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Bernstein and Modern Revisionism

"Revisionism” is on everyone’s tongue. It is
now such a commonplace charge among those within
the communist movement that it would appear
"everyone’s"” a revisionist: Hence, no one 1is =a
Marxist.

Yet, with all the charges and countercharges,
some fundamental theoretical issues remain to be
addressed. Or, rather, re-addressed, since they
have been addressed before by some more capable
(Marx, Engels and Lenin, among others); that is
the purpose of this article.

What follows is a short analysis of what' has
come to be known as revisionist theory.
Specifically, we shall attempt to demonstrate that
revisionism is of a piece; that it is a general,
unified theoretical approach that puts forward a
capitalist (orthodox, unscientific) position while
arguing that nothing more than a mere modification
of Marxism is being proffered. To set forward the
argument, we shall focus on the work of Eduard
Bernstein (1850-1932), the infamous theoretician
of the German Social Democratic Party, who
cogently put forth his views in Evolutionary
Socialism (1899).

Why Bernstein? To be sure, Bernstein is
attacked by all and sundry within the communist
movement and is praised--as well he should be--by
the intellectual representatives of capital.
Bernatein’s work is so transparent and has been
attacked so vigorously that he seems a poor Dbase
upon which to develop a general argument--serving,
almost, as a straw man.

We defend our choice on three bases.
(1)Bernstein presents one of the most integrated
and logically consistent of all revisionist
tracts. (2)In point of fact, very few within the
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i movement have read Bernstein, and, thug,
3gmﬁﬁg;§3 be exposed to his argugent. (3)There is
nothing fundamentally diffe;ent in modern theor:ta
jcal revisionist writings; it can be demonstra e1
that all reviiionists have the same genera

i tack. .
theorggéczire word by way of general introductloﬁz
For this article we shall.use the Sghogken ng_l
edition (1961) of Evolutionary 8901a11sm:f t;s
choice allows the reader _to easily verify 4 .:
charges as to what Berns?eln actually sa1g. and 1-
provides the added benefit of a glowing 1ntrotuc
tion by Sidney Hook. Hook, of course, is. no lg
revisionist; he is an apostate. Anq, ll?e at
good apostates, he must demongtrate his eng1t{ d?
his former "faith” by self-righteous (an o:h
condemnation of that faith when?ver he gets . te
opportunity. In his introduction, the apo: a ?
Hook warmly embraces the ?ev1§ionist .Berns.e13.
Although many cannot distinguish their frien ﬁ
from their enemies, the renegades have no 8suc

problem.

WHAT IS MARXISM?

To effectively critique revisionism, one must
first have an objective bgsis upon which to
develop the criticism. Lenin provides such a
foundation in "The Three Sources and Three
Component Parts of Marxism". Su901nctly, Marxism
can be identified through three }ntegrated gspgct?
of the general theory: dialectical materialism;
the labor theory of value; and class struggle.
Let us briefly consider each in turn. ] .

Dialectical materialism (or, in '1ts
application to society, historical materlal1gn)
merely states that matter--the rgal s?uff of whlgh
nature or society is comprised--is primary and is
in a constant state of change (though, of course,
change is not itself constan?). In the soc;al
application of this doctrine, the mgterlal
foundation of society and of social cpange is the
economic relations people enter into in o?der to
carry out the primary social function of
production.
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The labor theory of value is an objective
standard which follows from an initial examination
of capitalism and upon which the fuller analysis
of the economic organization is constructed. (For
a more complete analysis, see "Labor Theory of
Value", Science, Class, and Politics.) From this
standard follows the theoretical analysis of
exploitation under capitalism, focussing on the
origins and distribution of surplus value, that
portion of output produced by productive labor
which 1is not returned to the working class.
Without the labor theory of value--indeed, with
any other standard--it is impossible to prove the
existence of exploitation, the economic basis of
injustice under capitalism, and to demonstrate the
necessity of destroying this form of social
organization in order for a decent society to
emerge.

The theory of class struggle is the third
necessary part of the general Marxist theory.!?
And this aspect of the main motive force of
history under propertied arrangements (civil
society) is inextricably connected with the two
points outlined above. Classes are defined by
their relationship to the production process, the
basis of a materialist conception of history.
Given the nature of the production process in such
social organizations, there are fundamental
antagonisms that produce the main propellants of
society. Under capitalism, the basic class
relationship,thus class antagonism, is that of the
capitalists and workers. The heart of the
conflict is the nature of the exploitation
process, a process that cannot be explained unless
one bases the analysis on the labor theory of
value. All this, of course, leads to the Marxist
position on the state as an instrument of class
oppression rather than class reconciliation, the
latter being a theoretical point of view which
presupposes class harmony.

