding of its own organisations, and the maximum
mobilisation of support for its party candidates at elections. And on 20 February, the results in this sphere
can only be described as spectacular! After nearly 12 years of illegality, police persecution, arrests and
jailings of its leaders and activists, banning of its publications, confiscation of its funds and the daily
vilification of its principles from pulpit, university professorial chair, officers’ mess and company
boardroom, the despised ‘vagabonds without a country’ emerged from the election as Germany’s largest
party, with an incredible 1 427 298 votes. *8 The magnitude of the party’s victory and of Bismarck’s
humiliation, was so great that no one - not Bebel, Liebknecht nor even Engels - knew either precisely
what to do with it or what this triumph implied for the future of the class struggle in Germany. It became
an accepted canon of party doctrine that Social Democracy was invincible, that since the SPD had parried
all the blows hurled at it by the formidable Iron Chancellor, then the movement would inevitably arise,
phoenix-like, from the ashes of any future period of persecution. This utopian theory was soon to become
intertwined with several other integral strands of what eventually became the SPD’s opportunist
adaptation to German imperialism. It flowed from the failure of German Social Democracy to grasp what
was implied historically by Bismarck’s attempt to destroy the party and trade unions. He failed, not
because the task itself was impossible (as the SPD leaders fondly believed), but because the attempt was
undertaken at the wrong time and with the wrong methods. Furthermore, German Social Democracy
made the fatal error of presuming that the reforms undertaken after the fall of Bismarck represented the
beginnings of a change of heart on the part of the ruling classes and their government, this false
estimation being reflected in a growing willingness of the SPD Reichstag fraction to amend, rather than
oppose outright, proposed government legislation. Electoral combinations with radical bourgeois
politicians necessarily flowed from this perspective, and were well under way before the lapsing of the
anti-socialist legislation in 1890. We have said that Engels too cannot be regarded as blameless in this
regard, and the evidence to uphold this contention is formidable. *°! In his still controversial introduction
to Marx’s The Class Struggles in France, Engels devotes a passage to the successful struggle of German
Social Democracy against the anti-socialist laws. Correctly pointing out that since the defeat of the Paris
Commune in 1871, the centre of gravity of the European workers’ movement had shifted to Germany, he
then draws political lessons from the defeat of Bismarck which are utterly mistaken:

There is only one means by which the steady rise of the socialist fighting forces to Germany
could be temporarily halted, and even thrown back for some time: a clash on a big scale with the
military, a blood-letting like that of 1871 in Paris. In the long run that would also be overcome.
To shoot a party which numbers millions out of existence is too much even for all the magazine
rifles of Europe and America. °!

Yet Hitler did precisely that! And furthermore, he too studied closely the experience of Bismarck’s anti-
socialist laws *! and drew political conclusions that not only differed greatly from those of Engels, but
which proved to be closer to historical reality. One might argue that Engels could not possibly have
anticipated the political treachery which would make Hitler’s victory possible, or that Engels died in
1895 (the year he wrote these lines), two full decades before the birth of fascism. But that is no real
answer. Firstly Engels did indeed foresee possible political errors which could be committed by the SPD
leadership on the threshold of a revolutionary situation, and secondly, Hitler drew his own lesson from
Bismarck’s struggle against socialism at least 10 years before applying them in practice. We should not
be astonished when we see a leader of the counter-revolution grasping, however distortedly, or however
reactionary his motives, a fundamental political truth more quickly and effectively than a leader of the
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revolution. Instead this should alert us to the immense perils which can be obscured from the working
class and its leadership by the rigid employment and repetition of formulas and slogans which while
correct in a certain period and for a certain country, are, by the emergence of new forces and class
relationships, rendered not only powerless to grasp and change reality, but even transformed into their
opposite, becoming vehicles for disorienting the most advanced elements of the proletariat. Such was the
‘Old Bolshevism’ of the ‘democratic dictatorship of the workers and peasantry’, pitilessly discarded by
Lenin in the spring of 1917 in the teeth of determined opposition from, among others, Stalin. In the case
of post-Bismarckian Germany, this qualitative leap in Marxist theory was not carried through with
anything like the same severity and clarity, with devastating results for not only the SPD, but the entire
German, and indeed, European proletariat. But how did the young Hitler, as an ardent chauvinist,
fanatical anti-Marxist and vehement Jew-baiter, assess the failure of Bismarck’s anti-socialist crusade?
We know, chiefly from his own testimony in Mein Kampf, but also from other evidence, that Hitler first
seriously studied past attempts to destroy Marxism when he arrived in Munich from Vienna in May 1913.
What he says about this period of his life is so important that we reproduce it here in its near entirety:

For the second time | dug into this doctrine of destruction - this time no longer led by the
impressions and effects of my daily associations, but directed by the observation of general
processes of political life. I again immersed myself in the theoretical literature of this new world
[that is, of Marxism - RB] attempting to achieve clarity concerning its possible effects, and then
compared it with the actual phenomena and events it brings about in political, cultural and
economic life. Now for the first time | turned my attention to the attempts to master this world
plague. I studied Bismarck’s Socialist Legislation in its intention, struggle and success. Gradually
| obtained a positively granite foundation for my own conviction, so that since that time | have
never been forced to undertake a shift in my own inner views on this question. Likewise the
relation of Marxism to the Jews was submitted to further thorough examination. Though
previously in Vienna, Germany above all had seemed to me an unshakable colossus, now anxious
misgivings sometimes entered my mind. I was filled with wrath at German foreign policy and
likewise with what seemed to me the incredibly frivolous way in which the most important
problem then existing for Germany, Marxism, was treated. It was really beyond me how people
could rush so blindly into a danger whose effects, pursuant to the Marxists’ own intention, were
bound some day to be monstrous... In the years 1913 and 1914 | for the first time in various
circles which today in part faithfully support the National Socialist movement expressed the
conviction that the question of the future of the German nation was the question of destroying
Marxism. t421

What we should note here is not only the very obvious fact that Bismarck’s anti-socialist legislation
became a component part of Hitler’s counter-revolutionary ‘granite foundation’ but his perception from
quite early on that the survival of German imperialism was, in the long term, incompatible with the
existence of a thriving German labour movement. The number of SPD leaders who shared this view -
from the other side of the class trenches - could at this time be counted on the fingers of one hand!
Hitler’s respect for Bismarck was by no means a show of reverence staged to impress the ‘national
classes’ who still idolised him - far from it. The anti-socialist legislation was a recurring and central
theme in a series of important speeches which he delivered to leaders of German industry and finance at
various times during the life of the Weimar Republic. Thus in his speech to the Hamburg ‘1919 National
Club’, made on 28 February 1926 before leading right-wing politicians and businessmen of the city,
Hitler outlined his view of the causes of Germany’s defeat in the First World War, the most important
being the existence of the SPD:

On that day when a Marxist movement was allowed to exist alongside the other political parties
the death sentence was passed on the Reich... Already in 1870-71 there was put forward the
Marxist opposition to the national preservation of the Reich at the end of the then war. 3! This
opposition was ignored as only three men were involved. Nobody grasped the greater significance
that it was in fact possible for these representatives of a movement to dare to come out against
national defence... It appeared to be overcome without danger... the success of the war led to the
belief that the ideas of these three men had been defeated... Then there were the so-called
election victories of the bourgeois parties, often resulting in a loss of votes by the left, but never a
reduction in their support. There was perhaps an exception in the period of the socialist
legislation, which was later dismantled. They had cut down the number of Social Democratic
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supporters, or so it seemed. Then as soon as the anti-socialist laws were repealed as impracticable,
these numbers automatically grew again... 44!

In other words, Bismarck had driven the Marxists underground, but he had not broken their will to fight,
or severed their links with the masses. Neither had he succeeded in counterposing an alternative and
combative ‘social’ ideology to the programme, principles and theory of the banned party. Hitler was
determined not to make the same mistake. And here again we must quote at length from Hitler’s
autobiography, written, it should always be remembered, a full eight years before his movement seized
power:

Any attempt to combat a philosophy with methods of violence will fail in the end, unless the fight
takes the form of an attack for a new spiritual attitude. Only in the struggle between two
philosophies can the weapon of brutal force, persistently and ruthlessly applied, lead to a decision
for the side it supports. This remains the reason for the failure of the struggle against Marxism.
This was why Bismarck’s socialist legislation finally failed and had to fail, in spite of everything.
Lacking was the platform of a new philosophy for whose rise the fight could have been waged.
For only the proverbial wisdom of high government officials will succeed in believing that drivel
about so-called ‘state authority’ or ‘law and order’ could form a suitable basis for the spiritual
impetus of a life and death struggle. Such a real spiritual basis for this struggle was lacking.
Bismarck had to entrust the execution of his socialist legislation to the judgement and desires of
that institution which itself was a product of Marxist thinking. By entrusting the fate of his war on
the Marxists to the well-wishing of bourgeois democracy, the Iron Chancellor set the wolf to
mind the sheep. All this was only the necessary consequence of the absence of a basic new anti-
Marxist philosophy endowed with a stormy will to conquer... °!

Thus, arising out of the negative as well as positive experiences of Bismarck’s anti-socialist legislation
was the lesson drawn by Hitler that the masses can never be mobilised on behalf of reaction under the
banner of defending the status quo. Hence the unavoidable need for slogans and programmes of a
‘socialist’ and even, when the situation demanded it, ‘revolutionary’ hue. Not that Bismarck had
considered such a strategy, and then rejected it in favour of his police-parliamentary methods. The option
had not even arisen, save in the appearance of a handful of anti-Semitic agitators during the middle
period of Bismarck’s rule. And these he treated with a truly patrician scorn as contemptible plebeian
rabble rousers, little better than the Marxists they claimed to be fighting. Hitler therefore set out three
main desiderata of a successful counter-revolutionary movement. It must set out to win broad layers of
the masses to its side by employing social demagogy on the broadest and most uninhibited scale; it must
not shrink from using the most extreme methods of violence to cow its opponents, and finally, it trust
spurn the pussy-footing methods of bourgeois parliamentary democracy like the plague. These were the
three lessons which Hitler drew from the failure of Bismarck’s war against German socialism. They also
comprise, when allied to an all-pervading nationalism, the main components of Nazi political strategy. To
use an Hegelian construction, the German Social Democrats ‘negated’ Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws, and
for the next 14 years experienced a period of almost continuous organisational and electoral growth. But
since the political and theoretical implications of this ‘negation’, with all its contradictory elements, were
not plumbed to their depths by the leaders of the victorious party, a process set in which began to
undermine it. In turn, the betrayal of German Social Democracy in 1914 and 1918-19 enabled reaction to
regroup its forces under a new banner, a movement which based itself on the lessons of the Bismarck
period, finally ‘negated” German Social Democracy, and with it, the flower of the entire proletariat. This
proves the philosophical truth that dialectical development proceeds by regression as well as progression,
and that the degree of regression is in its turn not an automatic reflex of social-economic conditions, but
also bound up with how deeply the leadership of the workers’ movement is able to extract from its own
experiences and those of others the dangers as well as the revolutionary possibilities created by a defeat
of the class enemy. Bismarck’s law of 1878 ended up in the Reichstag dustbin, ¢! but so, 55 years later,
did the SPD. And that, perhaps, is the most important lesson of all.

Notes

1. Fascism is, of course, first and foremost a movement of imperialist reaction and counter-
revolution, and can only rise to maturity in an epoch where the threat of proletarian
revolution has become an actuality. The movements led by Hitler and Mussolini were
unthinkable in the Germany of Bismarck or William Il. But this by no means negates the
fact that even at this early date the deep-going shifts in petit-bourgeois consciousness, partly
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reflected in the activities of anti-Semitic and pseudo-socialist demagogues, were the first
stages of a process which culminated in the formation and development of the Nazi Party.
Even more important were the parallel developments among the leaders of heavy industry,
which were discussed in the previous chapter. What makes fascism so potent, and therefore
so dangerous, is that it is not simply an artificial creation of a clique of reactionary
businessmen, but the product of a long historical process. Only when this is understood can
it be effectively combated.

2. Many were destined in later years to play a significant part in pioneering the American
socialist movement.

3. This is not to say that the vast majority of workers in England and Germany had broken
free from the grip of bourgeois ideology. As Lenin pointed out in his famous polemic
against the Russian ‘Economist’ school, which advanced a schema of spontaneous working-
class development towards and into socialist consciousness, ‘trade union consciousness is
bourgeois consciousness’. And, as first conceived by its founders, the Labour Party was little
else but the political party of the trade unions. This is not to deny that it also contained
another element pregnant with revolutionary implications - the groping of the working
class towards political power.

4. Hegelian philosophy was itself a product of the uneven, or one-sided, development of the
German bourgeoisie (see Chapter One).

5. F Engels, ‘Preface’, The Peasant War in Germany (Moscow, 1956), p 32.
6. Engels, ‘Preface’, The Peasant War in Germany, pp 32-33.
7. Engels, ‘Preface’, The Peasant War in Germany, p 33.

8. This emphasis on ‘State Socialism’, as opposed to the achievement of socialism by the
independent revolutionary action of the working class itself, was enshrined in the Lassallean
Workers’ Programme, which declared: ‘Thus the purpose of the state is to bring about the
positive unfolding and progressive development of man’s nature, in other words, to realise
the human purpose.” Elsewhere he wrote that ‘the task and purpose of the state consists
exactly in its facilitating and mediating the great cultural progress of humanity... That is
why it exists; it has always served, and always had to serve, this very purpose.’

9. Yet Lassalle’s futile death in a duel deeply grieved Marx and Engels. The bitter words
they had exchanged were exclusively about how best to fight and defeat the class enemy.
Marx and Engels now saluted him as a fallen comrade: ‘No matter what Lassalle may have
been personally, and from a literary and scientific standpoint, politically he was certainly
one of the finest brains in Germany... it hits one hard to see how Germany is destroying all
the more or less capable men of the extreme party. What joy there will be amongst the
manufacturers and the Progressive swine after all. Lassalle was the only man in Germany of
whom they were afraid.” (Engels to Marx, 3 September 1864) To which Marx replied:
‘Lassalle’s misfortune has been worrying me damnably during the last few days. After all,
he was one of the old guard and an enemy of our enemies.” (Marx to Engels, 7 September
1864) Perhaps it is significant that neither of these letters, which bring out the warm, human
side of their authors, is in the current Moscow edition of the Marx-Engels Selected
Correspondence. These qualities, and not the cynical ersatz version presented in pictures of
Stalin hugging little children at the height of his blood-purge, have been rare commaodities in
the Soviet Union for many decades.

10. Marx challenged cloudy and false formulations on the nature and difference between
bourgeois and communist conceptions of ‘right” in relation to the distribution of the produce
of labour. Here the Lassallean heritage made itself felt most strongly, as it did with the well-
known formulation in the programme that in relation to the proletariat, ‘all other classes are
only one reactionary mass’.

11. K Marx, Critique of the Gotha Programme’ (1875), Marx-Engels Selected Works,
Volume 2 (Moscow, 1962), p 27.

12. Marx, ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’, Marx-Engels Selected Works, Volume 2,
p 27.
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13. Marx, ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’, Marx-Engels Selected Works, Volume 2,
p 32.

14. Marx, ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’, Marx-Engels Selected Works, Volume 2,
pp 32-33.
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scored an amazing victory over all its opponents, increasing its vote from 31 500 to more
than 56 000. This was evidence that while the middle classes gravitated away from the party
to the right, the hard-core socialist proletariat clung more than ever to the party which
defended them against their bourgeois and Junker enemies. Such traditions of loyalty die
hard. In the Reichstag terror elections of 5 March 1933, the SPD, already on the verge of a
new and far more crushing illegality, polled 7 181 000 votes, a fall of less than 66 000 on the
previous elections, held in November 1932, when there was no state-organised anti-socialist
terror. The great tragedy lay in that this truly heroic class loyalty was utterly perverted and
betrayed by the leaders of the SPD, whose capitulationist policies contrasted so miserably
with the courageous example of those who pioneered the party in the teeth of Bismarck’s
repression.
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and advised the miners’ leaders to seek an ‘acceptable compromise’. He seemed to overlook
the fact that the raw Ruhr miners were striking powerful blows against the same enemy.

38. By combining against the SPD in run-off ballots, the right-wing parties managed to hold
down the number of Social Democratic Reichstag deputies to 35.

39. And not only after 1890. Thus in a dispute within the SPD Reichstag fraction over
whether to call for the creation of state-assisted farm cooperatives in East Prussia, Engels
wrote to Bebel on 30 December 1884, that with guaranteed trade union and political
freedoms, such a policy would ‘lead gradually to a transition of the total production into
cooperative production’. On this occasion, Bebel found himself defending Marxist
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legislation. In 1894, Kirdorf and Stumm headed an industrial alliance to secure the passing
of their so-called ‘Umsturzorlage’ or “anti-revolution’ bill. They even succeeded in deposing
Chancellor Count Caprivi, whom industry regarded as being too soft on labour, and
installing in his place Prince Hohenloe, who supported the bill. And although it failed to win
a majority in the Reichstag, the Ruhr barons continued to press for legislation restricting the
right to strike. They returned to the offensive three years later, when with the support of the
Kaiser, they introduced a new bill, the ‘Penal Servitude Bill” which, in the words of Count
Possadowksy, the German Home Secretary, sought to ‘give those who are willing to work
better protection against the terrorism of strikers and agitators’. Earlier in 1897, none other
than the Kaiser, that self-proclaimed ‘king of the beggars’, declared in a speech that ‘the
heaviest punishment should be meted out to the man who is audacious enough to hinder his
fellow man from working when he desires to do so’. Shortly after the bill was defeated in the
Reichstag, it came to light that the government had accepted a secret donation of 12 000
marks from industry to publish printed propaganda against the trade unions and the right to
strike. Only a massive nationwide counter-offensive by the SPD and the trade unions
compelled wavering elements in the Reichstag to vote the bill down on its second reading.
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975
Chapter V: The Imperialist Crucible

I employ the word ‘State’; it is easy to see what I mean - a band of blonde beasts, a race of
conquerors and masters organised for war and strong enough to organise in their turn, seizing
without qualms in their terrible grip a population that is perhaps enormously superior in numbers
but that still lacks cohesion... (Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Geneology of Morals)

“The political structure... of monopoly capitalism’, Lenin wrote in 1916, ‘is the change from democracy
to political reaction.” ™! Corresponding, though not directly, immediately or mechanically, to the
transition from free capitalist competition (‘Manchester capitalism”) to monopoly capitalism dominated
by the big trusts and banks, is the trend away from classical liberalism and parliamentary democracy
towards authoritarian, extra-parliamentary, militarist, Bonapartist or even fascist forms of rule. Lenin,
who made this observation six full years before Mussolini’s ‘March on Rome’, had grasped more clearly
than any other contemporary workers’ leader the political implications for the international labour
movement of the imperialist era ushered in by the war of 1914. And it is the only methodological
approach which enables us to discover how and why certain ideological and philosophical trends which
began to emerge in the middle and late nineteenth century subsequently crystallised and fused together in
the formation of fascist movements in the three main nations of continental Europe - Italy, France and
Germany.

In so doing, we must guard against any tendency to simplify and vulgarise the highly complex skein of
dialectical relationships which exists between the economic ‘base’ and the ideological ‘superstructure’ of
capitalist (or indeed any) society. Several of Engels’ last letters warn precisely against this eagerness to
explain every movement and conflict in the realm of ideas by seeking out - or even inventing - an
economic or class origin for such phenomena:

According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining element in history
is the production and reproduction of real life. More than this, neither Marx nor | have ever
asserted. Hence if somebody twists this into saying that the economic element is the only
determining one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase.
The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the superstructure - political
forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit: constitutions established by the victorious class
after a successful battle, etc, juridical forms, and even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in
the brains of the participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious views and their
further development into systems of dogmas - also exercise their influence upon the course of
the historical struggles, and in many cases preponderate in determining their form. 2]

Thus far, we can agree with Engels completely. Unless the importance and origin of form is given its due
weight, historical materialism, which is the application of dialectical materialism to the study of human
history and specifically the struggle of classes, is vulgarised and reduced to mechanical materialism, to a
social variant of Newtonian mechanistic physics. But it is only honest to state that when Engels, in his
anxiety to combat the mechanist approach, states that ‘history is made in such a way that the final result
always results from conflicts between many individual wills, of which each in turn has been made what it
is by a host of particular conditions of life’, 13! he introduces a formulation which can weaken the
materialist content of the Marxist historical method. True, the form in which classes and nations act is
through the medium of the ‘individual will’. But the content is the movement of collective material
forces, unified in moments of historical crisis and decision through the medium of parties and leaderships
to forge and wield a collective will. Without such a transition from the molecular and ‘individual’ in
periods of relative tranquillity to the united action of millions in situations of profound tension,
revolutions would be impossible. !

What Engels says about this problem is, in some ways, almost indistinguishable from Hegel’s ‘cunning of
reason’ or the ‘hidden hand’ of Adam Smith:

Thus there are innumerable intersecting forces, an infinite series of parallelograms of forces
which give rise to one resultant - the historical event. This may again itself be viewed as the
product of a power which works as a whole unconsciously and without volition. For what each
individual wills is obstructed by everyone else, and what emerges is something that no one
willed...
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By so dwelling on the mediating factor in human action, that is, the ideological residues and their
distillation through the individual consciousness, Engels here almost liquidates class action and class
consciousness, though that is obviously completely alien to his purpose. For the proletarian class struggle,
the highest form of human action and consciousness, cannot be reduced to a lower form, that of
individual actions and wills, even though, on an arithmetic plane, the class is the sum total of its
component individual parts. Hegel’s law of the transformation of quantity into quality, developed by
Marx (and Engels!) in a materialist fashion, holds that higher forms of motion cannot be reduced to
lower, that they contain new opposites, new forms of conflict and tension which are not present in the
old.

The reader will, it is hoped, see the relevance of these remarks, not only in the following discussion of the
politics of imperialism, but throughout the remainder of the book.

Lenin never fell into the tempting trap of drawing an absolute parallel between imperialism and political
reaction. He spoke and wrote only of tendencies and trends, of an overall, but contradictory and
oscillating drive of monopoly capitalism to undermine and overturn the most important democratic
victories which had been won, under the leadership of an earlier, pre-imperialist bourgeoisie, against the
forces of feudalism. He by no means excluded the possibility that, in a given conjuncture of domestic and
international forces, an imperialist bourgeoisie could adapt itself to the forms of parliamentary
democracy. Thus against those within the international Marxist movement (and also the Russian
Bolshevik Party) who argued that since imperialism suppressed all democratic and national rights, there
remained little purpose in struggling for them, t® Lenin wrote:

... in general, political democracy is merely one of the possible forms of superstructure above
capitalism (although it is theoretically the normal one for ‘pure’ capitalism). The facts show that
both capitalism and imperialism develop within the framework of any political form and
subordinate them all. It is, therefore, a basic theoretical error to speak of the ‘impracticability” of
one of the forms and of one of the demands of democracy. ™!

In fact, the rise of imperialism took place, in the cases of France and England, in countries where
parliamentary and democratic traditions had sunk deep roots into the petit-bourgeois and proletarian
masses, and where parliamentary institutions had evolved into the customary vehicle for the resolution of
political differences within the possessing classes. Therefore the imperialist-oriented sections of the
bourgeoisie were, whether they liked it or not, compelled to take these traditions and institutions into
account when shaping their own political strategy. Not so in Germany, where, as we have already noted,
democratic traditions were almost entirely lacking in the big and petit-bourgeoisie. Added to this, of
course, was the aristocratic contempt felt by the Prussian Junker caste for anything which remotely
smacked of popular rule and wide-ranging democratic liberties. The German bourgeoisie therefore not
only found itself politically and psychologically predisposed towards a consistently anti-democratic
imperialist policy at home as well as abroad, it encountered scant resistance to such a course amongst any
class of the population save the proletariat.

Britain had its highly vocal bourgeois - and even aristocratic - critics of imperialism and colonialism,
and the bourgeoisie learned to live with them. They were minor irritants, and only in the war of 1914-18
did they suffer serious persecution for their views. But in Germany, the picture was entirely different.
There, the opposition to imperialism, chauvinism, racialism and militarism was confined almost
exclusively to those workers organised within the SPD and affiliated bodies such as the trade unions.

So it was inevitable that the main offensive of the emergent imperialist bourgeoisie should be directed
against Social Democracy, the movement led by ‘aliens’ and ‘traitors’. As Germany moved into the
imperialist epoch and towards the explosion of 1914, the bourgeoisie was faced with two alternative
methods of achieving the same political goal. Either it would have to attempt to reimpose a new and far
more rigorous version of Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws (and now at a time when the SPD numbered
millions amongst its supporters), or seek a rapprochement with the more ‘moderate’ and ‘nationally-
minded’ elements of its leadership. History tells us that it was the second option which won out in 1914,
But this should not be allowed to obscure those political forces and ideas which, while pushed to one side
in the period of enforced collaboration with Social Democracy during the world war, ®! were not only
indicative of ultra-reactionary trends inside the German bourgeoisie, but re-emerged with tenfold vigour
and eventual triumph in the final years of the Weimar Republic. However before examining the origin,
function and development of these ‘proto-fascist’ ideologists, it will be necessary to discuss briefly the
important changes which were taking place in the economic base of German society.
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Lenin and Bukharin, the two principle theoreticians of the Bolshevik Party prior to 1917, only began a
serious and detailed study of imperialism after the outbreak of the First World War, yet their works,
together with Rosa Luxemburg’s The Accumulation of Capital (1913) remain the most penetrating and
politically valuable contributions in this field. Both emphasised the qualitative changes that had taken
place in capitalism during the last quarter of the nineteenth century - the transition from ‘laisser faire’ to
monopoly capitalism - and understood this as the bedrock of what Marxists term imperialism. We shall
employ the works of Lenin and Bukharin on imperialism to illuminate the many and profound economic
transformations which were underway in Germany from the 1870s onwards, and how they made
themselves felt at every level of society.

Lenin denoted five salient features of imperialism. They were, in their order of chronological appearance:

1. The concentration of production and capital has developed to such a high state that it has created
monopolies which play a decisive role in economic life.

2. The merging of bank capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of this ‘finance
capital’, of a financial oligarchy.

3. The export of capital as distinguished from the export of commodities acquires exceptional
importance.

4. The formation of international monopolist capitalist associations which share the world among
themselves.

5. The territorial division of the whole world among the biggest capitalist powers is completed. [

Elsewhere in the same work, Lenin stresses that imperialism, being the highest stage of capitalism,
remains subject to its laws of development and that it is therefore, like the preceding capitalism of free
competition, always developing at an uneven tempo, both with regard to rival imperialist states and
internally vis-a-vis the various branches of national economy. This is especially true in the case of
Germany, which, as we have so often had cause to stress, was the ‘late arrival’ on the stage of European
capitalism. The ‘late developer’ learnt his economic and technological lessons from his English and
French tutors so well and rapidly that by the turn of the century, Germany was in many ways the best
prepared of the major imperialist powers to wage a struggle for continental supremacy. Let us see
precisely how swift and thoroughgoing this development was. Beginning with Lenin’s first ingredient of
imperialism, we see that German capitalism pioneered the large-scale transition from competitive to
monopoly capitalism, and that it did so in a semi-planned fashion. We are referring of course to the
emergence of the ‘Cartel’ system within German industry in the early years of the Empire. The initial
impulse towards the creation of cartels was undoubtedly the economic crisis which hit German industry
and finance in 1873. The largely speculative boom nourished by the French war indemnity collapsed after
two years of feverish stock exchange activity and dubious financial transactions, and the leaders of heavy
industry especially sought to protect their markets and profits by entering into agreements with concerns
operating in the same sphere. Prices were maintained and markets divided up between the major
companies to the exclusion of the less powerful, thus greatly accelerating a trend towards concentration
already under way as a result of business bankruptcies. Thus by 1877, 14 such cartels had been formed,
embracing the coke, pig iron, sheet steel and potash industries. Agreements to restrict production were
also common, as in the case of the Rhenish-Westphalian coal-owners, who when faced with a contraction
of demand, jointly cut output by 10 per cent. In this way they hoped to - and largely succeeded in -
maintaining existing price levels. These working agreements contained within them the seeds of a more
permanent union, since they recognised the advantages of large-scale, planned production geared to the
maximisation of profits. And so, slowly at first, and at an uneven tempo in each sector of industry, firms
already organised in cartels began to merge into integrated monopolies, sometimes, as in the case of the
Rhenish-Westphalian coal syndicate, through the intermediate stage of a marketing union. This process is
reflected statistically in the changing ratio of workers employed in large and small-scale enterprises. Thus
in 1882, when the cartel system was in its infancy, the number of workers employed in manufacturing
industry was divided almost evenly between large firms on the one hand (166 500) and firms classified as
small and medium on the other (189 500). Twenty-five years of capital concentration, cartelisation and
monopolisation then greatly undermined the position of the small and medium firm. They now employed
231500 workers, an absolute increase of a mere 65 000, while the labour force of large-scale
manufacturers had swollen more than fourfold to 788 800! Taking German industry overall, 0.9 per cent
of firms employed 39.4 per cent of Germany’s total workforce. Capital concentration was even more
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intense, with 75 per cent of the nation’s industrial energy supply being used by these same 0.9 per cent of
firms.

By this time - 1907 - the number of cartels had risen to nearly 500, and had embraced every important
sector of the economy, *°! This was the period of the formation and consolidation of the industrial giants
which little more than two decades later swung their enormous economic power and political influence
behind Hitler. The same is true of the big banks. Established, as we have seen, in the period of reaction
following the defeat of 1848, they very quickly became closely involved in the investment policies of
German heavy industry, and used their indispensible role as a financier of industry to secure key positions
on the boards of the largest concerns. This is, of course, Lenin’s second feature of imperialism, the union
of banking and industrial capital. The extent of this fusion can be depicted graphically, as can the degree
of dominance which banking capital assumed over industry as a consequence of this process.

In the following chart, column A denotes the number of firms where the big banks held a place on the
managing board, column B the number of bank directors holding such positions, and column C the
branch of trade or industry where the bank in question had its strongest interests.

Bank A B C

Bank fur Handel and Industrie 93 102 Transport, commerce, metal, mining
Berliner 88 100 Transport, commerce, metal, mining
Commerz und Disconto 32 35 Engineering, commerce

Deutsche 1160 | 128 Metal, mines

Disconto-Gesellschaft 92 126 Metal, mines

Dresdner 87 102 Mines, engineering, transport, catering
Nationalbank 96 102 Mines, engineering, commerce
Schaffhausen 94 111 Mines, metal, commerce, trade

Several of these banks were later to fuse, finally comprising the ‘big six’ of German finance, but even
here, before 1914, we can see the basic economic structure of German imperialism already solidified.
Looking more closely at the interests of the banks, we find that the immensely powerful Deutsche Bank
(several of whose directors later helped to finance Hitler’s bid for power) held important positions on the
boards of Siemens and Halkse (electrical), Nordeutscher Lloyd **! (shipping) and Oberschlesiche
Kokswerke (coke). Moreover, the Deutsche was banker to the giant Krupps concern. The Berliner
Handelsgesellschaft was firmly ensconced on the board of Siemens’ chief rival, AEG, while the
Darmstaedter had important interests in the Luxembourg mining industry.

Looking even more closely at the structure and leadership of German monopoly capitalism in the
immediate pre-1914 period, certain highly interesting and significant factors emerge. Firstly, there was
the enormous economic power concentrated, not simply in the hands of a trust or bank, but single
individuals. In effect, a tiny group of monopoly capitalists, by virtue of their grip on entire sections of
industry and finance, exploited and dominated socially literally millions of German workers. Thus in the
Ruhr, the future backer of National Socialism, the coal magnate Emil Kirdorf through his association
with the Discontogesellschaft Bank and fellow tycoon Hugo Stinnes employed either directly or
indirectly no less than 69 000 of the region’s 354 200 miners. Altogether, only 10 banking and industrial
families accounted for 89.3 per cent of Ruhr coal output! (These 10 also included the future Nazi tycoons
Thyssen and Krupp.) Looked at from the standpoint of the big banks, who held the purse strings of nearly
all the large mining concerns, we see that the Deutsche Bank controlled 20 mines employing 72 600
workers and producing 19.3 million tons per year, out of a total 89.3 million tons. No bank could match
the Deutsche’s degree of penetration into Ruhr coal mining except the Discontogesellschaft, whose
operations were linked with Stinnes 21 and Kirdorf.

In the other main branch of Ruhr heavy industry - iron and steel production - the same picture emerges.
And even the same names, for here too Thyssen and Krupp were among the leaders of the trust, together
with Stumm, Kirdorf and Stinnes. Taken overall, the nerve centres of German monopoly capitalism - the
electrical, chemical, mining and steel industries, together with shipping and banking, were ruled, at the
outbreak of the First World War, by no more than 13 groups or trusts. And in their turn, these
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associations were dominated either by single families, as was the case with Stumm, Stinnes, Krupp and
Thyssen, or by the biggest banks. The German economy therefore presented the appearance of an
inverted pyramid of a few score monopoly capitalists supporting - or rather seeming to support - an
immensely broad and variegated industrial, commercial and agricultural base. This economic tyranny
could not but have its repercussions in every facet of Germany’s political and social life.

For as regards both the process of monopoly concentration and the fusion of industrial with banking
capital, Germany had, by the turn of the century, advanced further along the imperialist path than any of
its world rivals. But this immense strength at the industrial base did not find an immediate and direct
reflection in the external position of German imperialism. And the main reason for this was once again
the uneven nature and tempo of world capitalist development. France and England, Germany’s two main
continental competitors, had already carved out vast colonial empires many decades before capitalism in
these countries began its transition into the monopoly stage. *3!

Whereas in 1876, the British Empire ruled over 250 million colonial subjects, Germany had yet even to
stake a claim for its first overseas possession. Everywhere it turned, German capital came up hard against
the already firmly established ‘zones of influence’ of either British, French or Russian imperialism. There
could be no question of peaceful or evolutionary development towards a position of European
predominance commensurate with its burgeoning economic might. Right from the outset, German
capitalism was confronted with the stark alternatives: either prepare for war, or accept the status quo and
be slowly ground down by the combined pressure of its French, English and Russian enemies.

It is essential to see how this strategic relationship between the major European capitalist powers
accentuated the already powerful trend towards reaction within Germany’s possessing classes, and how it
found a peculiar echo among wide layers of the petit-bourgeoisie. The German bourgeoisie found itself,
as it entered the imperialist epoch, fighting a war on two fronts; against the workers’ movement, now
emerging triumphant and unscathed from its 12 years of illegality under Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws,
and against its foreign capitalist rivals, France, Britain and, to a lesser extent, the United States. Indeed,
the first shots in this war had been fired some years before when after a prolonged and at times bitter
debate within ruling political and economic circles, Bismarck agreed to institute legislation to protect
German industry from foreign competition. And significantly, this change of heart coincided with
Bismarck’s equally momentous decision to drop his earlier opposition to colonialism, and come out
firmly in favour of fighting for Germany’s place in the imperial sun. The great concern felt by the
bourgeoisie for Germany’s weak international position vis-a-vis the main colonial powers was expressed
very cogently by Friedrich Fabri in his Bedarf Deutschland der Kolonien? of 1879:

Should not the German nation, so seaworthy, so industrially and commercially minded, hew a
new path on the road of imperialism? We are convinced beyond doubt that the colonial question
has become a matter of life or death for the development of Germany. Colonies will have a
salutary effect on our economic situation as well as on our entire economic progress.

