Eduard Bernstein

From Evolutionary Socialism

(a) From the Preface

It has been maintained in a certain quarter that the practical deductions from my treatises would
be the abandonment of the conquest of political power by the proletariat organised politically and

economically. That is quite an arbitrary deduction, the accuracy of which I altogether deny.

I set myself against the notion that we have to expect shortly a collapse of the bourgeois
economy, and that social democracy should be induced by the prospect of such an imminent,

great, social catastrophe to adapt its tactics to that assumption. That I maintain most emphatically.

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.

Social conditions have not developed 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 socialist critic of society; but in other branches it lags

even to-day behind them. The process of concentration in agriculture proceeds still more slowly.



Trade statistics show an extraordinarily elaborated graduation of enterprises in regard to size. No
rung of the ladder is disappearing from it. The significant changes in the inner structure of these

enterprises and their inter-relationship cannot do away with this fact.

In all advanced countries we see the privileges of the capitalist bourgeoisie yielding step by step
to democratic organisations. Under the influence of this, and driven by the movement of the
working classes which is daily becoming stronger, a social reaction has set in against the
exploiting tendencies of capital, a counteraction which, although it still proceeds timidly and
feebly, yet does exist, and is always drawing more departments of economic life under its
influence. Factory legislation, the democratising of local government, and the extension of its
area of work, the freeing of trade unions and systems of co-operative trading from legal
restrictions, the consideration of standard conditions of labour in the work undertaken by public

authorities — all these characterise this phase of the evolution.

But the more the political organisations of modern nations are democratised the more the needs
and opportunities of great political catastrophes are diminished. 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 of 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 the power of the State by the proletariat exclusively against

the whole non-proletarian world?

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 had exhibited a proof that “the working classes cannot simply take possession of the
ready-made State machine and set it 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 unconscious masses” was to-day at an
end, that a collision on a large 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.



Thus Engels, who, nevertheless, as his numerical examples show, still somewhat overestimated
the rate of process of the evolution! Shall we be told that he abandoned the conquest of political
power by the working classes, because he wished to avoid the steady growth of social democracy

secured by lawful means being interrupted by a political revolution?

If not, and if one subscribes to his 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 in 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. Engels, indeed, refers at the place just mentioned to the fact that the Communist
Manifesto has “proclaimed the conquest of the democracy as one of the first and important tasks

of the fighting proletariat.”

In short, Engels is so thoroughly convinced that the tactics based on the presumption of a
catastrophe have had their day, that he even considers a revision of them necessary in the Latin
countries where tradition is much more favourable to them than in Germany. “If the conditions of
war between nations have altered,” he writes, “no less have those for the war between classes.”

Has this already been forgotten?

No one has questioned the necessity for the working classes to gain the control of government.
The point at issue is between the theory of a social cataclysm and the question whether with the
given social development in Germany and the present advanced state of its working classes in the
towns and the country, a sudden catastrophe would be desirable in the interest of the social
democracy. I have denied it and deny it again, because in my judgment a greater security for

lasting success lies in a steady advance than in the possibilities offered by a catastrophic crash.

And as I am firmly convinced that important periods in the development of nations cannot be

leapt over I lay the greatest value on the next tasks of social democracy, on the struggle for the



political rights of the working man, on the political activity of working men in town and country

for the interests of their class, as well as on the work of the industrial organisation of the workers.

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; and in this sense I write it down again to-
day. Even if the word “usually” had rot shown that the proposition was only to be understood
conditionally, it was obvious that it could not express indifference concerning the final carrying
out of socialist principles, but only indifference — or, as it would be better expressed, carelessness
— as to the form of the final arrangement of things. I have at no time had an excessive interest in
the future, beyond general principles; I have not been able to read to the end any picture of the
future. My thoughts and efforts are concerned with the duties of the present and the nearest
future, and I only busy myself with the perspectives beyond so far as they give me a line of

conduct for suitable action now.

The conquest of political power by the working classes, the expropriation of capitalists, are no
ends in themselves but only means for the accomplishment of certain aims and endeavours. As
such they are demands in the programme of social democracy and are not attacked by me.
Nothing can be said beforehand as to the circumstances of their accomplishment; we can only
fight for their realisation. But the conquest of political power necessitates the possession of
political rights; and the most important problem of tactics which German social democracy has at
the present time to solve, appears to me to be to devise the best ways for the extension of the

political and economic rights of the German working classes.