It can be seen, therefore, that these three
parts of Marxist theory are integrated in one
general whole. If any one aspect is proved
invalid, the unity of the theoretical structure is
ruptured and the argument collapses. This is not
true for the bits and pieces that make up the
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specific points of the  analysis . of
capitalism--say, the transformation of values into
prices. Any general scientific theory. must Pe
modified to accommodate changes either in
knowledge as to how the parts of a system work or
are fitted together or in the actual motion of the
world (nature or society) itself. Thus, for
example, when capitalism underwent its
transformation from the competitive to the
monopolistic mode, Marxism had to be a@austed
accordingly. But Lenin, in doing so, did not
attack or undermine the three component parts of
Marxism. . )
Now, given the above summary, a revisionist
argument must attempt to discredit these three
aspects of the general theory. And it is ph;s
that separates the revisionist from the scientific
modifier or even the honest but wrong-headed or
befuddled critic (Luxemburg or Liebknec@t Fhe
younger). Usually under the cover of adgugtlng
Marx to satisfy changed conditions (a legitimate
undertaking), the revisionist will attack the very
foundations of Marxism and attempt to ?modlfy
Marxism into a bourgeois apologia. Essentially, a
revisionist tract will attack all or at least part
of the three component parts of Marxism under the
cover of merely revising Marx to accomoda?e
changed conditions. Such an underta?ing _is
illegitimate, and the revisionist uses illegiti-
mate means to accomplish his end. What one
observes in any revisionist tract are creatlxe
interpretations of "WHAT MARX REALLY SAID",
reliance on the earlier works of Marx or on
obscure, passing references in the later works,
and, in the final analysis, rampant dishonesty.

BERNSTEIN ON MARX AND ENGELS

We begin the analysis with an ex?ended
quotation from the preface to Evolutionary
Socialism:

I set myself against the notion

that we have to expect shortly a
collapse of the bourgeois economy, and
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that social democracy should be induced
by the prospect of such an imminent,
great, social catastrophe to adapt its
tactics to that assumption...

The adherents of this theory of a
catastrophe, base it especially on the
conclusions of the Communist Manifesto.
This is a mistake in every respect.

The theory which the Communist
Manifesto sets forth of the evolution of
modern society was correct as far as it
characterised the general tendencies of
that evolution. But it was mistaken in
several special deductions, above all in
the estimate of the time the evolution
would take. The last has been
unreservedly acknowledged by Friedrich
Engels, the joint author with Marx of
the Manifesto, in his preface to the
Class War in France. But it is evident
that if social evolution takes a much
greater period of time than was assumed,
it must also take upon itself forms and
lead to forms that were not foreseen and
could not be foreseen then.

S8ocial conditions have not devel-
oped to such an acute opposition of
things and classes as is depicted in the
Manifesto. It is not only useless, it
is the greatest folly to attempt to
conceal this from ourselves. The number
of members of the possessing classes is
to-day not smaller but larger. The
enormous increase of social wealth is
not accompanied by a decreasing number
of large capitalists but by an
increasing number of capitalists of all
degrees. The middle classes change
their character but they do not
disappear from the social scale.

The concentration in productive
industry is not being accomplished even
to day in all its departments with equal
thoroughness and at an equal rate. In a
great many branches of production it
certainly justifies the forecasts of the
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ocialist critic of s8society; but in
gther branches it lags even to-day
behind them. The process of concen-
tration in agriculture proceeds still
e slowly...

mor In ali advanced countries we see
the privileges of the capitalist
bourgeoisie yielding step by step to
democratic organizations. ) Under the
influence of this, and driven by tpe
movement of the working classes which is

daily becoming stronger, a social
reaction has set in aga1pst the
exploiting tendencies of capital, a

counteraction which, although it still
proceeds timidly and feebly, .yet does
exist, and 1is always _draw1n¢ more
departments of economic life wunder its
influence... )