And in words which were later to become all too familiar for the peoples of Europe, Fabri went on:

If the new Germany wants to protect its newly-won position of power for a long time, it must
heed its Kultur-mission, and, above all, delay no longer in the task of renewing the call for
colonies.

In the same year, on 2 May 1879, Bismarck addressed the Reichstag on the allied question of protection:

... we are slowly bleeding to death owing to insufficient protection. This process was arrested for
a time by the five milliards which we have received from France after the war: otherwise we
should have been compelled five years ago to take those steps we are taking today... I see that
those countries which possess protection are prospering, and that those countries which possess
free trade are decaying. Mighty England, that powerful athlete, stepped out into the open market
after she had strengthened her sinews, and said, ‘Who will fight me? I am prepared to meet
everybody.” But England is slowly returning to protection, and in a few years she will take it up in
order to save for herself at least the home market.

Fabri and Bismarck here summed up succinctly the problems facing German capitalism on the eve of the
imperialist epoch, and in fact correctly indicated the strategy it later adopted to overcome them. In 1885,
Bismarck declared a German ‘protectorate’ in the East African region subsequently known as
Tanganyika, and the bid for empire was on. The industrialists of the National Liberal Party and agrarians
of the Conservatives submerged their political and economic differences in the imperialist-oriented and
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anti-socialist ‘pact of steel and rye’, which functioned as a parliamentary ‘cartel’ for all governments up
to the outbreak of the First World War. Unity against the working-class movement at home, unity in the
struggle for domination abroad - this was the driving force of ruling-class politics from the mid-1880s
onwards. These important policy shifts made themselves felt at every level of German society, and not
least amongst intellectuals most closely linked with the bourgeoisie. For to them fell the task of evolving
a theoretical justification for the aggressive and dictatorial course upon which the regime had embarked
in all fields of policy.

This development reached its nadir with the Manifesto of the Ninety-Three German Intellectuals,
published on the outbreak of hostilities by leading university professors and scientists in support of
German imperialism’s war aims. **! But the subordination of ‘official’ intellectual life and cultural
activity to the Second Reich began much earlier, and it leaned heavily in its turn on those reactionary,
subjectivist and pessimistic trends which had emerged out of the ruins of the classical Hegelian school. In
many cases, these philosophers began by regressing to the position adopted by Kant, that the objective
world of ‘noumena’ was by its very nature unknowable (the thing-in-itself) and that mankind was forever
limited in his knowledge to the world of appearances, ‘phenomena’, which were filtered through from the
noumenal world by the subjective categories of mental perception: that is, causality, quantity, quality, etc.

Now while Kant’s philosophy marked a clear step forward from the scepticism of the later English
empiricists Berkeley (who held an extreme solipsist [**! position) and Hume, it was also criticised by
Hegel for inconsistency in its establishing an arbitrary limit to human knowledge. The contemporary and
follower of Kant, Johann Fichte, gave his philosophy a highly humanistic and radical interpretation,
holding that since the world existed only through man’s perception of it, then it was within his power,
through the exercising of his will, to mould the world as he desired. Here the ‘will’ played a relatively
progressive role, as it was the philosophical refraction of the desire by an historically progressive class to
create a modern, rationally-governed and united German state. But we can see how this same notion of
the will underwent a dramatic transformation in the hands of those philosophers who took part in the anti-
Hegelian reaction of the 1840s, a movement that was later given added impetus by the political reaction
which followed the defeat of the 1848 Revolution. The main links in this chain, which in fact reaches
from the post-Napoleonic reaction to the ideologues of National Socialism, are Arthur Schopenhauer and
Friedrich Nietzsche.

How Schopenhauer became instrumental in evolving an utterly reactionary philosophical and political
system out of elements of Kantianism can be seen from his most famous work, The World as Will and
Idea. Written in 1818 when the philosopher was 30 years of age, it explicitly sets out to undermine the
prevailing Hegelian influence in Germany, a fact which Schopenhauer openly acknowledged in the
preface to the book’s second edition, which he wrote in 1844:

... my writing bears the stamp of honesty and openness so distinctly on the face of them, that by
this alone they are a glaring contrast to those of three celebrated sophists of the post-Kantian
period. 1

He roundly condemned Hegelian dialectics as ‘bombast and charlatanism’, and Hegel himself as an
‘intellectual Caliban’. (Caliban, derived from a Shakespearian character, denotes someone who is
‘degraded and bestial’.) Ironically, it was Schopenhauer’s subjectivist antidote to Hegelianism which, in a
later historical epoch, became an integral strand in the web of that greatest bestiality and degradation
known to man, National Socialism.

Central to Schopenhauer’s philosophy was the repudiation of an external, material world existing prior to
and independently of human consciousness. ‘Idea’ and ‘Will’ - these were the driving forces of all
development:

It is palpable contradiction to call the will free, and yet to prescribe laws for it according to which
it ought to will... it follows from the point of view of our system that the will is not only free, but
almighty. From it proceeds not only its action, but also its world; and as the will is, so does its
action and its world become... The will determines itself, and at the same time both its action and
its world; for besides it there is nothing, and these are the will itself. 1"

So intuition and instinct, rather than analysis, synthesis and reflection, should serve as modes of thought
for confronting and understanding reality:

... wWhoever supposes that the inner nature of the world can in any way, however plausibly
disguised, be historically comprehended, is infinitely far from a philosophical knowledge of the
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world... The genuine philosophical consideration of the world, that is, the consideration that
affords us a knowledge of its inner nature, and so leads us beyond the phenomenon, is precisely
that method which does not concern itself with the whence, the whither, and the why of the world,
but always and everywhere demands only the what, the method which considers things not
according to any relation, not as becoming and passing away..., but, on the contrary, just that
which remains when all that belongs to the form of knowledge proper... has been abstracted, the
inner nature of the world, which always appears unchanged in all the relations, but is itself never
subject to them, and has the Ideas of the world as its material objector material. 8!

The breakdown of the Hegelian school led, through the material intervention of the German and
international working class, to Marxism. The disintegration of Kant’s system, on the contrary, brought
forward all those elements within it that left a door ajar for mysticism and extreme subjectivism, the
denial of objective, law-governed processes and the material, social basis of human consciousness. Thus
empiricism, however ‘rational’ in its assumptions and method, does not stand at the opposite pole to
subjectivism, but can, in certain conditions, pass over into it. And though the work in question does not
treat directly with the political implications of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, they nevertheless intrude in a
disguised form. In discussing the concept of ‘freedom of the will’, Schopenhauer carefully qualifies it
when applied to individual human beings:

... we must be aware of the error that the action of the individual definite man is subject to no
necessity... The freedom of the will as thing-in-itself... does not extend to the rational animal
endowed with individual character, that is, the person. The person is never free although he is the
phenomenon of a free will... [*°!

How far have we travelled from the bourgeois-revolutionary ideal of the free, rational autonomous
individual in a free and rational society where the interests of each coincide with the interests of all.
Schopenhauer’s political ideas, which are very clearly derived from his subjectivist philosophy, show
how profound was the reaction in German intellectual circles against this bourgeois-democratic Utopia.
Here too his main target was Hegel, who, as we have previously observed, was profoundly moved and
influenced by the philosophical ideals and government principles of the French Revolution. Not reason,
but brute force, was the means by which men and nations should be governed. He looked with favour on
the doctrine of Machiavelli, which Schopenhauer interpreted thus:

What you wouldn’t like done to yourself, do to others. If you do not want to be put under a
foreign yoke, take time by the forelock, and put your neighbour under it himself... 2°1

And of the notion that the people had the right to choose their own form of government and control its
leaders, he wrote:

The people, it must be admitted, is sovereign; but it is a sovereign who is always a minor. It must
have permanent guardians. And it can never exercise its rights itself, without creating dangers of
which no one can foresee the end; especially as, like all minors, it is very apt to become the sport
of... what are called demagogues. 21

This thoroughgoing anti-democratic contempt for the masses runs like a thread through all
Schopenhauer’s political writings, exemplified by his essay ‘Government’, from which these extracts
have been taken:

... the great mass of mankind, always and everywhere, cannot do without leaders, guides and
counsellors, in one shape or another... their common task is to lead the race, for the greater part is
incapable and perverse, through the labyrinth of life... That these guides of the race should be
permanently relieved of all bodily labour as well as of all vulgar need and discomfort; nay, that in
proportion to their much greater achievements they should necessarily own and enjoy more than
the common man, is natural and reasonable. Great merchants should also be included in the same
privileged class, whenever they make farsighted preparations for national needs... It is physical
force alone which is capable of securing respect. Now this force ultimately resides in the masses,
where it is associated with ignorance, stupidity and injustice. Accordingly the main aim of
statesmanship in these difficult circumstances is to put physical force in subjection to mental
force - to intellectual superiority, and thus to make it serviceable. But if this aim is not itself
accompanied by justice and good intentions, the result of the business, if it succeeds, is that the
state so erected consists of knaves and fools, the deceivers and the deceived. That this is the case
is made gradually evident by the progress of intelligence amongst the masses, however much it
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may be repressed; and it leads to revolution... No doubt it is true that in the machinery of the state
the freedom of the press performs the same function as a safety valve in other machinery... On
the other hand, the freedom of the press may be regarded as a permission to sell poison - poison
for the heart and the mind. There is no idea so foolish but that it cannot be put into the heads of
the ignorant and incapable multitude especially if the idea holds out some prospect of any gain or
advantage. And when a man has got hold of any such idea, what is there that he will not do? | am,
therefore, very much afraid that the danger of a free press outweighs its utility... A peculiar
disadvantage attaching to republics... is that in this form of government it must be more difficult
for men of ability to attain high position and exercise direct political influence than in the case of
monarchies. For always and everywhere and under all circumstances there is a conspiracy, or
instinctive alliance, against such men on the part of all the stupid, the weak, and the
commonplace; they look upon such men as their natural enemies... There is always a numerous
host of the stupid and the weak and in a republican constitution it is easy for them to suppress and
exclude the men of ability... They are fifty to one; and here all have equal rights at the start. In a
monarchy, on the other hand, this natural and universal league of the stupid against those who are
possessed of intellectual advantages is a one-sided affair; it exists only from below, for in a
monarchy talent and intelligence receive a natural advocacy and support from above...
intelligence has always under a monarchical government a much better chance against its
irreconcilable and ever-present foe, stupidity and the advantage which it gains is very great... In
general, the monarchical form of government is that which is natural to man, just as it is natural to
bees and ants, to a flight of cranes, a herd of wandering elephants, a pack of wolves seeking prey
in common, and many other animals, all of which place one of their number at the head of the
business in hand. ™21 Every business in which men engage... must also be subject to the authority
of one commander, everywhere it is one will that must lead. Even the animal organism is
constructed on a monarchical principle; it is the brain alone which guides and governs, and
exercises the hegemony. Although heart, lungs and stomach contribute much more than the
continued existence of the whole body, these philistines cannot on that account be allowed to
guide and lead. That is a business which belongs solely to the brain; government must proceed
from one central point. Even the solar system is monarchical. On the other, hand, a republic is as
unnatural as it is unfavourable to the higher intellectual life and the arts and the sciences... How
would it be possible that, everywhere and at all times, we should see many millions of people...
become the willing and obedient subjects of one man... unless there were a monarchical instinct
in men which drove them to it, as the form of government best suited to them? 231

It is hardly surprising therefore that Schopenhauer should declare himself for a monarchical solution to
the problem of German national unification:

... if Germany is not to meet with the same fate as Italy, it must restore the imperial crown, which
was done away with by its arch-enemy, the first Napoleon, and it must restore it as effectively as
possible. (241

Although Schopenhauer died some four years before Bismarck took the helm of the Prussian state, we
would be completely justified in regarding him as Germany’s first philosopher of ‘blood and iron’. And
we can go much further, and indicate the many remarkable points of contact between Schopenhauer’s
reactionary political ideology and that enunciated by Hitler in his semi-autobiographical Mein Kampf.
Hitler’s attack on parliamentary democracy, like that of Schopenhauer, had absolutely nothing in
common with the Marxist critique of the same political system. Marx and Lenin stressed time and again
that bourgeois democracy, while in its time representing an enormous advance on feudal despotism, still
denied the working masses real access to the levers of state power. However wide-ranging the political
and social concessions which the bourgeoisie might be obliged to make to the working class either in its
struggle against feudalism or as a means of buying temporary class peace from the proletariat, bourgeois
democracy remains a form of the dictatorship of big capital. This does not, however, lead Marxists to
deny the importance of those political social and economic concessions which the proletariat has wrested
from the bourgeoisie. On the contrary, they must be defended strenuously, not only for their own sake,
but as those fortified proletarian positions within capitalist society which must serve as powerful material
and moral levers for the overturn of capitalist rule. 231

Both Hitler and Schopenhauer, along with an entire range of reactionary German ideologists, instinctively
grasped this two-sided nature of bourgeois democracy, and denounced it accordingly. They saw it as a
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potential doorway to revolution, for it conceded the principle first enunciated in the French Revolution,
that the masses are sovereign. Of course, with Hitler, the connections between democratic government
and the dangers of socialist revolution are made much more explicit, but this is hardly surprising in view
of the fact that, unlike Schopenhauer, he had witnessed at first hand German Social Democracy’s skilful
exploitation of manhood suffrage and the many varied political freedoms which accompany the existence
of parliamentary democracy. Thus he writes:

The Western democracy of today is the forerunner of Marxism without which it would not be
thinkable. It provides this world plague with the culture in which its germs can spread. t2¢!

And here Hitler develops precisely the same line of argument as Schopenhauer to discredit the notion of
popular rule, even under capitalism:

The Jewish doctrine of Marxism rejects the aristocratic principle of Nature and replaces the
eternal privilege of power and strength by the mass of numbers and their dead weight. Thus it
denies the value of personality in man, contests the significance of nationality and race, and
thereby withdraws from humanity the premise of its existence and culture. 27!

This was the classic programme of German reaction - the élite must assert its right to rule over the ‘dead
weight” of the inert masses, whose only task is to work, fight and obey. And Hitler proceeds to elaborate
on this theme at some length and with even more vehemence:

Isn’t the very idea of responsibility bound up with the individual? But can an individual directing
a government be made practically responsible for actions whose preparation and execution must
be set to the account of the will and inclination of a multitude of men? Or will not the task of a
leading statesman be seen, not in the birth of a creative idea or plan as such, but rather in the art
of making the brilliance of his projects intelligible to a herd of sheep and blockheads, and
subsequently begging for their kind approval? Is it the criterion of the statesman that he should
possess the art of persuasion in as high degree as that of political intelligence in formulating great
policies or decisions? Is the incapacity of a leader shown by the fact that he does not succeed in
winning for a certain idea the majority of a mob thrown together by more or less savoury
accidents? Indeed, has this mob ever understood an idea before success proclaimed its greatness?
Isn’t every deed of genius in this world a visible protest of genius against the inertia of the mass?
... Mustn’t our principle of parliamentary majorities lead to the demolition of any idea of
leadership? Does anyone believe that the progress of this world springs from the mind of
majorities and not from the brain of individuals? ... By rejecting the authority of the individual
and replacing it by the numbers of some momentary mob, the parliamentary principle of majority
rule sins against the basic aristocratic principle of nature... 28

Here, derived from the philosophic tradition pioneered by Schopenhauer, with its reliance on pseudo-
scientific parallels from the world of nature, is a worked-out system of counter-revolution and naked
dictatorship over the masses, who are derided variously as ‘sheep’, ‘blockheads’, ‘mob’ and ‘inert’.
Hitler’s ideal was a regime which paid absolutely no attention to the desires or feelings of the masses, and
which put down with ruthless severity any attempt to challenge its authority. Such a system of
government Hitler chose to call ‘truly Germanic democracy’ in which once its leader is elected, ‘there is
no majority vote on individual questions, but only the decision of an individual who must answer with his

fortune and his life for his choice’. [2°!

Hitler’s views on ‘genius’ are also remarkably similar to those of Schopenhauer, betraying the same
contempt for the vast majority of mankind unable to rise to the same heights - or rather sink to the same
depths - as the so-called gifted few. This élitism also became the point of departure for Nietzsche’s
evolution from a highly gifted writer into a bitter foe of democracy and socialism. Schopenhauer says of
genius that it distinguishes ‘the countless millions who use their head only in the service of their belly’,
and:

... those very few and rare persons who have the courage to say: No! It is too good for that; my
head shall be active only in its own service; it shall try to comprehend the wondrous and varied
spectacle of this world, and then reproduce it in some form, whether as art or as literature, that
may answer to my character as an individual. These are the truly noble, the real noblesse
[aristocracy] of the world. The others are serfs and go with the soil. Great minds, of which there
are scarcely one in a hundred millions, are thus the lighthouse of humanity; and without them
mankind would lose itself in the boundless sea of monstrous error and bewilderment. 31
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On this theme, the equally anti-Hegelian Nietzsche wrote:

... the hope is that with the preservation of so many blanks one may also protect a few in whom
humanity culminates. Otherwise it makes nonsense at all to preserve so many wretched human
beings. The history of the state is the history of the egoism of the masses and of the blind desire to
exist; this striving is justified to some extent only in the geniuses, inasmuch as they can thus exist.
Individual and collective egoisms struggling against each other - an atomic whirl of egoisms -
who would look for aims here? Through the genius something does result from this atomic whirl
E{laf}]er all, and how one forms a milder opinion concerning the senselessness of this procedure...
And here too we find, in an even more explicit and violent form, Schopenhauer’s contempt for the
masses, which with Nietzsche, who wrote with the example of the Paris Commune present in his mind,
assumed the proportions of an all-pervading fear of revolution:

I simply cannot see what one proposed to do with the European worker now that one has made a
guestion of him. He is far too well off not to ask for more and more, not to ask for more
immodestly. In the end, he has numbers on his side. The hope is gone for ever that a modest and
self-sufficient kind of man... might develop here as a class... But what was done? Everything to
nip in the bud even the precondition for this... The worker was qualified for military service,
granted the right to organise and to vote: is it any wonder that the worker today experiences his
own existence as distressing? ... one wants an end, one must also want the means: if one wants
slaves, then one is a fool if one educates them to be masters. 32!

What was implicit in Schopenhauer now becomes explicit in his most dedicated follower. The crucial
factor in this transition was not the more morbid or unstable personality of Nietzsche, nor even the
progressive internal degeneration of a reactionary idealist philosophical school, but rather the intervention
of the German and international proletariat as a force in its own right. Nietzsche’s reaction to the rise of
the German workers’ movement was, in fact, a brilliant negative verification of the immortal words of
Karl Marx written, ironically, in the year of that avowed anti-Hegelian’s birth:

... theory... becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped the masses... Philosophy cannot
be made a reality without the abolition of the proletariat, the proletariat cannot be abolished
without the philosophy being made a reality. 13!

Theory had gripped the German working class and raised it from an inarticulate and unorganised mass to
a movement, despite the repressions of Bismarck, numbering millions. This was the force that Nietszche,
like so many German bourgeois intellectuals, feared above all else. The ‘will to power’ was the will and
desire to rule and exploit the proletariat without mercy. Hence Nietzsche’s anger with those governments
who, out of a mistaken sense of political finesse, conceded to the workers the right to be treated as other
citizens. If one teaches a worker how to use a gun, allows him to organise in parties and unions, and then
permits him to vote for leaders of his own choice, then the worker is being permitted to forge the
weapons which can transform him from a slave into a master. In other words, the bourgeoisie was simply
committing class suicide. And this, as we shall see, was the central theme of Hitler’s critique of political
currents prevailing in the German ruling class in the period prior to the crisis of 1929. We also find in
Nietzsche, as in so many of the philosophical antecedents of National Socialism, a craving for a rigidly
hierarchical society based on the now familiar élitist principles of ‘genius’ and ‘will’:

The order of castes, the supreme, the dominant law, is merely the sanction of a natural order...
over which no arbitrariness, no ‘modern idea’ has any power. In every healthy society there are
three types which condition each other and gravitate differently physiologically; each has its own
hygiene, its own field of work, its own sense of perfection and mastery. Nature, not Manu [hand],
distinguishes the pre-eminently spiritual ones, those who are pre-eminently strong in muscle and
temperament, and those, the third type, who excel neither in one respect nor in the other, the
mediocre ones - the last as the great majority, the first as the élite. The highest caste - | call
them the fewest - being perfect, also has the privileges of the fewest, among them, to represent
happiness, beauty and graciousness on earth... The most spiritual men, as the strongest, find their
happiness where others would find their destruction: in the labyrinth, in hardness against
themselves and others, in experiments; their joy is self-conquest... They rule not because they
want to but because they are; they are not free to be second. The second: they are the guardians of
law, those who see to order and security, the noble warriors, and above all the king as the highest
formula of warrior, judge, and upholder of the law... The order of castes, the order of rank,
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merely formulates the highest law of life; the separation of the three types is necessary for the
preservation of society, to make possible the higher and then the highest types. The inequality of
rights is the first condition for the existence of any rights at all. 4!

Nietzsche went further than sketching the outlines and principles of his reactionary utopia, which in
several ways was a crude plagiarism of Plato’s ‘Republic’. It also signposted the road towards the future
fascist strategy of securing a basis for their policies and regime in the many-millioned petit-bourgeoisie
and aristocracy at the one pole and the industrial proletariat at the other. Nietzsche, as the following
extract shows, had begun to grasp one of the essentials of this strategy: namely, that in the era of the
masses, the old-style absolutism was utterly unable to repress the rising workers’ movement. Thus his
already quoted remark that ‘in the end’, the worker ‘has numbers on his side’. Mass must be pitted
against mass, and for this a wide layer of the population must be given either a real or illusory stake in the
status quo.

A culture is a pyramid: it can stand only on a broad base: its presupposition is a strong and
soundly-consolidated mediocrity. Handicraft, trade, agriculture, science, the greatest part of art,
the whole quintessence of professional activity... the instinct required here would contradict both
aristocratism and anarchism. 23

Standing between the ruling élite, the ‘aristocrats’ of ‘genius’, and the ‘rabble’ - Nietzsche’s third caste
- is therefore the ‘soundly consolidated mediocrity’ of the petit-bourgeoisie, ranging from government
officials, professional workers, scientists and artists, to its lowermost reaches: among the artisans,
shopkeepers and farmers. It is this class, multifarious in its sub-divisions but capable of great
homogeneity in political questions when reaction holds sway, that was to serve as the base of Nietzsche’s
capitalist ‘pyramid’. And this strategically important counterweight to the menace of the ‘rabble’ must be
courted and flattered accordingly, very much after the style of the later fascist demagogues:

To be a public utility, a wheel, a function, for that one must be destined by nature: it is not
society, it is the only kind of happiness of which the great majority are capable that makes
intelligent machines of them. For the mediocre, to be mediocre is their happiness; mastery of one
thing, specialisation - a natural instinct. [2¢!

These supports of the aristocratic apex are happy in their mediocrity - such is the cynical view Nietzsche
takes of them. But it would not do to treat them publicly as such:

It would be completely unworthy of a more profound spirit to consider mediocrity as such an
objection. In fact, it is the first necessity if there are to be exceptions: a high culture depends on it.
When the exceptional human being treats the mediocre more tenderly than himself and his peers,
this is not mere politeness of the heart - it is his simple duty. 7]

We can better understand the élitist Nietzsche’s toleration of ‘mediocrity’” when we turn to his overt
expressions of hatred for and fear of socialism which were, as we have already noted, far more clearly
articulated than was the case with Schopenhauer, who died three years before the formation of the
German socialist movement and 11 years before the Paris Commune:

Whom do | hate most among the rabble of today? The socialist rabble, the chandala apostles, who
undermine the instinct, the pleasure. The workers’ sense of satisfaction with his small existence -
who make him envious, who teach him revenge. The source of wrong is never unequal rights but
the claim of ‘equal’ rights. [3#!

At this juncture we should refer to Nietzsche’s tendency to lump together and then denounce Christianity
with socialism, or what he sometimes calls ‘anarchism’. He saw them as linked ideologies and
movements in that they both advocated a world free from violent or repressive social relations, ©=°! and
espoused the cause of the weak and poor and against the rich and powerful. Both were therefore branded
and condemned as spokesmen of the ‘rabble’ and enemies of ‘genius’:

What is bad? ... all that is born of weakness, of envy, of revenge. The anarchist and the Christian
have the same origin... One may posit a perfect equation between Christian and anarchist: their
aim, their instinct, are directed only toward destruction... [Nietzsche cites as proof of the
Christian ‘instinct toward destruction’ the decline and disintegration of the Roman Empire after
its rulers embraced the faith - RB] The Christian and the anarchist: both decadents, both
incapable of having any effect other than disintegrating, poisoning, withering, blood-sucking,
both the instinct of mortal hatred against everything that stands in greatness, that has duration,
that promises life a future. 41
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In fact Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity led him directly to his celebrated cult of the ‘superman’ with
his irresistible and utterly amoral ‘will to power’.

What is good? Everything that heightens the feeling of power in man, the will to power, power
itself. What is bad? Everything that is born of weakness. What is happiness? The feeling that
power is growing, that resistance is overcome. Not contentedness but more power; not peace but
war, not virtue but fitness... The weak and the failures shall perish: first principle of our love of
man. And they shall be given every possible existence. What is more harmful than any vice?
Active pity for all the failures and all the weak: Christianity.

Repudiating the Christian message of the ‘meek inheriting the earth’, Nietzsche called instead for the
creation of a new race of supermen to rule over and exploit the socialist-led ‘rabble’:

... what type of man shall be bred, shall be willed, for being higher in value, worthier of life,
more certain of a future? Even in the past this higher type has appeared often - but as an
accident, as an exception, never as something willed. In fact, this has been the type most dreaded
- almost the dreadful - and from dread the opposite type was willed, bred, and attained: the
domestic animal, the herd animal, the sick animal - the Christian. 4]

Is this so far removed from the pagan cults of Himmler’s SS and the rambling anti-Christian, but equally
mystical diatribes of Rosenberg - or indeed, the selective breeding indulged in at Nazi stud farms by
blond and blue-eyed SS stallions?

And we should also mark well his use of the term ‘decadent’ ™?! to denote political, philosophical or
cultural trends which undermined the rise and rule of the ‘superman.’ It was taken over, first by Hitler in
his attacks on what he termed ‘cultural Bolshevism’ and then, ironically, by the ‘Bolshevik’ but in reality
counter-revolutionary Stalinist bureaucracy to slander modernist cultural tendencies in the Soviet Union
or the capitalist world which clashed with the official cannons of ‘socialist realism’.

Another target of Nietzsche’s invective is the French Revolution, with its attendant schools of rationalist
and materialist philosophy. Here his béte noire is that ardent champion of ‘liberty, equality and
fraternity’, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whom he vilified as:

... this first modern man, idealist and rabble 3! in one person - one who needed moral ‘dignity’
to be able to stand his own sight, sick with unbridled self-contempt... I still hate Rousseau in the
French Revolution: it is the world-historical expression of this duality of idealist and rabble. The
bloody farce which became an aspect of the Revolution, its ‘immorality’, are of little concern to
me: what I hate is its Rousseaunian morality - the so-called ‘truths’ of the Revolution through
which it still works and attracts everything shallow and mediocre. The doctrine of equality! There
is no more poisonous poison anywhere... 44

This total rejection of bourgeois rationalism and humanism necessarily led Nietzsche to an equally final
rupture with the moral philosophy of Kant, notwithstanding those subjectivist notions which he had,
partly via Schopenhauer, inherited from the author of the maxim ‘act as though you would create a moral
law for all men’. Thus he writes:

Did not Kant find in the French Revolution the transition from the inorganic form of the state to

the organic? Did he not ask himself whether there was any event which could be explained only

in terms of a moral disposition of mankind, an event which would demonstrate once and for all

the ‘tendency of mankind toward the good’? Kant’s answer: ‘This is the Revolution.” The instinct

\[/ZD]iCh errs without fail, anti-nature as instinct, German decadence as philosophy - that is Kant!
And so we could go on, citing example after example of how, in a variety of ways, Nietzsche both
anticipated much of the ideology of German fascism, and also helped to shape it. Thus while openly
contemptuous of the state of German politics under Bismarck, he nevertheless sang the virtues of ‘iron
and blood’ politics, both in relation to domestic affairs, where his demand was for a ruthless dictatorship,
and in foreign policy, which he saw as simply a preparation for war. By ‘freedom’ - and what
reactionary ideologue or politician has not waged his battles in its name? - Nietzsche explicitly meant
the freedom of the few to tyrannise the many. This idea runs like a thread through all his major writings
and even his private notes:

... what is freedom? That one has the will to assume responsibility for oneself. That one
maintains the distance which separates us. That one becomes more indifferent to difficulties,
hardships, privation, even to life itself. That one is prepared to sacrifice human beings for one’s
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cause, not excluding oneself. Freedom means that the manly instincts which delight in war and
victory dominate over other instincts, for example those of ‘pleasure’... [4¢!

And elsewhere, he writes: ‘I welcome all signs that a more manly, a warlike age is about to begin, an age
which, above all, will give honour to valour once again.” "1 Nietzsche saw the question of war and
colonial conquest, as did the English imperialist Cecil Rhodes, 8 as very much related to the fight
against revolution at home:

Do your ears ring from the pipes of the socialistic pied pipers, who want to make you wanton
with mad hopes? ... until this waiting turns into hunger and thirst and fever and madness, and
finally, the day of the bestia triumphans rises in all its glory? Against all this, everyone should
think in his heart: sooner emigrate and in savage fresh regions seek to become master of the
world... but no more of this indecent serfdom, no more of this becoming sour and poisonous and
conspiratorial... the workers... should introduce an era of vast swarming out from the European
beehive the like of which has never been experienced, and with this act of emigration in the grand
manner protest against the machine, against capital [shades of Nazi ‘ruralism’! - RB], and
against the choice with which they are now threatened, of becoming of necessity either slaves of
the state or slaves of a revolutionary party. Let Europe relieve itself of the fourth part of its
inhabitants... What at home began to degenerate into dangerous discontent and criminal
tendencies will, once outside, gain a wild and beautiful naturalness, and be called heroism... !

We are in no sense arguing that the political ideology evolved by Nietzsche in the Bismarckian era
corresponded in every respect either to that of National Socialism or indeed, the outlook of the German
bourgeoisie. For very much to his credit, Nietszche went completely against the prevailing anti-Semitic
trend in reactionary circles by coming out firmly in defence of the Jews. When his sister became involved
in the activities of the German anti-Semites, he wrote to her:

Your association with an anti-Semitic chief expresses a foreignness to my whole way of life
which fills me again with ire or melancholy... It is a matter of honour with me to be absolutely
clean and unequivocal in relation to anti-Semitism, namely, opposed to it, as | am in my
writings... %

And, in another direction, we can see that his frontal attack on Christianity could alienate him from
bourgeois, petit-bourgeois and Junker circles which would otherwise have embraced his political ideas
with very few reservations. But here, even here, Nietszche’s barbs struck home, for his onslaughts on the
pacifist-humanist interpretation of Christianity were partially echoed in the turn of extreme reaction in
Germany towards what was euphemistically called ‘positive Christianity’, a creed that adapted itself with
the greatest facility to militant chauvinism, militarism, unbridled anti-Semitism and even paganism! 5!

It would be the greatest folly to imagine that the political ideas articulated by Nietszche were the property
only of a small circle of isolated intellectuals. The collapse of genuine liberalism in Germany under
Bismarck threw entire generations of students, writers and scientists into the arms of the most extreme
reaction, and at precisely a time when the rise of the workers’ movement and the growth of colonialist
tendencies in Germany’s foreign policy were posing political decisions point-blank to all intellectual
strata between the proletariat and the big bourgeoisie. The case of Bismarckian Germany’s most
celebrated historian, Heinrich von Treitschke, is highly instructive here. Treitschke was an utterly
committed scholar, being not only a Reichstag deputy but an ardent propagandist in his earlier years for
the cause of German unity. This was the period of his liberalism, of his opposition to Bismarck’s
undemocratic and arrogant disdain for parliamentary conventions and procedures. But since Treitschke
was, like so many of his ilk, a nationalist first and foremost, he rapidly made his peace with Bismarck
once it became clear that no other force could unify Germany. From this time on, which dates from the
mid-1870s, von Treitschke became a spokesman for the most reactionary elements of the big bourgeoisie,
dabbling not only in extreme chauvinism but even anti-Semitism. In this sense, he was closer to the pulse
of German imperialism than Nietzsche, whose social and political ideas he otherwise shared. Treitschke’s
onslaught on Marxism, Socialism and its Sympathisers, written in 1874, was directed not only against the
fledgling workers” movement, but those within the liberal camp who were not prepared to sanction an all-
out war of extermination upon it. Universal suffrage was denounced as a sin almost commensurate with
that of socialising private property. And he also made the by now familiar claim that ‘class rule... follows
from the nature of society as the contrast between rulers and ruled follows from the nature of the state...’.
But what predominates is fear of revolution. Awarding the vote to the workers had:
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... immeasurably encouraged the fantastic over-estimation of their own power and their own
value among the masses. The irreconcilable contrast between the democratic equality of political
suffrage and the necessary aristocratic structure proves to the dissatisfied little man with all
possible clarity the social decadence [and again! - RB] of the present and makes him a credulous
dupe of demagogues. .. universal suffrage means organised ignorance, the revolt of the soldier
against his officer, of the journeyman against his master, of the worker against his employer.

Social Democracy, railed Treitschke, consisted of nothing else but ‘envy and greed’. Marxism’s ‘doctrine
of the injustice of society destroys the firm instincts that the worker has about honour, so that fraud and
bad and dishonest work are scarcely held to be reprehensible any longer...”. This is, almost word for
word, the credo of Krupp, Stumm et al, as is the assertion that:

... such a crudely materialist doctrine can know no fatherland, can know no respect for the
personality of the national state. The idea of nationalism, the moving force of history, in our
century, remains incompatible with socialism. Socialism is everywhere in league with unpatriotic
cosmopolitanism 52! and with a weakness of loyalty toward the state.

Trade unionism was singled out as a particularly pernicious enemy of ‘national’ Germany, not least
because it excluded employers from membership! Its only aim was to ‘inflame class hatred to fury,
getting people unaccustomed to loyalty during their work, of confusing the masses in their adherence to
the law by breaches of contract which occur in every cessation of work...”. Now the ascendancy of views
such as those canvassed by Treitschke and Nietzsche among wide segments of the upper and middle
bourgeoisie in the final quarter of the nineteenth century was, without the least doubt, related both to
economic and political developments within Germany and the heightening of the contradiction already
referred to between Germany’s industrial strength and its position of relative backwardness as an
imperialist power.

