George Bernard
SHAW
A memoir

by R. Palme Dutt

“The dictatorship of the

proletariat™

The famous 1921 article by
GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

LABOUR MONTHLY PAMPHLET : 1951 SERIES :



SHAW

A memoir

Palme Dutt

R

by

and

ictatorship of the

“The d

proletariat”

The famous 1921 article by

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

AMPHLET 1951 SERIES No. 1

LABOUR MONTHLY P

SN
pue e ur Jundy
INEMS SEUIY D
SEM ‘uonuu Ay} 0)
MOpIM STy Aq pajuas
ad  udRq  Apuadax
sey Supppg ul Nuap
IS ASOYM ‘unsy-ny
aep Ay loune
asoUY)) WYjouw puw
‘puey ysu sy e
UnsSy-ny YuM Bupg)
W oaeys ‘g D



GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
A MEMOIR

When you carry your experiment to its final triumph, and I know that
you will, we in the West, we who are still playing at Socialism, will have
to follow your steps whether we like it or no.

George Bernard Shaw, Address to the Soviet people in 1931.*

THE Labour Monthly pays tribute to George Bernard Shaw, an old
friend, subscriber and contributor of our journal from its earliest
issues. It was in our fourth number, in October, 1921, that appeared
Shaw’s famous 7,000 word article on The Dictatorship of the Prole-
tariat, which was written on the request and commission of our then
i very fledgling magazine newly arrived into the world of socialist
. periodicals, and which was Shaw’s first major written declaration of
support (in his own highly individual fashion) for Communism

o i e

This pamphlet is an off-print of the Editorial Article in

‘Labour Monthly’, ] & against Reformism, not only in Russia, but in Britain. His last con-
s i ORI B SR XTA No: = (fmh the addition | tribution appeared in our pages twenty-eight years later, in 1949.
of a few lines) and of the famous article signed * G.B.S.’ of With his characteristic generosity of outlook and sympathy Shaw
Vol. I, No. 4, of the  Labour Monthly’ in October, 1921. always took a lively and helpful interest in the Labour Monthly,

recognising the significance, in the existing publishing conditions in
‘ Britain, of the successful uninterrupted publication for over a guar-

ter of a century of an outspoken socialist periodical on a self-sup-

porting basis, despite deprivation from the advertisements which its

circulation would warrant. On the occasion of our Twentieth Anni-
\ versary Shaw wrote:

I forget the name of the Frenchman who, on being asked what part he

had taken in the French Revolution, replied that he had survived it. The

' survival of the Labour Monthly for twenty years is a feat no less remaik-
able. The fact that its circulation runs into five figures, making it & lucra-

tive vehicle of advertisement for books and other articles appealing to its

special clientele (if only advertisers could escape from their well-worn

t grooves), is part of the prodigy; for I have never seen the Labour Monthly
exhibited for sale on a bookstall or otherwise pushed on the public. The

| five figures seem insignificant contrasted with a population figure of forty
millions; but if you subtract from the forty millions the children, the aged,
the adults old enough to be hopelessly set in their opinions, the people who
get along with their fathers’ politics and think what their Party newspaper

| *Quoted in Pravda on his eightieth birthday, and reprinted in the Daily
! Waorker on July 29, 1936.
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4 GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

tells them to think, the mental defectives who may be classed politically as

idiots and could not understand a line of the Labour Monthly if the wind

blew it into their hands, leaving only, say, five per cent. of the population
between 16 and 30 years old (for on these alone can the Labour Monthly
produce any considerable effect), and you will see the five figures in quite

a different light, and understand why a propaganda that counts so few

disciples can produce Renascences, Reformations and Revolutions.

In the same message, after detailing the Decline and Fall of the
Labour Party from the early hopes placed in it to the subsequent
surrender of its leadership to capitalism, he added with kindly
exaggeration :

When the Plan of Campaign for Labour thus killed the Socialist revival
of the eighties, to which I belonged, the Labour Monthly stepped in and
kept the red flag flying whilst the Labour Party was waving a tattered
old Union Jack. That is why I congratulate it heartily on its twentieth
birthday.