He who holds firmly to the catastrophic
theory of evolution must, with all his

power, withstand and hinder _the
evolution described above, which,
indeed, the logical defenders gf that
theory formerly did. But is the

conquest of political power by .the
proletariat simply to be by a political
catastrophe? Is it to be the
appropriation and utilisation of phe
power of the State by the proletariat
exclusively against the whole
non-proletarian world? i .
He who replies in the affirmative
must be reminded of two things. In 1872
Marx and Engels announced in the preface

to the new edition of the Communist

Manifesto that the Paris Commune bad
exhibited a proof that "the working
classes cannot simply take possession 9f
the ready-made State machine and set }t
in motion for their own aims."” And in
1895 Friedrich Engels stated in detail
in the preface to War of the Classes
that the time of political surprises, of
the "revolutions of small conscious
minorities at the head of wunconscious

nass28" wix to-ad:¥ at an end, that a
collision on a 1large scale with the
military would be the means of checking
the steady growth of social democracy
and of even throwing it back for a
time--in short, that social democracy
would flourish far better by lawful than
by unlawful means and by violent
revolution. And he points out in
conformity with this opinion that the
next task of the party should be "to
work for an uninterrupted increase of
its votes” or to carry on a slow
propaganda of parliamentary activity.
.+«.if one subscribes to his (Engels’)
conclusions, one cannot reasonably take
any offence if it is declared that for a
long time yet the task of social
democracy is, instead of speculating on
a great economic crash, "to organise the
working classes politically and develop
them as a democracy and to fight for all
reforms in the State which are adapted
to raise the working classes and
transform the State in the direction of
democracy."

That is what I have said inm my
impugned article and what I still
maintain in its full import. As far as
concerns the question propounded above
it is equivalent to Engel’s dictum, for
democracy is, at any given time, as much
government by the working classes as
these are capable of practising
according to their intellectual ripeness
and the degree of social development
they have attained...

In this sense I wrote the sentence
that the movement means everything for
me and that what is usually called "the
final aim of socialism" is nothing...
(pp. XXIV-XXIX.)

In his general presentation of the principle
isgues in contention, Bernstein first set
against the so-called catastrophe theory

8 himself
of Marx



Bernstein

and Engels, which argues that capitalism is so
ordered as to generate various crises resulting
from its own internal contradictions. Writing in
1898 (sixteen years before the outbreak of World
War I), Bernstein argues that Marx and Engels
erred in their formulation, that the approach is
outdated given changes within capitalist society,

and that, in any case, both Marx and Engels
abandoned this notion in their later, more mature
works.

It follows that, if capitalism is no longer
prone to catastrophic events, then the structure
of capitalism has been modified so as to obviate
such events. As catastrophes are the result of
the internal contradictions of capitalism, then
modern capitalism is no longer rent by such
contradictions. Modern capitalism is, therefore,
one of class harmony rather than class conflict.
Thus, rather than the proletariat marching to
power on the strength of a revolutionary upheaval,
what will occur is the gradual, evolutionary
democratising of society until all members of
capitalist society share in and benefit from the
gsocial order. As this is now the gituation, the
older aim of socialism as the establishment of a
new society, radically different from that of
capitalism is "nothing”", the gradual, evolu-
tionary, democratic movement "means everything".

All this is internally consistent: And all
this is directly opposed to the general
theoretical position known as Marxism. We shall
deal with the various points of the argument below
and show how Bernstein attacks each and every

component part of Marxism while claiming to be.

nothing more than a modern Marxist. At this
point, however, we wish to demonstrate one point
only: that Bernstein, in the initial defense of
his position, is a conscious liar.

In the final analysis, Bernstein defends his
departure from the traditional Marxist position by
appeal to authority--Marx and Engels themselves.
According to Bernstein, Marx and Engels abandoned
their earlier revolutionary position as a result
of historic events that took place in the
intervening years. Thus, the more mature
theoreticians support Bernstein's propositions.
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To defend this claim, he cites from two
E:; }872 pgefaci ta 'l'hef Communist Manife::grc::é
els preface to War of the Classes (

Sngels preface to ¥er of Classes (or The Class

In the new preface to The Manifesto
Epgels state that "the working clasaésuagznzgg
31mp}y take possession of the ready-made State
maghlne and set it in motion for their own aims."
This, of course, was the change which resultéd
from ghe leﬁsons of the Paris Commune.

ow, what did Marx and Engels mean

apove spatement? As Bernstein knew fullbyweige
given bls position in the German Party, and hi;
proximity to the leaders of that Party as well as
to Engels, they did not mean that now revolution
was to. be abandoned, but rather that a
revolutionary upheaval required the "smashing" of
the capitalist state and the erection of a working
class state. And this is precisely what Marx
wrote.(ln a_letter to Kugelmann) while the Commune
was 1in existence, a position which he had
pEev1ously espoused in the Eighteenth Brumaire.
("Marx to Kugelmann", April 12, 1871, in Selected
Corres gndence, P. 2417.) In other words
Bernstelp takes a single reference and twists ié
to make it appear that Marx and Engels themselves
were rev131oplsta. Even if one takes the sentence
by itself, with no necessary context, it will be
observgd that it says nothing about adopting an
evolutlgnary, Fabian program. Yet, this is what
Bernstein hopes the reader will think it says.