The year of 1873 marked a turning point and watershed in German right-wing politics. It was not only the
year of intensified propaganda against Social Democracy and demands for its suppression, but a year of
profound economic crisis for every section of the propertied classes. Beginning in Austria and New York,
a banking and industrial crisis spread rapidly to Germany, where it found hordes of Junkers, bourgeois
and even petit-bourgeois engaged in an orgy of speculation on the Berlin stock exchange with
inflationary money originating in the indemnity levied on France after the defeat of its armies in the war
of 1870. Numerous speculative firms collapsed overnight, including real estate, railway, building,
banking and brewing companies. Of 50 real estate businesses established in Berlin between 1871 and
1873, only seven survived. The petit-bourgeois would-be parvenus were thrown into utter disarray by the
cruel dashing of all their hopes, and became an easy prey for those with a simple - and traditional -
remedy for their distress. 53! Anti-Semitic agitators quickly seized on the involvement of a Jewish
financier in the crash - one Henry Bethel Strousberg - to paint a lurid picture of a nation-wide and even
international ‘Jewish conspiracy’ to destroy the German economy and its industrious burghers. In the
uppermost levels of the bourgeoisie, steps were taken to protect industrial interests from the worst effects
of the crisis by forming cartels and supporting moves in the Reichstag for protectionism. The politically
and economically impotent petit-bourgeois had no such easy access to the levers of power, and lacked the
resources to insulate themselves from the buffetings of a market economy. Neither could the infant
workers’ movement hope to attract large numbers of the middle class and peasantry to its side when it
had only just begun the long and arduous task of organising the industrial proletariat. So Germany’s
artisans, traders, small businessmen and professional strata were drawn in their hundreds of thousands
into the trap of those backward-looking, guild-oriented solutions which were prevalent at the time of the
1848 Revolution, and which were consciously fostered by the Junkers as means of counteracting the
political influence of both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Now this same ideology, after slumbering
for more than a decade beneath the surface of German political life, re-emerged in an entirely new
situation, invested with the viciously sharp cutting edge of anti-Semitism.

Let us trace the progression of events from the 1873 crisis. It was followed in the same year by
Bismarck’s first speech in support of protection, and the formation of the first industrial cartels.
Treitschke’s already quoted polemic also dates from this year. Then there ensued a veritable spate of anti-
Semitic pamphlets and articles whose central theme was that the Jew, either in the guise of the banker,
money-lender, stock-exchange manipulator or workers’ leader, was seeking to destroy the fabric of
German society by pitting one class against another. The prime target of this mythical plot was, of course,
the petit-bourgeoisie trapped between the two contending class giants and threatened with destruction by
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both. The usurer threatened him with bankruptcy, the Marxist-led worker with expropriation. Either way,
the argument ran, the middle class was rendered property-less and converted into the dreaded and
despised proletarian. The year of 1873 saw the publication of the first of these anti-Jewish, middle-class-
oriented tracts, Wilhelm Marr’s The Victory of Judaism Over Teutonism, which not only coined the term
‘anti-Semitism’ but initiated an infamous canard of the Nazi era that Germany had been converted into a
‘New Israel’ through Jewish control over its government and press. There then followed in 1874 a book
specifically about the crisis of the previous year entitled The Stock Exchange and Founding Swindle in
Berlin by Otto Glakua. Its message, manna to the floundering and enraged petit-bourgeois speculator
with burnt fingers, was that ‘Jewish capital’ had begun to destroy the middle class, using liberalism as its
political weapon. Other anti-Jewish broadsides from this period included The Jewish Question by Eugen
Dihring (which claimed that anti-Semitism was democratic since it was directed at a minority!), The
Anti-Semitic Catechism of Theodor Fritsch and, in 1910, Werner Sombart’s The Jews and Capitalism,
which attempted to prove that the Jews pioneered capitalism, and therefore by implication were
responsible for its sins. (Sombart’s work was later used by the Nazis to embellish their anti-capitalist
demagogy.) This was also a time for founding anti-Jewish organisations, such as Marr’s ‘Anti-Semitic
League’ of 1879, which used biblical texts to justify its attacks on Jews, and the Gobineau Society of
Ludwig Schemann, named after the French racist ideologist who, it is believed, influenced Hitler and
many other Nazi leaders in their evolution towards fanatical hatred of the Jews. But the most significant
movement of this period, and one which pointed towards the rise of mass-based counter-revolutionary
politics in the imperialist epoch, was Pastor Adolf Stocker’s ‘Christian Social Party’. Stocker, originally a
member of the Conservatives, ! enjoyed far-reaching political influence and patronage as Court
Chaplain to the Kaiser, and he undoubtedly enjoyed the support of both the monarchy and Bismarck in
his initial attempts to woo workers away from the atheistic and internationalist SPD by a clever mixture
of anti-capitalist demagogy, anti-Semitism and ‘social’ Christianity.

Stocker - and Bismarck - hoped that the new party would be able to exploit the tremendous difficulties
experienced by the SPD as a result of the anti-socialist laws. As it turned out, this strategy, like
Bismarck’s ‘State Socialism’, proved a total failure, but it did reveal that there was a previously untapped
reservoir of support for ‘social’ anti-Semitism amongst wide layers of Germany’s petit-bourgeoisie. Early
in 1880, after repeated attempts to rally the workers of Berlin to the party’s banner had failed, !>
Stocker dropped all pretences at being a workers’ leader and directed his propaganda towards the middle
class. A speech from this period warned of the dangers of Social Democracy in Germany, which he
correctly saw as a part of a far larger international revolutionary movement: ‘Nihilism in the East, the
Commune in the West, the whole great revolutionary movement in Germany all show that we in fact are
on volcanic ground...’

Such statements were attuned to the nationalist, bitterly anti-Marxist middle-class masses of Bismarckian
Germany, as was his insistence that, contrary to bourgeois democratic opinion:

Social Democracy is not just a movement for social reforms... it is a new conception of the
world. .. which once it has taken hold of people prises them away from Christianity, patriotism
and German morality... and directs them down a road... which can only lead to an abyss.

But it was not enough to attack the workers’ movement. The German petit-bourgeoisie, especially those
most dependent on the ownership of small property for their livelihood, also feared and detested the
power of big business and high finance, and this had to be attacked too if Stocker’s brand of reaction was
to win mass support. In the same speech he emphasised that unrest in the working class was not simply
the reaction of ‘evil agitators’, but that it was also caused ‘by the present form of business life, by large
industry in combination with free competition, by the alternation of boom and bust’. Here we have the
age-old yearning of the small producer for the regulated, crisis-free pre-capitalist economy of the guilds.
And even though the social and economic conditions which engendered this longing were fast dying
away, the mode of consciousness not only lingered but proved itself remarkably adaptable to the political
currents of Bismarckian and, subsequently, imperialist Germany.

Yet while functioning as an ideology of capitalism, it necessarily, because of its function as a political
diversion for the anti-capitalist petit-bourgeois masses, had to take a firm line against the ‘excesses’ of
the big bourgeoisie. Private property must be defended - it was after all the very foundation of middle-
class existence - but it ‘carried with it heavy duties, just as wealth carries with it heavy responsibilities.
If property abandons the foundations on which it rests... then it is itself conjuring up the dangers of
revolt...”. Also anticipating the future German fascism, and distinguishing his brand of reaction from that
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of Treitschke and other advocates of rule by a bourgeois Junker élite, was Stdcker’s attempt to steal the
clothes of his Marxist opponents by professing a ‘national’ (and therefore utterly spurious) socialism:

... the social conception has something to be said for it. For socialism does not mean only the
idea of converting all private property into state property, but it contains as well the demand that
business life should be made into something social and organic... we can deal with the socialist
fantasy of abolishing private property only if we take up very seriously two ideas of socialism.
One, to cast economic life in an organic [that is, corporative - RB] form, and two, to narrow the
gap between rich and poor.

Armed with this, for its time, quite sophisticated political demagogy, Stdcker’s party, allied with the like-
minded ‘Social Conservatives’, gathered 46 228 votes in Berlin at the Reichstag elections of 1881. The
high point was reached in 1887, with 72 000 votes, and then came the decline of 1890, when Stdcker,
now deprived of much of his previous ruling-class support, saw his party crushed in Berlin by the hated
Marxists, who recorded 125 000 votes to his own 34 000. This reverse marked the end of Stocker’s own
political career, but not that of militant anti-Semitism. His pledge, made in 1883, to ‘offer battle to the
Jews until final victory has been gained” was to be honoured, with devastating results for all mankind, by
his Nazi successors. ¢!

And Stocker also, despite his fiery anti-capitalist propaganda, endorsed the same views on work
discipline which were concurrently being advocated by industrial leaders like Krupp, Stumm and Kirdorf.
There was to be ‘no meddling by the worker in the technical, financial or economic policy of the
enterprise...’, While the employer was to be the ‘leader’ and the workers his ‘followers’, terms and
concepts plagiarised and enforced by Ley’s Labour Front in the Nazi Labour Law of 1934.

Support for Stocker’s ideas reached far beyond his party. In April 1881, he succeeded in collecting no
fewer than 225 000 signatures for an ‘Anti-Semitic Petition’ presented to Bismarck demanding a halt to
Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe, their exclusion from teaching and high public office, and a
numerus clausus in schools, universities and the legal profession. And even more ominously, there were
anti-Semitic riots and demonstrations in Berlin and Pomerania, with mobs attacking synagogues to the
chant of ‘out with the Jews’. For the first time since the Middle Ages, pogromists ran amok in the streets
of Germany, egged on by a man who enjoyed the confidence of the highest court and government circles.
The long and bloody march to Auschwitz had begun. Stdcker’s reactionary work was carried on by the
Anti-Semite Party, which from a modest 12 000 votes in 1887, rallied 264 000 avowed Jew-baiters to
their racialist banner six years later. The party then lost ground slightly over the next two elections of
1898 and 1903, only more than to recoup it in the election of 1912, when 357 000 Germans - mainly
artisans, peasants, shopkeepers and backward, unorganised workers, cast their votes for a party which
boldly proclaimed its intention of hounding the Jews from public life. Just as in the first months of the
Third Reich, bourgeois Jews sought to deflect this anti-Semitic offensive by proclaiming from the
rooftops their loyalty to the Hohenzollerns, but to little effect. There was scarcely a single university
which did not have its ban on Jewish membership of student associations, while more than 80 per cent of
Wandervogel branches (the mainly petit-bourgeois and highly romantic German youth movement)
excluded Jews from their ranks. Our survey of chauvinist and anti-socialist tendencies in Imperial
Germany does not end here. Many were the illustrious names of German culture, letters and science who
lent their prestige and talents to the cause of extreme reaction, thus helping to render respectable not only
militarism and anti-democratic theories, but open racialism. There is the illuminating case of Ernst
Haeckel, the celebrated biologist and philosopher whom Lenin, Engels and Plekhanov quoted with
approval in polemics against various schools of idealism. But Haeckel’s materialism was not enriched by
the dialectical method, and as a result, degenerated when applied to social questions into a most
reactionary mystical philosophy. Haeckel’s mechanistic outlook led him utterly to negate the active role
of human consciousness in historical development, depicting man as a merely transient and passive
phenomenon in the totality of the universe. Thus he declared that ‘the great struggle between the
determinist and the indeterminist, between the opponents and the sustainers of the freedom of the will,
has ended today, after more than 2000 years, in favour of the determinist’. This position is far removed
from that of the great Marxist thinkers, who never ceased to stress the dialectical relationship between
man and the material world around him. Since man is himself a part of that world - a fragment which
being the highest and the most complex product of the process of evolution is capable of abstract thought
through the material organ of the brain - he has the potentiality of discovering through practice the
nature of the world outside him, and of changing it in accordance with both natural laws and his own
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needs. This Haeckel emphatically denied. His was as one-sided a world outlook as that of the
subjectivists Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, who erected an entire system on the foundation of the will.
And indeed, as is so often the case, these two apparent philosophical extremes merged on the important
political questions of the day. Haeckel’s rejection of traditional Christianity in the name of science did
not lead him to a consistent materialist outlook, but towards a romantic nature worship (pantheism) and
the crudest attempts to transpose theories derived from the world of the lower animals to human society
(‘Social Darwinism’). 571 How popular this notion was among the German bourgeoisie, currently
engaged in a desperate struggle for mastery over both its internal and external foes, is illustrated by the
theme set for an essay competition in 1900. The chosen topic was: ‘What can we learn from the
principles of Darwinism for application to inner political development and the laws of the state?” The
sponsor of this highly ideological literary event was none other than... Alfred Krupp! So great was the
response from the German intelligentsia that the essays filled 10 large volumes, with the first prize going
to William Schallmayer, a protege of Ernst Haeckel. Some six years afterwards, Haeckel founded the
‘Monist League’ to spread his pantheist gospel among German scientists and men of letters. In politics, it
rapidly emerged as a pro-imperialist, anti-socialist force, employing the language of science to justify the
most blatant dictatorial and racialist views. Haeckel himself once declared that ‘woolly-haired Negroes
are incapable of true inner culture and of a higher mental development’, thereby anticipating future Nazi
‘racial science’, while the Monist League’s vice-president, Dr Johannes Unold, justified violence in
human relations in rhetorically asking: ‘Does not human nature lose its best character and fall into
weakness. .. when there is general happiness and a termination of the struggle for existence?’ Unold, who
shared Haeckel’s élitist prejudices, held that ‘unlimited freedom leads to a lack of regard for the minority
and the progressive degeneration of the majority’. For under democracy, the ‘poorest’ had power: ‘Won’t
they give their approval to those who charm by their eloquence and win over the masses by promises?’
Democracy led to the ‘exploitation of quality by quantity, the best by the majority, the fit and the
conscientious by the unfit and the frivolous, the expert by the inexpert, the prudent by the covetous’.
Unold was scandalised that the rise of Social Democracy in Germany had resulted in a situation where
‘the opinion of a 26-year-old labourer can mean as much as that of a 60-year-old owner of a factory...’.
The universal franchise had ‘restrained and excluded’ the political influence of the ‘educated and
property-owning bourgeoisie, the middle class, which was the true backbone of every state’.

And nothing aroused the ire of German academics more than the rise of the untutored worker in the
historic old cities of Germany. ‘Who can justifiably explain’, thundered Unold, ‘that cities like Munich,
Nuremberg and Stuttgart should be represented exclusively by members of the workers’ party?’

Haeckel’s attacks on socialism and the working class were no less trenchant. In the year of the anti-
socialist legislation, he poured scorn on the scientific claims of Marxism:

The equality of individuals which socialism strives after is an impossibility... it stands in fact in
irreconcilable contradiction to the inevitable inequality of individuals which actually and
everywhere exists... The theory of selection teaches that in human life, as in animal and plant life
everywhere... only a small and chosen minority can exist and flourish, while the enormous
majority starve and perish miserably and more or less prematurely. 58

This last is nothing more nor less than naked justification of imperialism, of ‘chosen minorities’ to
conquer and exploit the ‘enormous majority’. And indeed, the German Haeckels and Unolds put their
theories into practice as ardent members of numerous patriotic societies, the most important undoubtedly
being the Pan-German League. Founded in 1891, it was the most representative and influential of
imperial Germany’s many nationalist organisations agitating in favour of an aggressive military and
colonial policy. (Precursors of the League included the Colonial Society (1882) and the Association for
German Colonisation (1884), fusing in 1887 to form the German Colonial Society.) The Pan-Germans
not only espoused the cause of all-German unity, a demand which involved the incorporation of all
German-speaking peoples within a Prussian-dominated ‘greater Germany’, but following this, German
imperialist world domination. Just as Nazi domestic political strategy originated in the activities and
theories of such racialists as Stocker and anti-Marxist statesman like Bismarck, so too did the Pan-
Germans, a thoroughly ‘respectable’ clique of imperialists, father Hitler’s foreign policy. 59!

Leading Pan-Germans included Haeckel of the Monist League, the industrialists Krupp and Kirdorf,
Admiral Tirpitz (later a fervent Nazi) and numerous government officials, academics and school teachers
(36 per cent of the League’s branch chairmen were school teachers; they were instrumental in poisoning
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entire generations of petit-bourgeois with the doctrines of racialism and militarism). The Bavarian Social
Democrat Kurt Eisner was not exaggerating when he wrote in 1914:

Behind the programme of the Pan-German League and its manifold branches and daughter
associations stand the Land League, the Central League of Industrialists and other employers’
associations, a part of the finance capital interests, especially the shipping interests, and finally, an
executive of former generals and admirals...

Under its President Heinrich Class, the League moved steadily towards the ultra-chauvinist, racialist
right, making a bid for petit-bourgeois support by attacks on ‘international finance’, while taking care to
demarcate it from model ‘national’ capitalists like Krupp. Class set out the Pan-German case for a right-
wing dictatorship in his book If I Were the Kaiser, published in 1912: ‘A powerful leader is necessary
who will enforce the steps necessary for our recovery...” This ‘saviour of the Reich’ must be a dictator
‘who uncompromisingly resists the democratisation of the state’. Under this regime, Jews would be
treated ‘without pity’. Small wonder that Hitler was later to declare that this work, which anticipated so
much of the Nazi programme, ‘contained everything that was important and necessary for Germany’. The
activities of the Pan-Germans were supplemented by a proliferation of societies ostensibly pursuing
purely ‘cultural’ causes. Such were the Gobineau Society, founded by the leading Pan-German Ludwig
Schemann, and the ‘Wagner Circle’, established by the composer’s wife Cosima after his death in 1883.
Arthur de Gobineau was the French exponent of racialist ideology who, it is considered by most
authorities, enjoyed the greatest influence among German anti-Semites, Hitler included. Gobineau’s
political and philosophical writings were clearly a reaction against the rationalist and humanist traditions
of the French Revolution, holding as he did the convictions that:

... the racial question overshadows all other problems of history, that it holds the key to them all,
and that the inequality of the races from whose fusion a people is formed is enough to explain the
whole course of human destiny... everything great, noble and fruitful in the works of man...
derives from a single starting point, is the development of a single germ and the result of a single
thought; it belongs to one family alone, the different branches of which have reigned in all the
civilised countries of the universe. %1

Gobineau was, of course, referring to the so-called ‘white races’, of whom pride of place went to the
‘Germanic race..., endowed with all the vitality of the Aryan variety’. [*! For unlike France, ‘a country
where the nobility does not exist, where the bourgeoisie is no more preponderant as a political class’, 62!
Germany remained relatively free from the democratic virus. This cult of the mythical ‘Aryan’, with its
emphasis on the ‘civilising’ world mission of the higher ‘white races’, enjoyed an enormous vogue
among bourgeois intellectual and artistic circles as Germany entered upon the imperialist phase of its
development. Wagner himself in his later years degenerated into a rabid anti-Semite and religious mystic,
in sharp contrast to the militant socialist who in 1849 charged, musket in hand, to the barricades of
revolutionary Dresden. Politically disoriented by the defeat of the revolution, the composer turned his
back on the working class, the only force capable of modernising and democratising Germany in a
thoroughgoing fashion, and delved deep into his nation’s mythical past in a search for artistic and
philosophical inspiration. The result was, in the sphere of pure music, often superlative. But in the realm
of ideology - and Wagner would never have denied the importance of this side of his work - it was
utterly escapist, grist to the cultural mill of those in Germany who sought to embellish the nauseous
doctrines of racialism with a veneer of great art. Was it just mere coincidence that Hitler’s favourite
composer was Wagner, or that even in the pre-1914 period, the circle dedicated to preserving his works
and memory became a meeting point for the ideologues of German racialism? ¢3!

The most influential among these was undoubtedly Houston Stewart Chamberlain, the Portsmouth-born
natural historian and physicist who became enmeshed in the politics of German reaction through his
almost religious conversion to the cult of Wagner at the 1882 Bayreuth Festival. He soon settled
permanently in Germany, branching out from his activities on behalf of the Wagner Circle to a rabid
propagandist of all things German. Nearly all things, we should have said, for it was Kant and
Schopenhauer, not Hegel, whom Chamberlain took as his philosophical mentors. From Kant he took his
criticism of the ‘exact sciences’. The unknowable nature of the external world, the world of ‘things-in-
themselves’, lay beyond reason’s reach. If this noumenal world was to be grasped at all, then it would be
by means of what he called the ‘world of the eye’, or, more prosaically, intuition. And so he passed over
the Kantian threshold into the subjectivist, mystical world of Schopenhauer and his successors.
Chamberlain sought to employ the ‘world of the eye’ '®! in his main work, The Foundations of the
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Nineteenth Century, which he completed in 1898. It shares with de Gobineau’s essay on race the idea that
human history is the history of racial struggle, and that the German or ‘Aryan’ race is the highest point of
this process. (Chamberlain was probably the first ‘scientific’ racialist to assert that Christ was not a Jew,
but an ‘Aryan’. His hero Wagner had pointed the way for this ludicrous contention in Religion and Art,
where the composer declared he was ‘more than doubtful whether Jesus was a Jew’. This issue was of
profound importance for those imperialists and racialists seeking to ground their theories in traditional
Christian teachings.) Chamberlain’s intellectual pretensions enhanced the acceptability of his views in
ruling-class circles. Kaiser Wilhelm 1l not only read the Foundations but distributed it amongst his
immediate political and court associates. The two then conducted a voluminous correspondence which
ended only in 1923. Long before this, Chamberlain had lost faith in the ability of the Hohenzollern
dynasty to fulfil Germany’s racial destiny, and in his last years he became an open supporter, and finally
a member, of the Nazi Party. Hitler, who first met Chamberlain at the 1925 Wagner Bayreuth Festival,
paid him the highest possible compliment by attending the latter’s funeral in 1927 as the official
representative of the Nazi Party. The Nazis recognised their own.

The point therefore being made is that the precursors of National Socialism were by no means ‘cranks’ on
the margin of German intellectual or political life, but men at its very centre. And neither is it a question
of Germany alone. True these ultra-reactionary and racialist tendencies assumed their most developed
form in the country where the problem of national unification had loomed largest, and where the ruling
class was faced point-blank with the necessity of outright military conflict with the major European
capitalist powers if German imperialism was not to be strangled at birth. And nowhere more than in
Germany was the working class better organised and politically educated to thwart the reactionary
strategy of its enemies. These contradictions, taken together with the entire tradition of counter-
revolutionary politics, became a forcing house for the growth of anti-Semitic, anti-Marxist and imperialist
ideology amongst the German middle class. But basically the same process was at work in all the
imperialist nations. The form it took depended to a great degree on already-established political,
philosophical and cultural patterns. But the content embodied within these diffuse forms was precisely
that described by Lenin: away from classical bourgeois democracy and liberalism towards reaction,
towards open dictatorial rule over the working class and the waging of imperialist war. And in almost
every case, the spokesman for this tendency began by challenging, very much in the manner of
Schopenhauer, the rational world outlook developed by the bourgeoisie in its struggle for class hegemony
over the forces of feudal and Catholic obscurantism. In other words, intuition is substituted for reason,
faith for knowledge, ‘action’ for theory. This is already evident in the writings of Schopenhauer, who
argued that:

The aim of our life... is a practical one: our actions, not our knowledge, appertain to eternity. The
use of the intellect is to guide our actions, and at the same time to hold up the mirror to our will...
[65]
This notion, which seems to begin from the obvious proposition that theory is derived from practice, and
in the last analysis must therefore be subordinate to it, is carried much further in the philosopher’s essay
on genius, where he contends that:

... if man’s grasp of the universal is so deep as to be intuitive, and to apply not only to general
ideas, but to an individual object by itself, then there arises a knowledge of the Ideas in the sense
used by Plato. This knowledge is of an aesthetic character; when it is self-active, it rises to genius,
and reaches the highest degree of intensity when it becomes philosophic; for then the whole of
life and existence as it passes away, the world and all it contains, are grasped in their true nature
by an act of intuition, and appear in a form which forces itself upon consciousness as an object of
mediation. ¢!

With Nietzsche, the role of intuition is even more explicit, being counterposed not only to natural science
but the study of history. Man can only act freely when he forgets the past - such is the thesis of
Nietzsche:

Forgetfulness is a property of all action... life in any true sense is absolutely impossible without
forgetfulness... there is a degree of sleeplessness, of rumination, of ‘historical sense’, that injures
and finally destroys the living thing, be it a man or a people or a system of culture. [¢7]

Nietzsche had sound class motives for opposing any serious and objective study of the past:

Monumental history loves by false analogy; it entices the brave to rashness, and the enthusiastic
to fanaticism by tempting comparisons. Imagine this history in the hands - and head - of a
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gifted egoist or an inspired scoundrel; kingdoms would be overthrown, princes murdered, war and
revolution let loose... [%8

And this, Nietzsche considered, was a special danger in Germany, where the people were inclined to
theory and an historical approach towards political problems. Instead, men should be guided and
motivated by what the self-appointed theoretician of French syndicalism Georges Sorel called ‘myths’:

The unrestrained historical sense, pushed to its logical conclusion, uproots the future, because it
destroys illusions and robs existing things of the only atmosphere in which they can live.
Historical justice... is therefore a dreadful virtue, because it always undermines and ruins the
living thing - its judgement means annihilation... the creative instinct is sapped... the historical
audit brings so much to light which is false and absurd, violent and inhuman, that the condition of
pious illusion falls to pieces. And a thing can only live through a pious illusion. t&°]

And of necessity, this war on historical objectivity on behalf of the philosophy of myth and so-called
intuitive knowledge - in other words, in defence of the ‘big lie’ - demanded a total renunciation of the
Hegelian heritage:

I believe there has been no dangerous turning point in the progress of German culture in this

century that has not been made more dangerous by the enormous and still living influence of the

Hegelian philosophy. t7°!
In France, where the rationalist tradition was far more deeply embedded in the bourgeoisie, open
adherents of subjectivist and intuitionist theories of knowledge were fewer, but not a wit the less vocal
and persistent for all that. Their most gifted representative was undoubtedly Henri Bergson, who evolved
the notion of the élan vitale as the driving force of human evolution. In the case of Bergson, who
although conservative in outlook took little interest in politics, ["*! we have a philosopher who epitomises
the state of flux in all branches of intellectual and cultural activity predominating in the last years of the
nineteenth century as the old mechanist conceptions of change and reality, in particular those derived
from Newtonian physics, began to disintegrate under the weight of fresh scientific inquiry and evidence.
Bergson’s argument contained a particle of truth: that since the real world was in a constant state of
motion, it could not accurately be depicted by even the most sophisticated of representational models or
symbols. These remained at best tools of analysis, and not reality itself. But Bergson went further than
this. Working from an essentially Kantian position, he came to the conclusion that the wall between
human consciousness and reality could only be breached by intuition, by an act of will. The old models of
the world and the universe were breaking down - this was most certainly the case. Bergson’s answer to
this problem was not, like that of Lenin, to view the contradictory development of human knowledge
about the world as an eternal process of finer and finer approximations to a reality infinite in both space
and time. Instead, a short cut to infinity was proposed, as subjective as the earlier methods had been
mechanical and empirical: ‘There are things that intelligence alone is able to seek, but which, by itself, it
will never find. These instinct alone could find, but it will never seek them.” 72! Instinct or intuition was
therefore the higher form of understanding, for it could reach, according to Bergson, beyond the shadowy
world of phenomenon to the ultimate reality of noumenon:

We see that the intellect, so skilful in dealing with the inert, is awkward the moment it touches the
living. Whether it wants to treat the life of the body or the life of the mind, it proceeds with
rigour, the stiffness and brutality of an instrument not designed for such use... We are at ease
only in the discontinuous, in the immobile, in the dead. The intellect is characterised by a natural
inability to comprehend life, instinct, on the contrary, is moulded on the very form of life. While
intelligence treats everything mechanically, instinct proceeds. .. organically. [73!

Bergson’s subjectivist method hinged on the belief that one can, by an act of will, place oneself ‘inside’ a
process, and by so doing, discover total, absolute and perfect truths. The political implications of such a
notion are as obvious as they are reactionary. It places in the hands of government leaders a theory to
justify their riding ruthlessly over the most elementary democratic wishes of the people, on the grounds
that they alone can grasp and interpret the true ‘will of the people’. Ordinary mortals, the ‘herd’ to use
Hitler’s terminology, are not capable of such intuitive perception and decision-making. The power and
right to act reside in the hands of an élite gifted with Bergson’s ‘sixth sense’, the inner eye which can
penetrate the fog created by the human intellect to the real world of instinct beyond. And it is doubly
reactionary because such a method recognises no objective criteria of proof:
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... an absolute could only be given in an intuition, whilst everything else falls within the province
of analysis. By intuition is meant the kind of intellectual sympathy by which one places oneself
within an object in order to coincide with what is unique in it and consequently inexpressible. 741

Bergson had stumbled across the basic flaw in the rationalist and empirical methods, but instead of seeing
them as historical moments in the evolution of human consciousness towards a more and more scientific
world outlook, an outlook which, with the theoretical work of Marx and Engels, reached its highest point
in dialectical materialism as a theory of knowledge, he eclectically combined the most ‘useful’ elements
of rationalism and empiricism with his own intuitionist method of perception. 73!

Bergson counterposed to the objective materialist dialectic of Marxism a subjective and intuitionist
dialectic which reconciled opposites in the mind through an act of will, and not by acting on and
changing material reality:

There is hardly any concrete reality which cannot be observed from under two antagonistic

concepts. Hence a thesis and an antithesis which endeavour in vain to reconcile logically, for the

very simple reason that it is impossible, with concepts and observations taken from outside points

of view, to make a thing. But from the object, seized by intuition, we pass easily in many cases to

the two contrary concepts; and as in that way thesis and antithesis can be seen to spring from

Egglity, we grasp at the same time how it is that the two are opposed and how they are reconciled.
In a future chapter on Italian fascism, we shall seek to show how the reaction to French rationalism led, in
the case of Sorel, to theories which directly served the imperialist counter-revolution against the
European workers’ movement. Here we can see that a perfectly sincere attempt to overcome practical and
theoretical problems posed by the inadequacies of mechanical materialism, rationalism and empiricism,
because it remained indifferent or even hostile to the Marxist world outlook, passed imperceptibly but
inexorably over to extreme mysticism. The end product, when combined with the ideas of the other main
subjectivists, Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, was a school of philosophy and theory of knowledge which
proved itself highly adaptable in a period of intense class and national conflict to the most reactionary
political tendencies. At the base of this development were two related and converging processes - the
break-up of the mechanist - rationalist world outlook in the physical and natural sciences, and a profound
crisis in bourgeois democracy as colonial rivalries intensified and the proletarian movement began to
stake its claim for political power. Naturally, this process did not evolve uniformly in each country, or
necessarily penetrate into the same branches of science, the arts and philosophy. But a general trend does
emerge. The reaction in each and every case both preceded and anticipated the rise of imperialism as a
world system, but followed and flowed from the decline of the bourgeoisie as a revolutionary class. We
can see this even in the case of England, where parliamentary traditions had deep roots, a country where
only with the Reform Act of 1832 did the industrial and banking bourgeoisie finally succeed in widening
its political base by extending the franchise to the urban propertied classes. Yet even as the bourgeoisie
was celebrating its victory over the landed aristocracy, a new and far more dangerous enemy was already
assembling its forces under the banner of Chartism. It was to this threat that the political writer and
essayist Thomas Carlyle addressed himself. His writings, spanning the period between the rise of the
English workers’ movement and the dawn of imperialism, contained none of that so-called ‘Victorian
optimism’ which is said to be typical of bourgeois thought in that era. Sceptical of democracy,
profoundly distrustful of the proletariat, and fanatical in his opposition to what he termed ‘Mammonism’
- worship of money - Carlyle’s thought moved along lines which we have already traced in Germany,
[771 as can be seen from a reading of his Lectures on Heroes (1840), where he seeks to replace bourgeois
democracy by the cult of hero worship. But his most revealing remarks arise in the course of his essays
on Chartism and the problems of contemporary English politics. It is here that Carlyle, with a precision
that is, in the light of subsequent developments, almost uncanny, anticipates the economic programme of
National Socialism. Firstly there is Carlyle’s mystique of work, a concept which the Nazis employed to
dupe backward workers and artisans into believing that fascism was a unique, idealist species of
socialism that returned to the worker the ‘dignity of manual labour’ without challenging the rights of
private property. This was a constant theme of Labour Front and Labour Service propaganda, and we can
also see strong elements of this notion in the writings of Carlyle counterposed, as it was with the Nazis, to
‘Mammonism’, or what Feder termed the ‘thraldom of interest’:

... there is a perennial nobleness and even sacredness in Work... there is always hope in a man
that actually and earnestly works... Work, never so Mammonish, mean, is in communication with
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Nature; the real desire to get work done will itself lead one more and more to truth, to Nature’s
appointments and regulations, which are truth... Consider how, even in the meanest sorts of
labour, the whole soul of man is composed into a real kind of harmony... 8

The reader can also see here how, very much in the manner of the German pantheists, labour becomes a
quest for ‘harmony’ with ‘nature’. "°? And here too we find ourselves in the world of instinct and
intuition, of pure ‘action’, labour divorced from its economic function as the source of value and profit.
And like the petit-bourgeois quack economists of National Socialism, Carlyle always depicted labour as
struggling to break free from capital in its money form, while remaining intransigently opposed to the
socialisation of industrial capital:

Industry still under bondage to Mammon... is a tragic spectacle... Labour is not a devil, even
while encased in Mammonism... The unredeemed ugliness is that of a slothful people. Show me a
people energetically busy; heaving, struggling, all shoulders at the wheel, their heart pulsing,
every muscle swelling, with man’s energy and will; | will show you a people of whom a great
good is already predictable... By very working they will learn; they have Anteus-like, their foot
on Mother Fact: how can they but learn? 8%

Carlyle’s panegyric to work as a means of communion with nature obscured, as did Nazi talk of labour as
an expression of ‘national solidarity’, the real motive force of capitalist production through all phases of
its cycle from money capital, through productive capital to commodity capital. That is, it concealed or
rather sought to conceal, the quest for profit and the origin of profit in capitalist production. Stripped of
its high-flown phrases and mystical language, this is the essence of what we might call ‘labour
romanticism’. For despite his alleged heroic and mystical qualities, the worker was, under Carlyle’s
regime, to be kept firmly in his place. Power was to be wielded exclusively by an ‘Aristocracy of Talent’,
(811 to be found chiefly among ‘captains of industry’ - who had the task of ‘managing’ what Carlyle
called the ‘alarming problem of the working classes’. 82! Worker and employer were, he argued, parts of
an organic whole, and instead of pitting their strengths against each other, should be joined together in the
pursuit of ‘holy’ work. Only one detail marred this picture of idyllic harmony - the worker was to be
totally subordinated to his employer:

The leaders of Industry, if Industry is ever to be led, are virtually the Captains of the World,; if
there be no nobleness in them, there will never be an Aristocracy more... Captains of Industry are
the true Fighters, henceforth recognisable as the only true ones... 83

But nothing so sordid as profit should serve as their goal. Neither should workers seek their own
monetary advancement in the form of higher wages. All this was ‘Mammonism’, or what the Nazis called
‘Jewish-Marxist materialism’:

Love of men cannot be bought by cash payment... You cannot lead a fighting world without
having it regimented, chivalried: the thing, in a day, becomes impossible; all men in it, the highest
at first, the very lowest at last, discern consciously or by noble instinct, this necessity. [84]

Unless such a relationship between worker and employer was substituted for that of classical
‘Manchester’ laisser faire, which Carlyle despised, then revolution would certainly ensue:

... dark millions of God’s human creatures [will] start up in mad Chartisms, impracticable Sacred
Months and Manchester Insurrections: and there is a virtual Industrial Aristocracy as yet only half
alive, spellbound amid moneybags and ledgers... no working world, any more than a Fighting
World, can be led on without a noble Chivalry of Work, and laws and fixed rules which follow
out that... As an anarchic multitude on mere supply and demand, it is becoming inevitable that
we dwindle in horrid, suicidal convulsion... will not one French Revolution and Reign of Terror
suffice, but must there be two? 83!