With respect and affection the Labour Monthly lowers its flag in

honour of a pioneer and a veteran, who raised the red flag three-

quarters of a century ago, travelled a long road between, with many

by-paths, but throughout, according to his lights, held aloft the red

flag, and above all in his final years, when so many of his former

colleagues ran away and joined the enemy, ‘ kept the red flag flying’.
* % * ¥

“ ¥f the world goes along the old path, I shall have to leave this
world with sorrow °. Shaw spoke these words in the Soviet Union
in 1931, when he greeted with joy the victory of socialism in Russia,
foresaw its victory over the rest of the world, and proclaimed that
‘ the future lies with Lenin and Stalin ’. The aged traveller, in his
seventy-fifth year, still looked forward with eager impatience to the
victory of the world socialist revolution, and felt keen  sorrow * if
he should not live to see it. The change that Shaw looked forward
to in Britain and the Western world did not yet take place in the
nineteen years of life that were left to him. Many cruel ordeals had
still to be passed through, and have still to be passed through by
the world. But changes enough have taken place in those nineteen
years to show unerringly the path of the future, as one third of
humanity has moved over to the leadership of Communism. Shaw
did not need to die sorrowful. ‘ The future lies with Lenin and
Stalin *.

# * % *

Shaw was an artist. He should not be judged primarily as a

thinker, despite his prodigious mental energy and vigour. All the
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contradictions in the world can be found jostling one another in the
ocean of his output. Greatness and pettiness of ideas rubbed
shoulders, all illumined and immortalised in the alembic of a
transcendent style and wit. He was a Marxist and an anti-Marxist,
a revolutionary and a reformist, a Fabian and a despiser of Fabian-
ism, a Communist and a crusader against super-tax. Only the dull
would seek to construct an abstract intellectual system out of the
myriad crossing strands and currents, of Ibsen and Marx, of Henry
George and Jevons, of Nietzsche and Samuel Butler, of Lamarck
and Bergson (but not of Freud—he never fell for that), of Plato and
Thomas Aquinas, that weaved and interweaved and were trans-
formed in the furnace of his thought and his imagination.

Therefore the theatre provided his best medium. His Plays will
outlive his Prefaces. Through the creatures of his imagination he
laid bare with unequalled power and human insight, with comic
inspiration hovering on the tragic, all the contradictions of modern
society, even where he could not provide the solution. His plays
have been called plays  only ’ of talk, of discussion, of debate. It
is true that some of his plays, especially the later plays, correspond
in considerable part to this description. It is true also that he was a
superb debater and pamphleteer. But through all his most memor-
able plays, and above all through the plays of his greatest period
before 1914 and Heartbreak House, it is his creative genius as an
artist, his broad humanity which expressed itself equally in his life
and in his every utterance, his human sympathy and imagination,
and his concern with the fate of humanity, that gives to them their
power. He loved human beings. Therefore he was a socialist.

Beneath all the superficial contradictions and vagaries of his
theories and day-to-day politics, his integrity as an artist, an integ-
rity based on his broad humanity and social feeling, never wavered
and never weakened.

He hated capitalist society. He hated all shams, cant, humbug,
hypocrisy, servility, pompousness, cruelty, self-glorification, every-
thing that debased mankind. He delighted to tear down all the polite
fictions that concealed the rotting scrofulous ulcers of class oppres-
sion, parasitism and degradation. He exposed capitalist society with
a passionate intensity that has never been equalled by any writer
of English.

Modern English polite society, my native sphere, seems to me as
corrupt as consciousness of culture and absence of honesty can make it.
A canting, lie-loving, fact-hating, scribbling, chattering, wealth-hunting,
pleasure-hunting, celebrity-hunting mob, that, having lost the fear of hell,
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and not replaced it by the love of justice, cares for nothing but the lion’s

share of the wealth wrung by threat of starvation from the hands of the

classes that create it.
And in one agonising sentence in his Revolutionist's Handbook he
reveals alike the intensity of his feeling and the weakness of his in-
tellectual construction.

The world will not bear thinking of to those who know what it is.