Seconqu, Bernstein presents Engels’
statement in the preface to The Class Struggles in

France in 1its truncated vul j i
C garized fash
Knowing full well that: 1) Engels initially
acceded to a request of the German Party’s

executiye committee to tone down his tho
revolutlonary.poaition and to place more e:gg:giz
gn the ?eformlst, legal work of the Party; and 2)
ven t@ls toned-down version was too much for the
reform%st leadership of the Party, who edited
Engels. preface to eliminate all references to the
gecesalty for revolutionary struggle. It was this
Saatard preface that appeared in The Class
truggles. (For the full account of this
anti-socialist activity on the part of Bebel,

11



Bernstein

Liebknecht (the elder) and others, see Ilyichov,
et.al., Frederick Engels, A Biography, PP
478-484.) And Bernstein, given his political
proximity to these officials of the Party, knew
full well that the Preface had been distorted.
But, all this is of secondary importance in

the final analysis. Bernstein’s major form of
intellectual dishonesty is his appeal to
authority. What ~ Bernstein attempts to do is
convert Marx and Engels into Bersteinian
revisionists by invoking their authority through
their own (supposed) words, using selective

quotations to accomplish this end.

To be sure, there is nothing fundamentally
wrong with quoting the masters of the past--this
is done all the time. However, any argument must
stand on its own two feet independent of whatever
anyone else has argued. It is distinctly possible
that Marx and Engels can be quoted correctly and
in context and that their position can be wrong.
Bernstein’s use of selective quotation (to which
we shall return) and using such quotes as the last

word to prove his own position, is unscientific
and dishonest. If this is the way understanding
develops, then science consists of two sides

slinging quotes at each other.

But enough of all this. Let wus proceed to
Bernstein’s analysis of capitalist society and of
theory to show precisely where and how he develops
his revisionist, anti-Marxist analysis.

THE FUNDAMENTAL DOCTRINES OF MARXIST SOCIALISM

The first two chapters of Bernstein’'s work
are devoted to an examination of the three
component parts of Marxism--and in this Bernstein
is in full agreement with Lenin, at least as to
what the three parts are. But what Bernstein does
with the analysis of dialectical materialism,
class struggle, and the 1labor theory of value
produces a result fundamentally different from
that of Marx and Engels.

The first step in Bernstein’s "modification”
of Marxism is to turn dialectical materialism into
mechanical materialism:

12
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To be a materialist means first of all
to trace back all phenomena to the
necessary movements of matter. These
movements of matter are accomplished
accordlng to the materialist doctrine
from beginning to end as a mechanical
process, each individual process being
the necessary result of preceding

mechan@oal facts. Mechanical facts
determine, in the 1lasgt resort, all
occurrences, even those which appear to
be caused by ideas. It is, finally,

always the movement of matter which
d?termines the form of ideas and the
directions of the will; and thus these
also (and with them everything that
bappgns in the world of humanity) are
1neV}table. The materialist is thus a
Calylnist without God. If he does not
bel}eye.in a predestination ordained by
a d}v1n1ty, yet he believes and must
be}leve that starting from any chosen
roint of time all further events are,
through the whole of existing matter and
the directions of force in its parts
determined beforehand. ’

The application of materialism to
the 1nt?rpretation of history means
Fhen! first of all, belief in the
inevitableness of all historical events
and developments (pp. 6-7.)

For Bernstein, the "dialectical” mater i
of Mﬁrx and.EEgels in this (Bernstein’s) foi:lliz
too dogpatlc + And indeed it is, given that this
is not'd1alect§cal materialism at all. However,
there'ls.a sSaving grace. Alongside the dogmatic
mater1allst.approach which leaves no room for
humgn consciousness except as an automatic reflex
der}ved frgm the economic base of society, we find
a milder view of human history in which ideology
can assume a primary role in social change:

.Tbe dependence of men on the
conditions of production appears much

13
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more qualified in the exPlanaFion
Friedrich Engels gives of _b1ator1cal
materialism, during the lifetime 9f Ka;l
Marx and in agreement with him, in his
book against Duhring. There it regds
that the "final causes of a;l ﬁoclal
changes and political revolutions are
to be sought, not in the brains of men
but "in changes of methods of productlog
and exchange." But "final causes
jncludes concurrent causes of anotber
kind--causes of the second or third
degree, etc., and it is clear that Fhe
greater the series of such causes 18,
the more limited as to quantity and
quality will be the determining power_of
the final causes. The fact of its
action remains, but the final form of
things does not depend on it alonme. ’An
ijssue which is the result of the working
of different forces can only be reckoned
upon with certainty when all the forces
are exactly known and placed. in the
calculation according to their full
value. The ignoring of a force of even
a lower degree involves the .greatest
deviations, as every mathematician knows
(p. 10.)