Military regimentation embellished by a little ‘love’ and ‘chivalry’ - this was Carlyle’s recipe for the
‘problem of the working classes’. For ‘on the present scheme and principle, work cannot continue.
Trades’ strikers, Trades” Unions, Chartisms, mutiny, squalor, rage and desperate revolt, growing ever
more desperate, will go on their way.” ®¢ It is easy, in the light of historical experience, to dismiss
Carlyle as a gifted writer obsessed by the threat of a Chartist-led revolution which never materialised. But
that is not the point. Far more significant is that here, in the homeland of liberalism and free trade, in a
nation noted for its tradition of compromise, was a publicist feeling his way towards an outlook which in
so many ways foreshadowed the political and economic ideology of fascism. Which underlines our
contention that several important ingredients of fascism originated in the pre-imperialist phase of
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capitalism, and then underwent a qualitative transformation under the impact of the intense social,
political and economic crises and upheavals engendered by the development of monopoly capitalism. Just
as elements of monopoly are present even in the period of free competition, so, in different ways and at
varying tempos in each capitalist country, did the ideologist’s of extreme reaction and chauvinism, of
fulminating hatred against socialism and the workers’ movement, begin to evolve their theories at a time
when bourgeois democracy seemed to be in the ascendant. And just as we saw that the so-called era of
optimism contained within it the forces which unleashed the most terrible global slaughter, so the
philosophers of optimism and rational, ordered progress were powerless, despite their worship of the
power of reason and science, to prevent the rise of the most horrific manifestations of wild subjectivism
and barbaric mysticism. The diffuse - and indeed contradictory - elements which eventually comprised
the alloy of fascism were fused in the imperialist crucible.
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President, Heinrich Class, evolved a consistently anti-Semitic programme which included
demands for the exclusion of Jews from teaching and public offices, and the compulsory
display of the Star of David on the masthead of all publications employing Jews in their
editorial offices.
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975
Chapter VI: The First Seeds are Sown

With the SPD’s triumphant emergence from illegality in 1890, the leaders of German Social Democracy
faced a series of political and theoretical problems which were in many ways similar to those which
confronted Marx and Engels after the defeat of the 1848 revolutions. In a superficial sense, the historical
situations were diametrically opposed. The authors of the Communist Manifesto, which predicted for
Germany an immediate proletarian revolution, now had to deepen and ground in political economy the
brilliant generalisations and insights of their earlier writings. This essential theoretical work, undertaken
in the great political trough which lay between the decline of the movements of 1848 and the Paris
Commune of 1871, was of necessity divorced to a great degree from the day-to-day struggle of the
international working class. The central task which Marx and Engels set themselves in this period was to
lay bare the basic laws of motion of capitalist production, thereby providing the essential theoretical key
to understanding and intervening in the struggle of classes. In 1890, the SPD leaders - and here we can
include Engels among their number - stood at the head of a movement numbering more than a million
members and supporters. The proletariat was very much in the ascendant, not only in Germany but
throughout Europe. Yet precisely this upwards movement tended to obscure the enormous theoretical
tasks, and indeed immense political dangers, which this new situation contained. Complacency, passivity,
even smugness - these were characteristics which steadily gained the upper hand over the pugnacity and
political sharpness that, despite occasional backslidings and waverings, set the tone for the party’s 12-
year fight against the anti-socialist laws. In both cases, the main task was to accomplish the transition to a
qualitatively new economic and political situation. Marx, principally with his Capital, did precisely this.
He recognised that far from standing on the verge of a socialist revolution, Germany was experiencing
the birth pangs of modern industrial capitalism. His studies of English capitalism, then the most advanced
in the world, convinced him that ‘the country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less
developed, the image of its own future’. ™ This conclusion, which in 1848 he would probably have
dismissed as the prediction of an incurable pessimist, necessitated a wholesale reorientation of
revolutionary programme, strategy and tactics. Perspectives were no longer to be reckoned in months or
even years, but decades, as he and Engels warned those in the leadership of the German movement who
in 1850 were still blithely proclaiming the imminent arrival of a new revolutionary wave:

The minority replaces critical observation with dogmatism, a materialist attitude with an idealist
one. It regards its own wishes as the driving force of the revolution instead of the real facts of the
situation. Whilst we tell the workers that they must go through 15, 20, perhaps even 50 years of
war and civil war, not only in order to alter existing conditions, but even to make themselves fit to
take over political power, you tell them, on the contrary, that they must seize political power at
once or abandon all hope. ™!

Yet now, when new developments within German and international capitalism foreshadowed these very
struggles, almost without exception the SPD leadership remained trapped by its past thinking and
experiences, unable to detect what was emerging out of the old laisser faire capitalism and then to draw
the necessary political conclusions. All around the party, signs were visible of a qualitative shift in ruling-
class circles and among the middle ranks of the bourgeoisie towards an imperialist orientation, expressing
itself as much in the language of subjectivist, anti-rational philosophy as in the soaring output of Krupp’s
gun shops and the North Sea shipyards. Almost mesmerised by the party’s spectacular election successes,
and the equally impressive growth of members and party resources, the SPD leadership tended to see
only the movement’s strengths, and allowed these to cloud over its very real - and growing - theoretical
deficiencies. And although Engels for one was well aware of this problem, he too allowed himself to be
carried away by the post-Bismarckian euphoria which had virtually engulfed the entire leadership. Thus
after noting how:

... too many of the younger Germans simply make use of the phrase historical materialism... only
in order to get their own relatively scanty historical knowledge... constructed into as neat a
system as possible... [he then concludes]... all this will right itself. We are strong enough in
Germany to stand a lot. One of the greatest services which the Anti-Socialist Law did us was to
free us from the obtrusiveness of the German intellectual who had got himself tinged with
socialism. We are new strong enough to digest the German intellectual too, who is giving himself
great airs again. '
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But it was not a simple question of ‘digestion’, but an active and unrelenting struggle against the revision
of Marxism by these alien elements, such as had been earlier undertaken by Engels himself in his famous
polemic against Duhring, the anti-Semitic and idealist university professor who was unaccountably
permitted to remain within the SPD for a period of several years. Judged by the evidence of his writings,
the old Engels did not measure up to this task, which, like that of the post-1848 period, was in essence
one of transition, of preparing the party for a leap in its development from a movement geared to
guantitative growth and peaceful, if periodically sharp, political campaigns, to a mass revolutionary party
capable of fighting for state power in an epoch of profound national and international turmoil,
revolutionary upheaval and war. In the period of the anti-socialist laws, Engels had warned on more than
one occasion that the party could find itself propelled by such events into political situations where it
could completely lose its bearings. In 1884, he wrote to Bebel pointing out the dangers implicit in
limiting the party’s demands to that of bourgeois democracy, ending with this truly remarkable
anticipation of the German bourgeoisie’s political tactics in the revolution of November 1918:

... our sole adversary on the day of the crisis and on the day after the crisis will be the whole of
the reaction which will group around pure democracy, and this, | think, should not be lost sight
of.

Yet lost sight of it was, with even Engels suffering in his last years from blurred vision. We saw how in
the criticism of the Gotha unity programme of 1875, Marx and Engels directed their most pungent
polemics against the newly-formed party’s attitude towards proletarian internationalism and the state.
Beginning with the last writings of Engels, there was after 1890 a slow but nevertheless steady retreat
from the positions established in 1875, and it was one which met with firm opposition only from a tiny
section of the German movement headed by Rosa Luxemburg and, though not on the same plane of
theoretical profundity, Karl Liebknecht. The nature and tempo of this decline is well brought out in the
international sphere by the party’s attitude towards national defence. Here it was simply not enough for
the SPD to rehash and embellish everything written by Marx and Engels on this question, if only because
without exception these writings pertained to an epoch that knew no imperialism in the sense that Lenin
and Bukharin understood it. Marx died in 1883, when the problem facing socialists was nowhere one of
directly preparing to take power, but rather of pursuing policies which while favouring the most rapid
development of capitalist social relations, would also defend the interests of the working class and
preserve its political independence from all other classes. It was this realistic, as opposed to utopian,
conception which governed Engels’ approach to the problems of the workers’ movement in Germany,
where he constantly cautioned against any tendency to ignore potential or actual conflicts between the
bourgeoisie and the Junker agrarians. For while the working class remained incapable, for objective
historical reasons, of taking power into its own hands, it had no other alternative than to husband and
expand its forces until the objective contradictions of a fully-developed capitalist system placed
revolution on the order of the day. (This was also the position of the first Russian Marxists in their
struggle against the utopian and terroristic Populists, who held that Russia would bypass the capitalist
stage of development and proceed directly from feudalism to socialism.) The same conceptions
necessarily applied to relations between states. The Leninist tactic of defeatism, of desiring the military
defeat of one’s ‘own’ bourgeoisie in an imperialist war both as a lesser evil than its victory, and as a
means of accelerating the onset of revolution, simply could not have arisen in Marx’s day, any more than
could have Bolshevism, being the theory and practice of proletarian revolution in the imperialist epoch.
Marx had instead to lend his critical support to whichever warring nation he considered to be serving,
however unconsciously, feebly, reluctantly or inconsistently, as the vehicle of historical progress. So in
the Crimean war, Marx ‘supported’ capitalist England against Tsarist Russia, for despite his loathing of
the English bourgeoisie, with its unmerciful exploitation of child and female labour, Marx desired the
defeat of Russian despotism, the counter-revolutionary gendarme of continental Europe. ! Marx and
Engels adopted an identical line in relation to Germany, supporting that country in all its wars which
facilitated the achievement of national unification (1864 against Denmark, 1866 against Austria, and
1870 against France). Only when Bismarck began to transgress the limits of the nation state did Marx and
Engels raise their voices in protest, as they did following Prussia’s annexation of Alsace and Lorraine
after the French defeat at Sedan. From this point onwards, they saw as the main danger in Europe a war
between Russia, acting as an agent of a revenge-seeking French bourgeoisie, and Germany. And in the
event of such a war, Marx and Engels declared they would be unequivocally on the side of Germany,
despite its vehemently anti-socialist, Junker-based government. Preoccupation with this threat from
Russia led Engels in particular to employ phrases and formulations which were, to put it mildly,
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insensitive to the national rights of the Balkan Slavs, whom he tended to regard as mere pawns and tools
of Tsarist foreign policy. ‘The principle of nationalities’, Engels wrote in 1866, ‘is nothing but a Russian
invention to destroy Poland. Russia has absorbed the greater part of Poland on the plea of the principle of
nationalities.” ¢! But because the principle had been exploited and perverted by reaction, that did not
necessitate its repudiation by revolutionaries, rather its consistent application. The same must be said of
Engels’ disparaging comments on Slavic peoples incorporated against their will in the Austro-Hungarian
empire:
The so-called democrats among the Austrian Slavs are either scoundrels or visionaries, and the
visionaries are constantly being led by the nose by the scoundrels. To the sentimental slogans
offered in the name of the counter-revolutionary peoples of Europe we reply that the hatred of
Russia was, and still is, the first revolutionary passion of the Germans; and that since the
revolution [of 1848] a hatred of the Czechs and Croats has been added... We and the Poles and
the Magyars [Hungarians] will only be able to safeguard the revolution through the most
determined terror against these Slavic peoples. !

This tendency to view German foreign - and sometimes even domestic - policy from the standpoint of
relations with Russia remained with Engels until his death in 1895. It was, without doubt, responsible for
the articles the SPD leadership cynically exploited in 1914 to justify their support for the Kaiser’s
imperialist war against France and Russia. They were, they claimed, merely carving out Engels’ policy to
its logical, if bloody, conclusion. No blame attaches to Engels for this perversion of his work. Where he
did certainly err was in failing to detect the first manifestations of imperialism in German economic
politics and philosophy. In 1891, at a time when German finance capital had already embarked on a series
of colonial adventures in Africa and the Pacific, and when chauvinist writers and anti-Semitic
demagogues were proclaiming Germany’s racial supremacy and god-given right to rule Europe and even
the world, Engels still continued to discuss German-Russian relations in the old way, identifying the
military defeat of Imperial Germany with the destruction of the SPD. He considered that if in a war with
Russia, Germany is beaten, ‘we will be beaten with her...”. 8 That same year, Engels wrote to Bebel just
prior to the SPD congress at Erfurt on the same question, once again making the connection - this time
far more explicitly - between the fate of Imperial Germany and German Social Democracy:

A war against Germany... would be, above all, a war against the strongest socialist party in
Europe. And there would be nothing left for us but to fight with all our might any aggressor who
helped Russia. For either we would be defeated, and then the socialist movement in Europe would
be done for for 20 years, or we ourselves must aim to take the helm. !

Now what Engels had in mind when he wrote these words of advice was a national uprising against the
invader after the example of the Jacobin levée en masse of 1793, when revolutionary France took to arms
against the coalition of powers seeking to restore the Bourbon monarchy. But Engels was transposing this
policy into a considerably changed situation, into a country which had not only completed the ‘national’
aspects of its bourgeois revolution, but was already actively engaged in repressing the democratic rights
of other peoples, from Poland and Alsace-Lorraine to Africa and Oceana. The cloudiness of Engels’
formulation, while militant in spirit, left itself open to widely differing interpretations, ranging from
unconditional defence of the Kaiser’s empire against any invasion, whether from east or west, to a
revolutionary bid to seize power and wage a ‘plebeian’ war against Germany’s enemies. As far as most of
the party leadership were concerned, there was no doubt whatsoever. Bebel roundly declared at the Erfurt
Congress:

... If Russia, that bulwark of savagery and barbarism, that enemy of all human culture, were to
attack Germany in order to dismember and destroy her - then we are as much, and indeed more
concerned than those who lead Germany, and we shall oppose it.

No question then of overthrowing the Kaiser and ‘taking the helm’ in order better to defend the
fatherland. The job of the SPD was to prove itself more patriotic than its class enemies! There is evidence
suggesting that Engels disapproved of such excesses, and not only in the German party. Some two years
later he had cause to chide Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue for employing the term ‘true patriot’ to
distinguish the French Socialist Party’s national loyalties from those of bourgeois chauvinists. Engels
said that the term ‘patriot’ had ‘a limited meaning - or else such a vague one, depending on
circumstances - that for my part | should never dare to apply that title to myself’. Further on in the same
letter, he made the revealing admission that the French party was not the only one to have ‘overshot the
mark a little’ in this respect, for ‘our worthy Germans have not always been correct, either, in their
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expressions’. %1 His unease was certainly justified, and would have multiplied greatly had he lived to
witness the nationalist utterances of the SPD leadership not only at party congresses, but in the Reichstag
itself. Only a few weeks before his death in 1913, Bebel informed the German parliament that ‘there is
not a single person in Germany who would surrender the fatherland to an enemy without a fight. This is
particularly true of the Social Democrats.” Bebel, who must certainly be numbered amongst the very
finest leaders of the German proletariat, never explained how his unashamedly patriotic stand could be
reconciled with his justly famed slogan: ‘Not a man, not a farthing for this system.” (This can only mean
that had Bebel lived another year, he would have thrown his enormous political influence and prestige
behind a policy of support for German imperialism in its war against Russia, France and Britain.) Bebel
was particularly sensitive to charges that the party leadership were failing to combat militarism amongst
the youth, and when challenged on this issue at the 1906 Party Congress by Karl Liebknecht, who praised
the Belgian Socialist Party for its work in this field, Bebel replied:

It is incomprehensible to me how he can hold up to us as the example of Belgium, a country
which signifies nothing, and whose army cannot be compared to Prussian military organisation.

And this was a debate on anti-militarist propaganda! **! Bebel’s militantly nationalist tone was grist to
the mill of opportunist elements in the French Socialist Party, who eagerly cited such speeches as proof
of the need to adopt a line of national defence in France against an SPD-backed invasion by Germany. At
the party congress in 1907, held at a time when strenuous attempts were being made in the Second
International to achieve a united front of all its sections against a possible European war, Bebel again
declared himself unconditionally for national defence:

If we really have to defend our fatherland, then we shall defend it because it is our fatherland, the
soil on which we live, whose language we speak, whose customs are our own: because we want
to transform this, our fatherland, into a country which has no equal in perfection and beauty
anywhere on earth.

The goal of a socialist Germany in the indefinite future was therefore employed - seven years before the
actual outbreak of war - to justify defence of the Kaiser’s Germany of the present. It was as if Bebel and
his fellow SPD leaders made a mental distinction between the material Germany exploited and ruled by
the Junkers and bourgeoisie, and an ideal, almost mystical Germany which existed outside of space and
time, and believed that by defending the former they were also protecting the latter. Bebel’s exposition of
this notion was certainly eloquent, but it had nothing in common with that celebrated dictum of the
Communist Manifesto: ‘The working men have no country. We cannot take from them what they have
not got.’

It would, however, be quite wrong simply to single out Bebel for criticism. 2! Eduard Bernstein, the
pioneer of revisionism, was well to the fore in justifying and embellishing the foreign and even colonial
policy of Imperial Germany. In his first broadside against Marxism, published in 1899, he wrote that
‘only a conditional right of savages to the land can be recognised, the higher civilisation ultimately can
claim higher right’. 3! The same Bernstein supported the SPD right wing in its demands for a ‘realistic’
colonial policy at the 1907 Stuttgart Congress of the Second International with the most cynical
sophistries:

All the earth has been taken for colonies, and with the increasing power of the socialist fractions
in the different parliaments socialist responsibility has increased. They must oppose the bourgeois
colonial policy, but they cannot wash their hands like Pilate and say, ‘We will have none of the
colonies.” To do that would be to deliver the natives over to their exploiters.

Bernstein was more honest when he stated, later in the same speech, that ‘however much damage the
colonies might have caused, our economic life largely depends on them’. Equally reactionary views on
the military and colonial questions appeared regularly in the SPD press, especially that right-wing
preserve, the Sozialistische Monatshefte, where in November 1905 Richard Calver wrote:

Today, when Germany is the equal, economically, of England and the United States, and is
compelled to take up an attitude towards all questions of world politics in the interest of its
industry, the naval policy of modern industrial states may indeed be severely condemned, but it
cannot be expected of one’s own country that it should take up an exceptional position which
might be fatal. As matters are today the prestige of a state abroad depends on its readiness for war
both on sea and land.

Elsewhere Calver recommended - in language utterly alien to the Marxist tradition - that:
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German socialists should not ignore the fact that our capitalists and employers are compelled to
colonise if Germany’s economic future is to be secured against competing countries abroad... We
see how the enterprise of all other powerful industrial lands... appropriates the globe. Social
Democrats cannot expect German enterprise to stay quietly at home and renounce the aims of a
world policy. Should not and must not capitalism first bring the world under subjection before a
socialistic organisation of economics will be possible? ... it follows that capital - including
German capital as well - must go forth and subdue the world with the means and weapons which
are at its disposal. There will still be ample room for criticism of capitalistic colonial policy.

These amazing lines, justifying to the hilt the rapacious policies and actions of German imperialism, were
written at a time when Bernsteinian revisionism had been formally ostracised from the SPD, when it was
official party policy and practice solemnly to affirm the revolutionary and internationalist principles of
German Social Democracy. What a wretched farce, when out-and-out chauvinists like Calver could sully
the columns of the official party press month after month with propaganda which did not merely justify
imperialist war, but actually demanded it on behalf of ‘German capital’. And presiding over this
disgusting spectacle was none other than Karl Kautsky, regarded not only in Germany but throughout
Europe as the foremost theoretician of the Second International! But before turning to Kautsky’s
responsibility for the degeneration of the SPD, we must examine the party’s attitude to the question of the
state, an issue which bedevilled relations between Marx and Engels and the German movement from its
very inception in 1863.

Again we must return to Engels, this time to his introduction to Marx’s The Class Struggles in France.
This essay has a history all of its own. Engels makes a sober analysis of the prospects for a successful
street insurrection against the best-equipped armies of the day, and comes to the realistic conclusion that
the old-style barricade fighting of 1848 can no longer be conducted with reasonable hope of victory.
These lines were eagerly seized on by the SPD leadership when the article was published in Vorwarts in
March 1895 as Engels’ endorsement of the party’s rejection of all violent means to achieve its goal. But
that was not at all the intention of the author who also appended to this judgement the opinion:

Does that mean that in future street fighting will no longer play any role? Certainly not. It only
means that the conditions since 1848 have become far more unfavourable for civilian fighting and
far more favourable for the military. In future, street fighting can, therefore, be victorious only if
this disadvantageous situation is compensated by other factors. Accordingly, it will occur more
seldom in the beginning of a great revolution than in its further progress, and will have to be
undertaken with greater forces. [*4!

Precisely these lines, which spoke of future, better organised and wider supported insurrections, were
deleted from the article by the Vorwarts editor, Wilhelm Liebknecht. Engels was naturally furious, and
wrote to Kautsky asking that the whole introduction be published in the SPD theoretical journal, Die
Neue Zeit, lest he appear as a ‘peaceful worshipper of legality at any price!’. *3! Engels was never this,
and yet there are other sections of this same essay which convey the impression that he had been carried
away by the electoral successes of the SPD - to such an extent that Engels saw in them not only
evidence of the party’s growing support in the working class, but a political factor in its own right:

Its growth proceeds as spontaneously, as steadily, as irresistibly and at the same time as tranquilly
as a natural process. All government intervention has proved powerless against it... If it continues
in this fashion, by the end of the century we shall conquer the greater part of the middle strata of
society, petit-bourgeois and small peasants, and grow into the decisive power in the land, before
which all other powers will have to bow, whether they like it or not. To keep this growth going
without interruption until it of itself gets beyond the control of the prevailing governmental
system... to keep it intact until the decisive day, that is our main task. [*¢!

Again, as was the case with his letter to Bebel on a possible Russo-German war, Engels combines semi-
reformist concepts with revolutionary ones, the idea of peaceful, gradual and irresistible progress towards
an unchallengeable parliamentary majority interwoven with the notion of a ‘decisive day’, which, in the
discreet language imposed on Engels by the German censors, can only mean revolution. Then there is the
formulation concerning the winning of the petit-bourgeoisie to socialism, which is conceived of as an
inevitable outcome of the SPD’s triumphal parliamentary march, and not as the result of a combative
anti-capitalist policy which detaches, by virtue of its resoluteness, the middle-class masses from their
allegiance to the main bourgeois parties. Finally there are the less well known but equally ambiguous
statements made by Engels in an interview with the French newspaper Le Figaro in 1893, where he
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predicted: ‘The time is drawing near when our party will be called upon to take over government...
Perhaps towards the end of the century you will see this event occur.” Since there was ‘a constant
increase at each election’, it would soon lead to at least ‘half the army” being on the side of the SPD: 7!
‘On the day when we shall be in the majority, what the French army did by instinct by not firing on the
people will be done by our people in a conscious way.’ [*8!

A rationalist, as distinct from a dialectical materialist, approach can also be detected in remarks made to
the English Daily Chronicle about the ease with which the notoriously reactionary German petit-
bourgeoisie could be won to the side of the proletariat:

The small tradesman, crushed out by the big store, the clerk, the artisan... are beginning to feel
the pinch of our present capitalist system. And we place a scientific remedy before them, and as
they can all read and think for themselves, they soon come round and join our ranks. [

In fact, the SPD never made any real headway amongst these layers under the German Empire. Its
steadily mounting vote came from new generations and sections of workers freshly won to the socialist
cause, and not from a petit-bourgeoisie converted by the ‘scientific remedies’ of Marxism. Here too, the
old Engels departs from ideas which he himself developed in an earlier period, for he was, with Marx, the
most trenchant critic of the German petit-bourgeoisie, with its inbred philistinism and distaste for even
the most modest democratic reforms. Also at variance with the younger Engels is his reply when asked if
the SPD hoped to form a government in the near future: “Why not? If the growth of our party continues at
its normal rate we shall have a majority between the years 1900 and 1910.” 12°1 Here the formation of an
SPD government is predicated quite unambiguously on the achievement of a parliamentary majority, [2*!
which in its turn devolved on a ‘normal’ growth of the party’s vote. Although Engels’ predictions went
sadly astray - the SPD won only 34.8 per cent of the total poll in the 1912 Reichstag elections, with 4.25
million votes and 110 deputies - this is not really the point. As in questions of German foreign policy,
Engels erred in his method, which while capable of illuminating a whole range of political, economic and
philosophical problems as few other Marxists could, failed to penetrate to the very depths of the new
relations evolving between classes and nations in Europe. The burning necessity of ‘rearming’ the party
theoretically to enable its members to make the transition from the old situation under illegality, to one
where the movement was becoming a serious contender for state power, was simply not appreciated
either by Engels or the established leaders of the SPD in Germany. And here too we see the same process
of combined and uneven development, now working itself out in a highly original - and ironic - way.
Germany - the land of Hegel, Marx and Engels and the SPD, the historical inheritors of the
revolutionary legacy of German idealist philosophy - began to lose its place as the theoretical
fountainhead of the international workers’ movement. Just as the nation’s political backwardness had
thrust the young German proletariat forward as the sole protagonist of democracy and national
unification, the theoretical ‘leap’ that this development involved was in its turn transformed into its
opposite. The movement rested on its laurels - Engels included - and gradually began to adapt to the
political status quo. Of course, this process was based upon the rapid growth of a conservative, nationalist
party and trade union bureaucracy - ideas must be nourished and sustained by the sap of material
conditions - but in saying this we must not delude ourselves that the degeneration of the SPD has
therefore been fully explained.

There exist tendencies towards conservative thinking and bureaucratic practices in the healthiest of
revolutionary workers’ parties. And it could not be otherwise, because such parties comprise both a unity
and a struggle of opposites where the entire membership, at widely differing levels of consciousness,
participates to one degree or another in the fight to combat these political and theoretical weaknesses.
However, in Germany the party used its strengths to conceal its growing weaknesses, while in Russia,
principally under the leadership of Lenin, but also in its early period under Plekhanov, the movement
employed its strong points to expose, combat and overcome its deficiencies. Compelled to wage the
sharpest philosophical and political battles against the Populists, ‘Legal Marxists’, Economists and after
1903, Mensheviks, ultra-lefts and ‘conciliators’, Lenin and the pioneers of Russian Marxism raised the
theoretical level of the Russian revolutionary movement from an abyss of backwardness born of centuries
of ignorance and oppression to a peak which even the most clear-sighted German Marxists never
attained. And they did this by absorbing all that was finest in the international workers’ movement:

Russia achieved Marxism... through the agony she experienced in the course of half a century of
unparalleled torment and sacrifice, of unparalleled revolutionary heroism, incredible energy,
devoted searching, study, practical trial, disappointment, verification and comparison with
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European experience. Thanks to the political emigration caused by Tsarism, revolutionary Russia
in the second half of the last century acquired a wealth of international links and excellent
information on the forms and theories of the world revolutionary movement, such as no other
country possessed. 221

By contrast, the days of agony for German Social Democracy were receding into the past. Its leadership,
while paying lip service to the heroic traditions of that era, were steadily adapting themselves both
theoretically and politically to the peaceful expansion of German capitalism, a growth which permitted
sizeable layers of the proletariat to win living standards unthinkable in the early years of the Empire.
Instead of waging war against the illusions of these ‘labour aristocrats’ in the viability - or even
desirability - of German capitalism, as Lenin had combated the Economist protagonists of the possibility
of spontaneous working-class development into socialist consciousness, the SPD bureaucracy was
allowed by the top party leadership to adapt to these tendencies. Fearing a conflict with the entrenched
trade union apparatus, Kautsky delegated the handling of all tactical and political questions to Bebel, who
in his turn sought to balance himself between the SPD right and left wings. Thus there evolved a series of
unprincipled combinations at almost every level of party activity. Until his death in 1895, Engels was
seen as the interpreter of Marxist ‘cannon’ especially in philosophy and economics, while within
Germany, ‘theory’ was handled by Kautsky, and the practical questions by Bebel and Wilhelm
Liebknecht. Yet even while Engels lived, this ‘division of labour’ contained dangers which both Trotsky
and Lenin later came to recognise, for the main theoretical burden was carried by an exile who in his last
years was unable to grasp the transition already well under way from pre-monopoly capitalism to
imperialism, foreshadowed in Germany by the growth of the cartel system and the seizure of colonies.
Both these processes were, as we have noted, initiated 10 full years before the death of Engels, yet they
seem to have made little, if any, impact on his thinking. Trotsky was fully justified in taking Engels to
task for having:

... visualised the future course of revolutionary development too much along the straight line.
Above all he did not foresee the mighty capitalist boom which set in immediately after his death
and which lasted up to the eve of the imperialist war. It was precisely in the course of these 15
years of economic full-bloodedness that the complete degeneration of the leading circles of the
labour movement took place. This degeneration was fully revealed during the war and, in the last
analysis, it led to the infamous capitulation to National Socialism. 23!

So we are completely justified in concerning ourselves with the problems of German Social Democracy
prior to 1914, for it was in this period that the traitors of 1933 experienced their formative years and
underwent their political training. And we are equally justified in seeking to contrast this process of
degeneration, whose hallmark was theoretical compromise, with the struggle for revolutionary leadership
- firmly grounded in revolutionary theory - waged by Lenin in the Russian workers’ movement. Lenin,
like Trotsky, was not uncritical of Engels’ last writings, especially on the question of war. Although more
guarded than Trotsky (he never voiced these differences publicly) his private correspondence and
notebooks contain remarks which are either direct or implied criticisms of Engels. Beginning in the
autumn of 1916, Lenin conducted a lengthy correspondence with his old friend Inessa Armand on the
seemingly abstruse question of the periodisation of imperialism. Seemingly, because Armand claimed
that imperialism had already become a predominant trend in world capitalism before the death of Engels,
and that consequently, he shared, to however small an extent, the blame of the SPD leadership for failing
to reorient the German working class on the question of national defence. Looking only at Lenin’s replies
- Armand’s letters are reputedly under lock and key in some Moscow vault - it becomes clear that Lenin
was hard pressed to defend Engels against this charge. He nevertheless upheld him on the question of a
possible war between Russia and Germany:

In 1891, the German Social Democrats’ really should have defended their fatherland in a war

?ga]linst Boulanger and Alexander I11. This would have been a peculiar variety of a national war.
This reply clearly did not satisfy the insistent Inessa, for we find Lenin still trying to convince her a
month later with the bold assertion that ‘in 1891 no imperialism, existed at all’, and that therefore, ‘there
was no imperialist war, therefore could not be, on the part of Germany’. 2! Finally, Lenin concedes,
after several more exchanges, that Engels had possibly failed to detect the new political forms which
were emerging in the last years of his life. Further than this Lenin would not go. But in his Notebooks on
Imperialism compiled mainly in the First World War, we find him making critical remarks in the margin
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of Engels’ pamphlet Can Europe Disarm?, published in 1893. Despite his almost reverential attitude
towards the lifelong comrade and friend of Marx, Lenin could not refrain from quizzical annotations in
passages where Engels revealed a truly rationalist belief in the possibility of ‘a gradual reduction of the
term of service by international agreement’, when he stated ‘I maintain disarmament, and thereby the
guarantee of peace, is possible’ and that Germany had the ‘power and vocation’ to achieve it. 1?41 An
uncritical and unthinking acceptance of the Marxist heritage was utterly alien to Trotsky, Lenin,
Plekhanov and Luxemburg. How different with Kautsky, who in seeking to defend Marxism from its
opponents, degenerated into a custodian of ‘orthodoxy’, a populariser of Marxism who was, in the words
of Trotsky, ‘never a man of action, never a revolutionist, or an heir to the spirit of Marx and Engels’. ©?7]
We can see the truth of this judgement in Kautsky’s role in two great theoretical controversies which
burst upon the international movement in the first decade of the twentieth century.

The first, and far more well known, concerned Bernstein’s attempt to adjust the SPD’s formally
revolutionary theory and programme to its increasingly reformist practice. Kautsky, the recognised
leading theoretician of German Social Democracy, was at first extremely reluctant to cross swords with
Engels’ literary executor, even when Bernstein was quite openly departing from and challenging both
Engels and Marx on every basic question of Marxist political strategy, tactics, programme and
philosophy. In 1898, Die Neue Zeit published an article by Bernstein pointing out - with some
justification - that the SPD was concealing its reformist activity beneath a fagade of revolutionary
phrases, and it was high time the party acknowledged this publicly. Excluding the younger generation of
lefts personified by Rosa Luxemburg, Bernstein’s onslaught on revolutionary Marxism aroused genuine
anger and concern only in the Russian movement. Plekhanov, not Kautsky or Bebel, was the first to hit
back in print, and even then Kautsky submitted him to the same indignity as the older Liebknecht had
inflicted on Engels - that of censoring those sections of his article which were sharpest in their criticisms
of Bernstein. Plekhanov had originally hoped to persuade Kautsky to spearhead the counter-attack, and to
this purpose wrote to him on 20 May 1898:

If Bernstein is right in his critical endeavours, one may ask what remains of the philosophical and
socialist ideas of our teachers? What remains of socialism? And in truth, one would have to reply:
not very much!

Unable to understand Kautsky’s aloofness from what Plekhanov rightly saw as a life and death battle for
the future of the revolutionary movement, he bluntly asked him:

Can you be in agreement with Bernstein? It would be too painful for me to believe that. If not,
why do you not answer? It is you who are attacked... yes, we are going through a crisis, and this
crisis is making me suffer very much.

In fact, Plekhanov’s half-rhetorical question was far nearer the mark than he would have suspected, for
once combat with the revisionists had been joined it emerged that Kautsky did indeed share much
common ground with those whom he had been reluctantly compelled to do battle. Kautsky felt himself on
firm ground when rebutting Bernstein’s reformist perspectives, which the latter summed up in his well-
known aphorism: ‘To me that which is generally called the ultimate aim of socialism is nothing, but the
movement is everything.” 281 Crushing majorities were amassed at a succession of SPD congresses in
support of resolutions declaring Bernstein’s theories incompatible with Social Democracy, yet when the
dust had settled, revisionism emerged stronger and more entrenched than ever. The answer lies only
partly in the immense preponderance of the conservative party and trade union machine in determining
day-to-day policies and activities of the movement. It undoubtedly both nourished and responded to
Bernstein’s revision of Marxism, as did the growing band of bourgeois intellectuals who flocked to the
party’s banner once it became a major force in German political and cultural life. Neither was it a simple
matter of Kautsky being able, single-handed or with the support of the party’s left wing, to stem the rising
flood of opportunism. This was a product of deep-going, objective processes in both the German and
international economy, an ideological refraction of the material privileges which a relatively broad layer
of the most skilled workers had secured for themselves in the period of pre-1914 capitalist expansion.
Only the most profound and violent convulsions could - and in fact did - undermine the reactionary
role of the Social Democratic bureaucracy and the social stratum upon which it rested. The great political
treason committed by Kautsky was his utter failure to penetrate to the core the methodological roots of
Bernstein’s revisionism, to show how his political programme of capitulation to German imperialism
flowed from his philosophical rejection of dialectical materialism and his reversion to the subjective
idealism of the neo-Kantians.
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Bernstein ended his Evolutionary Socialism with the recommendation that the socialist movement should
no longer base itself on the materialistic world outlook of Marxism, but the morality of Kant:

A class which is aspiring needs a sound morale and must suffer no deterioration. Whether it sets
out for itself an ideal ultimate aim is of secondary importance if it pursues with energy its
proximate aims... And this in mind, I... resorted to the spirit of the great Kénigsberg philosopher,
the critic of pure reason, against the cant °1 which sought to get a hold of the working-class
movement and to which the Hegelian dialectic offers a comfortable refuge. | did this in the
conviction that Social Democracy required a Kant who should judge the received opinion, and
examine it critically with deep acuteness, who should show where its apparent materialism is the
highest - and is therefore the most easily misleading - ideology, and warn it that contempt of
the ideal, the magnifying of material factors until they become omnipotent forces of evolution, is
a self-deception... 3%

All Bernstein’s previous - and subsequent - attacks on Marxism paled before this bid to drag the
German workers” movement back, not only to a pre-Marxist but even pre-Hegelian philosophical
foundation. In doing so, he acted in concert with all those ideologues of German reaction from
Schopenhauer to Nietzsche who recoiled from the revolutionary implications of the Hegelian dialectic
and constructed out of Kant’s subjective theory of knowledge a series of apologias for mysticism and in
the last analysis, political reaction. But amazingly, Kautsky regarded Bernstein’s Kantianism as the least
objectionable feature of his revisionist system. Evidently Kautsky saw nothing revolting in this humbug
preaching a higher morality to the German working class while at the same time denying the right of land
ownership to ‘savages’. Plekhanov, whose knowledge of German philosophy dwarfed that of any leading
German Social Democrat save Franz Mehring, wrote once more to Kautsky imploring him to open the
pages of the SPD theoretical journal to a discussion on philosophy. And when the editor of Die Neue Zeit
lamely replied that only a handful of readers could hope to follow what Kautsky regarded as an esoteric
debate, Plekhanov made the admirable retort: ‘It is essential to force the readers to interest themselves in
philosophy... it is the science of sciences.” Such an aggressive approach was utterly alien to the
increasingly complacent Kautsky. The idea of actually disturbing, provoking and even angering one’s
readers in order to raise their level of political consciousness shocked him deeply. Undismayed by
Kautsky’s coolness, Plekhanov directly addressed the SPD Die Neue Zeit in the same querulous tones:

I am always and always will defend the outlook of Marx and Engels with passion and conviction,
and if some readers shrug their shoulders over the fact that I am so heated in a polemic, which
concerns the most important questions of human knowledge and at the same time touches upon
the most essential interests of the working class... then | say, shrugging my shoulders in turn: so
much the worse for such readers.