(b) From the text

The trade unions are the democratic element in industry. Their tendency is to destroy the
absolutism of capital, and to procure for the worker a direct influence in the management of an
industry. It is only natural that great differences of opinion should exist on the degree of influence
to be desired. To a certain mode of thought it may appear a breach of principle to claim less for
the union than an unconditional right of decision in the trade. The knowledge that such a right
under present circumstances is just as Utopian as it would be contrary to the nature of a socialist
community, has led others to deny trade unions any lasting part in economic life, and to recognise
them only temporarily as the lesser of various unavoidable evils. There are socialists in whose
eyes the union is only an object lesson to prove the uselessness of any other than political

revolutionary action. As a matter of fact, the union to-day-and in the near future -has very



important social tasks to fulfil for the trades, which, however, do not demand, nor are even

consistent with, its omnipotence in any way...

The trade union, as mistress of a whole branch of production, the ideal of various older
socialists, would really be only a monopolist productive association, and as soon as it relied on its
monopoly or worked upon it, it would be antagonistic to socialism and democracy, let its inner
constitution be what it may. Why it is contrary to socialism needs no further explanation.
Associations against the community are as little socialism as is the oligarchic government of the

state. But why should such a trade union not be in keeping with the principles of a democracy?

This question necessitates another. What is the principle of democracy?

The answer to this appears very simple. At first one would think it settled by the definition
“government by the people ““ But even a little consideration tells us that by that only quite a
superficial, purely formal definition is given, whilst nearly all who use the word democracy to-
day understand by it more than a mere form of government. We shall come much nearer to the
definition if we express ourselves negatively, and define democracy as an absence of class
government, as the indication of a social condition where a political privilege belongs to no one
class as opposed to the whole community. By that the explanation is already given as to why a
monopolist corporation is in principle anti-democratic. This negative definition has, besides, the
advantage that it gives less room than the phrase “government by the people” to the idea of the
oppression of the individual by the majority which is absolutely repugnant to the modern mind.
To-day we find the oppression of the minority by the majority *“ undemocratic,” although it was
originally held to be quite consistent with government by the people. [21] The idea of democracy
includes, in the conception of the present day, a notion of justice — an equality of rights for all
members of the community, and in that principle the rule of the majority, to which in every
concrete case the rule of the people extends, finds its limits. The more it is adopted and governs
the general consciousness, the more will democracy be equal in meaning to the highest possible

degree of freedom for all.

Democracy is in principle the suppression of class government, though it is not yet the actual
suppression of classes. They speak of the conservative character of the democracy, and to a
certain degree rightly. Absolutism, or semi-absolutism, deceives its supporters as well as its
opponents as to the extent of their power. Therefore in countries where it obtains, or where its

traditions still exist, we have flitting plans, exaggerated language, zigzag politics, fear of



revolution, hope in oppression. In a democracy the parties, and the classes standing behind them,
soon learn to know the limits of their power, and to undertake each time only as much as they can
reasonably hope to carry through under the existing circumstances. Even if they make their
demands rather higher than they seriously mean in order to give way in the unavoidable
compromise — and democracy is the high school of compromise — they must still be moderate.
The right to vote in a democracy makes its members virtually partners in the community, and this
virtual partnership must in the end lead to real partnership. With a working class undeveloped in
numbers and culture the general right to vote may long appear as the right to choose “the
butcher”; with the growing number and knowledge of the workers it is changed, however, into the
implement by which to transform the representatives of the people from masters into real servants

of the people.

Universal suffrage in Germany could serve Bismarck temporarily as a tool, but finally it
compelled Bismarck to serve it as a tool. It could be of use for a time to the squires of the East
Elbe district, but it has long been the terror of these same squires. In 1878 it could bring Bismarck
into a position to forge the weapon of socialistic law, but through it this weapon became blunt and
broken, until by the help of it Bismarck was thoroughly beaten. Had Bismarck in 1878, with his
then majority, created a politically exceptional law, instead of a police one, a law which would
have placed the worker outside the franchise, he would for a time have hit social democracy more
sharply than with the former. It is true, he would then have hit other people also. Universal
franchise is, from two sides, the alternative to a violent revolution. But universal suffrage is only
a part of democracy, although a part which in time must draw the other parts after it as the magnet
attracts to itself the scattered portions of iron. It certainly proceeds more slowly than many would
wish, but in spite of that it is at work. And social democracy cannot further this work better than
by taking its stand unreservedly on the theory of democracy — on the ground of universal suffrage

with all the consequences resulting therefrom to its tactics.

In practice — that is, in its actions — it has in Germany always done so. But in their explanations
its literary advocates have often acted otherwise, and still often do so to-day. Phrases which were
composed in a time when the political privilege of property ruled all over Europe, and which
under these circumstances were explanatory, and to a certain degree also justified, but which to-
day are only a dead weight, are treated with such reverence as though the progress of the
movement depended on them and not on the understanding of what can be done, and what should
be done. Is there any sense, for examples in maintaining the phrase of the “dictatorship of the

proletariat” at a time when in all possible places representatives of social democracy have placed



themselves practically in the arena of Parliamentary work, have declared for the proportional
representation of the people, and for direct legislation — all of which is inconsistent with a

dictatorship.