Now, to whatever degree otber
forces besides the purely economic,
influence the life of society, Jjust so
much more also does the sway of wbat, in
an objective sense, we call blstorlc
necessity change. In modern society we
have to distinguish in this ?espect two
great streams. On the one side appears
an increasing insight into the laws gf
evolution and notably of economic
evolution. With this know}edge goes
hand in hand, partly as its cause,
partly again as its 'effeqt, an
increasing capability of directing tbe
economic evolution. The economic
natural force, like the _phyalcgl,
changes from the ruler of mankind to its
servant according as its nature is

14
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recognized. Society, theoretically, can
be freer than ever in regard to the
economic movement, and only the
antagonism of interests among its
elements--the power of private and group
elements--hinders the full transition of
freedom from theory to practice. Yet
the common interest gains in power to an
increasing extent as opposed to private
interest, and the elementary sway of
economic forces ceases according to the
degree in which this is the case, and in
all places where this is the
case...Modern society is much richer
than earlier societies in ideologics
which are not determined by economics
and by nature working as an economic
force. 8ciences, arts, a whole series
of social relations are to-day much less
dependent on economics than formerly,
or, in order to give no room for
misconception, the point of economic
development attained to-day leaves the
ideological, and especially the ethical,
factors greater space for independent
activity than was formerly the case. In
consequence of this the interdependenoy
of cause and effect between technical,
economic evolution, and the evolution of
other social tendencies is becoming
always more indirect, and from that the
necessities of the first are losing much
of their power of dictating the form of
the latter (pp. 14-16.)

Bernstein's argument can be readily
summarized: The version of dialectical materialism
usually set forth (by Bernstein-~the

false, version) is too constrained,

dogmatic, too deterministic. Fortunately for the
theory and practice of Marxism, this version
by Marx and Engels themaselves.
Essentially, while economics remain the basis
society, this does not mean that economic causes
are necessarily the prime causal factors in
In fact, secondary and tertiary

15
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forces can, given s8pecific sitgationg, assure
primacy. In modern capitalist 800}ety, increasing
knowledge of nature and of economic }aws a}lows
greater control over these laws and increasingly
frees humans from the inevitability of these laws.
Thus, the secondary forces, such as those. of
ideology, have become primary. The practical
conclusion of all this is that ideology, now freed
from the fetters of economic laws and motives and
control, can lead society into the future. That
is, ideas--say, of socialism--can dictate social
change itself. )

Observe first that this is precisely the same
position as that put forward by the early wutopian
socialists: All one had to do was to put forward
correct ideas of society and of social change,
and, when enough people had acceptgd thoge ideas,
society would change in conformity with those
ideas. But the early utopians had an excuse for
their position--they were writing before the
advent of scientific socialism, a development made
possible only by the development ?f capitalism
itself to a certain stage of its hlatory. {For
details see Engels, S8ocialism: Utopian and
Scientific.) Bernstein retreats to the utopian
position after Marx and Engels had. Qe-onstrated
its falgity. The Utopians were writing out of
ignorance; Bernstein writes on the basis . gf
knowledge--he consciously falsifies the scientific
position. . ,

The second consideration is that Berngtein s
formulation is a straightforward renuncigtlon of
the Marxist position, all the while claiming to be
nothing more than a modified (revised) theoretical
adjustment of Marxism. It is true that both Ma?x
and Engels argued that, while the economic
organization is primary, secondary factors could
assume primacy at particular times in particular
circumstances. Certainly in a revolutionary
situation, ideology becomes the key through which
the transformation is undertaken. Hoyever. this
ideology is not "free" of thé economic bage of
society (contrary to Bernstein). Socialist
ideology is first developed as a result of and in
response to capitalist society. The position @hat
the working class must lead the transformation,

16

Bernstein

smash the state, erect a new state, and create new
economic relationships is necessarily the product
of a scientific understanding of capitalist
economic relationships and the evolution of
capitalism over time.