The great tragedy was that, ultimately, it was not the slothful readers of Die Neue Zeit who paid the
supreme penalty for their disinterest in philosophy, but the entire German proletariat. As Kautsky sowed,
so the Weimar leaders of German Social Democracy - Muller, Wels, Severing, Braun and Leipart -
reaped. Their harvest was a bitter and bloody one. Kautsky’s apologetic reply to the demand by
Plekhanov that he wage war on Bernstein’s philosophical idealism was not merely a confession of
theoretical bankruptcy but downright treachery to both the German and international working class:

I must openly declare that neo-Kantianism disturbs me least of all. | have never been strong on
philosophy, and although I stand entirely on the point of view of dialectical materialism still |
think that the economic and historical viewpoint of Marx and Engels is in the last resort
compatible with neo-Kantianism. If Bernstein was moulting only in this respect, it would not
disturb me in the least.

Kautsky, the great populariser, was also the great vulgariser. He broke down what he took to be Marxism
into a series of propositions on different fields of human activity and natural processes - much in the
way now done by sociologists specialising in ‘Marxism’, overlooking their unified origin in a materialist
world outlook. So it was quite possible on this eclectic basis, to find what appeared to be common ground
between certain views of idealists and the practical sides of the socialist movement. The divergences
deepen precisely when the ground is shifted from ‘concrete political tasks’ **! to the seemingly rarefied
atmosphere of method, theory of knowledge, and philosophy. So it was with Marx and Engels in their
rupture from the young Hegelians, Trotsky in his fight against Stalin’s metaphysical theory of ‘socialism
in one country’, and so it should have been, but was not, in Kautsky’s polemic with Bernsteinian
revisionism.
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Only in the Russian movement was the theoretical battle fought with the gloves off, first by Plekhanov,
and then, following his decline into Menshevism and eventual support for the First World War, by Lenin.
And it was a struggle which transcended national frontiers and rode rough-shod over smugness, prestige
and backwardness. The fighting was at its most intense, and the knives at their sharpest, precisely in the
domain of the highest abstractions. In Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks, compiled during the war, we see
why this was so:

Hegel is completely right as opposed to Kant. Through proceeding from the concrete to the
abstract - provided it is correct... does not get away from the truth; but comes closer to it... all
scientific (correct, serious, not absurd) abstractions reflect nature more deeply, truly and
completely. From living perception to abstract thought, and from this to practice - such is the
dialectical path of the cognition of truth, of the cognition of objective reality. 321

The first salvoes of the October Revolution were not fired by the cruiser Aurora at the Winter Palace, but
by Plekhanov and Lenin at the traducers of dialectical materialism! And Lenin did not suddenly come to
the conclusion in 1914 that philosophy was all-important for the political struggle, nor even in the days of
the struggle against Bernstein, when in his classic pamphlet on the trade union question What Is To Be
Done? he made his famous declaration that ‘without revolutionary theory there can be no revolutionary
movement’. We find him, at the very outset of his political career as a professional revolutionary, seeking
to probe political problems and differences to their philosophical roots, as in his long article, written in
1894 at the age of 24, ‘What the “Friends of the People” Are, And How They Fight the Social
Democrats’. In this youthful tour de force, Lenin already reveals a deep understanding of the Marxist
classics, and employs it to counter the attack on the dialectical method then being launched by a section
of the liberal Russian intelligentsia.

But he was far from being the Lenin of the Philosophical Notebooks. In the initial phase of the struggle
against Bernstein, Lenin was content to lend his uncritical support to Kautsky, as can be seen from his
review of the latter’s Bernstein and the Social Democratic Programme, which Lenin drafted, but never
published, in 1899. However, he soon struck a different note from Kautsky, who was concerned simply to
restate, and not enrich, the theory and principles pioneered by Marx and Engels. For Lenin, this was not
enough:

To defend such a theory, which to the best of your knowledge you consider to be true, against
unfounded attacks and attempts to corrupt it is not to imply that you are an enemy of all criticism.
We do not regard Marx’s theory as something completed and inviolable; on the contrary, we are
convinced that it has only laid the foundation stone of the science which socialists must develop
in all directions if they wish to keep pace with life... 33!

So much for Lenin the ‘dogmatist’! From the turn of the century, Lenin increasingly saw and combated
opportunism in the Russian movement as an integral part of a wider offensive against revolutionary
Marxism. The Russian Economists, Bernstein’s revisionism and the openly reformist practices of English
trade union leaders were all reflections and expressions of an international tendency which arose in
response to the pressure, mediated through the radical petit-bourgeoisie and the labour aristocracy,
exerted by imperialism on the workers’ movement. The struggle against revisionism was therefore the
theoretical expression of the struggle between classes, a fight not simply for correct formulations,
important though these were, but for the destiny of the workers’ movement and an integral part of the
preparation for the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. This urgency, this sense of the life-and-death
nature of the theoretical struggle, was precisely that element in Kautsky’s political make-up which was
lacking: ‘His character, like his thought, lacked audacity and sweep, without which revolutionary politics
is impossible...” 41 Lenin, who for nearly two decades regarded himself as a pupil of Kautsky, was in
this respect his polar opposite. He entered the fray bent on determining the inner forces of a problem,
process or controversy, all the time gathering the forces in and around the Bolshevik Party for one single
purpose - revolution. It was on this basis that he fought out his prolonged philosophical struggle within
the Bolshevik faction against a tendency which, under the leadership of Alexander Bogdanov, sought to
update Marxism by importing into it concepts derived mainly from modern physics, but also from the
writings of various neo-Kantian philosophers. This new attempt to revise the dialectical materialist
foundations of the Marxist world outlook, to replace it with a subjectivist theory of knowledge which
harked back to the solipsism of Bishop Berkeley, arose in the conditions of pessimism created by the
crushing of the 1905 Revolution. Mysticism in its various guises gripped wide sections of intellectuals
who had either been sympathetic towards or committed supporters of Marxism in the previous period
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when the workers’ movement had been in the ascendant. In the Bolshevik Party, they eclectically
combined the general propositions of Marxism about the class struggle and economics with a theory of
knowledge which denied, after the manner of Kant’s ‘thing-in-itself’, the possibility of cognising the
world outside human consciousness; and even in extreme cases, in the tradition of the English sceptic
David Hume, whether one could say with certainty that there was anything which lay beyond the data
recorded by our senses. And here we find ourselves on familiar philosophical territory, that of the
German subjectivist school which after rejecting Hegel, returned to Kant and eventually degenerated into
the mystical power-worship and anti-socialist pathology of Nietzsche. The same Kantianism also
succeeded - albeit in another guise - its penetrating into the very heart of the German workers’
movement, and in Russia, Lenin found himself fighting the same philosophical opponents, this time
dressed up in the garb of Empirio-Criticism. 321 The result - after several years of intensive study -
was his Materialism and Empirio Criticism, published in 1909 as a broadside against all those who were
bending to the most reactionary philosophical theories yet evolved - namely the schools of subjectivism
and mysticism. And for this very reason - not for its style and fierceness of polemic - the book has been
more abused than almost any other in Marxist literature. Most of all its critics baulk at Lenin’s
concluding statement that:

... one must not fail to see in the struggle of parties in philosophy a struggle which in the last
analysis reflects the tendencies and ideology of the antagonistic classes in modern society... the
contending parties are essentially... materialism and idealism. The latter is merely a subtle,
refined form of idealism, which stands fully armed, commands vast organisations and steadily
continues to exercise influence on the masses, turning the slightest vacillation in philosophical
thought to its own advantage. 3¢

Lenin could have been writing about the SPD! For here, reluctance to combat revisionism philosophically
led in the first great historical test of the party to its utter capitulation to precisely those forces which had
been seeking the movement’s annihilation for more than half a century. Neither was this confined to the
struggle against Bernstein. Kautsky also revealed a profound reluctance to become involved in the
Russian party controversy between Lenin and Plekhanov as partisans of dialectical materialism and the
Bolshevik ‘Machists’. 137! (Not that Lenin denigrated the work of non-Marxist or even idealist scientists
in their own specialised fields. In his last article on philosophical questions, written in 1922, he stressed
the importance of following every trend in modern science and philosophy, pointing out:

... that the sharp upheaval which modern natural science is undergoing very often gives rise to
reactionary philosophical schools... Unless, therefore, the problems raised by the recent
revolution in natural science are followed, and natural sciences are enlisted in the work of a
philosophical journal, militant materialism can be neither militant nor materialism. 32!

Ignoring this work - work that Kautsky considered irrelevant to the prosecution of the class struggle -
necessarily led to reactionary ideologists and philosophers interpreting the findings of modern science in
an idealist fashion, what Lenin called ‘clutching at the skirts of Einstein’, even though the pioneer of
relativity theory was ‘not making any active attack on the foundations of materialism’.)

Asked to comment on the dispute currently raging inside the Russian Marxist movement, Kautsky stated
- for the record - the he was himself a dialectical materialist, adding that ‘Marx proclaimed no
philosophy, but the end of philosophy’. As in the debate with Bernstein, Kautsky went out of his way to
emphasise that philosophical differences, however profound, could coexist with complete agreement on
programme and indeed on Marx’s proposition that social consciousness is determined by social being.
Marxism was thus debased from a general world outlook and theory of knowledge into a theory
([:g)gr]]cerned solely with society; in other words, historical ‘materialism’ without dialectical materialism:
Whether this conception (that of the social determinants of consciousness) is based on eighteenth-
century materialism, or on Dietzgen’s dialectical materialism, is not at all the same for the clarity
of our thought; but it is a question that is entirely inconsequential for the clarity and unity of our
party. Individual comrades may study this as private people, as they may the question of electrons
or Weissmann’s law of heredity; the party should be spared this. %1

Kautsky not only spoke for himself when he wrote these truly philistine lines, but an entire layer within
the party and trade union bureaucracy who feared thoroughgoing theoretical and philosophical conflicts
as much as an elemental movement of the masses which they could not control and guide into
constitutional channels. Theoretical and organisational ossification went hand in hand, producing the
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reformist adaptation to German imperialism which was revealed for the whole world to see on 4 August
1914, when the entire SPD Reichstag fraction voted for the Kaiser’s war credits. So great was the class
hatred of the overwhelming majority of bourgeois political commentators that they were blinded to this
process at work within German Social Democracy. But it did not escape the most astute minds among the
enemies of Marxism, notably the sociologist Max Weber. In some ways, he saw even more clearly than
Lenin and Trotsky how far the SPD had deviated in practice from the revolutionary principles to which it
subscribed, and what attitude the majority of its leaders would adopt when faced with a great political
crisis. 1 Although a founder member of the Pan-German League - he later resigned in protest against
its tendency to favour agrarian interests in preference to those of the industrial and banking bourgeoisie -
Weber never allowed his partisan class position to prevent him from making a serious study of Marxism
and the activities of those who claimed to be Marxists. In this sense, he was far ahead of his time in
Germany, where only in 1914 did significant (and then by no means all) sections of the bourgeois
intelligentsia reluctantly concede that the SPD had discarded at least some of its revolutionary rhetoric
and was on the road to becoming ‘national’. Weber was saying this as early as 1906, when in
commenting on the SPD’s Mannheim Congress of that year, he wrote:

I should like to invite our German princes on to the platform at the Mannheim party conference,
just to show them how Russian socialists, sitting there as spectators, were horrified at the
spectacle of this party! They had really believed it to be revolutionary... but now only the smug
innkeeper face, the physiognomy of the petit-bourgeois, caught the eye... I think that no prince
would continue to fear this party which has no real source of power, whose political impotence is
manifest even today for all to see who choose to see.

But few at that early date chose to see. In vain, Weber addressed the liberal ‘Society for Social Politics’
the following year, imploring bourgeoisie and government to adopt a new policy of encouraging the
‘realistic’ and ‘national’ wing of the party to play an active, if subordinate, role in the various institutions
of political life:

If the contradictions between the material interests of the professional politicians on the one hand
and the revolutionary ideology on the other could develop freely, if one would no longer throw
the Social Democrats out of the veterans’ associations, if one admits them into church
administrations, from which one expels them nowadays, then for the first time serious internal
problems would arise for the party. Then it would be shown not that Social Democracy is
conquering city and state, but, on the contrary, that the state is conquering Social Democracy.

And it is evident from these amazingly astute observations that Weber was working towards a policy of
splitting the SPD, of winning its ‘professional politicians’ or, more accurately, bureaucrats to a
programme of open reformism and defence of the nation state, at the same time isolating as far as
possible those who still clung to the party’s ‘revolutionary ideology’. Presumably embarrassed by this all
too accurate characterisation of the party’s leadership Kautsky never replied to Weber’s critique of
German Social Democracy, any more than he took seriously the political implications of those
philosophical tendencies hostile to dialectical materialism. Neither did he nor any other SPD theoretician
make a serious analysis of Weber’s sociology, which originated and evolved as an alternative theory of
social development and theory of knowledge to that of historical and dialectical materialism. And
because Kautsky’s indifference towards the reactionary nature and role of Kantianism led him to turn a
blind eye to its advocates within the SPD, he was utterly unprepared to combat its influence in the various
branches of bourgeois thought and natural sciences. For while singing the praises of a supposed
rationality in modern bourgeois politics (a rationality mediated through a rigidly organised bureaucracy),
Weber nevertheless, like the neo-Kantian Schopenhauer and also Nietzsche, allowed the forces of
irrationality, or intuition and instinct, to invade the world of morality:

Here we reach the frontiers of human reason, and we enter a totally new world, where quite a
different part of our mind pronounces judgement about things, and everyone knows that its
judgements, though not based on reasons, are as certain and clear as any logical conclusion at
which reason may arrive. 42

However much the devotees of Weber 3! may be outraged by the idea, this dichotomy between the
rigidly rational functioning of the machinery of government and industry, which Weber saw as the
heritage of what he called the ‘Protestant ethic’, and the highly subjective and irrational basis of ‘moral’
actions, is perfectly compatible with the SS bureaucrats, equipped with horse-whips, gas chambers, card
indexes and ledgers, systematically organising the destruction of an entire people and then converting its
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human remains and material possessions into lampshades, fertilisers, soap and a credit account with the
Reichsbank amounting to RM 178 745 960.59. Weber saw as one of his main political tasks the weaning
of the German proletariat from internationalism, without at the same time openly challenging its
adherence to socialism. Once again, the SPD leadership seemed, on all the available evidence, to be blind
to the dangers implicit in this policy. One of Weber’s most enthusiastic and far-sighted supporters in this
undertaking was Friedrich Naumann. Both bemoaned the political immaturity of the German bourgeoisie,
yet shrank before the alternative of a Germany ruled by the proletariat. Neither did they relish Germany’s
continued domination by the Junker caste, which they saw as the surest means of alienating the worker
and peasant masses from a policy of national defence. The only possible alternative, they both contended,
was a ‘power state’ pursuing social policies which while defending the existing system of property
relations, created a wider popular basis for the regime. In short, it was a combination of the old
Bismarckian Bonapartism with elements of something new - a ‘social’ nationalism, with the emphasis
strongly on the latter. This is how Naumann, one of the moving spirits behind the ‘Society for Social
Politics’, described it in an article written in 1895:

Is he [Weber] not right? Of what use is the best social policy if the Cossacks are coming?
Whoever wants to concern himself with internal policy must first secure people, fatherland and
frontiers, he must first consolidate national power. Here is the weakest point of the SPD; we need
a socialism which is administrable, capable of making a better policy than hitherto. Such a
socialism still does not exist. Such a socialism must be national.

We are not condemning the SPD leadership, and principally Kautsky, for their failing to be political
clairvoyants, for failing to detect in the ideas of those who were wooing the right wing of their party the
embryo of a counter-revolutionary movement which arose several decades later. That would be an unjust
and absurd charge. Kautsky’s great betrayal, one that led to his support for the Kaiser’s armies, was his
neglect of the ideological struggle against those who, whether from seemingly ‘liberal’ positions, or from
the extreme chauvinist and anti-Semitic right, were working towards the destruction of the workers’
movement in Germany. All Kautsky’s great erudition in historical and economic questions, and his
defence of the SPD programme against its reformist critics, were undermined and in the end reduced to
zero by this major weakness, which in its turn, became the Achilles heel of the entire party. He never
mastered the art and science, so essential for a great theoretician and workers’ leader, of making the
transition from one form of activity to another, of raising, in line with the requirements of a new epoch,
the ceiling of his own theoretical work and with it that of the entire party. It was a passive acceptance of
Marxism, an acceptance which while even recognising that all change is the product of the conflict of
opposites, remained on the level of what Hegel termed ‘intelligent reflection’, which ‘consists in the
understanding and enunciating of contradictions’, but ‘does not express the concept of things and their
relations, and has only determinations of imagination for material and content’. This method of cognition
and analysis Hegel contrasted with ‘thinking reason’ which:

... sharpens the blunt difference of variety, the mere manifold of imagination, into essential
differences, that is, opposition. The manifold entities acquire activity and liveliness in relation to
one another only when driven on the sharp point of contradiction: thence they draw negativity,
which is the inherent pulsation of self-movement and liveliness. 441

Lenin, in a notation on this passage, observed: ‘Ordinary imagination grasps difference and contradiction,
but not the transition from one to the other, this however is the most important...” 37 Had Kautsky
pursued his revisionist quarry with the passion that must be the basis of all revolutionary activity he
would not only have unearthed the manifold and complex relations which had evolved between
opportunism within the SPD and the major ideological trends outside it, but in so doing, to use Hegel’s
expression, would have driven the entire party to ‘the sharp point of contradiction’, the point at which the
transition begins from ‘intelligent reflection’ to where ‘thinking reason’ grasps reality in all its ‘activity
and liveliness’, ‘pulsation and self-movement’. Such a struggle does not of course take place in a
vacuum, it develops not only on the basis of the experiences of leaders but of millions, and cannot
provide advance guarantees of revolutionary success. The driving force for the theoretical struggle must
be the objective movement of class forces, but in turn it can play a vital part in their future development,
as witnessed in a positive sense by the October Revolution, which without Lenin’s 20 years of
unremitting struggle for theoretical clarity would have been impossible; and in a negative fashion, by the
tragic experience of Germany, not merely in 1914 and again in 1918, but 1933. The revenge exacted by
history for theoretical negligence is savage indeed.
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975

Chapter VII: The First Betrayals: Social Democracy in War and
Revolution

Unless the Kaiser abdicates, the social revolution is inevitable. But | will have none of it. | hate it
like sin. (Friedrich Ebert, SPD Chairman, 7 November 1918.)

The milestones marking Hitler’s victorious march to power are each marked with an historic date in the
life of the German proletariat: August 1914, when on the fourth of that month, the entire Social
Democratic Party Reichstag fraction voted its unconditional support to the Kaiser’s imperialist war;
November 1918, when the SPD leaders, headed by Ebert, entered into a secret pact with the rulers of old
Germany to strangle a rising socialist revolution; October 1923, when a vacillating KPD leadership
aborted the revolutionary situation which prevailed throughout the summer and early autumn of that year;
August 1928, when the Stalinised Communist International embarked at its Sixth World Congress on the
suicidal course of branding Social Democrats as ‘social fascists’ and consequently ruling out any
possibility of forming a united front with reformist parties to fight fascism; October 1930, the month
when the SPD Reichstag fraction made its fatal decision to ‘tolerate’ the anti-working-class semi-
Bonapartist Briining government; August 1931, when on Stalin’s orders the KPD aligned itself with the
Nazis in their referendum to depose the Prussian SPD government; July 1932, which found both the SPD
and KPD powerless to resist Chancellor von Papen’s military-backed coup in Prussia; January 1933,
when the reformist party and trade union apparatus was employed to prevent the German workers from
fighting back against the newly-installed and still uncertain Nazi - Nationalist coalition; and finally May
1933, when the trade union leaders unashamedly marched with the Nazi ‘Labour Front’ to Hitler’s ‘May
Day’ rally in Berlin, setting the seal on the ignominious capitulation of the leaders of the German
working class to fascist counter-revolution.

It could of course be argued - and in fact has been - that each of these retreats necessarily led to the
next, that Hitler’s destruction of the German workers’ movement was but a logical outcome of all that
went before. Neat and seemingly historical though this line of reasoning is, it ignores one of the main
factors in German political life throughout this period - the working class. Had there been on each
occasion a leadership with deep roots in the masses capable of making a stand against these blunders and
betrayals, and of devising revolutionary strategy and tactics appropriate to the prevailing situation in
Germany and Europe, there is no room for doubt that Hitler’s movement would never have achieved the
proportions that it did, let alone conquer power. For unlike the defeat of the 1525 Peasants’ Revolt and
the bourgeois revolution of 1848, we are now dealing with reverses inflicted on the masses as a direct
consequence of the inadequacies of their own leadership, be it Social Democratic, centrist or Stalinist.
The entire course of the class struggle in Germany between 1914 and 1933 is the most tragic verification
of Trotsky’s assertion, written into the founding programme of the Fourth International, that ‘the world
political situation as a whole is chiefly characterised by an historical crisis of the leadership of the
proletariat’. ! The dimensions of this crisis only became fully visible after the bankruptcy of the
Stalinist-dominated Communist International was confirmed by the monumental defeat of the German
proletariat in 1933, but its contours were already discernable in August 1914, when the leading party of
the Second International not only failed to mount any serious opposition to the war, but actually threw its
massive political and organisational weight behind the Kaiser’s imperialist war machine. From being
avowed enemies of militarism and capitalist exploitation, the SPD leaders almost without exception were
transformed literally overnight into recruiting sergeants for the Prussian Officer Corps and strike-breakers
for the Thyssens, Krupps, Stumms, Stinnes and Kirdorfs, the most implacable foes of the German
working class. The magnitude and suddenness of this unprecedented volte face was a traumatic
experience even for those in the international movement who had been the SPD’s sharpest critics. Lenin
for one simply refused to believe it had happened, telling his fellow exile and close comrade Grigory
Zinoviev that the issue of Vorwarts which carried news of the war credits vote was a government forgery.
(21 Trotsky, who had spent several of his exile years working in close collaboration with the leaders of
German and Austrian Social Democracy, held out less hopes for any anti-war stand on their part, even
doubting whether had Bebel lived another year, he would have stood firm against a rising torrent of
chauvinism which engulfed not only the German petit-bourgeoisie, but the overwhelming majority of the
working class. Nevertheless:
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... the telegram telling of the capitulation of the German Social Democracy shocked me even
more than the declaration of war, in spite of the fact that | was far from a naive idealising of
German socialism... I did not expect the official leaders of the International, in case of war, to
prove themselves capable of serious revolutionary initiative. At the same time, | would not even
admit the idea that the Social Democracy would simply cower on its belly before a nationalist
militarism... the vote of 4 August has remained one of the tragic experiences of my life. 3]

This sense of shock and betrayal was understandable. At the Stuttgart (1907) Congress of the Socialist
International, the SPD delegation - though not without considerable prodding from Lenin, Rosa
Luxemburg and Martov - voted unanimously for a resolution which, after analysing the causes of
militarism and national rivalries, ended with the following call:

If a war threatens to break out, it is the duty of the working class and of its parliamentary
representatives in the countries involved, supported by the consolidating activity of the
International Bureau, to exert every effort to prevent the outbreak of war by means they consider
most effective... Should war break out none the less, it is their duty to intervene in favour of its
speedy termination and to do all in their power to utilise the economic and political crisis caused
by the war to rouse the peoples and thereby to hasten the abolition of capitalist class rule. ]

This anti-war position was endorsed by subsequent Congresses at Copenhagen (1910) and Basle (1912),
the latter adopting a manifesto On the International Situation which, in the light of imperialist rivalries in
the Balkans, declared:

The most important task in the International’s activities devolves upon the working class of
Germany, France and England, and that proletarians consider it a crime to fire at each other for
the benefit of the capitalist profits, the ambition of dynasties, or the greater glory of secret
diplomatic treaties. [

So strongly-worded was it that Lenin, on reading the manifesto, remarked prophetically to Zinoviev:
‘They have given us a large promissory note; let us see how they will meet it.” We recall these resolutions
not out of antiquarian interest but to illustrate one of the most salient features of Social Democracy and
centrism - their ability to adopt militant-sounding and even correct policies on the eve of a crisis while
at the same time adapting to social forces which made capitulation inevitable. This Lenin understood
even before 4 August, but not as clearly as Rosa Luxemburg, who had been engaged in a protracted battle
with not only the SPD right wing, but the Kautsky - Bebel ‘centre’ from as early as 1905. It took
Kautsky’s refusal to denounce the war to convince Lenin that ‘Rosa Luxemburg was right when she
wrote, long ago, that Kautsky has the “subservience of a theoretician” - servility, in plainer language,
servility to the majority of the party, to opportunism’. Lenin now saw his former teacher as ‘the main
representative of bourgeois corruption in the working-class movement’. ! Yet right up to the last days of
peace, the SPD maintained what appeared to be a firm anti-war stand. The Austrian ultimatum to Russia
was denounced in fire-eating language on 25 July, the SPD manifesto directly calling upon all party
members and supporters ‘to express immediately in mass meetings the unshakable will to peace of the
class-conscious proletariat’. It denounced the German bourgeoisie and Junkers ‘who in peace-time
oppress you, despise you, want to see you as cannon-fodder’, and concluded with the rallying cry: ‘We
don’t want war! Down with war! Long live international brotherhood!” As one by one the imperialist
powers of Europe began to mobilise, the SPD line began to waver. Now, when it was no longer a
question of protest demonstrations against a threat of war initiated by a foreign power’s government, but
of an actual struggle against one’s own imperialist bourgeoisie, all the vacillations which had in the past
manifested themselves in the party leadership on the questions of internationalism and the state were
gualitatively transformed into factors determining the overall line of the party. On 31 July, Vorwarts
reverted to the old patriotic formulation of Bebel when it declared:

If the fateful hour strikes the workers will redeem the promise made by their representatives on
their behalf. The “unpatriotic crew’ will do their duty and will not be surpassed by any of the
patriots.

The very next day, the German government declared war on Russia. The imperialist slaughter had begun.

All the evidence suggests that right up to 4 August, the German government took the SPD’s anti-war
propaganda seriously, so much so that the general staff prepared a long list of party and trade union
leaders who would be arrested in the event of war. ! The irony was that these same party and union
leaders were, within a matter of days, to be granted immunity from military service by their would-be
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captors, on the grounds that their services were more urgently needed at home to boost war production
and maintain ‘social peace’. Naturally, those among the party leadership and its 110-strong Reichstag
fraction who favoured the policy of national defence used the argument that any other course would mean
suicide for the German socialist movement. In the words of the centrist Wilhelm Dittmann, who had
witnessed patriotic demonstrations by Social Democratic workers on his way to the fateful fraction
meeting on 3 August which committed the party to its pro-war line:

The party could not act otherwise. It would rouse a storm of indignation among the men at the
front and people at home against the SPD if it did [vote against the credits]. The socialist
organisation would be swept clean away by popular resentment.

However true this last statement was, it neither explained nor justified the conduct of the SPD majority
who voted for imperialist war. Their motives may indeed have been mixed - a desire to preserve the
legality and resources of the German labour movement obviously played no small part in swinging
wavering sections of the middle leadership and lower cadres behind the official line, as did an inbred and
on most occasions thoroughly correct reluctance publicly to flout majority decisions of party bodies. This
weighed heavily in the thinking of even the anti-militarist activist Karl Liebknecht, who, though voting in
the Reichstag fraction with 13 other deputies against the proposal to support the war credits, nevertheless,
when it came to the actual Reichstag division, submitted to discipline. But what predominated in the
minds of those who supported the war was a ‘national’ conception of socialism, that not only the
establishment of a socialist government but even the building of a fully-developed socialist society could
be carried out within the confines of a single nation state. 8 This had been implicit in much of the
party’s propaganda from 1890 onwards, and even explicit in the speeches and articles of the extreme right
wing of the party headed by Georg von Vollmar, who 46 years before Stalin came to the utopian
conclusion that socialism could be built in one country (only the country was not holy mother Russia but
‘culture-bearing” Germany). The transition from what Trotsky called the SPD’s ‘legitimate patriotism to
their own party’ to a conception of ‘national’ socialism and finally, after 4 August 1914, to a position of
national defence, was a complex process which had its roots not only in the treachery of leaders, but the
evolution of an entire stratum of the German working class:

If we leave aside the hardened bureaucrats, careerists, parliamentary sharpers, and political crooks
in general, the social patriotism of the rank-and-file Social Democrat was derived precisely from
the belief in building German socialism. It is impossible to think that hundreds of thousands of
rank and file Social Democrats... wanted to defend the Hohenzollerns or the bourgeoisie. No.
They wanted to protect German industry, the German railways and highways, German technology
and culture, and especially the organisations of the German working class, as the necessary and
sufficient national prerequisite for socialism. [°

The great tragedy was that their devotion to the goal of a future socialist Germany was cruelly and
cynically exploited by both their class enemies and their own leaders to serve the ends of an all too real
imperialist present.

Thus workers read in the German trade union journal Correspondenzblatt that:

... the policy of 4 August accords with the most vital interests of the trade unions; it keeps all
foreign invasion at bay, it protects us against the dismemberment of the German lands, against the
destruction of flourishing branches of the German economy, and against an adverse outcome of
the war, which would saddle us with reparations for decades to come.

The political responsibility for such a line, which undoubtedly found an echo amongst wide layers of
trade unionists in the early period of the war at least, lay largely with the Kautsky ‘centre’ which had mis-
educated entire generations of workers to believe that patriotism and an evasive attitude towards the
struggle for power could coexist with the SPD’s formal adherence to socialist internationalism and the
Marxist theory of the state. For as the preceding chapter attempts to show, the seeds which ripened into
the fruit of 4 August were sown in the period of party expansion which followed the lapsing of the anti-
socialist laws in 1890. When confronted by the magnitude of their betrayal, the more sophisticated party
leaders attempted to evade their own responsibility before the German and international movement - one
they had solemnly accepted at a succession of Socialist International congresses - by blaming the
working class for a situation which they themselves had helped to create. And we must also look at the
capitulation of 4 August from another angle, one which concerns our search for the root causes of
German fascism. Firstly, the SPD’s quite unabashed endorsement of the Kaiser’s rapacious imperialist
war policy, together with its acceptance of the utterly reactionary idea of ‘social peace’ at home, had the
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effect of legitimising both nationalism and the notion of ‘national solidarity’ among wide strata of the
working class, especially those whose class consciousness was at a low level. For years the SPD had
proclaimed, both in its press and at public rallies, the international solidarity of the proletariat and the
existence of an unbridgeable chasm between the worker and his exploiter. And workers grew to respect
and assimilate these ideas, not only because of their inherent validity, but because they were learnt from a
movement which enjoyed an enormous moral as well as political reputation amongst millions of German
workers. It was a movement which had fought the redoubtable Iron Chancellor and won. Its voice
deserved a hearing, and its opinions careful and sympathetic consideration. What, therefore, was the
German worker to think and do when he saw these self-same leaders tearing up the resolutions of their
own party and the International, eating their own revolutionary words and calling upon him, not only in
the name of the fatherland, but socialism, to shoulder arms with the bourgeoisie against the invader? Only
the most class-conscious, dedicated and courageous of proletarians could have hoped to withstand this
double pressure of government-induced hysteria and duplicity on the part of his own trusted leaders. The
fourth of August was therefore not only a victory for the Kaiser, who on that day declared that he
recognised not parties, but Germans. It was the first step along the road to the even more humiliating
capitulation 19 years later, when on 17 May 1933, the SPD Reichstag fraction again voted unanimously
in support of the foreign policy of German imperialism. The only difference being that on this august
occasion, Hitler, and not the Kaiser, was laying down the line. *°! The SPD was not to break from the
foreign policy of the German bourgeoisie until the party’s suppression by the Third Reich on 22 June
1933. Neither was it ever again to advocate the revolutionary overthrow of German capitalism. The
fourth of August was a political rubicon for German Social Democracy, and despite all the party’s twists
and turns between November 1918 and the victory of the Nazis, it never retraced its steps. The new
political situation created in Germany by the vote of 4 August also had a profound impact on the
consciousness of those layers of the workers most closely bound up with the everyday life of the party,
not to speak of the many thousands of petty and middle-ranking officials for whom it provided not only a
political programme but a means of livelihood. ™1 Their sudden acceptance into the bosom of the
German Empire without doubt convinced the vast majority that the old class hatreds would be quietly laid
to rest, that the industrial barons and Junkers had seen the error of their ways in waging war on Social
Democracy as a subversive, anti-national force, and finally the conduct of the party’s leaders in the hour
of the Kaiser’s greatest need would be rewarded with a permanent stake in the new Germany, which, they
fondly hoped, would emerge after a victorious conclusion to the war. ‘“We are defending the fatherland’,
the right-wing SPD leader Philipp Scheidemann told the Reichstag, ‘in order to conquer it’, while a
former party leftist, the journalist Konrad Haenisch, displayed more sophistication when he wrote:

What the Junkers are defending is at most the Germany of the past, what the bourgeoisie are
defending is the Germany of the present, what we are defending is the Germany of the future. 2!

Even before the official declaration of war, the trade union leaders, on 2 August, pronounced an end to
the class struggle, suspending all strikes in progress and withholding strike pay for the duration of
hostilities which they now regarded as not only inevitable but desirable. This step had been precipitated
by a meeting with Interior Ministry officials the previous day, one of whom assured them:

We do not think of going after you, provided that you make no difficulties for us, for we are glad
to have the great labour organisations which can help the administration in necessary social work.