The phrase is to-day so antiquated that it is only to be reconciled with reality by stripping the
word dictatorship of its actual meaning and attaching to it some kind of weakened interpretation.
The whole practical activity of social democracy is directed towards creating circumstances and
conditions which shall render possible and secure a transition (free from convulsive outbursts) of
the modern social order into a higher one. From the consciousness of being the pioneers of a
higher civilisation, its adherents are ever creating fresh inspiration and zeal. In this rests also,
finally, the moral justification of the socialist expropriation towards which they aspire. But the
“dictatorship of the classes” belongs to a lower civilisation, and apart from the question of the
expediency and practicability of the thing, it is only to be looked upon as a reversion, as political
atavism. If the thought is aroused that the transition from a capitalist to a socialist society must
necessarily be accomplished by means of the development of forms of an age which did not know
at all, or only in quite an imperfect form, the present methods of the initiating and carrying of

laws, and which was without the organs fit for the purpose, reaction will set in.

I say expressly transition from a capitalist to a socialist society, and not from a “civic society,”
as is so frequently the expression used to-day. This application of the word “civic” is also much
more an atavism, or in any case an ambiguous way of speaking, which must be considered an
inconvenience in the phraseology of German social democracy, and which forms an excellent
bridge for mistakes with friend and foe. The fault lies partly in the German language, which has
no special word for the idea of the citizen with equal civic rights separate from the idea of

privileged citizens.

What is the struggle against, or the abolition of, a civic society? What does it mean specially in
Germany, in whose greatest and leading state, Prussia, we are still constantly concerned with first
getting rid of a great part of feudalism which stands in the path of civic development? No man
thinks of destroying civic society as a civilised ordered system of society. On the contrary, social
democracy does not wish to break up this society and make all its members proletarians together;
it labours rather incessantly at raising the worker from the social position of a proletarian to that
of a citizen, and thus to make citizenship universal. It does not want to set up a proletarian society
instead of a civic society, but a socialist order of society instead of a capitalist one. It would be

well if one, instead of availing himself of the former ambiguous expression, kept to the latter



quite clear declaration. Then one would be quite free of a good portion of other contradictions
which opponents, not quite without reason, assert do exist between the phraseology and the
practice of social democracy. A few socialist newspapers find a pleasure to-day in forced anti-
civic language, which at the most would be in place if we lived in a sectarian fashion as
anchorites, but which is absurd in an age which declares it to be no offence to the socialist

sentiment to order one’s private life throughout in a “bourgeois fashion.” [22

Finally, it is to be recommended that some moderation should be kept in the declaration of war
against “liberalism.” It is true that the great liberal movement of modern times arose for the
advantage of the capitalist bourgeoisie first of all, and the parties which assumed the names of
liberals were, or became in due course, simple guardians of capitalism. Naturally, only opposition
can reign between these parties and social democracy. But with respect to liberalism as. a great
historical movement, socialism is its legitimate heir, not only in chronological sequence, but also
in its spiritual qualities, as is shown moreover in every question of principle in which social

democracy has had to take up an attitude.

Wherever an economic advance of the socialist programme had to be carried out in a manner,
or under circumstances, that appeared seriously to imperil the development of freedom, social
democracy has never shunned taking up a position against it. The security of civil freedom has

always seemed to it to stand higher than the fulfilment of some economic progress.

The aim of all socialist measures, even of those which appear outwardly as coercive measures,
is the development and the securing of a free personality. Their more exact examination always
shows that the coercion included will raise the sum total of liberty in society, and will give more
freedom over a more extended area than it takes away. The legal day of a maximum number of
hours’ work, for example, is actually a fixing of a minimum of freedom, a prohibition to sell
freedom longer than for a certain number of hours daily, and, in principle, therefore, stands on the
same ground as the prohibition agreed to by all liberals against selling oneself into personal
slavery. It is thus no accident that the first country where a maximum hours’ day was carried out
was Switzerland, the most democratically progressive country in Europe, and democracy is only
the political form of liberalism. Being in its origin a counter-movement to the oppression of
nations under institutions imposed from without or having a justification only in tradition,
liberalism first sought its realisation as the principle of the sovereignty of the age and of the
people, both of which principles formed the everlasting discussion of the philosophers of the

rights of the state in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, until Rousseau set them up in his



Contrat Social as the fundamental conditions of the legitimacy of every constitution, and the
French Revolution proclaimed them — in the Democratic Constitution of 1793 permeated with

Rousseau’s spirit [23] — as inalienable rights of men.