For Bernstein, however, no dialectical
relationship exists between the underlying
econonmic structure and the ideological
superstructure of society. Ideology is "free" to

assume whatever form it wishes, unconstrained by
capitalism itself. As ideology is free to assume
different forms, and as it can lead society
(without, again, ruling class constraints), then
all "Marxists" have to do is demonstrate the
correctness of their socialist ideology and,
willy-nilly, society will follow where they 1lead.
Having turned dialectical materialism into
its antithesis--mechanical idealism--Bernstein is

now in a position to transform Marxism in its -

whole into a full-fledged defense of capitalism:

. +sthe further development and
elaboration of the Marxist doctrine must
begin with a criticism of it (p.25;
emphasis in original.)

The starting point for his criticism is the
labor theory of value and the analysis of the
origins of surplus value emanating from this
theoretical foundation to the understanding of
capitalist society. For the purpose of this
article, we wish to point out only a few aspects
of the 1labor theory of value which make
Bernstein’s attack necessary.

First, the labor theory of value rests on a
social foundation. Value is based in production,
and production is carried out by 1labor (physical
and mental) with the aid of machines and resources
produced in previous periods by labor.

Second, the theory is objective in nature.
That is, while it cannot be expected that
commodities will actually exchange at their labor
values, if one had enough precise information
concerning the actual labor expended in the
production of things, different investigators
would be able to reach the same conclusions

17
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i the value contained in commodities and
:ﬁﬁgsdiggable to specify pyegisely tpe e;chanze
rates necessary for an equilibrium situation to
Obtalgéatly, the labor theory of value gives rise
to the theory of capitalist exploitation. As ali
output is the product of 1labor (11V}ng ) a?
"dead"), then the only basis fo? a capitalist :
claim to a share of this output ise h}s/her contro
of the means of production: The claim cannot 2e
based on the contribution to output itself.
Bernstein clearly recognizes the significance of
the theory in this regard:

The starting point of the class
struggle between capitalists and workers
is the antagonism of interests which
follows from the nature of the
utilisation of the labour of tbe latter
by the former for profit. The
examination of this process of
utilisation leads to the doctrine of
value and of the production and
appropriation of surplus value (p. 19.)

Given the significance of the lgbgr theory,
then, how does Bernstein go about revising it?

His starting point is the argument that this
theory is abstract. That .ia, given tye
difficulties, adjustments, modifications, etc., in
the theory necessary to arrive. at the labor
content in any specific commodity, the‘ labor
theory of value has no concrete application or
foundation:

...88 far as single commodities...comes
into consideration, value loses every
concrete quality and becomes a pure
abstract concept (p. 29.)

Now Marx, or any labor theorist, never did
argue that individual commodities gould |Dbe
examined to demonstrate precisely the truth of the
labor theory. The point of the argument was to
develop a general theory of valuation which delved
below the superficial characteristics of the

18
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exchange process to allow an analysis of the
production process wunder capitalism and, thus,
form the basis for an examination of this social
system as a whole. The labor theory of value has
always been understood to be a macro (aggregate)

mode of analysis rather than a micro (individual)
mode. (On this, see Maurice Dobb, Political

Economy and Capitalism, Chs. 1-3.)

So, Bernstein starts from a truth (value is
abstract) and moves directly to a falsehood (the
loss of any concrete quality when considering a
specific commodity). Note as well that he
abandons the point of view of value as a social
category when he bases his argument on a specific
commodity.

Having 1laid this basis, he then asks,
.. .what becomes of surplus value under these
circumstances?", claiming that under the specified
circumstances (examination of a single commodity),
"...surplus value would...become a mere formula--a
formula which rests on an hypothesis" (pp. 29-30.)
Hence, the Marxist theory of exploitation, which
lays the basis for the theory of class struggle,
rests solely on speculation.

Bernstein then moves the argument one step
further. He contends (pp. 33-34) that social
value is realized only in conjunction with the
market--market price, according to Bernstein, is
to be viewed as synonymous with value, a position
utterly refuted (and demonstrated to be false) by
Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and, of course, Marx
himself. (Again, see Dobb, cited above, for
analysis of this question.)

Now, how does the "market"” establish value.
For those who have taken an orthodox economics
course, the answer is clear--by the forces of
supply and demand. And, since demand figures as
equally prominent as supply (based on costs of
production) and there can be no knowledge of
"need"*® at any point in time, then value is purely
abstract and gubjective. As value is subjective
and based on individual need, then the correct
theory of value is that based on individual
utility rather than labor.

Bernstein then reaches his conclusion:

19
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The theory of labour value is above
all misleading in this that it always
appears again and again as the measure
of the actual exploitation of the worker
by the capitalist, and among other
things, the characterisation of the rate
of surplus value as the rate 9f
exploitation reduces us to this
conclusion. It is evident from the
fore-going that it is false as s8such a
measure...(p. 39.)