Just as in the early months of 1933, the trade union bureaucrats were ahead of the political wing of the
movement in seeking an accommaodation with the bourgeoisie and its state. The contrast between August
1914, when they were welcomed with open arms by a regime which sought their cooperation, and 2 May
1933, when after marching with the Labour Front in Hitler’s Nazi ‘May Day’ rally, their offices were
occupied and themselves arrested by picked units of the SA, provides us with a deep insight into the
unique role of fascism, a role which demarcates it from all other forms of political reaction. Bismarck
repressed Social Democracy, while preserving the forms of parliamentary democracy and permitting only
official state organs to apply his anti-socialist laws. There was no room in Bismarck’s anti-Marxist
strategy for a plebeian-based terror directed against the workers’ movement. Neither can the ‘class truce’
concluded by the leaders of the SPD and the trade unions be compared in any sense to fascism, for it
presupposed the continued existence of proletarian-based organisations, even though these were
temporarily tied by the class-collaborationist policies of their leaders to a line of supporting the domestic
and foreign policy of German imperialism. Repressions were carried out - as in the case of Karl
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, who were both jailed for their anti-war activities - only against those
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who attempted to win workers for an alternative policy. And while German arms continued to meet with
success, there was but little need for such a harsh regime. However unpalatable it might be to genuine
internationalists, the fact remains that in the opening months of the war, the majority of the German
working class was, like its counterparts in the other belligerent nations, enthusiastically behind its
chauvinist leaders. The depths to which the Social Democratic and trade union bureaucracy had sunk is
made clear in the following extracts from the trade union press of the period:

We were accustomed to regard war purely from the standpoint of its socially destructive forces...
However, the facts have taught us differently. War creates situations which are not socially
destructive but to the highest degree socially progressive, situations which awaken social forces in
all classes of the population to an undreamt of degree, and eliminate anti-social tendencies. At
this stage the war is an affair of the whole people and it is calculated to advance the cause of
socialism to a degree attained by hardly any other event. People at war must feel socialist and
above all act socialist... [*3!

A new age has opened up. In a short space of time the war has made new men of us all. This is
equally true of high and low or rich and poor. Solidarity and mutual assistance in bitter and
undeserved distress, the principle of action which we have always hammered into the working
masses and so often demanded without success from the rich, has become the common principle
of a great and capable people, overnight. Socialism wherever we look. 41

The villainous plans of the dishonourable, bloody and faithless Tsar and his allies, the cunning
Japs, the perfidious Britons, the boastful French, the lying Belgians, the thankless Boers, the
swaggering Canadians, and the enslaved kidnapped Indians, Zouaves, Niggers and the remaining
scum of the earth, have broken against the strong wall set up by the implacable heroism of the
German and Austrian troops... 3!

It is almost impossible to credit that these lines, all written in the first months of the war, came from the
pens of men who had dedicated their lives to defending, even if in a reformist fashion, the interests of the
German proletariat. Now this same reformism became a vehicle for inciting chauvinist contempt for the
workers of the allied powers, and what is just as significant, an ideology which differed little from that of
the so-called ‘war socialism’ of the Prussian general staff. These leaders of German trade unionism
presented government regimentation of the economy and labour as giant strides towards socialism simply
because these measures had been undertaken by the state and since they involved a certain degree of
central planning and control, had encountered initial resistance by certain sections of industry.

The real nature and purpose of government control over industry was made clear in a report, dated 20
December 1915, by Walter Rathenau, ¢! head of the war Raw Materials Department of the German War
Office:

Coercive measures had to be adopted regarding the use of all raw materials in the country. No
material must be used arbitrarily, or for luxury... The needs of the army are of paramount
importance... ‘sequestration’ does not mean that merchandise is seized by the state but only that
it is restricted, that it can no longer be disposed of by the owner at will... The system of war
boards is based upon self-administration (in private industry) yet that does not signify unrestricted
freedom... The boards serve the interests of the public at large; they neither distribute dividends
nor apportion profits. ..

And, despite initial reluctance on the part of certain sectors of industry to work under this new regime
(notably the chemical industry), an harmonious partnership was soon established between the state and
the major, war-oriented monopolies. They understood that sectional interests and policies had to be
subordinated to the overall, longer-term requirements of the big bourgeoisie as a whole. It was their war,
and they would have to take the steps necessary to win it. The ghost of Lassalle’s and Bismarck’s ‘state
socialism’ had returned to haunt not the bourgeoisie but the German proletariat! Neither did the services
of the bureaucracy go unacknowledged by a grateful government. In a communiqué issued in November
1915, it declared in terms that would have been unthinkable before August 1914 that:

... the free trade unions have proved... almost indispensable to the economic and communal life
of the nation. They have made numerous valuable suggestions in the military, economic and
social fields, part of which were carried out. Their cooperation and advice were placed at the
disposal of the military and civil authorities, and were gladly accepted. The gratitude of the nation

111



for the patriotic efforts of organised labour has been frequently expressed by the responsible
authorities...

Perhaps the most amazing somersault of all was that performed by Erwin Belger, former General
Secretary of the ‘Imperialist Alliance Against Social Democracy’. In his pamphlet, Social Democracy
after the War, published in 1915, he heaps the most fulsome praise on the party he and his colleagues had
previously scourged for its lack of patriotism and revolutionary aspirations. Now he found the SPD
leaders’ conduct ‘irreproachable’ and ‘honourable’, their vote for the war credits giving him ‘great joy’.
Ludwig Frank, the right-wing leader of the Mannheim party organisation, he lauded as a ‘hero’, while
Rosa Luxemburg was branded for her anti-war writings in what Belger described as the ‘bandit party
press’. Shrewdly sensing that the wartime policy of the party leaders was not simply a tactical
adjustment, but a new stage in the party’s evolution, he hoped the SPD would openly convert itself into ‘a
purely labour party... a national party’, and that ‘when they reach the point - and it will be reached
eventually - of reshaping the entire obsolete Erfurt Programme, let them draw the necessary
conclusions, and above all delete the international principles’.

Similar views were being expressed by some (though by no means all) sections of the bourgeoisie. A
commentator on the wartime policies and attitudes of German employers’ organisations noted:

The employers regard the effects of the war, insofar as they extend to the internal political
situation, as predominantly favourable. This applies especially to its effect on the Socialist
Party... For the war has led to unity of the nation and had cut the ground from under the most
attractive socialist theories... The socialists of the opportunist trend see the war as an economic
war. They take the view that the war is imperialist and even defend the right of every nation to
imperialism. From that they deduce a community of interests between employers and workers
within the nation; and that line followed consistently leads to their becoming a radical bourgeois
reform party... 71

As we have already suggested, this viewpoint, for all its prescience on the future evolution of German
Social Democracy, was not shared by the bourgeoisie in its entirety. Emil Kirdorf for one fulminated
against the prevailing policy of government and industrial collaboration with the Social Democrats,
whom he still regarded as traitors and subversives, despite all their claims to the contrary. Scepticism
about the conversion of the SPD to ‘national’ values was also expressed succinctly in the business journal
Deutsche Arbeitgeberzeitung for 15 August 1915. There, in an article warning against any serious
democratic reforms in the German political system after the war, it was asserted that the SPD had still
much to achieve in the way of casting off the old traditions of class struggle and internationalism. It
would:

... above all have to show, after the war as well, whether the process of transformation to which it
refers has really become part of its flesh and blood. Only if this has been decisively demonstrated
for a fairly lengthy period will one be able to say, with due caution, whether some of these
changes in Germany’s home policy are feasible... the harsh school of war provides us with the
strongest possible arguments against further democratisation of our state system.

So we have here two diametrically opposed tactical lines. One - the line that prevailed throughout the
war, and for the period of revolutionary upheaval which followed - favoured intimate collaboration with
the leaders of the SPD right wing as a means of splitting the working class and establishing a new basis in
the masses for capitalist rule. (Endorsement of this tactic in no way implied or involved any conversion
on the part of the German bourgeoisie to democracy, even less the slightest sympathy for the social and
political aspirations of the working class.) Ranged against the liberals were the ‘hard-liners’. They feared
that this policy of concessions would be interpreted by the workers as an admission of ruling-class
weakness, serving not as a diversion from revolution, but rather as the gateway to it. Naturally, both these
trends had their echoes in the petit-bourgeoisie, with, on the one hand, the beginnings of a regroupment in
the old liberal camp for a policy of alliance with the SPD right wing against the radical elements of the
workers” movement, '8 and on the extreme right the crystallisation of fanatically anti-Marxist,
chauvinist groupings which called for a war unto death against the enemies of the Reich, internal as well
as external. *°! So if the leaders of Social Democracy believed their post-August course had disarmed
their former enemies - and their entire conduct up to Hitler’s victory suggests that they did - they were
very much mistaken. What Hitler has to say on the conduct of the SPD in the war period is highly
revealing in this respect. (We should bear in mind that throughout these extracts, Hitler means by
‘Marxism’ the ideology of the official SPD, and not that of the party left wing which opposed the war!)
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What]... angered me was the attitude which they [the authorities] thought fit to take to Marxism.
In my eyes, this only proved that they hadn’t so much as the faintest idea concerning this
pestilence. In all seriousness they seemed to believe that by the assurance that parties were no
longer recognised, %! they had brought Marxism to understanding and restraint. They failed to
understand that here no party was involved, but a doctrine that must lead to the destruction of all
humanity... It was an unequalled absurdity to identify the German worker with Marxism in the
days of August 1914, in those hours the German worker had made himself free from the embrace
of this venomous plague, for otherwise he would never have been able to enter the struggle. The
authorities, however, were stupid enough to believe that Marxism had now become ‘national’...
which only shows that in these long years none of these official guides of the state had even taken
the trouble to study the essence of this doctrine, for if they had, such an absurdity could scarcely
have crept in. Marxism, whose goal is and remains the destruction of all non-Jewish national
states, was forced to look on in horror as... the German working class it had ensnared, awakened
and from hour to hour began to enter the service of the fatherland with ever-increasing rapidity...
suddenly the gang of Jewish leaders stood there lonely and forsaken... it was a bad moment for
the betrayers of the German working class, but as soon as the leaders recognised the danger which
menaced them they... insolently mimicked the national awakening. 2!

On the surface, viewed from the standpoint of formal logic, we have two mutually exclusive positions.
Lenin, Trotsky, Luxemburg and all those who followed them in their opposition to the war rightly
regarded the SPD leaders as ‘betrayers of the German working class’ - but for their capitulation to
chauvinism, and their failure, in the prewar period, to prepare the party and the entire working class for
this crisis. Yet we find Hitler (in company with the chauvinists of the Fatherland Front, to name but one
organisation) still depicting the SPD leadership as dyed-in-the-wool internationalists and revolutionaries,
pawns in the hands of a mythical ‘world Jewish conspiracy’ to subjugate and exterminate the ‘Aryan
race’. But if we move from the plane of formal logic to that of the real movement of classes in history,
the contradiction can be resolved.

We must return to the proposition of Engels that individuals and classes do not perceive their interests in
a clear-cut way, nor do they necessarily derive their political ideas and programmes purely from
problems immediately confronting them. The process of the formation of consciousness is far more
subtle, protracted and many-sided. The false notion of a homogeneous bourgeois class-consciousness is
belied by the controversy which raged inside the German capitalist class over the nature of Social
Democracy, a debate which began some years before the war and which continued right up to its
destruction by Hitler in 1933. Writing on this very problem some four years before the outbreak of the
war, Lenin noted:

If the tactics of the bourgeoisie were always uniform, or at least of the same kind, the working
class would rapidly learn to reply to them by tactics just as uniform or of the same kind. But, as a
matter of fact, in every country the bourgeoisie inevitably devises two systems of rule, two
methods of fighting for its interests and of maintaining its domination, and these methods at times
succeed each other and at times are interwoven in various combinations. The first of these is the
method of force, the method which rejects all concessions to the labour movement, the method of
supporting all the old and obsolete institutions, the method of irreconcilably rejecting reforms. ..
The second is the method of ‘liberalism’, of steps towards the development of political rights,
towards reforms, concessions, and so forth. 221

We could add, with the example of wartime Germany very much in mind, that these two trends are by no
means confined to the upper reaches of the propertied classes, but penetrate down through the middle
bourgeoisie and the professional and intellectual strata to the lowest layers of the petit-bourgeoisie. In
doing so, these tactical conceptions undergo all manner of mutations, which derive not only from the
particular political and cultural medium through which this process is taking place, but which are even
affected by the personalities and prejudices of individuals. Thus the ‘accidental’ is at bottom no more
than the unique but nevertheless law-governed interpenetration and working out of a more broad
historical process. Hitler’s alleged ‘lunacy’ has long been the subject of debate amongst politically-
oriented psychologists. Though their findings are useful for filling in some of the details of Hitler’s
character and in providing possible motives for his raging prejudices against Jews and other minorities,
they bring us no nearer the solution of the major theoretical problem which has bedevilled so much of the
writing on German fascism: how could someone who for the major part of his early years existed on the
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‘margin’ of Austrian and German society, who embraced such an outrageously mystical and distorted
ideology, possibly be said to represent the political interests of the German bourgeoisie? The answer lies
partly in his comments on the wartime conduct of the SPD, which, though couched in the language of a
totally unhinged Jew-baiter and demented anti-Marxist, so blinded by his hatreds that he could not see the
Social Democrats were instrumental in aiding the war effort of German imperialism, contained more than
a grain of political sense when viewed from the long-term strategic interests of the imperialist
bourgeoisie. If Lenin was right when he said that reaction was the political expression of monopoly
capitalism, then Hitler’s refusal to admit that the opportunist SPD deserved a favoured role in German
politics must be viewed as part of his wider political strategy of destroying every vestige of bourgeois
democracy. He quite correctly saw the SPD as an essential prop of such a parliamentary system; a system
which, since it permitted workers to organise in parties and unions, yielding to them the same formal
political rights as the bourgeoisie, left the door ajar for the propagation and implementation of
revolutionary ideas. With this in mind, let us return to Hitler’s account of the early war days:

... how the time had come to take steps against the whole treacherous brotherhood of these
Jewish poisoners of the people. Now was the time to deal with them summarily without the
slightest consideration for any screams and complaints that might arise... It would have been the
duty of a serious government, now that the German worker had found his way back to his nation,
to exterminate mercilessly the agitators who were misleading the nation. If the best men were
dying at the front, the least we could do was to wipe out the vermin. Instead of this, His Majesty
the Kaiser himself stretched out his hand to the old criminals, thus sparing the treacherous
murderers of the nation and giving them a chance to retrieve themselves... While the honest ones
were dreaming of peace within their borders, 231 the perjuring criminals were organising the
revolution. 24

Hitler only saw subterfuge in the pro-war line of the Social Democrats, it is true. But he also understood
that while the SPD was permitted to function legally, the danger of revolution was that much greater.
True, he was completely wrong in believing that the 1914-18 war could have been prosecuted more
effectively by arresting the SPD leaders and banning all socialist and trade union organisations - the
very organisations which were, through the nationalist orientation of their leaders, harnessing the entire
German proletariat to the war effort. Such a policy would have been suicide for the government, as it
would certainly have alienated millions of socialist and trade union workers from the regime and taught
them a bitter lesson in the class basis of the imperialist war. But looked at from a longer perspective,
Hitler’s desire to exploit the nationalism aroused by the war to destroy the workers’ movement contained
the germ of the tactics the Nazis were later to employ in isolating, weakening and then smashing the
organisations of the German proletariat. While the First World War could not have been fought in
Germany without the active collaboration of Social Democracy, the Second World War could only be
waged after its total extirpation. Like Bismarck’s bid to strangle the still-youthful party, Hitler’s initial
notions of how to wage the class war were not immediately applicable, though now the degree of error
was to be measured, not in quarter centuries, but a mere decade:

What then, should have been done? The leaders of the whole movement should have at once been
put behind bars, brought to trial, and thus taken off the nation’s neck. All the implements of
military power should have been ruthlessly used for the extermination of this pestilence. The
parties should have been dissolved, the Reichstag brought to its senses, with bayonets if
necessary, but, best of all dissolved at once... [?°]

These lines were written, it should never be forgotten, around 1924-25, a full eight years before the Nazi
regime acted out this scenario almost to the letter! Let no one say that Hitler was a political madman, that
fascism is a species of social pathology, or that National Socialism was a product of the ‘German
psyche’!

Precisely the same observations apply to Hitler’s seemingly half-demented ravings against the SPD
leaders for their conduct in the revolutionary upheaval of November 1918. For once again we are
confronted by the problem of reconciling Hitler’s passionate diatribes against the reformists with the
irrefutable historical fact that these same Social Democratic leaders were instrumental in rescuing the
German bourgeoisie from revolution when even the bourgeoisie itself had begun to give up all hope of
survival. By relying on formal logic alone, one can come to the conclusion - as do so many liberal
historians - that since both Hitler and the Bolsheviks employed the epithet ‘traitor’ to describe the SPD
leadership, and since both fascism and Communism seek to destroy Social Democracy as a tendency in
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the workers” movement, then they are, subjective intentions notwithstanding, essentially similar political
ideologies. 281 This type of formalist thinking, which seizes hold of superficial and transitory similarities
between opposed phenomena, and then takes this fleeting identity as proof of an overall convergence, is
utterly unable to grasp the real class nature and role of either Social Democracy, Stalinism, Communism
or fascism.

Let us examine the sequence and inter-relationship of the main events leading up to the establishment of
the Ebert government on 9 November, and attempt to see how Hitler and his co-thinkers came to the
conclusions that far from being mainstays of German capitalism, the SPD leaders were ‘November
criminals’.

On 3 October 1918, moves were initiated by the newly-installed Chancellor Prince Max of Baden to sue
the allies for peace. With the war in the west clearly lost, the main concern of the High Command and the
bourgeoisie was to free their hands to fight the growing menace of revolution at home. But this could not
be done without broadening the base of the Imperial government, which, though eagerly accepting the
support of the Social Democrats, had steadfastly refused to include their representatives in the cabinet.
The SPD press had already prepared the ground for such a step by muting its strident nationalism, which
would have been out of place in a party seeking to enter a peace-making cabinet. Even here, the SPD
leaders proved to be little more than the obedient echo of the General Staff and the bourgeoisie. On 20
October, Vorwarts conceded defeat, and on 28 October, with the anti-war mood of both workers and
front-line servicemen running high, began to adopt a pacifist line. Gone were the chauvinist intoxications
of August 1914. Now the paper which for four years had summoned its proletarian readers to the trenches
declaimed: ‘Enough of death, not one more man must fall.” The very next day, negotiations commenced
which ended with two Social Democrats, Scheidemann as Minister without Portfolio and trade union
leader Otto Bauer as the inevitable Minister of Labour, being coopted into Prince Max’s cabinet. The
alliance between old Germany and the Social Democracy against the revolution had been forged. But the
bourgeoisie and Junkers had to pay a price for the services of the SPD and now, unlike August 1914,
when the bulk of the masses were behind the war, their bargaining position was desperately weak. If the
opportunists were to deliver the goods, then the masses had to be split and the revolutionary elements, the
still-small ‘Spartacists’ led by Luxemburg and Liebknecht, isolated from the less politically advanced
workers and servicemen. All this both parties to the deal understood perfectly. But the German
proletariat, steeped in a 50-year tradition of socialism and now utterly alienated from a regime for which
they had given their blood and sweat, could be induced to follow a non-revolutionary path only if it
appeared to be leading to socialism. The example of revolutionary Russia was a constant reminder - if
any were needed - that unless the old ruling classes were for the first time prepared to make a series of
wide-ranging political and social concessions to the beleaguered Social Democrats (and therefore, in the
final analysis, to the workers who followed them) they would forfeit not only their Prussian class
franchise and beloved monarchy, but their infinitely more precious private property. The issue was nearly
as stark for the SPD and trade union bureaucracy. Having raised itself on the backs of the labour
aristocracy far above the material level of the mass of German workers, it constituted an intensely
conservative social caste which having solved its own ‘social question’ now became bitterly hostile to
revolution, which it quite correctly feared as a threat to its own social and political privileges. What
emerged from this purely tactical alliance was a clear-cut division of labour. The Social Democrats’ task
was to erect a ‘socialist’ fagade on the foundations of the old regime, defending the property of the
bourgeoisie and Junkers while simultaneously indulging in endless rhetoric about the merits of
‘socialisation’. To facilitate this role, the SPD leaders deemed it essential to secure the abdication of the
Kaiser - but not, incredibly, the creation of a republic! - since millions of workers would never accept a
government, however radical its pledges, which permitted the Kaiser to remain on his throne. As an SPD
deputation expressed it in their crisis talks with Prince Max on 7 November, ‘the Kaiser must abdicate at
once or we shall have the revolution’. ™71 Ebert made it quite clear that unless the SPD ultimatum on the
Kaiser was made known to the workers of Berlin that very evening ‘the whole lot will desert to the

Independents’. 28

The other partner in this counter-revolutionary pact - the leaders of the now threatened bourgeois state -
hoped that behind Ebert’s ‘socialist’ screen, they could begin to rebuild their temporarily shattered forces.
They planned to assemble sufficient politically reliable troops to crush those sections of the working class
that had not been deceived by the SPD’s false pledges of radical social and political change, or confused
by the continual vacillations of the USPD. Thus there was employed a combination of the two trends in
bourgeois state policy of which Lenin wrote in 1910 - the ‘stick’ and the ‘carrot’. Events were unfolding
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just as Engels had anticipated 34 years previously in his letter to Bebel, when he warned him that ‘our
sole adversary on the day of the crisis and on the day after the crisis will be the whole of the reaction
which will group around pure democracy’. And with the revolution spreading hourly towards the capital
from the North Sea ports via the industrial west and Saxony, the counter-revolutionary plotters had to
move with even greater speed and determination. On 9 November, Prince Max came to the conclusion
that ‘we can no longer suppress the revolution by force, we can only stifle it’. Workers’ and soldiers’
councils were being elected all over Germany, and would soon be preparing to convene a national
congress in Berlin to decide the country’s future political and social structure. ‘Council rule’ spelt
Bolshevism for Junkers, bourgeois and Social Democrats alike, so it was necessary, while permitting the
councils to function (there was in any case no means of disbanding them violently), to use political
methods to prevent a majority emerging within the councils which would opt for a soviet-style system in
Germany. So on 9 November, the Kaiser’s abdication was announced, and Ebert proclaimed as the new
Imperial Chancellor. But these two moves, essential though they were for alleviating the crisis, only had
the effect of heightening it. Thousands of Berlin workers took to the streets, believing that, at last, the
socialist republic was at hand. They milled around the steps to the Reichstag building where the SPD
leaders were lunching. Learning from a workers’ deputation that Karl Liebknecht was about to proclaim
the republic at a mass meeting outside the royal palace, Scheidemann rushed to the window and much to
Ebert’s consternation, launched himself into a demagogic speech which ended with the cry: ‘“The people
have won all along the line. Long live the German Republic!” 2°1 Despite Ebert’s fury - he shouted to
Scheidemann that he had ‘no right to proclaim the republic’ - their differences were purely tactical.
Scheidemann had turned republican not out of conviction but because he ‘saw the Russian folly staring
him in the face - supreme authority for the workers’ and soldiers’ councils’. ©*°? And the SPD leaders
were to adopt an even more radical stance over the next few crucial days, a manoeuvre epitomised by
their proclamation of 12 November, which flatly stated ‘the government created by the revolution, the
policy of which is purely socialist, is setting itself the task of implementing the socialistic programme’.
Yet such pledges, no less revolutionary in their phraseology than undertakings given in the summer of
1914 to combat the menace of imperialist war, were made against a well-concealed background of
collusion with the forces of reaction. It was perhaps the crowning irony of German history that its first
parliamentary system of government could only be established under the direct protection of the bayonets
of those died-in-the-wool anti-parliamentarians the Prussian general staff. On the night of 9 November,
with countless thousands of workers celebrating the creation of the republic in the streets of Berlin,
Chancellor Ebert rang the headquarters of the High Command at Spa on a secret line. At the other end
was Lieutenant-General Wilhelm Groner, First Quartermaster-General of the Imperial High Command -
hardly a man who could be expected in normal times to sympathise with a Social Democrat in distress.
But these were no ordinary days. The hourly-increasing threat of proletarian revolution made them
comrades in arms, just as had the war. Their conversation was terse and to the point, with Chancellor
Ebert very much assuming the role of supplicant. Groner first demanded that Ebert pledge his party to
‘fighting anarchy’ and ‘restoring order’, which Ebert did with great conviction. ‘Then’, Groner replied,
‘the High Command will maintain discipline in the Army and bring it peacefully home.’ In return, Gréner
expected the new government ‘to cooperate with the Officer Corps in the suppression of Bolshevism, and
in the maintenance of discipline in the Army’. ! And so, on the very day which witnessed
unprecedented revolutionary scenes and the formation of Germany’s first SPD government, there was
forged by its head a secret and traitorous pact to prepare the counter-revolution.

All the subsequent crimes committed against the German working class, culminating in the victory of
Hitler, flowed from this initial act of perfidy - the formation of Noske’s counter-revolutionary cut-
throats, the ‘Free Corps’, the liquidation of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils in favour of a bourgeois
parliamentary republic, the murder of Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht and countless less celebrated
revolutionary fighters, the abandonment of the SPD’s solemn pledge to ‘socialise’ heavy industry -
thereby giving a fresh and, for many, largely unexpected lease of life to the tycoons who later showed
their gratitude by aiding Hitler to outlaw Ebert’s own party! - the protection and continued employment
given to the bitterly anti-socialist officials of the old imperial regime, and last, but by no means least, the
steadfast refusal of the SPD leaders to ally Germany with the embattled Soviet Union in a proletarian
alliance directed against the imperialist West. These were and remain monumental crimes, and no worker
should ever forget them. Yet Hitler was still not satisfied. Ebert and company he brands as ‘miserable and
degenerate criminals’, while even the Kaiser is depicted as a political dupe, ‘the first German Emperor to
hold out a conciliatory hand to the leaders of Marxism, without suspecting that scoundrels have no
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honour’. He should have realised that ‘while they still held the imperial hand in theirs, their other hand
was reaching for the dagger’ and that ‘there is no making pacts with Jews; there can only be the hard:
either - or’. 321 In fact it was precisely the formation of the Ebert government which decided Hitler that
he had to ‘go into politics’. 1**1 And why? Because, like countless other reactionary German or Austrian
petit-bourgeois, Hitler saw only those sides of Social Democracy which were, of necessity, sensitive to
the pressure and demands of the workers. In August 1914, they justified their pro-war line by depicting it
as a war by ‘revolutionary’ Germany against ‘reactionary’ England, by claiming that it was not being
fought on behalf of the bourgeoisie and Junkers, but to defend the achievements of the German labour
movement. Thus there was more than a grain of sense in Hitler’s contention that the SPD leaders were
posing as loyal patriots. For all their undoubted chauvinism, they remained tied to organisations built and
maintained by millions of workers, a relationship which established certain limits to the distance they
could travel in company with the bourgeoisie. The bureaucracy, in order to preserve its position in the
working class, was obliged to maintain a certain political distance between itself and the bourgeoisie even
when committing the most revolting betrayals, as on the occasion of the January 1918 anti-war strike of
Berlin engineering workers. Ebert later stated quite frankly that he and his fellow SPD leaders
‘supported’ the strike precisely in order to take the movement over and wind it up as quickly as possible.
This tactical nuance escaped many reactionaries, who never tired of upbraiding Ebert for what they
sincerely considered to be an act of unspeakable treachery. Similarly with Hitler’s endless ravings against
the ‘November criminals’. Ebert did place himself, however reluctantly, at the head of a mass
revolutionary movement; Scheidemann did attempt to outbid the Spartacist Liebknecht by proclaiming
the republic to thronging Berlin workers; the SPD government was instrumental in bringing about the
abdication of the Kaiser; it did pledge itself to socialise Germany industry and introduce a thoroughgoing
reform of Germany’s semi-feudal political system. And because the Social Democrats did and said these
things, Hitler saw in them the refracted power of the masses. Obsession with the danger of revolution led
Hitler to depict not only the SPD and the USPD, but even the KPD, as sharing the same socialist goal:

In the course of the war a small but ruthlessly dedicated corps had been formed. These later
enabled the revolution to take place... when the Independents were formed, the bourgeoisie
thought the Social Democrats were becoming weaker... They forgot that both sections had the
same objectives, that the Social Democrats, the Independents and the Spartacists, the trade
unionists and the Russian Bolsheviks all shared the same Marxist world outlook... It was quite
wrong for certain circles to be pleased in 1917 that the Marxist movement had split into two
sections... both had the same final objective and one of them was only the advanced guard...
when the Independent section of the Marxists attacked the citadel, the hitherto majority socialists
would not fail to follow. 341

Perhaps we are now closer to an understanding of why fascism differs qualitatively from all other
methods of bourgeois rule, and above all, why the Social Democrats found it impossible, despite their
craven capitulation to Hitler in 1933, to coexist peacefully with the Third Reich. Precisely because
fascism makes a clean sweep of bourgeois democratic rights and institutions, it must of necessity root out
every last vestige, both ideological and organisational, of an independent workers’ movement. Neither
the SPD’s chauvinist conduct in the war nor its collaboration with the forces of reaction afterwards
redeemed the party in the eyes of Hitler and his accomplices. *°! For all their revisionist theories and
opportunist practice, the leaders of Social Democracy stood at the head of massive, proletarian-rooted
organisations, and while the SPD and the trade unions were permitted to exist, there always remained the
danger for Hitler that a bold lead from the Communists would pull the helm over to the left. The leaders
of German Social Democracy without doubt genuinely believed that by ditching the party’s Marxist
‘ballast’ and undertaking an unlimited period of collaboration and coalition with the bourgeoisie, they
had laid forever the ghost of Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws. In truth they were digging - in some cases
quite literally - their own graves.

Notes

1. LD Trotsky, The Death Agony of Capitalism and the Tasks of the Fourth International
(1938) (London, 1972), p 11.

2. Zinoviev recalled four years later that he and Lenin had bet on the outcome of the
Reichstag vote. Lenin believed the SPD fraction would not lead an opposition to the war, but
would, to salve their consciences, vote against the war credits. Although Zinoviev was
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nearer the mark in predicting an abstention, he frankly conceded that ‘neither of us had taken
the full measure of the flunkeyism of the Social Democrats’ (G Zinoviev, Lenin: A Speech to
the Petrograd Soviet, 6 September 1918 (London, 1966), p 33).
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5. Ausserordentlicher Internationaler Sozialisten-Kongress zu Basle, 1912, pp 23-27.

6. VI Lenin, Letter to AG Shlyapnikov, Berne, 27 October 1914, Collected Works, Volume
35, pp 167-68.

7. Their opposite numbers in France had also taken identical precautions with what proved
to be as little justification - the so-called ‘carnet B’.

8. In setting their sights on the creation of a socialist economy independent of the world
division of labour, the SPD leaders were overlooking the principle contradiction, which
provided the impulse towards imperialist war, complemented and intensified the already-
existing contradiction between the productive forces developed by capitalism and the social
nature of the productive process, and the basis of this process in the private ownership of the
means of production. Fascism is an attempt by capitalism to overcome both these
contradictions without challenging the domination of capital, while Stalinism, basing itself
on the property relations, seeks to maintain the nation state.

9. LD Trotsky, ‘The Draft Programme of the Communist International - A Criticism of
Fundamentals’ (1928), The Third International After Lenin (New York, 1957), p 70.

10. The SPD fraction took this decision to support Hitler’s foreign policy by a vote of 48 to
17. Most of the party’s remaining 55 deputies were either in hiding from Hitler’s thugs or in
jail, though this did not seem to have had any bearing on the outcome of the vote!

11. On the eve of war, the SPD owned 90 daily papers and 62 printing offices. The party
employed 267 editors, 89 office managers, 273 business officials, 140 administrators, 85
propagandists, 2640 technicians and 7589 news agents. Its assets were valued at 21 514 546
marks. The unions employed an even larger full-time staff; and owned assets worth 80
million marks.

12. Haenisch headed the extreme right wing of the SPD which was openly demanding the
fusion of nationalism and socialism. He argued that Germany embodied the revolutionary
forces in Europe, and England those of reaction. Hence the need to prosecute not a
‘defensive war’, as most SPD apologists of imperialism advocated, but a ruthlessly offensive
one. The chauvinist ideas of the Haenisch group were propagated in Die Glocke, the journal
of that other renegade from the SPD left, Alexander Helphand, better known by his
pseudonym Parvus. Another contributor to Die Glocke, Ernst Heilmann, quite frankly
declared that ‘the idea of a catastrophe of revolution as a means of building a socialist
society should be discarded once and for all, and not from a particular day, but as a matter of
principle. To be socialist means being in principle an anti-revolutionary. The opposite
conception is merely a carry-over from the emancipatory struggle of the bourgeoisie, from
which we have not yet completely freed our minds.” So in the extreme right wing of the SPD
flourished tendencies which even repudiated the feeble democratic traditions of the liberal
bourgeoisie of 1848! Socialism was conceived of more in terms of ‘socialising’ the worker
than the property of the ruling classes: ‘Socialism is increasingly realised from day to day
because of the growing number of people who do not make their living from private
economic activity, or receive wages or salaries from private hands. The worker in a state,
municipal or cooperative enterprise is socialised just as is the health insurance doctor or
trade union official.” (Die Glocke, no 20, 12 August 1916) The similarity of these ideas with
English Fabianism is obvious. Finally there was Paul Lensch, another right-wing Social
Democrat who sought to lend his party’s pro-war policy a radical and even revolutionary
tinge. Employing the argument that Germany, as a nation deprived of its imperialist ‘rights’,
represented the forces of change and revolution as against the established and conservative
Anglo-Saxon imperialist powers, he claimed Germany’s workers should back the war to
break England’s ‘class domination’ over world economy. Germany’s was a revolutionary
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war in which ‘the rise of this class [that is, the proletariat] is taking place... amid the thunder
of a revolutionary world war, but without the lightning of a revolutionary civil war’ (P
Lensch, Social Democracy: Its End and its Successes, Leipzig, 1916).
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capitalism. In 1911, he revealed his well-grounded fear that the prewar capitalist boom was
in its turn preparing a new crisis pregnant with revolution: ‘I see shadows wherever I turn. |
see them in the evening when | walk through the noisy streets of Berlin, when | perceive the
insolence of our wealth gone mad, when | listen to and discern the emptiness of big-
sounding words.” An architect of Weimar’s social and economic policy, Rathenau also
served the Republic as Foreign Minister, meeting his death at the hand of a band of pro-
fascist assassins weeks after concluding in April 1922 the Rapallo Treaty establishing more
harmonious relations between Germany and the Soviet Union.

17. Archiv flr Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik, Volume 41, no 1, September 1915.
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liberal capitalist Germany ruled by a coalition of moderate bourgeois parties and a
thoroughly ‘reformed’ and ‘nationalised’ SPD.

19. The ‘Fatherland Front” brought many such individuals and groupings together under the
leadership of rabidly chauvinist military leaders and industrialists.

20. An allusion to the already-quoted statement by the Kaiser which he made after the
unanimous Reichstag vote granting him his war credits.

21. A Hitler, Mein Kampf (London, 1943), pp 167-68.

22. VI Lenin, ‘Differences in the European Labour Movement” (December 1910), Collected
Works, Volume 16, p 350.

23. The ‘social peace’ (Burgfrieden) concluded on the outbreak of war between the SPD
and ADGB leaders on the one side and the government and employers on the other.