The Constitution of 1793 was the logical expression of the liberal ideas of the epoch, and a
cursory glance over its contents shows how little it was, or is, an obstacle to socialism. Baboeuf,
and the believers in absolute equality, saw in it an excellent starting point for the realisation of
their communistic strivings, and accordingly wrote “The Restoration of the Constitution of 1793

at the head of their demands.

There is actually no really liberal thought which does not also belong to the elements of the
ideas of socialism. Even the principle of economic personal responsibility which belongs
apparently so entirely to the Manchester School cannot, in my judgment, be denied in theory by
socialism nor be made inoperative under any conceivable circumstances. Without responsibility
there is no freedom; we may think as we like theoretically, about man’s freedom of action, we
must practically start from it as the foundation of the moral law, for only under this condition is
social morality possible. And similarly, in our states which reckon with millions, a healthy social
life is, in the age of traffic, impossible if the economic personal responsibility of all those capable
of work is not assumed. The recognition of individual responsibility is the return of the individual

to society for services rendered or offered him by society...

If democracy is not to excel centralised absolutism in the breeding of bureaucracies, it must be
built up on an elaborately organised self-government with a corresponding economic, personal
responsibility of all the units of administration as well as of the adult citizens of the state. Nothing
is more injurious to its healthy development than enforced uniformity and a too abundant amount

of protectionism or subventionism.

To create the organisations described — or, so far as they are already begun, to develop them
further — is the indispensable preliminary to what we call socialism of production. Without them
the so-called social appropriation of the means of production would only result presumably in
reckless devastation of productive forces, insane experimentalising and aimless violence, and the
political sovereignty of the working class would, in fact, only be carried out in the form of a
dictatorial, revolutionary, central power, supported by the terrorist dictatorship of revolutionary

clubs. As such it hovered before the Blanquists, and as such it is still represented in the



Communist Manifesto and in the publications for which its authors were responsible at that

time...

The future municipalities itself will reveal how far the and other self-governing bodies will
discharge their duties under a complete democracy, and how far they will make use of these
duties. But so much is clear: the more suddenly they come in possession of their freedom, the
more experiments they will make in number and in violence and therefore be liable to greater
mistakes, and the more experience the working class democracy has had in the school of self-

government, the more cautiously and practically will it proceed...

Meantime we are not yet so far on, and it is not my intention to unfold pictures of the future. I
am not concerned with what will happen in the more distant future, but with what can and ought
to happen in the present, for the present and the nearest future. And so the conclusion of this
exposition is the very banal statement that the conquest of the democracy, the formation of
political and social organs of the democracy, is the indispensable preliminary condition to the

realisation of socialism...

My proposition, “To me that which is generally called the ultimate aim of socialism is nothing,
but the movement is everything”, has often been conceived as a denial of every definite aim of
the socialist movement, and Mr. George Plechanow has even discovered that I have quoted this
“famous sentence” from the book To Social Peace, by Gerhard von Schulze-Gavernitz. There,
indeed, a passage reads that it is certainly indispensable for revolutionary socialism to take as its
ultimate aim the nationalisation of all the means of production, but not for practical political
socialism which places near aims in front of distant ones. Because an ultimate aim is here
regarded as being dispensable for practical objects, and as I also have professed but little interest
for ultimate aims, I am an “indiscriminating follower” of Schulze-Gavernitz. One must confess

that such demonstration bears witness to a striking wealth of thought.

When eight years ago I reviewed the Schulze-Gavernitz book in Neue Zeit, although my
criticism was strongly influenced by assumptions which I now no longer hold, yet I put on one
side as immaterial that opposition of ultimate aim and practical activity in reform, and admitted —
without encountering a protest — that for England a further peaceful development, such as
Schulze-Gavernitz places in prospect before her was not improbable. I expressed the conviction
that with the continuance of free development, the English working classes would certainly

increase their demands, but would desire nothing that could not be shown each time to be



necessary and attainable beyond all doubt. That is at the bottom nothing else than what I say to-
day. And if anyone wishes to bring up against me the advances in social democracy made since
then in England, I answer that with this extension a development of the English social democracy
has gone hand in hand from the Utopian, revolutionary sect, as Engels repeatedly represented it to
be, to the party of political reform which we now know. [1] No socialist capable of thinking,
dreams to-day in England of an imminent victory for socialism by means of a violent revolution -
none dreams of a quick conquest of Parliament by a revolutionary proletariat. But they rely more
and more on work in the municipalities and other self-governing bodies. The early contempt for
the trade union movement has been given up; a closer sympathy has been won for it and, here and

there also, for the co-operative movement.

And the ultimate aim? Well, that just remains an ultimate aim.