Observe what Bernstein has done. First, he
argues that exploitation is a product of the labor
theory of value, rather than h9v1nz the theory
explain the observed exploitation. Second, he
substitutes the utility theory of value, develgped
by pro-capitalist economists as a weapon against
the 1labor theory of value. Th}s theoretical
approach is: a) subjective--value is dependent on
the personal attitude of the consumer tg value; b)
individualist--as valuation is subjective, there
can be no social basis to the process; c¢) takes as
its starting point consumption ratper than
production. Thus, as with dialectical
materialism, Bernstein has turned the labor theory
of value on its head and reached exactly tye
opposite conclusion that Marx reaches as his
starting point for . the examination of the
capitalist economy. .

P Third, taking the point of_ view of a8
consumptionist, subjectivist, 1ndiy1dualist theo;y
of value as his starting point, Bgrngteln
necessarily reaches a conclusion that dismisses
the whole notion of suirplus value (generated in
production on the basis of lapor .expegded) and,
thus, exploitation. And exploitation, it must be
remembered, is the basis for the whole the?ry of
class struggle, the basic .reason why cap1tal@st
economist-apologists developed the subjective
individualist theory in the first place.
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THE ATTACK ON THE THEORY OF CLASS STRUGGLE

Having laid the theoretical basis for his
attack on Marxism, the "Marxist" Bernstein then
goes on to attack the essence of Marxist politiecs,
which focuses on class struggle and the necessity
for communists to work within this context to lead
the working class toward socialism. There are
three primary elements in Berstein's argument that
lead directly to his political conclusions: the
immizeration thesis; the polarization of classes
thesis; and the Marxist theory of crises. Let us
briefly examine each in turn.

Marx predicted, on the basis of the labor
theory of value and the long-run operations of a
capitalist economy, that the working class (and
one can and should extend this to all producing
classes) would be made increasingly worse off
(Capital, Vol I, pp. 579-82, 610-12). Accompa-~
nying this immizeration would be a growing

concentration of capital whereby the larger
capitalists become increasingly dominant and
smaller producers less viable. With this,

Bernstein takes issue (pp. 40-72).

Without going into the details of the
argument, what does Bernstein contend? First that
the working class (in some European countries) had
been seeing its economic conditions improve, not
deteriorate. Does this prove his case?

The immizeration issue has been often debated
as to "what Marx really meant". We do not intend
to summarize this controversy. Rather, we 1limit
ourselves to two points directly pertinent to
Bernstein’s case. Initially, changes of any sort
occurring during a relatively short historical
time period (Berstein’s reference is to the last
two decades of the nineteenth century) prove
nothing with regard to long-run historical
tendencies. Marx’s general prediction concerned
the results a capitalist system would be driven
toward as that system continued to unfold. A
two-decade interval is simply an insufficient
amount of time to demonstrate the validity or
falsity of a general trend.

More important than this, however, is a
fundamental theoretical failing on Bernstein’s
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int-- by the way, that is shared by almost
giintthgneéon{estants in th@s debate. 'Marg'a
position was taken on the basis of the examlnat}og
of capitalism as a system 1n.it§ entirety. W1}
the transition to imperialism or monopgly
capital--a transition that Bernstein was fu _{
aware of (more on this below)--one cannot. 11@1
one’s investigation to the advanced cap1ta11§§
countries. The proletariat now becomes a woih
class and includes that portion contained 1in :
colonies. As well, the genergl argum:g
concerning immigeration must now include t g
disintegration of the peasantry 1in those couztr1g
where the peasants, like thglr counte?pards. in
Burope in the previous centuries, are being driven
into the working class. When_th1§ (large) Port:gn
of the producing classes 1s 1nglgded in he
estimate of declining standard of living, there is
no question that Marx was absolutely correct 1in
his prediction, regardlgss .of whether one
considers the argument 1n either relative or

ute terms.

absOIWti:th regard to the second gar:-ogf tg?

ument--the growing concentrati
g:gital--Bernstein argues that, rather than
declining as Marx predicted, the smgll .buslgess
(petty production) portion of the cap}tal1st ghass
is growing, both absolutely and rglat1vely. us,
rather than increasing concentrat}on, we obserye
increasing "graduation” of society--a certain

1lin if you will. . )

levelBerg;teiny defends this contention 1n two
ways. First, he brings forth d?ta frgm
agriculture which ostensibly proves that: a) t i
number of farmers and non-agricultural smal
businessmen increased in selected European
countries in the previous two decadgs; b} the
number of stockholders had increased, including a
growing number of working class shareholderq.