24. Hitler, Mein Kampf, p 169.
25. Hitler, Mein Kampf, p 169.

26. Distortions of this type were greatly assisted by the Stalinist theory of ‘social fascism’,
which, because it placed the SPD firmly in the camp of fascist counter-revolution, and even
depicted it as the main enemy of the working class, led to tactical alliances being formed
with the Nazis, who were of course determined to smash the SPD as the largest single
organisation of the German proletariat. Hence the Nazi - KPD block against the Prussian
SPD government in the so-called ‘Red Referendum’ of August 1931.

27. Max, Prince of Baden, Memoirs, Volume 2 (London, 1928), p 318.

28. The Independent Social Democratic Party of Germany (USPD), which had split from
the SPD early in 1917 over the pro-war policy of the official party. Its right wing included
Kautsky and Bernstein, their old battles over revisionism long since forgotten. The USPD
centre was dominated by Hugo Haase, Wilhelm Dittmann and Emil Barth, who committed
the fatal blunder of joining the Ebert cabinet, thereby lending it their prestige among the
radical workers. The USPD left was led by Rosa Luxemburg, Franz Mehring, Clara Zetkin
and Karl Liebknecht who waited until the end of December before separating themselves
from the centrists to form the Communist Party of Germany (KPD).

29. P Scheidemann, The Making of New Germany, Volume 2 (New York, 1929), p 261.
30. Scheidemann, The Making of New Germany, VVolume 2, p 261.
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31. Regular nightly conversations were conducted over the secret line between Ebert and
GroOner reviewing, in the words of the latter, ‘the situation from day to day according to
developments’.

32. Hitler, Mein Kampf, p 206.
33. Hitler, Mein Kampf, p 206.
34. A Hitler, Im Kampf um die Macht (Frankfurt, 1960).

35. Though in unguarded moments even Hitler was prepared to paint certain of the
‘November criminals’ in colours other than black: ‘Amongst the men who became
conspicuous during the events of 1918 | draw certain distinctions. Some of them, without
having wished it, found themselves dragged into the revolution. Amongst these men was
first of all Noske, then Ebert, Scheidemann, Severing, and in Bavaria, Auer.” (Hitler’s Secret
Conversations (New York, 1953), p 220) Praise indeed!
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975
Chapter VIII: The Political Economy of National Socialism

Hitler frequently and vehemently denied the primacy of economics and the class struggle in human
affairs and history. ! Yet together they shaped not only the ideology and programme of National
Socialism, but determined the rise and fall of its leader, Adolf Hitler. For as Marx and Engels pointed out
in their youthful tour de force, The German Ideology: ‘... the phantoms formed in the human brain are...
necessarily sublimates of their material life-process, which is empirically verifiable and bound to material
premises.” 2! Returning to this problem - the determinates of human consciousness - some 20 years
later, Marx insisted that:

... just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about himself, so one cannot judge
such a period [that of the transition from one social and political order to another - RB] by its
consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the contradictions
of material life, from the conflict existing between the social forces of production and the
relations of production. 3!

Such is the task we have set ourselves in seeking to trace the origins of what subsequently became the
ideology of National Socialism back to the transition in Germany from feudal to capitalist economy in the
first instance, and from pre-monopoly to finance monopoly capitalism in the second. So before
embarking on the central section of this book, which deals with the principle events leading up to the
victory of the Nazis in 1933, we must draw these various strands together and attempt to delineate the
main features of what might be termed the “political economy’ of National Socialism.

This requires a two-tier analysis along the lines indicated by Marx. We must not only present the
conceptions of National Socialism as its own originators conceived them, but show how this ideology,
with all its anti-capitalist pretensions and invective against bourgeois society and values, nevertheless
came to function as a unique species of bourgeois consciousness. Firstly then the Nazi programme as
presented in the party’s public propaganda. !

One of the most characteristic expositions of Nazi ‘anti-capitalism’ is the pamphlet Hitler’s Official
Programme, written as a commentary on the original 1920 party programme by the one-time Nazi
economic ‘expert’, Gottfried Feder. The following extracts illustrate not only how little Feder’s
‘socialism’ had in common with that of any tendency to be found in the workers” movement, but the way
in which Nazi anti-capitalism fastened onto one aspect of capitalist production - interest and credit
(personified by the ubiquitous Jew) - thereby abstracting it from every other phase and aspect of the
capitalist mode of production:

The farmer is forced to run into debt and to pay usurious interest for loans, he sinks deeper and
deeper under this tyranny, and in the end forfeits house and farm to the moneylender, who is
usually a Jew... The sham state of today, oppressing the working classes and protecting the
pirated gains of bankers and stock exchange speculators, is therefore the most reckless private
enrichment and the lowest political profiteering. .. the power of money, most brutal of all powers,
holds absolute sway, and exercises a corrupting and destroying influence on state, nation, morals,
drama and literature, and of all moral imponderables... !

And while industrialists are not held to be blameless for this state of affairs, Feder presents them as men
led astray by their quest for profit, which results in their being ensnared by the anonymous forces of
finance and the stock exchange:

The industrialists, great or small, have but one end in view - profits; only one desire - credits;
only one protest - against taxations: they fear and respect only one thing - the banks: they have
only a supercilious shrug of the shoulders for the National Socialist demand for the abolition of
the thraldom of interest... The producers have surrendered to high finance, their greatest enemy.
The employers in factories and offices, deeply in debt, have to go content with the barest pittance,
for all the profits of labour go into the pockets of the impersonal money power in the form of
interest and dividends. !¢

Feder is then able to make the leap, characteristic of all fascist propagandists, of depicting industrial
capitalists as honest, if sometimes misled, ‘producers’, exploited and cheated out of the fruits of their toil
by parasitic moneylenders and dividend-drawers. And he also at this stage introduces that other familiar
weapon in the fascist arsenal: the notion of an industrious middle class, ‘crushed from above by taxation
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and interests, menaced from below by the subterrancan grumblings of the workers’. The pursuing of
‘self-interest’ - the employers’ in the form of bigger profits, the workers’ in the shape of higher wages -
is depicted as the source of all evil. The result is a divided nation and ‘race’, with only the Marxist-cum-
stock-exchange Jew the victor:

Employer against employee, merchant against producer and consumer, landlord against tenant,
labourer against farmer, officials against the public, worker against ‘bourgeoisie’, Church against
state; each blindly hitting out at his particular adversary and thinking of his own selfish
interests... No one thinks of his neighbours’ welfare, or of his higher duties to the community. A
breathless chase after personal gain... That is the spirit of modern business. 7!

And because Feder equates a worker’s struggle for a living wage with his employer’s determination to
exploit the worker’s labour power, he is then able to draw the utterly absurd conclusion that:

Marxists, capitalists and the leaders of public life all worship the same god - individualism.
Personal interest is the sole incentive - the advantage of one’s own narrow class the sole aim in
life.

Instead of fighting each other, employers and workers should be united in battle against their common

enemy:
... the capitalistic finance which overshadows the world, and its representative, the Jew. All
classes of people have felt the scourge of interest; the tax collector bears heavily on every section
of the population - but who dares oppose the supreme power of the Bank and Stock Exchange?
... The devilish principle of falsehood has triumphed over the ordered principle of creative
labour... What do we mean by the ‘Thraldom of Interests’? The condition of the nations under the
money domination of Jewish high finance. The landowner is subject to his thraldom who has to
raise loans to finance his farming operations - loans at such a high interest as almost to eat up the
results of his labour... So is the wage-earning middle class, which today is working almost
entirely to pay the interest of bank credits... So is the industrialist, who has laboriously built up
his business and turned it in the course of time into a company. He is no longer a free agent, but
has to satisfy the greedy board of directors, and the shareholders also, if he does not wish to be
squeezed out... The thraldom of interest is the true expression of the antithesis: ‘Capital against
Labour, Money against Blood, Exploitation against Creative Work.” 8!

The struggle of ‘races’ is substituted for the struggle of classes, and the fundamental conflict between
wage labour and capital dissolved into a purely mythical battle of both labour and industrial capital
against ‘Jewish’ usury. The bogus nature of Feder’s anti-capitalism is well brought out in his other
commentary on the Nazi Party programme, Der Deutsche Staat. Here the attempt to construct a catch-all
programme pledged to defend the interests of not only the middle class, but workers and employers, is
even more flagrant:

National Socialism recognises private property on principle and gives it the protection of the
state. The national welfare, however, demands that a limit shall be set to the amassing of wealth
in the hands of individuals... Within the limits of the obligation of every German to work, and the
fundamental recognition of private property, every German is free to earn his living and to
dispose of the results of his labour... All existing businesses which until now have been in the
form of companies '*! shall be nationalised... Usury and profiteering and personal enrichment at
the expense of and to the injury of the nation shall be punished with death. %!

Even when indulging in such radical-sounding phraseology, the Nazi leaders almost without exception
ensured that their ‘anti-capitalism’ remained highly selective. Their definition of capitalism and
capitalists made it possible to exonerate some of Germany’s most rapacious and reactionary employers
from the charge of profiteering:

The true employer, he who is conscious of his high task as an economic leader, is a very different
person. He must be a man of moral worth - in the economic sense at least, his task to discover
the real economic needs of the people... He must keep his costs as low as he can, and lay them
out to the best advantage, must keep prices as low as possible in order to get his goods on to the
market, must maintain both the quality and quantity of his output, must pay his employees well,
so that they may be able to purchase goods freely, and he must always be thinking of
improvements of his plant and his methods of trading. If he puts these things first in his business,
he is ‘supplying the necessaries of life’ in the best and highest sense, and his profits will come of
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themselves without his making them his first object. The finest and most universally known
example of this kind of manufacturer is Henry Ford, there are other names in our own heavy
industries which stand equally high: Krupp, Kirdorf, Abbe, Mannesmann, Siemens, and many
more, %]

So after all the high-flown, moral-toned diatribes against grasping capitalism and greedy profiteers, the
National ‘Socialist’ Feder ends up by singing the praises of the Ruhr industrial tycoons, the very men
who stood at the head of the entire structure of German finance capitalism!

Astute propagandists and political tacticians, the Nazi leaders preferred, even in their wildest demagogic
moments, to fire off verbal salvoes at less formidable targets, ones that also had the advantage of being
far more unpopular among the mass of the petit-bourgeoisie, the Nazis’ main source of support and
recruitment:

The large retail stores [are] all in the hands of Jews... the large stores spell ruin to the small
shopkeeper... We regard them as a special form of the capitalistic idea in practical operation,
which does not provide necessaries of life, but exists for the purpose of producing huge profits for
the shareholders. 2!

Feder’s writings, which until his fall from favour after 1933 were taken as authoritative statements on
Nazi economic policy, abound with such appeals to the middle class, constantly harping on its
simultaneous dislike of large, especially banking, capital on the one hand and organised labour
(‘Marxism’) on the other. The end product is a crazy, topsy-turvy world in which millionaire bankers
(almost never named) are linked with Jewish labour leaders in a conspiracy to subvert the German body
politic and plunder the industrious of all classes. The following extract is a typical example of this
propaganda, totally unsupported by any facts, and yet capable of gripping literally millions, when all
other methods of solving their economic problems seem to have failed:

Class war as a political principle - this is to preach hatred as a guiding principle. ‘Expropriation
of the expropriator’ makes envy a principle of economics, and ‘socialisation’ means striking down
personality and leadership and setting up material, the mass, in the place of interest and
efficiency... This pseudo-socialism, born of Marxism, is not founded on common sense... it is
based on the crass individualism and the chaotic structure of society... Can we be surprised that
the social question is not, and cannot be solved by this means, and that the sole response is hatred
and the desire for loot? No living state could result from the Marxist Stock Exchange revolt, but
only a heap of ruins. Marxism is an obvious capitalistic bogey, capitalistic, because when a
society founded on individualism has fallen into chaos, it falls of necessity under the sway of the
great financial magnates... Capitalism and Marxism are one! They grow on the same intellectual
base. There is a whole world of difference between them and us, their bitterest opponents. Our
whole conception of the construction of society differs from theirs, it is either a class struggle or
class selfishness; our supreme law is the general welfare... They are not inspired by the wish to
construct an organic, articulate order, to amalgamate... the various industrial classes under the
high conception of national unity. 3!

The same notions, though with a less ‘radical’ and ‘anti-capitalistic’ tinge, run through Hitler’s speeches
and writings on economic questions. 4! What they certainly do not lack is a virulent anti-Semitism,
which for Hitler was the key to all economic wisdom. A speech made on 12 April 1922 employed Feder’s
device of depicting the Jew in his twin guise of capitalist and revolutionary:

Christian capitalism is already as good as destroyed, the international Jewish stock exchange
capitalist gains in proportion as the other loses ground... [The Jews also act]... as ‘leaders of the
proletariat’... in this capacity you might see the millionaire, the typical representative of capitalist
exploitation, in a culture of the utmost purity... The same Jew who, whether as majority socialist
or Independent, led you then [in the November Revolution] leads you still, whether as
Independent or as Communist, whatever he calls himself, is still the same. And just as then in the
last resort it was not your interests which he championed, but the interests of capital which
supported him, the interests of his race; so now will he never lead you in an attack on his race, an
attack on capital. On the contrary, he will prevent you from waging war against those who are
really exploiting you... It was only the Jews who succeeded, through falsifying the social idea
and turning it into Marxism, not only in divorcing the social idea from the national, but in actually
representing them as contradictory.
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This theme was developed at even greater length and complexity in another speech on 28 July of the
same year. Drawing heavily on the forged Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which had recently been
published for the first time in German, Hitler exposed to his credulous, mainly petit-bourgeois audience
how the Jews went about their conspiratorial work, fomenting class strife where there had once been
peace and harmony between worker and employer - or rather guild master and his journeyman and
apprentices:

The immense industrialisation of the nations meant that great masses of workers streamed
together in the cities... Parallel to this ran a tendency to turn all labour to money. There was a
sprouting of stocks and bonds, and little by little the stock exchange began to run our whole
national economy, and the owners of this institution, then as today, were without exception
Jews... By press propaganda and educational work, they succeeded in forming the big classical
parties. Even then, they cleverly formed two or three groups which apparently combated one
another, but actually hung by the same gold thread... Then Jewry took a step which showed
political genius. This capitalist people... found a way to lay hands on the leadership of the fourth
estate [the proletariat]. The Jew founded the Social Democratic, the Communist movement... On
the Right, he attempted to intensify all existing wrongs to such an extent that... [the worker]...
would be provoked beyond measure... It was he [the Jew] who fostered the idea that the
unscrupulous use of all methods in business dealings was a matter of course, and by his
competition forced others to follow suit... On the Left, he was the common demagogue... Well
he knew that, once he taught the workers the international viewpoint as a self-evident premise of
their existence and their struggle, the national intelligentsia would shun the movement... and... as
soon as the Jews declared that property was theft,... as they departed from the self-evident
formula that only natural resources can and should be common property, but that what a man
honourably creates and earns is his own; from that moment on, the nationally-minded economic
intelligentsia was again unable to follow... he... succeeded... in influencing the masses to such
an extent that the errors of the Left were viewed by people on the Right as the errors of the
German workers. While to the German worker the errors of the Right seemed nothing other than
the errors of the so-called bourgeoisie... Only now do we begin to understand the monstrous joke
of world history, the irony that stock exchange Jews could become the leaders of a German
workers” movement... While Moses Kohn sits in the directors” meeting, advocating a policy of
firmness... his brother, Isaac Kohn, stands in the factory yard, stirring up the masses: take a good
look at them; all they want is to oppress you.

Hitler’s anti-Semitism was clearly not a simple theory of ‘race’, but embraced an entire mystical view of
history and economics, which, as we shall see, he did not invent himself but eclectically plagiarised from
earlier protagonists of an ‘anti-capitalist’, corporative social structure. Hitler frankly admitted that until
he became familiar with the ideas of Feder, whom he first met on joining the Munich-based German
Workers Party in September 1919, he:

... had been unable to recognise with the desired clarity the difference between... pure capital as
the end result of productive labour and a capital whose existence and essence rests exclusively on
speculation... In my eyes Feder’s merit consisted in having established with ruthless brutality the
speculative and economic character of stock exchange and loan capital; and having exposed its
eternal and age-old presupposition, which is interest. !

This entirely arbitrary distinction had considerable political advantages for the Nazi’s strategy of
extending their mass basis by anti-capitalist demagogy while preserving and strengthening their
connections with leaders of the German business world, as the following comment makes clear:

As I listened to Gottfried Feder’s first lecture about the ‘breaking of interest slavery’, I knew at
once that this was a theoretical truth which would inevitably be of immense importance for the
future of the German people. The sharp separation of stock exchange capital from the national
economy offered the possibility of opposing the internationalisation of the German economy
without at the same time menacing the foundations of an independent national self-maintenance
by a struggle against all capital! [*¢!

So there was capital and capital...

We also find in his random comments on economics the same moralist outbursts against money and a
highly romanticised nostalgia for Germany’s pre-industrial past which were common to nearly all
volkisch ideologists of this period. Again we can see that this revolt against urban, highly industrialised
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society dominated by the ‘cash nexus’ is not so much a fear of large-scale capitalism - even Feder
accepted that it was necessary in certain branches of the economy 71 - but of the huge concentrations
of industrial workers brought about by the decline of a guild system of production and the movement of
impoverished and expropriated peasants into the towns:

Proportionally as the peasant class diminished, the mass of the big city proletariat increased more
and more, until finally the balance was completely upset. Now the abrupt alternation between rich
and poor became really apparent. Abundance and poverty lived so close together that the saddest
consequences could and inevitably did arise. Poverty and frequent unemployment began to play
havoc with people... the consequence of this seemed to be political class division... In proportion
as economic life grew to be the dominant mistress of the state, money became the god whom all
had to serve and to whom each man had to bow down... [*8!

Even a nodding acquaintance with the economic facts of life would seem adequate intellectual equipment
to punch holes through the theories of Feder and Hitler. Yet this is hardly the point, for they were shared
by men of far higher academic standing, publicists, historians and even economists, who peddled in the
guises of scholarship and profundity the Nazi credo that proletarian socialism and the stock exchange
were linked in a conspiracy of global proportions, whose aim was to subvert the existence of the
Germanic people. One example will suffice - that of the idealist historian Oswald Spengler. He was in
the process of completing his epic The Decline of the West at about the time Hitler was becoming
involved in the activities of Feder’s small group, the German Workers Party. Spengler spells out at some
length the fundamental contradiction between his, so-called ‘Prussian socialism’, and the socialism of the
workers’ movement:

Not Marx’s theory, but Frederick William’s Prussian practice which long preceded Marx and will
yet displace him - the socialism, inwardly akin to the system of old Egypt, that comprehends and
cares for permanent economic relations, trains the individual in his duty to the whole, and
glorifies hard work as an affirmation of Time and Future. 9!

Spengler’s cyclical theory of historical development saw mankind as in the final stages of its approach to
‘the last conflict... in which Civilisation reaches its conclusive form - the conflict between money and
blood’. 2°1 And so we are back to Feder, Hitler - and indeed Carlyle. The forces of ‘blood” were to be
spearheaded by what Spengler termed a new ‘Caesarism’ which would, he prophesied, triumph over and
destroy the ‘dictature of money and its political weapon, democracy’. *1 He therefore shared with the
Nazis and their immediate forerunners their total identification of political democracy with an economy
dominated by production for profit; a conception which, as we saw in Chapter |, originated in the struggle
of the guilds against the rise of large-scale capitalism and the individualist outlook inspired by the French
Revolution of 1789. Spengler’s ‘socialism’ is a highly mystified version of a traditional distaste
encountered among wide sections of the German intelligentsia for a society overtly based on monetary
values and a class structure manifestly derived from relations of production and not on ‘status’ or alleged
intellectual and moral worth:

After a long triumph of the world city, economy and interests over political creative force, the
political side of life manifests itself after all as the stronger of the two. The sword is victorious
over the money, the master will subdues the plunder will. If we call these money powers
‘capitalism’, then we may designate as socialism the will to call into life a mighty politico-
economic order that transcends all class interests... Money is overthrown and abolished only by
blood. 2

Having made definitions of socialism and capitalism, Spengler is then able to arrive at the conclusion
reached by Hitler, Feder and company: namely that the rubric ‘money powers’ incorporates the ‘interest
politics of workers” movements... in that their object is not to overcome the money values, but to possess

them’. 1?3

Unlike Feder and Hitler, who, despite their claims to the contrary, were profoundly ignorant of Marxist
literature, Spengler did attempt to refute the economic theories of Marx. Value did not originate in human
labour power, he argued, but in what Spengler considered to be the genius of industrial leaders:

... as every stream of being consists of a minority of leaders and a huge majority of led, so every
sort of economy consists in leader work and executive work [Spengler’s term for manual labour -
RB]... The inventor of the steam engine and not its stoker is the determinant. 4]

125



‘Prussian socialism’ turns out to be little different from Carlyle’s fawning hero-worship of aggressive
industrial tycoons. All that is of lasting economic value derives from their activity alone. By a sheer act
of will, they can create money - what Spengler calls ‘Faustian money’:

Thinking in money generates money - that is the secret of world economy. When an organising
magnate writes down a million on paper, that million exists, for the personality as an economic
centre vouches for a heightening of the economic energy of his field... But all the gold pieces in
the world would not suffice to invest the actions of the manual labourer with a meaning, and
therefore a value, if the famous ‘expropriation of the expropriators’ were to eliminate the superior
capacities from their creations; were this to happen these would become soulless, will-less, empty
shells. 2%

Spengler’s veneration for the leaders of industry naturally is no obstacle to his indulging in the cult
(common to most German rightists) of the peasant, who was depicted in volkisch and Nazi writings as a
bulwark against proletarian revolution and a repository of traditional ‘German’ values:

All higher life develops itself on and over a peasantry... It is, so to say, race-in-itself, plant-like
and history-less, producing and using wholly for itself, with an outlook on the world that
sweepingly regards every other economic existence as incidental and contemptible... 261

The enemies of the peasant were to be found not amongst the class of rich landowners, but in the big city,
for Spengler the source of all evil:

There is little to choose in this respect between Versailles and the Jacobin club, business bosses
and trade union leaders, Russian governors and Bolshevists. And in the maturity of democracy the
politics of those who have ‘got there’ is identical, not merely with business, but with speculative
business of the dirtiest sort of great-city sort. 127!

And so the stage is set for the arrival of Spengler’s ‘Caesarism’, destined to lay low the world of money
and greed, which he artfully links with rationalism and political democracy:

Everything in order of dynastic tradition and old nobility that has saved itself up for the future,
everything that is intrinsically sound enough to be, in Frederick the Great’s words, the servant -
the hard-working, self-sacrificing, caring servant - of the state... all this became suddenly the
focus of immense life forces. Caesarism grows on the soil of Democracy, but its roots thread
deeply into the underground of blood tradition... there now sets in the final battle between
Democracy and Caesarism, between the leading forces of dictatorial money-economics and the
purely political will-to-order of the Caesars. 28!

This massive, brooding, highly esoteric work, written for the most part in a period of profound social
unrest and permanent political tension, ends with a strangely calm confidence that the redeemer is at last
at hand, the ‘Caesar’ who ‘approaches with quiet, firm step... We have not the freedom to reach to this or
to that, but the freedom to do the necessary or to do nothing.” And he closes with these ominous words:
. a task that historic necessity has set will be accomplished with the individual or against him.” 2
Spengler never became a member of the Nazi Party °1 - he distrusted their plebeian methods and style,
and had the utmost contempt for their philosophical pretensions. Nevertheless, we can detect a clear
affinity with their conceptions of ‘socialism’, with its emphasis on rigid rank and ‘service’. In his more
popularly-written Prussianism and Socialism (1919) Spengler declared that Germany:

... needs hard men... a class of socialist natural lords... might, and ever-more might... Socialism
as | understand it presupposes individual proprietorship with its old-German enjoyment of power
and booty... Everybody is put in his place. There are commands and there is obedience. 3%

3

This differs little from the definition of Nazi ‘socialism’ given by that master of demagogy, Josef
Goebbels:

Socialism is Prussianism. The conception ‘Prussianism’ is identical with what we mean by
socialism... Or socialism is that which animated the kings of Prussia, and which reflected itself in
the march-step of the Prussian Grenadier regiments; a socialism of duty.

And it is to Germany’s past - back in fact to the age of Luther - that we must now turn in our attempts
to unravel the secrets of the Nazi ‘philosophy of history’, and its evolution into a highly individual branch
of vulgar bourgeois political economy. Listing the main features of what passes for National Socialist
political economy, we find the following: an identification of capitalism with ‘loan capital’, ‘usury’,
‘international finance capital’, ‘stock exchange speculation’ or joint stock companies; an attitude of moral
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disapproval towards economic activities conducted, whether by workers or employers, for the purpose of
monetary reward rather than ‘service’ to the ‘community’; the notion of a strictly hierarchical society
with its ranks based more on economic function that the simple ownership or non-ownership of
productive property; and, flowing from this, an equally guild-derived or ‘corporative’ rejection of the
class struggle; the counterposing in quasi-religious terms of the ‘creative’ forces of ‘blood and soil” to the
parasitic and life-sapping evils of ‘pure’ money, personified in the Jew; a romantic yearning for a long
past ‘golden age’ when production was based on handicrafts and not mass mechanisation, and was
designed to fulfil a need and not create a profit; and finally, an unequivocal defence of private property as
the basis of a ‘healthy’ and ‘national’ economy. What emerges from this compilation is that none of these
economic notions is unique to National Socialism. Certainly, the Nazi movement succeeded in exploiting
and welding together these irrational prejudices and fantasies into a programme and ideology which
exerted an enormous attractive power amongst the German petit-bourgeoisie and peasantry, especially in
the two periods of economic crisis of 1922-23 and 1929-33. But the potency of these illusions, as we
have already stressed more than once, cannot be explained purely in terms of these two crises, the first
inflationary, and the second deflationary in nature. The prejudices and distortions which comprised the
social outlook of the Nazified petit-bourgeoisie had undoubtedly been accumulated over many
generations and propagated through an entire spectrum of political, cultural, religious, philosophic and
economic agencies.

Marx and Engels on the Nazi Precursors

Since neither Marx nor Engels lived in the epoch of fascist counter-revolution nor even in the period of
National Socialism’s formative years, we would on immediate reflection hardly expect their writings to
illuminate many of the central problems concerned with the origin or role of fascism. Yet this is far from
being so. Firstly there is their famous criticism in the Communist Manifesto of various schools of non-
proletarian ‘socialism’ prevalent in pre-1848 Germany and Europe. Each of them displayed features
which, to one degree or another, were later to be absorbed into National Socialism. ‘Feudal Socialism’
originated in the fear of the landed aristocracy of the emergence of a usurping industrial bourgeoisie, a
fear which in order to conceal its own reactionary class interests, took the form of a spirited defence of
the industrial working class against its bourgeois exploiters:

In this way arose Feudal Socialism: half lamentation, half lampoon, half echo of the past, half
menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty and incisive criticism, striking the bourgeoisie to
the very heart’s core; but always ludicrous in its effect, through total incapacity to comprehend
the march of modern history... What they upbraid the bourgeoisie with is not so much that it
creates a proletariat, as that it creates a revolutionary proletariat. In political practice, therefore,
they join in all coercive measures against the working class; and in ordinary life, despite their
high falutin phrases, they stop to pick up the golden apples dropped from the tree of industry, and
to barter truth, love and honour for traffic in wool, beetroot and potato spirits. 321

‘Feudal Socialism’ describes perfectly the ideology and political strategy of the Prussian Junkers, 33!

even though these lines were written some years before Bismarck began to borrow heavily from its
repertoire in his Bonapartist manoeuvrings between the German Junkers, bourgeoisie and proletariat.
Indeed, it is even accurate down to the Junker’s support for Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws! Feudal
socialism also anticipated the °‘social clericalism’ of the Junker-based Conservatives, with their
programme’s emphasis on ‘positive Christianity’ and a corporative economy:

As the parson has ever gone hand in hand with the landlord, so has clerical socialism with Feudal
Socialism. Nothing is easier than to give Christian asceticism a Socialist tinge... Christian
Socialism is but the holy water with which the priest consecrates the heart-burnings of the
aristocrat. 34!

The next variant, ‘Petit-Bourgeois Socialism’, though originating in the same historical period - that of
the transition from feudal to capitalist economy - appeals to a different social stratum; not the industrial
working class, but the middle class of town and country:

In countries where modern civilisation has become fully developed, a new class of petit-bourgeois
has been formed, fluctuating between proletariat and bourgeoisie and ever renewing itself as a
supplementary part of the bourgeois society. The individual members of this class, however, are
being constantly hurled down into the proletariat by the action of competition, and, as modern
industry develops, they even see the moment approaching when they will completely disappear as
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an independent section of modern society... this form of Socialism aspires either to restoring the
old means of production and of exchange, and with them the old property relations, and the old
society, or to cramping the modern means of production and of exchange, within the framework
of the old property relations that have been, and were bound to be, exploded by those means. In
either case, it is both reactionary and Utopian. Its last words are: corporate guilds for
manufacture, patriarchal relations in agriculture. 5!

These were of course the precise demands of the petit-bourgeois-oriented Nazi ‘guild socialists’ under the
leadership of Adrian von Renteln’s ‘Fighting Organisation of the Industrial Middle Class’, which after
serving to penetrate and Nazify Germany’s guild organisations in the period prior to the seizure of power,
was wound up as part of Hitler’s big-business-inspired campaign against the so-called ‘second
revolution’.

Just as reactionary was ‘German’ or ‘True’ Socialism, which arose in Germany in the pre-1848 period as
‘philosophers, would-be-philosophers and beaux esprits’ attempted to graft the teachings of French
socialism, directed against an already well-established ruling bourgeoisie, onto a political movement
which had barely begun to challenge the rule of the Prussian landowning aristocracy. This eclecticism -
an ever-present feature of reactionary politics in Germany - entirely emasculated the revolutionary
content of French socialism, which when subsumed under the categories of German idealist philosophy,
served instead as a weapon of feudal reaction against those among the bourgeoisie struggling for political
and constitutional reforms. The ‘True Socialists’, who recognised not classes but an abstract ‘Human
Nature’, were political opponents of the liberal German bourgeoisie, railing against its demands for
freedom of the press, representative government, and all the other bourgeois democratic rights established
by the French Revolution. It warned the people ‘that they had nothing to gain, and everything to lose, by
this bourgeois movement’. 1*¢1 Superficially radical in its opposition to the demands of the bourgeoisie,
‘True Socialism’ served ‘the absolute governments, with their following of parsons, professors, country
squires and officials... as a welcome scarecrow against the threatening bourgeoisie’. 7! Marx and
Engels located the main social basis of this particular variety of ‘socialism’ in the backwardness of the
German petit-bourgeoisie:

a relic of the sixteenth century, and since then constantly cropping up again under various
forms... To preserve this class is to preserve the existing state of things in Germany. The
industrial and political supremacy of the bourgeoisie threatens it with certain destruction; on the
one hand, from the concentration of capital; on the other, from the rise of a revolutionary
proletariat. .. It proclaimed the German nation to be the model nation, and the German petty
Philistine to be the typical man. To every villainous meanness of this model man it gave a hidden,
higher character. It went to the extreme length of directly opposing the ‘brutally destructive’
tendency of Communism, and of proclaiming its supreme and impartial contempt of all class
struggles. 38!

It is a sobering thought that these lines, depicting as they do the salient features of a petit-bourgeois
predisposed towards fascism, were penned more than 70 years before the foundation of the Hitlerite
movement. And elsewhere in the Manifesto, Marx and Engels had accurately depicted the potentially
reactionary role of this class, even before they witnessed it at first hand in the German Revolution of
1848:

The lower middle classes, the small manufacturer, the shopkeeper, the artisan, the peasant, all
these fight against the bourgeoisie, to save from extinction their existence as fractions of the
middle class [that is, the bourgeoisie]. They are therefore not revolutionary, but conservative. Nay
more, they are reactionary, for they try to roll back the wheel of history. If by chance they are
revolutionary, they are so only in view of their impending transfer into the proletariat, they thus
defend not their present, but their future interests, they desert their own standpoint to place
themselves at that of the proletariat. The ‘dangerous class’, the social scum, that passively rotting
mass thrown off by the lowest layers of old society, may, here and there, be swept into the
movement by proletarian revolution, its conditions of life, however, prepare it far more for the
part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue. t*°!
Of course, we must not fall into the trap of equating the German petit-bourgeoisie of 1848, or even of half
a century later, with that of Britain today. The last remnants of pre-capitalist classes - peasants, artisans
and similar independent producers - were eliminated more than a century ago by the early development
of English capitalism. The British petit-bourgeoisie, a stratum tapering off at each extremity into the
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proletariat and the medium and big bourgeoisie, is an exclusive creation of capitalism. It has neither a
‘pre-capitalist’ past nor, therefore, any ideological residues associated with such a history. This is of
enormous importance for the future of British politics, as it will greatly influence the forms assumed by a
genuine, mass-based fascist movement. Once again therefore we have occasion to emphasise the
methodological principle with which we began this study of German fascism: the importance of grasping
the unique, concrete refraction of the general and universal by and through the particular and the relative.

Such was the accuracy of their analysis of the petit-bourgeoisie in the Manifesto that Marx and Engels did
not find it necessary to revise it in their subsequent writings on Germany. In his 1870 Preface to The
Peasant War in Germany, Engels continued to characterise the German petit-bourgeoisie as politically
unstable, as hoping ‘to climb, to swindle their way into the big bourgeoisie’ and afraid of ‘being plunged
down into the proletariat. Between fear and hope, they will, during the struggle, save their precious skin,
and join the victor when the struggle is over. Such is their nature.” 7 And such, as the history of
Stalinist Popular Frontism has proved, it remains.

Engels’ comments on the role of the ‘lumpen-proletariat’ are equally far-sighted, not only in view of its
subsequent role as one of the main sources of recruitment for the Nazi Storm Troops (SA), but the
repeated attempts by the Stalinist KPD leadership to ‘capture’ this hopelessly disoriented layer by
engaging in unprincipled manoeuvres with allegedly ‘radical’ elements in the SA and NSBO: [*!1

... this scum of the depraved elements of the big cities, is the worst of all possible allies. This
rabble is absolutely venal... If the French workers, in every revolution, inscribed on the houses:
Mort aux voleurs! Death to thieves! and even shot some, they did it, not out of enthusiasm for
property, but because they rightly considered it necessary above all to keep that gang at a
distance. Every leader of the workers who uses these scoundrels as guards or relies on them for
support proves himself by this action alone a traitor to the movement. 42

But we must return to our main theme, which is the nature and origin of Nazi ‘political economy’. How
and why did its specious anti-capitalism become intertwined with a very real anti-Semitism? To answer
this question, we must retrace our steps to the very dawn of the modern era.

Early Christian doctrine forbade its followers to engage in money-lending for gain. 3! So by a process
of elimination and natural selection, the indispensable role in medieval Europe of usurer fell to the only
sizeable non-Christian minority culturally and economically capable of fulfilling it - the Jews of the
Diaspora. Rejected culturally, socially and religiously by the host nation, the Jews existed and functioned
‘like pores’ 41 in the fabric of pre-capitalist Europe. Because of their social role as providers of credit,
the Jews inevitably became everywhere identified with all the nefarious moral qualities traditionally
associated with money: greed, avarice, sharp practice and so on. These prejudices were compounded by
the Jews’ being treated as outcasts on account of both their alien origin and their religion. In every
possible way, they were ready-made targets and receptacles for economic, social and political grievances,
as is all too evident from much literature of the period, ranging from Chaucer to Marlowe and
Shakespeare. But the money-lending Jew, despite his economic importance, was not functioning as a
capitalist: ‘In pre-capitalist stages of society commerce ruled industry. In modern society the reverse is
true.” 131 There was nothing productive about usury. While providing a service - at a price - it simply
battened onto already existing relations, forces and levels of production. The most penetrating analysis of
‘vulgar’ ¢! theories about the relationship between interest-bearing capital and productive capital - the
fulcrum of Feder’s doctrine - is to be found in Volume 3 of Marx’s Capital, and in his little-used
Theories of Surplus Value, where in Volume 3 he examines in minute detail the historical and economic
basis of the spurious socialism which hurls its bolts against ‘loan capital’ while leaving intact industrial
or ‘productive’ capital. Marx begins with Luther’s writings on usury, from which he quotes extensively.
Like Feder (though of course in a completely different historical and political context) Luther depicts the
moneylender as an enemy of all classes of society, as much capable of ruining a ‘rich prince’ as a
‘peasant or a burgher... a squire or a rich gentleman,... a rich count’ or ‘the great merchant’. 71 Marx
saw in Luther’s colourfully-imaged tirades against usury an intuitive grasp of its origin and role. Usurer’s
capital arises:

... through the ruination of the citizens (small townspeople and peasants) the gentry the nobility
and the princes. On the one hand, the usurer [who, we should remember, was more often than not
in this period - circa 1500 - a Jew - RB] comes into possession of the surplus labour and, in
addition, the conditions of labour, of plebeians, peasants, members of craft guilds, in short, of
small commodity producers who need money in order to make, for example, payments before
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they convert their commodities into money, and who have to buy certain of their conditions of
labour. On the other hand, the usurer appropriates rent from the owners of rent, that is, from the
prodigal, pleasure-seeking rich. 148!

Thus it is easy to see how every propertied class of German society, where this state of affairs prevailed
for far longer than in any other major European nation, evolved its own particular brand of ‘anti-
capitalism’ intertwined in many cases with varying degrees of hatred for the Jews.

The earliest recorded attacks on usury were not only anti-Semitic in flavour, but couched in mainly
religious terms, a tradition which the Nazis exploited to the full. ™ Economic motives were however
clearly paramount with Peter Schwarz, a German burgher, who wrote in 1477 that the persecution of
Jews was thoroughly justified:

They do not suffer innocently, they suffer because of their wickedness, because they cheat people
and ruin whole countries by their usury... That is why they are so persecuted... There is no
people more wicked, more cunning, more avaricious, more independent, more troublesome, more
venomous, more wrathful, more deceptive and more ignominious. ..

More typical of Christian anti-Semitism were the opinions of the scholar Johann Reuchlin, for whom the
Jews ‘every day outraged, blasphemed and sullied God in the person of His son... They regard us
Christians as stupid pagans’; and the theologian Geiler von Kaiserberg, who asked ‘are the Jews then
better than the Christians that they should be unwilling to work with their hands? ... To practice usury is
not to work but to flay others, while wallowing in idleness.” (This worthy man of God knew full well that
Jews were barred from membership of the guilds and denied the right to own land - the two main
spheres of productive labour.) Since these attacks on the Jews were launched ostensibly on behalf of the
‘productive class” - chiefly artisans and peasants - it is easy to see why and how anti-Semitism
acquired a pseudo-radical character and populist idiom. In doing so, it provided the richer elements of the
propertied class - the Princes, big landowners, merchants, guild masters and the like - with a
convenient means of diverting the anger of the oppressed artisans and peasants away from their real
exploiters towards a readily identifiable and ‘alien’ scapegoat - the Jew. Here too, churchmen were well
to the fore. ‘The learned and the naive, the princes and the peasants’, wrote the theologian Johannes
Trithan, ‘are filled with animosity against the usurious Jews, and I approve all legal measures taken to
protect the people against such exploitation... are these people to grow fat with impunity on the labour of
peasants and artisans?’ Luther proved in his later years to be no exception to this tradition. In fact his
political degeneration underlines the well-established truth that at all times and in all places, the
prevailing popular attitude towards the Jews is a most reliable political barometer. Prior to the defeat of
the 1525 peasants’ uprising, Luther had been most stubborn in his defence of the Jews, pointing out to
their detractors that it was the Church itself which compelled them to follow the trade of money-lending:

I advise being considerate to them. So long as we use violence and lies... so long as we keep
them from living and working among us... and force them to practice usury, how can they come
to us... we must welcome them in friendship, let them live and work with us, and they will be of
one heart with us.

This is clearly not the Luther whom Hitler numbered, with Wagner and Frederick the Great, among those
‘great warriors’ whose ‘life and work are followed with admiring gratitude and emotion, and especially in
days of gloom... have the power to raise up broken hearts and despairing souls’. 5°1 Hitler revered
Luther the anti-Semite; the Luther who recoiled in horror from the plebeian revolt called forth by his own
passionate invective against the tyranny of Rome and its clerical agents in Germany. ! We find him in
the period of post-1525 reaction moving over rapidly to a position of compromise with state authority, be
it Protestant or Roman Catholic, and employing the most scurrilous slanders against those he had
previously defended, the Jews. ‘If I find a Jew to baptise [Luther wrote in 1532], I shall lead him to the
Elbe bridge, hang a stone around his neck, and push him into the water. These dogs mock us and our
religion.’

Nine years later he wrote his most extended anti-Semitic tract, Against the Jews and Their Lies, in which
he declared that the Jews:

... being foreigners, should possess nothing and what they do possess should be ours... they do
not work, nonetheless they keep our money and our goods, and have become our masters in our
own country... O adored Christ... you have no enemy more venomous, more desperate, more
bitter, than a true Jew who truly seeks to be a Jew.
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Luther’s proposals for countering the ‘Jewish conspiracy’ included not only his already quoted demand
for ‘aryanisation’ of Jewish property, but the burning of synagogues, the banning of Jewish prayers, the
confiscation of Jewish books, and their deportation from German soil. All were carried out some four
centuries later by the Nazis. But even in Luther’s day, the support for his anti-Semitic diatribes was such
that in Saxony, Brandenburg and Silesia, the ‘Jewish question’ was ‘solved’ by the wholesale expulsion
of Jews from these largely Protestant regions of Germany.

From this time on, anti-Semitism, with its strong anti-usurious undertones, became not a prejudice
amongst others, but an entire system of religious, political, social, cultural and economic illusions which
penetrated into the very marrow of the bones of the German artisan and peasant classes. And because of
his role as usurer, as a catalyst in the process of ruin of these classes, the Jew became identified in the
petit-bourgeois consciousness with social change and the various philosophical and political ideas and
institutions which facilitated the break-up of the guild and patriarchal order - democracy, liberalism,
republicanism, rationalism, materialism, free trade, capitalism, socialism and revolution. All were tarred
indiscriminately with the same ‘Jewish’ brush, heralding the day when Nazi demagogues could equate
‘Jewish’ Marxism with ‘Jewish’ international finance capital.

Both in England and France, triumphant bourgeois-democratic revolutions had repealed legislation
discriminating against the Jews. But in Germany, the long period of reaction, national disunity and
economic stagnation which set in after 1525 stoked up enormous popular frustrations which often found
their only outlet in either overt or covert persecution of the Jews. This fact has a special significance for
our study, because precisely in this period were evolved the economic conceptions Marx analysed in
Capital which he described as a ‘religion of the vulgar’. 21 The superficial similarity between the
economic theories of Luther and Feder are too obvious to require repeating. But their protagonists are
separated by nearly four centuries of German and world history. Therefore while the forms of anti-usury
in 1530 and 1920 have much in common, their content differs qualitatively. Luther’s attacks on usury -
‘Jewish’ or otherwise - were intended for the ears of pious peasants and artisans, feudal princes and the
incipient German bourgeois, the burgher. His polemics were penned in a world witnessing the very dawn
of modern capitalism, the rise of an economy whose motive force was not the production of use values,
but exchange values for private profit, based upon the exploitation of free labour power. True, like the
Nazi propagandists, Luther appealed to contradictory social strata and classes, to guild masters and their
journeymen, to princes and their peasants; and, also like the Nazis, was well-versed in the art of
exploiting wounded national sentiments. But there the analogy ends. The Nazis peddled their anti-Semitic
poison and economic nonsense about ‘loan capital’ and the ‘thraldom of interest’ in the epoch of
imperialist crisis, world wars and revolutions. Their political camouflage served other interests and
classes than those of Princes and guild masters, budding burghers and turncoat clergy. Disguised at the
heart of Nazi ‘political economy’ by all its anti-capitalist bluster, was a theory perfectly capable of
adjustment to the strategic needs of German monopoly capitalism, and, in particular, its dominant, heavy
industrial sector. How far the pioneers of the theory appreciated this fact when they first propagated it is
hardly the most important question - though one thing is certain. Neither Feder, Hitler nor any other
Nazi leader can in any sense be described as subjectively ‘honest’ socialists who went astray. **! What
we have to remember is that the Nazi leaders did not devise their economic programme from scratch. We
should not mistake their undoubted quackery and prejudice-ridden notions for the fumblings of those
striving, with scant intellectual or academic equipment, to establish an entirely new school of economic
theory and practice. That may well have been how Feder and his supporters in the party saw their role,
but the reality was very different. The founders of the Nazi movement, thoroughgoing eclectics that they
were, could not but help plagiarise the work of previous generations of ‘anti-capitalist’ and ‘national’
economists who voiced the aspirations of an industrial bourgeoisie struggling to free itself from the
parasitic embrace of more primitive forms of economy where usury dominated production, and not
production usury.

This conflict against the ‘money power’ produced its own unique form of bourgeois ‘false
consciousness’. The struggle between the productive capitalist and the money lender for the surplus value
extracted by the former from human labour power was refracted in a highly distorted fashion in the
thinking of the productive or industrial capitalist:

The form of revenue and the sources of revenue are the most fetishistic of the relations of
capitalist production. It is their form of existence as it appears on the surface, divorced from the
hidden connections and the intermediate connecting links... The distorted form in which the real
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inversion is expressed is naturally reproduced in the views of the agents of this mode of
production... the vulgar economists... translate the concepts, motives, etc, of the representatives
of the capitalist mode of production who are held in thrall to this system of production and in
whose consciousness only its superficial appearance is reflected. They translate them into a
doctrinaire language, but they do so from the standpoint of the ruling section, that is, the
capitalists, and their treatment is therefore not naive and objective, but apologetic. >4

This is Marx’s starting point for his analysis of apologists for industrial capitalism masquerading as
socialists waging war on ‘loan capital’. The origin of this mode of consciousness lies at the very heart of
the process of capitalist production, a cycle which begins and ends with ‘capital in its finished form’ -
interest-bearing capital, which Marx termed ‘the perfect fetish’. **! The ‘loan capitalist’ or in Nazi
parlance the ‘usurer’ loans capital at a rate of interest to the productive capitalist, who then employs it to
extract surplus value from the labour power of his workforce. A proportion of this surplus value -
determined by the rate of interest agreed between the loaner and the borrower - does not however
remain in the pocket of the productive capitalist, but returns to the loan capitalist in the form of interest.
Objectively viewed, what takes place is a division of the spoils between two groups of capitalists, but the
participants see matters differently. The productive capitalist’s opinions are highly coloured by the fact
that he sees himself - and even his workers - as the creative factor in the process, and the loan capitalist
as a pure parasite. The loan capitalist’s money seems to him to possess the mysterious quality of
expanding its own value without any effort on the part of its owner, while the productive capitalist earns
his profit, and the workers their wages, by mental and physical effort:

In the form of interest-bearing capital only this function [that of yielding a definite profit in a
definite period of time - RB] remains, without the mediation of either production process or
circulation process, memories of the past still remain in capital and profit although because of the
divergence of profit from surplus value and the uniform profit yielded by all capitals - that is, the
general rate of profit - capital becomes very much obscured, something dark and mysterious. ¢!

The more we delve into this remarkably perceptive section, the more insights it provides into the origins
and content of Nazi economic theory. Because the industrially-based segment of the capitalist class
confronts interest-bearing capital as an opponent, it employs weapons derived from the past to
characterise and fight it. Battle is waged in the name of ‘creative’ labour by ‘hand and brain’® - a
favourite Nazi expression for the unity in production of worker and employer - against unproductive
loan capital, which is even designated as capital itself. Capital in its most fetishistic, mystified form as
‘pure’ capital seemingly able to increase its value at will, is singled out by industrial capitalists as the
enemy all ‘productive’ classes must combine against to defeat:

It is thus clear why superficial criticism - in exactly the same way as it wants to maintain
commodities and combat money - now turns its wisdom and reforming zeal against interest-
bearing capital without touching upon real capitalist production, but merely attacking one of its
consequences. This polemic against interest-bearing capital, undertaken from the standpoint of
capitalist production, a polemic which today parades as ‘socialism’, occurs... as a phase in the
development of capital itself, for example, in the seventeenth century, when the industrial
capitalist had to assert himself against the old-fashioned usurer who, at that time, still confronted
him as a superior power. *71

And in Germany, as we have seen, this struggle unfolded within the context of a virulent anti-Semitic
tradition lending the ‘polemic’ an anti-Jewish as well as a ‘socialist’ character. And though this specious
‘socialism’ shaded over into the petit-bourgeois variety described in the Communist Manifesto, a
‘socialism’ which opposed not only loan capital but industrial capital as a threat to the existence of the
small independent producers, 81 it was in its developed form a creation and servant of large-scale,
industrial capitalism:

It is clear that any other kind of division of profit between various kinds of capitalists, that is,
increasing the industrial profit by reducing the rate of interest and vice versa, does not affect the
essence of capitalist production in any way. The kind of socialism which attacks interest-bearing
capital as the ‘basic form” *°1 of capital not only remains completely within the bounds of the
bourgeois horizon. Insofar as its polemic is not a misconceived attack and criticism prompted by a
vague notion and directed against capital itself, though identifying it with one of its derived forms
[that is, petit-bourgeois socialism - RB] it is nothing but a drive, disguised as socialism, for the
development of bourgeois credit and consequently only expresses the low level of development of
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the existing conditions in a country where such a polemic can masquerade as socialist and is itself
only a theoretical symptom of capitalist development. .. 6%

Marx also discusses another aspect of this branch of ‘vulgar’ political economy which later became a
feature of the Nazi and especially the Italian fascist programme - the tendency to stress the community
of interest (in reality of course fictitious) between workers and employers vis-a-vis the ‘loan capitalist’,
the former being grouped under the rubric ‘producers’. How this unreal alignment comes about is
explained by Marx in the following way:

Whereas... interest and interest-bearing capital merely express the contradiction of materialised
wealth as against labour, and thereby its existence as capital, this position is turned upside down
in the consciousness of men because, prima facie, the moneyed capitalist does not appear to have
any relations with the wage worker, but only with other capitalists, while these other (productive)
capitalists, instead of appearing to be opposition to the wage workers, appear rather as workers, in
opposition to themselves or to other capitalists considered as mere owners of capital, representing
the mere existence of capital... Industrial profit, in contradistinction to interest, represents capital
in the production process in contradistinction to capital outside the process, capital as a process in
contradistinction to capital as property; it therefore represents the capitalist as functioning
capitalist, as representative of working capital as opposed to the capitalist as mere personification
of capital, as mere owner of capital. He thus appears as working capitalist in contrast to himself
as capitalist, and further, as worker in contrast to himself as mere owner. Consequently, in so far
as any relation between surplus value and the process is still preserved... this is done precisely in
the form in which the very notion of surplus value is negated. Industrial profit is resolved into
labour, not into unpaid labour of other people but into wage labour, into wages for the capitalist
who in this case is placed into the same category as the wage worker and is merely a more highly
paid worker, just as in general wages vary greatly. %!

In Volume 3 of Capital (namely Part 5, ‘Division of Profit into Interest and Profit of Enterprise’) these
observations are systematised into a lengthy analysis of the various misconceptions and false ideologies
which arise under capitalism as a result of the inherently contradictory nature of its mode of production,
especially the role played by money as the abstraction of value created by human labour-power; a role
which in its turn further mystifies by obscuring the origin of profit. The productive capitalist:

... creates surplus value not because he works as capitalist but because he also works, regardless
of his capacity of capitalist. This portion of surplus value [the portion falling to the productive
capitalist after the loan capitalist has taken his cut - RB] is thus no longer surplus value, but its
opposite, an equivalent for labour performed. Due to the alienated character of capital, its
antithesis to labour, being relegated to a place outside the actual process of exploitation, namely
to the interest-bearing capital, this process of exploitation itself appears as a simple labour process
i[rgz\]/vhich the functioning capitalist merely performs a different kind of labour than the labourer.
The result in the realm of consciousness is a conception of production which German and Italian ¢3!
fascism deliberately employed both in their propaganda and economic and social institutions (that is,
Labour Front, Labour Service, ‘Works Community’, etc) to dupe the less politically aware sections of the
working population that exploitation, profiteering and the class divisions that accompanied them had
been overcome. Under the rule of National Socialism, all were ‘workers of hand and brain’, just as in the
Italian ‘corporate state’, all were ‘producers’: ‘... the labour of exploiting and the exploited labour both
appear as identical as labour. The labour of exploiting is just as much labour as exploited labour.” &4

If indeed all were workers - and Nazi propaganda vehemently and incessantly asserted that they were -
then there was no need for class organisations, whether they be economic, political or even cultural and
sporting. A theory evolved by apologists for capitalism in the period of its ascendency now served, in the
period of its crisis, to justify the most ruthless repressions against the workers’ movement. But of course,
since the Third Reich claimed to be socialist, and its ruling party a ‘workers’ party, the destruction of the
trade unions and the workers’ parties had to be presented as a measure carried out in the interests of the
workers, and accompanied by what was purportedly an equally firm treatment of the employers’
organisations; 6!

One of the first necessities with which the Hitler government found itself faced was that of
dissolving the organisations that kept alive the antagonism between employers and employees.
They were replaced by the German Labour Front - a body comprising employers as well as
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employees. At the same time, preparations were made for the creation of an entirely new system
of social order based on the following principles: the solidarity of all persons working for their
living; the idea of leadership; the recognition of the factory, etc, as a bond of union, and the
ethical conceptions of honour and loyalty. All this preliminary work crystallised in the passing of
the Act governing the regulation of national labour, 20 January 1934... [its object] is clearly set
forth in Article 1 of the Act, according to which employers and employees are required ‘to
collaborate with one another to promote the objects for which the undertaking has been founded
and for the common benefit of the people and the state’. The same principle of solidarity is given
expression in Article 2, where it says that the employer - described as the ‘leader’ of the
undertaking, is required to uphold the welfare of employees, whilst the latter are asked [sic!] to
show that spirit of loyalty towards the employer which is founded upon the basis of their joint
interest in the undertaking. ¢!

This was how Robert Ley characterised the ethos allegedly underlining the activities of his own ‘Labour
Front’. A similar corporatist theme underlay the propaganda of the allied ‘State Labour Service’:

... all civilised countries since the coming of the machine age have greatly suffered from the
erection of certain social barriers... populations have been divided into two great classes,
bourgeoisie and proletariat. The bourgeoisie adopted, for the most part, a Liberal Capitalism
which amounted to a recognition of the principle that ‘those who have may do as they please’ to
which the proletariat replied by asserting that ‘possession is theft’... both these ideas will finally
lead to anarchy and Bolshevism. 1671 Germany, because of her historical development and, above
all, because of her rapid transition from an agricultural to an industrial country, suffered from
class quarrels in their extremist form... When the Fiihrer attained power, he was faced with the
fact that the German people were divided into two sections neither of whom... could understand
the other. Indeed, they were even prepared to fight one another to the death. The Fihrer and his
movement succeeded in achieving the impossible by putting an end to class hatred... he
instructed the Labour Service to be an instrument by which the lack of vision of the bourgeoisie
and the class hatred of the proletariat should be counteracted, and a true community of all
Germans should be created. t¢®!

This is the essence of corporatist ideology. It maintains an utterly spurious community of interest
between the worker and his employer. But in one sense there is no deception. The creation of such a
‘factory’, ‘works’, ‘people’s’ community is stated quite bluntly to follow the complete destruction of all
working-class organisations. While their former members are ‘coordinated’, to use the Nazi term, within
the new state and economic structure, the trade unions are by definition excluded from any role or place
in the fascist corporate state. And this applies with just as much force to trade unions dominated by a
reformist as by a centrist or even revolutionary leadership. The Social Democratic ADGB suffered
exactly the same fate as the KPD-led trade union organisation, the RGO. There was no question of their
being allowed to perform, in however humble or craven a posture, the role of bureaucratic policemen on
behalf of the Nazis, even though a section of the ADGB leadership pleaded with Hitler in the first weeks
of his rule to be permitted to carry out this task under the Third Reich. This gives the lie not only to the
ultra-left claim, peddled by the Stalinists between 1928 and 1934, that Social Democracy is a variety of
fascism, but that bona fide workers’ organisations, however craven and class collaborationist their
leadership, can somehow survive the introduction of corporatism, and even become part of its repressive
machinery. Involved in this false presentation of fascism is the notion, based on superficial impressions
of corporative ideology and organisation, that the corporate or fascist system rests upon the ‘tying’ of
trade unions to the capitalist state, and that rather than marking the end of all forms of class collaboration
as practised by the leaders of Social Democracy and reformist trade unionism, is indeed a continuation of
this collaboration in new guises. (Hence the tendency to equate ‘collaborationist’ with ‘corporatist’ rather
than to point out the all-important difference between them, namely that the former presupposes
independent workers’ organisations, the latter, their annihilation.) This confusion has even spread to
organisations which claim to base themselves on Trotskyist principles. Thus the Workers Press, ‘Daily
Organ of the Central Committee of the Socialist Labour League’ *®1 has repeatedly attempted to draw
direct parallels between the Tory government’s incomes policy and what the Workers Press usually terms
corporatism. One instance of this suggests how little the SLL leadership appears to have learned either
from the history of fascism or Trotsky’s many writings on the subject, even though in 1970 they
published a sizable selection of them! 701
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An article taking Transport Workers’ leader Jack Jones to task for solidarising himself with the struggle
of Spanish workers against fascism while neglecting the fight against the danger of a similar regime in
Britain makes the following false comparison between the two countries:

He [Jones] is now a leading trade union figure in the joint talks with the Tory government who
want to make the corporate state legislation embodied in Phases One and Two of the pay laws a
permanent feature of capitalist society. The cardinal feature of Franco'’s fascism is corporatism -
a structure of dictatorship which ties unions to the state and prevents them from making
independent decisions. [7*!

One can only be amazed that this article appears in a journal which should be serving to equip
theoretically the working class for struggle against any future fascist danger. Firstly, state control of
wages is only one of the features of corporatism. It also involves - as the examples of Italy (the home of
corporatism), Germany and Spain have long since proved - the total destruction of trade unionism.
Because the Tories now begin to employ some of the weapons in the armoury of fascism, this does not
make their government ‘corporatist’. If we take state control of wages as the sole or decisive criterion of
fascism, then many other capitalist countries can also be included under this heading; that is, the United
States and West Germany. This false line of reasoning based upon a highly impressionistic, empirical
method, recalls the KPD line between 1930 and 1932, which held that the semi-Bonapartist regime of
Briining, and the fully Bonapartist ones of von Papen and Schleicher, were varieties of fascism, as indeed
was the preceding government headed by the Social Democrat Muller. Here too, government control -
and cutting - of wages, on this occasion by Presidential decree, was presented as a fully-blown fascist
measure. When they did come to power, the Nazis upheld the Brining and Papen cuts, even extending
them, but they did a lot more besides. For to make these cuts effective and safe from the threat of
upwards pressure by the working class, the worker’s means of fighting - the trade union - had to be
torn from his hands. This was the essential distinction between the Hitler regime and the series of
Bonapartist governments which both preceded and helped clear the road for it. And it is a distinction
which the Workers Press has repeatedly overlooked. Equally disturbing is the description of Franco
fascism as a system which ‘ties the unions to the state and prevents them from making independent
decisions’. Is it the position of the SLL that the fascist ‘syndicates’ in Spain are genuine trade unions, or
even ‘unions’ that have become emasculated by Franco’s corporatist legislation? Surely not, for in that
case, what precisely are the illegal ‘workers’ commissions’, which daily defy Franco’s police terror in
their fight to organise and defend the Spanish working class?

While on the one hand, certain TUC leaders are depicted in the Workers Press as either conniving at,
supporting or even operating an already-existing or emerging corporate system in Britain, the utterly
bogus ‘unions’, the fascist-dominated vertical syndicates in Spain are not only confused with genuine
workers’ organisations, but presented as ‘unions’ restrained from fulfilling the function of representing
their members by the actions of a hostile government! For one only speaks of ‘tying to the state’ and
‘prevention from making independent decisions’ when and where there exists resistance to such
government control. Again, is it the considered opinion of the SLL Central Committee that Franco’s
fascist syndicates (the bodies the Workers Press insists on calling ‘unions’) are resisting state control of
their functions, when these functions are precisely to chain the Spanish workers to their employers and
the state? 72! How alien this idea is to Trotsky’s analysis of fascism is clear from his voluminous
writings on the subject, from which we need quote only a few lines to prove the point:

According to Stalin they [Fascism and Social Democracy] are ‘twins’, not antipodes. Let us
assume that the Social Democracy would, without fearing its own workers, want to sell its
toleration to Hitler. But Hitler does not need this commodity: he needs not the toleration but the
abolition of the Social Democracy. The Hitler government can only accomplish its task by
breaking the resistance of the proletariat and by removing all the possible organs of resistance.
Therein lies the historical role of fascism... fascism in no way threatens the bourgeois regime, for
the defence of which the Social Democracy exists. But fascism endangers that role which the
Social Democracy fulfils in the bourgeois regime and the income which the Social Democracy
derives from playing this role. Even though the Stalinists forget this side of the matter, the Social
Democracy does not for one moment lose sight of the mortal danger with which a victory of
fascism threatens it - not the bourgeoisie, but it - the Social Democracy... If the Social
Democratic leaders do not want to abandon compacts with the bourgeoisie, the fascist bourgeoisie
does, however, abandon compacts with the Social Democracy... In the passage of power from
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Papen to Hitler [this article - The Only Road - was written on 14 September 1932 - RB] the
bourgeoisie will in no way be able to spare the Social Democracy. 73!

Elsewhere in the same article, Trotsky refers quite unambiguously to the ‘incompatibility of Social
Democracy and fascism’, 74! which of course in no way implies that its leaders were, are or ever will be
capable of leading the working class in a successful fight against fascism. So it is self-evident that when
the SLL seeks - as it has done - to present not only the trade union leadership but that of the Labour
and Communist Parties as ‘supporters of corporatism’, 73! it is substituting radical phraseology for sober
Marxist analysis and policies.

The extent and possible causes of the SLL’s departure from Trotskyism in this field are the subject of an
appendix at the end of this work. It has been raised at some length here in order to stress the enormous
importance of a Marxist-based methodological and historical approach to what we have termed the
‘political economy’ of fascism. Without the theoretical understanding that such an approach helps
provide, there can be no successful fight against fascism, either in Britain or anywhere else.

Appendix: A Note on the ‘Jewish Question’ in Modern
Germany

This chapter cannot be complete without at least a brief comment on the changed structure of Jewry in
modern Germany. Continued social, economic and political discrimination against the Jews during the
rise of capitalism in Germany led to their more well-to-do elements who had previously been engaged in
usury being excluded from a prominent role in those sectors of the economy which were expanding most
rapidly and were proving themselves the most lucrative. All the advantages which their role as suppliers
of credit had secured richer Jews in the pre- capitalist and early capitalist epochs now turned into almost
insurmountable obstacles. ‘Gentile’-owned industrial concerns and finance houses steadily displaced the
old Jewish banking families as the ‘powers behind the throne’ not only in Germany, but throughout
Europe. (Church teaching on the iniquities of money-lending and profiteering began to make the
necessary adjustments.) The rise of large-scale, and then monopoly capitalism therefore revolutionised
both the internal social structure of Jewry and its relations to society as a whole. According to the Belgian
Trotskyist authority on the history of Jewry, Abram Leon, ‘at least 90 per cent of the Jews were agents
and merchants at the beginning of the capitalist era’. [7¢! He showed that of an estimated 15 800 000 Jews
throughout the world, 36.4 per cent were engaged in industry, as compared with 38.6 per cent in trade,
which included transportation and amusements as well as banking. There was a similar shift in the class,
as distinct from occupational, structure of Jewry. Before the rise of industrial capitalism, the Jews taken
as a group were among the richest communities in Europe, due to their role as holders and lenders of the
means of exchange. The breakup of pre-capitalist economic relations - itself accelerated by usury - and
the rise of monopoly capitalism expropriated and impoverished millions of Jews, thrusting them like their
‘gentile’ counterparts into the ranks of the modern industrial proletariat. By the first decade of the
twentieth century, 62 per cent of Jews in Germany were either workers or employees, while the
proportions for England, the USA and France were 77, 75 and 48 per cent respectively. While it is clear
from these figures that the tendency for the Jews to become proletarianised was directly related to the
degree of industrialisation and urbanisation in the countries concerned, the past history of the Jews as a
highly cultured and persecuted people greatly influenced both the extent and nature of this process.
Inclined toward radicalism by centuries of official and unofficial repressions, even many wealthy Jews
looked towards the workers’ movement (and before its emergence, radical liberalism and republicanism)
as the only force which could cleanse society of racial and religious prejudice. The high proportion of
leaders of Jewish origin in the German and international workers’ and revolutionary movement was a
natural and inevitable consequence of the persecution of Jewry by feudal and capitalist society. Those
sections of Jewry unable to keep a foothold in their traditional spheres of banking and commerce tended
to gravitate towards the so-called ‘free professions’, though even here barriers were erected against their
advancement and publishing, where Jews achieved prominence in the bourgeois-democratic German
press. Nazi propaganda eagerly seized on these linked phenomena - the ‘over-representation’ of Jews in
the labour movement and the publishing world - as proof of a Jewish takeover of German business and
political life. In fact both were due precisely to the centuries-old German tradition of anti-Semitism, of
which the Nazis were the most systematic and hideous exponents.

A Jewish rebuttal of these charges, published in 1932 by the ‘Association to Counter Anti-Semitism’,
naturally did nothing to abate Nazi attacks on Jews, but at the same time it provided revealing
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information on who really owned the German economy, and therefore, by implication, who really stood
to gain from inflaming hatred against the Jews as the personification of ‘Jewish world finance’:

Today, capital formation takes place in large industry. Its largest enterprises are almost entirely
dominated by non-Jewish interests: Krupp, Vereinigte Stahlwerke, Kloeckner, Stinnes, Siemens,
Stumm, Hugenberg, Hapag, Nordlloyd. International connections are concentrated most heavily
in those industries in which Jews are without influence or altogether unrepresented: the German-
French iron cartel, wooden matches trust, oil trust, potash industry, and shipping conventions are
all ‘clean of Jews’ and so are the international chemical cartel, nylon production and all the other
raw material and key industries in which Jews have no influence either as owners or directors...
The 10 largest conglomerations of wealth are in the following hands: Ex-Emperor Wilhelm II,
Count Albert von Thurn und Taxis, Mrs Bertha Krupp von bohlen und Halbach, Fritz Thyssen,
Otto Wolff, Johann Count zu Hohenlohe-Oehringen, Count Maximilian Egon zu Fuestenberg,
Count Guidetto Henckel von Donnersmarck, Count Heinrich VVon Pless, Prince Frederick of
Prussia...

Aryans all! There was just as little substance to the Nazi claim that Weimar was a ‘Jewish republic’:

... the 10 postwar cabinets consisted of 237 ministers of whom three - Preuss and twice

Rathenau - were Jews and four - Landsberg, Gradnauer and twice Hilferding - of Jewish

descent... In the German provinces the situation is not different: none of the provincial cabinets

contains a Jew. The administration is not full of Jews either... in Prussia, among the 12 chief

I[37r7(?sidents, 35 government presidents and 400 provincial counsellors, there is not a single Jew.
Nazi anti-Semitism permitted millions of German petit-bourgeois to brandish their fists at ‘finance
capitalism’ only in the form of a Jew. As Trotsky pointed out:

The Nazis abstract the usurious or banking capital from the modern economic system because it is
the spirit of evil; and, as is well known, it is precisely in this sphere that the Jewish bourgeoisie
occupies an important position. Bowing down before capitalism as a whole, the petit-bourgeoisie
declares war against the evil spirit of gain in the guise of the Polish Jew in a long-skirted kaftan
and usually without a cent in his pocket. The pogrom becomes the supreme evidence of racial
superiority. 81

And we might add, of the German petit-bourgeoisie’s economic impotence.
Notes
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surplus would then be divided between capitalists and landowners. This system differed
from that of Proudhon, who in true petit-bourgeois fashion envisaged the free exchange of
equal values between independent small producers. Thus he hoped to abolish the ‘bad’ sides
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people...” (K Marx, Letter to PV Annenkov, Brussels, 28 December 1846, The Poverty of
Philosophy (Moscow, nd), pp 190-93) Marx and Engels regarded these two branches of non-
proletarian ‘socialism’ as especially dangerous for the future of the workers’ movement in
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Fascism in Germany. Robin Blick 1975
Chapter IX: Hitler: The Formative Years

German fascism was born out of two defeats: that of German imperialism in the First World War, and the
defeat - or rather betrayal - of the revolution which followed it. Without the humbling of Prussian
military might, and the resulting predatory treaties forced on the German nation by the victorious Allied
powers, there would have been little basis for the chauvinist resentments and smouldering desires for
revenge which National Socialism exploited so skilfully in its rise to power. And had the proletariat
succeeded in its initial bid to create the necessary economic basis for a socialist society in Germany, there
would have been no monopolist industrialists and bankers to subsidise Hitler’s movement, and a far more
favourable foundation established for undermining the hold of reactionary ideas among wide layers of the
middle class and peasantry. Imperialist war and Social Democracy - these were the midwives of
National Socialism. But if we are to sustain the analogy with childbirth - and to a certain extent the
analogy is a serviceable one - then we must also look back through the process of gestation to that of
conception and parentage.

We have already examined in detail some, though by no means all, of the political and philosophical
ancestors of German fascism, while at the same time seeking the origins and class content of those
reactionary schools of political economy which reappeared in a vulgarised and distorted form in the
theories of the leading Nazi economist, Feder. There remains, however, the task of tracing the genesis of
National Socialism through the period of its crystallisation out of the numerous and disparate ideologies
and movements which begat it. This, the crucial point of transition, must be paid the closest attention
since it reveals precisely that which is unique to fascism - a system of counter-revolution which seeks to
destroy the working-class movement in its entirety and for all time by mobilising against it those very
social layers which stand closest to the proletariat in their conditions of life. This is the service which
fascism provides for monopoly capitalism, one which no other reactionary movement - let alone Social
Democracy - can rival. In return for a sizeable share of the spoils, and a dominant position in the state,
the leaders of fascism pledge themselves to cut out the proletarian cancer. The knife they wield is a sharp
one, and sometimes the plebeian hands wielding it thrust at the wrong targets, but the overall result, as the
record of big business under Mussolini, Hitler and Franco testifies, has given the monopolist bourgeoisie
little to complain of.

Thus the two extremes of the process are clearly visible: firstly the traditionalist, religious, monarchist,
imperialist, often anti-Semitic Right, which for all its claims to a ‘social’ policy, and disregard for the
material interests of the bourgeoisie, never succeeded in rallying millions of petit-bourgeois to the good
fight against the twin evils of godless prole