He loved socialism. He worked for socialism. He slaved for
socialism. He devoted all his mighty powers to the tireless propa-
gation of socialism. There was no drudgery too petty that he would
not undertake to help the cause of socialism or to help socialists.

* * * *

There is another element which must be borne in mind to sift the
gold from the husks and chaff of the prodigal exuberance of his
utterance, from which the pigmies can draw at pleasure to prove a
pettifogging case, blacken greatness or seek to diminish the stature
of the man.

Here a trifling personal record from thirty-one years ago may be
forgiven, because it helped the present writer to illumine under-
standing and learn a certain tolerance.

It was in 1919, on the day when the Treaty of Versailles was pub-
lished. Walking with Shaw, I asked him his opinion of it. He said:
‘The Germans are prodigiously lucky; they are freed from the
burden of armaments, and will forge ahead commercially, while we
shall be ruined with an intolerable arms expenditure . With all the
impetuous crudity of youth I set out to teach my grandfather the
elements of politics and declared: ‘ That may be witty, but it is not
true ’, and argued that the Versailles Treaty placed heavy burdens
upon the German nation, against which they would sooner or later
revolt. Shaw looked at me compassionately, as at a neophyte, and
said: ‘ That may be true, but it is not witty; and if you only speak
the truth in England, however brilliantly, nobody will listen to you;
you will be ignored °. He then proceeded to read me a long lecture
of avuncular advice. He explained from his own experience that a
young socialist writer must choose between two alternatives: either
to write the truth to his own satisfaction in a few minute journals
of infinitesimal circulation for a handful of an audience who would
all violently disagree with you and abuse you for your pains; or to
reach out to the millions by mixing up the truth with a fantastic
amount of nonsense and conventional fictions, which would enable
them to swallow the truth without knowing it. I remember that I
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obstinately answered back that there was in my opinion a third
alternative: to tell the truth and also to reach the masses, that the
Marxists in a certain number of countries had already solved this,
and that, although it was more difficult in England, we should even-
tually solve it here also.

This episode has always remained in my memory, when con-
fronted with some of the more absurd and exasperating of Shaw’s
occasional utterances which might at any moment erupt from him.
Not all that bore the signature of Shaw reflected the true mettle of
the man. Much that he wrote may be happily forgotten. It is neces-
sary to separate the grain from the chaff, the pure gold from an in-
ordinate amount of dross.

But this episode also threw a light on his weakness, no less
than on his strength. His strength was that, armed with the
dazzling rapier of his incomparable style and wit, he consciously
set out to reach the many-millioned public through all the clogged
channels of publicity of imperialist Britain, and used without stint
all the powers of his genius to awaken them from their slumbers (* I
should always write on the assumption’, he advised in the Labour
Monthly of July, 1941,  that the English are brain-lazy, fatheaded
and politically ignorant in the lump’), and to inculcate a sane,
civilised socialist outlook. He brilliantly accomplished this task, as
much as any one man could accomplish it. He transformed the ideas
of politics into the language of life. Challenging capitalism to single
combat in a world of capitalist publicity, he reached the top levels
of public showmanship, so that the very avenues of capitalist pub-
licity became his highroad—except for his most serious utterances.

But he had also to pay a price. The truths in Shaw always come
forth in a twisted shape. The Shakespearean King’s Fool could say
so much, but not more; and the agony in his heart remains finally
unresolved. Fighting alone in splendid isolation, with no contact
with the mass movement, and with no confidence in the masses, he
could only be a lonely preacher, an iconoclast, a heretic—never a
leader. The bitterness breaks out from him in an occasional outcry,
as in the Preface to Major Barbara:

I, who have preached and pamphleteered like any Encyclopadist, have:

to confess that my methods are no use.