To the first point, we ‘repeat the objection
made above and merely point out that, while
Bernstein may have been correct for those .tYo
decades (or any other decade), he was certainly
not correct over the long haul.. It is .true, has
Marx predicted, that capitalist society as
increasingly polarized into two classes.
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The second "proof" offered by Bernstein is so
silly that one should not even have to discuss
it--were it not for the fact that this is the same
proof contained in any number of more recent
arguments designed to demonstrate the same
proposition of Bernstein. For example, John
Kenneth Galbraith, one of the most influential of
modern economists, takes up exactly the same theme
in The New Industrial State. And what is the
point? To "prove" that the old division between
workers and capitalists has disappeared, and that
workers and capitalists now have the same
interests. In fact, as "everyone" is a
stockholder, the older conception of capitalists
as owners of the means of production is no longer
tenable~-this class itself has disappeared.

Essentially, the ownership of stock simply
does not make one a capitalist, nor does such
ownership generate a commonality of interests with
capitalists. With the development of the modern
corporation, a feature of the transition to
monopoly capitalism, a fairly wide dispersion of
stock was a technique developed to raise capital
for investment programs that could not be financed
out of current profits. It was apparent that the
holding of a percentage of stocks (6-256%,
depending of the industry) was more than
sufficient to allow the real capitalists to retain
effective control. (For more on this and a review
of the literature on the subject, see V. Perlo,
The Empire of High Finance; S. Menshikov,
Millionaires and Managers.)

But what is the central theoretical point
that Bernstein is attempting to push? By denying
the class polarization and immizeration theses,
Bernstein is attempting to discredit the whole
theory of class struggle in the modern period.
Basically, capitalism has been modified, so
Bernstein argues, so that the old positions of
Marx are no longer tenable. Rather than class
polarization, we see class homogenization; rather
than the working (producing) class seeing its
position deteriorating, it'’s actually getting
better off. (And not by its own actions--union-
ization, etc., one might add--but by the "natural
forces" of capitalism.) Thus, times have changed,
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and with changed times, one n
Class struggle and its

Bernstein

be modified to class harmony
collaboration:

Although the tables of statistics
of income in the most advanced
industrial countries may partly register
the mobility, and with it the
transitoriness and insecurity, of

capital in modern economy, and although
the incomes or fortunes registered may
be to an increasing extent paper
possessions which a vigorous puff of
wind could indeed easily blow away; yet
these rows of incomes stand in no
fundamental opposition to the graduation
of economic unities in industry,
commerce, and agriculture. The scale of
incomes and the scale of establishments
show a fairly well-marked parallelism in
their divisions, especially where the

middle divisions are concerned. We see
these decreasing nowhere, but, on the
contrary, considerably increasing

everywhere. A What is taken away from
them from above in one place they
supplement from below in another, and
they receive compensation from above in
one place for that which falls from
their ranks below. If the collapse of
modern society depends on the
disappearance of the middle ranks
between the apex and the base of the
social pyramid, if it is dependent upon
the absorption of these middle classes
by the extremes above and below them,
then its realisation is no nearer in
England, France, and Germany to-day than
at any earlier time ih the nineteenth

century (p. 72.)

Having eliminated the class base of

struggle, Bernstein then goes on to dispense
the material base of

revolution--social cr

the Marxist theoretical framework,
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struggle is always operating, though at vari
lgvels: Only when society undergoes a :iig?:
gsituation (and when both classes are ready for
change) does this ongoing struggle
lead--potentially--to revolution. Now the crisis
may take a number of forms: war, economic
catastrophe (depression), etc. The first step in
Eernsteln’g :ﬁodigication" is to reduce all crises
O one--an is form of crisis i ifi
repudiated by Marx. is specifically
For Bernstein, the crisis is induced by
undercogsumption. It must be remembered that
Bernstein substituted the utility theory of value
for.tbe labor theory. That is, he adopted the
1nd1v1du91 subjectivist point of view based in
consumption. Since he takes the consumptionist
point of view as his starting point, it is
perfectly consistent that he carry this view into
al} gthgr areas of inquiry. Thus, to argue that
:;1513 ;s 1n2;ced by éevels of income insufficient
purchase e commodities produ i
should be no surprise. produced in any period
Our purpose here is not to undertake a
complete critique of underconsumptionism. Rather,
the question is how Bernstein defends his position

as Marxist, and what this theory of crisis
ggnera?es. as to conclusions for the modern
(1mper1allst).period. (For a detailed acco