This sense of impotence of idealist isolation became more and more
underlined in later years, as the victory of the realists, of the Marx-
ists, of the mass movement which he had denied and despised, was
demonstrated with the Russian Revolution and with the whole
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course of world history. His heart leaped out to them in their vic-
tory; his mental construction had led him along a different path.
The evil went deeper than the sense of individualist helplessness
before the ruling powers of Mammon, of the Undershafts and the
Horseback Halls, even while he exposed without mercy their bank-
ruptcy. It twisted his philosophy. Fighting in isolation, he had to
make terms with his adversary, even while he fought him. The final
conclusion is always missing in Shaw. The ruthless revolutionary
diagnosis and analysis leads to no conclusion, because the only con-
clusion would be action, the action of the masses, and this Shaw
had renounced from the outset as impossible. The soaring revolu-
tionary analysis ends in a lame and impotent Fabian conclusion.
The rocket of his thought shoots up into the sky to illuminate and
dazzle the whole landscape and finally descends as a Fabian Blue
Book or a Sub-Committee’s Minority Report for Administrative
Reform. The mental construction of the Fabian chokes and clouds
the revolutionary insight of the artist. This is the conflict which
Alick West has brilliantly analysed, on the basis of the novels and
plays, in his recently published study, 4 Good Man Fallen Among

Fabians.
& L ] * *

Shaw derived his Socialism from Marx. He became a Socialist by
reading Marx’s Capital. He wrote:

Marx opened my eyes to the facts of history and civilisation, gave me
an entirely fresh conception of the universe, provided me with a purpose
and a mission in life.

And again in 1943:

There are now only two orders of stalesmen: the pre-Marx fossils and
the post-Marx live wires. (Daily Herald, March 10, 1943)

He loved to proclaim himself a Marxist and a Communist, even
while he freely mocked at Marxists and Communists, and displayed
a most monumental innocence of what Marx wrote.

But it was the artist in Shaw which responded to the artist in
Marx, to the mighty power and passion of the Titan and the
Prometheus, to the immortal style of Marx, the encyclopadic know-
ledge, the sweeping vision which illumined the whole panorama of
history and human existence. Shaw wrote to Hyndman in 1900:

I find Marx as old as Amos—Das Kapital a wrathful Old Testament
(with New Blue Books) and nothing else.

The science of Marx was a closed book to Shaw. Shaw knew no
science of history, of classes, of economics, of the strategy and
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tactics of class warfare; he knew only heroes and the helpless ignor-
ant duped masses; patient all-wise Casars and many-headed fools;
prophets and scoundrels; rulers and rebels; artists and philistines;
Fabians and romantic impossibilists; heaven and hell. Even the
Russian Revolution was only comprehensible to him in terms of
Lenin. The triumph of Socialism in Russia meant for him Stalin.

Without the firm foundation of materialist dialectics there can
be no theory, but only ethical passion, empirical discovery and the
scintillating play of ideas. Without the firm foundation of material-
ist economics, there can be no social theory and no navigation in
the shoals and currents of the modern world.

Shaw boggled at the first schoolboy’s elementary conundrum
over the theory of value, gave up the attempt to think a little fur-
ther and master the key which unlocked the secrets of the laws of
locomotion of capitalist society, and preferred to settle down with
the tenth rate platitudinous commonplaces of a Jevons or a Mar-
shall, without realising that he had thereby theoretically capitulated
to the capitalism which his emotions detested. He looked at the
visible picture of the working class movement in late nineteenth
century England, and wrote off the working class as incapable of
playing any rdle. He looked at the little socialist sects and wrote off
the conception of a socialist revolution as a romantic illusion. He
retired into the dismal company of educated English ladies and
gentlemen, horrified and repelled equally by what he saw there, but
unable to conceive any alternative. In the intervals of dreary Fabian
pettifogging, which he mistook for political activity, he sought relief
from its horrors in mystical stimulants, which left him at the mercy
of every vitalist charlatan and god-building religious mania, until
be died in the arms (metaphorically speaking, let us hasten to add)
of Lady Astor babbling to him of Mrs. Eddy.

* * * *

But his heart remained true to the dreams of the socialist revolu-
tion, which his head rejected. If he abandoned the conception of the
socialist revolution as an illusion, until 1917 began to open his eyes,
he abandoned it, not with the self-satisfaction of the renegade, but
with the tears of one disinherited. Again and again his revolutionary
desire beat against the stifling limitations of his narrow empirical
Fabian theoretical equipment.

In the very first Fabian Manifesto which he wrote in 1884 (the
famous Tract No. 2, which was withdrawn) he concluded:






