




A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF 

LASKI'S POLITICAL DOCTRINES 

IRVING LAYTON 

THESIS SUBMITTED 
IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 
IN THE DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMICS AND POLITICAL SCIENCE 

McGILL UNIVERSITY 

April 1946 



C 0 II T 2 i; T s 

Chapter Page 

I Introduction (i) 

II The lloumenal State 11 

III State Absolutism 48 

IV The Phenomenal State 85 

V Social Democracy 118 

Bibliography 146 



(i) 

Chapter I 

Introduction 

Few living political thinkers are better known than 

Professor Harold Laski. Educated at Oxford, he came to this con

tinent during Y/orld V/ar I and taught first at LlcGill and afterwards 

at Harvard. At both universities he promptly got into hot water 

with the authorities fa? publicly expressing (to them) objectionable 

opinions. Receiving an appointment as lecturer at the London 

School of Economics, Laski returned to England in 1920. A prolific 

writer, he has built up a solid and enviable reputation for exact 

scholarship (all who have met or heard Laski testify to his phenom

enal memory) brilliant rhetoric and complete sincerity. A forceful 

and eloquent speaker, he has received this centuryfs most positive 

accolade of fame - his speeches are reported. Today, the chairman 

and influential spokesman, he is also sometimes referred to as the 

one-man brain trust of the British Labour Party. 

In 1939 Laski elevated a number of eyebrows, academic and 

otherwise, by calling himself a Marxist in an article written es

pecially for the American liberal weekly, The Nation, which was 

then running a series under the heading of Living Philosophies, 

There he wrote that the periodic wars, crises, general insecurity 

and stagnation of our capitalistic era had all convinced him that, 

broadly speaking, the philosophy of Llarx was unanswerable. (1) 

"Ours is that age", he asserted, "the coming of which was foreseen 

by Marx, in which the relations of production are in contradiction 

(1) Laski. Y/hy I am a Marxist, The Nation, CXLVTII (Jan. 14, 1939) 
pp. 5y-61. 
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with the essential forces of production" and that "at the histor

ical stage we have reached, the will of the people is unable to use 

the institutions of capitalist democracy for democratic purposes. 

For at this stage democracy needs to transform class relations in 

order to affirm itself5 and it will not be allowed to do so if the 

owning class is able to prevent that achievement." 

In this thesis I have undertaken an examination of Laski fs 

political doctrines v/ith a view to determining to what extent, if 

any, Laski is justified in thinking of himself and in getting oth

ers to think of him as a Marxist. I have, that is to say, taken 

Laski at his own word and diligently sought for the evidence to val

idate his claim in the main body of his work which includes books, 

articles, brochures, as well as in the public pronouncements he has 

made from time to time. I have compared what I found therein with 

the writings of Marx and Engels, the founders of the body of doc

trine known as Marxism, and v/ith those of Lenin, whom rightly or 

wrongly I regard as their successor and best disciple. The conclu

sion which I have reached is that Laski!s claim is utterly lacking 

in foundation and must be disregarded by any alert and well-inform

ed student of the subject. This conclusion (my thesis) is what I 

have undertaken to defend in the following pages. More than that, 

I have also tried to set forth the reasons for my conviction that 

Laski, by employing Marxian terminology for his own purpose, has 

robbed Marxism of its revolutionary content, thereby completely 

emasculating and distorting it. That purpose, I believe, was to 

graft his earlier political doctrines, his individualistic plural

ism, upon the vigorous tree of Marxism; and the result, I have 
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tried to show, is the rather spongy fruit - Social Democracy. 

Laskif s first book The Problem of Sovereignty appeared in 

1917. This was followed at two-year intervals by Authority in the 

Modern State and Foundations of Sovereignty and Other Essays, './ith 

these books Laski emerged alongside J. Neville Figgis, A.D. Lind

say, and G.D.H. Cole as an erudite and eloquent champion of polit

ical pluralism, a point of view which challenged the reigning mon

istic conception of the state as unitary and omni-competent. Laski 

argued that, in practice, the doctrine of a sovereign state was un

tenable since private groups had from time to time successfully re

sisted government encroachment upon their powers of inner jurisdic

tion and self-control. For proof of this he pointed to the deter

mined .resistance of three great ecclesiastical groups in the nine

teenth century against state interference and their triumphant 

assertion of extensive rights despite the opposition of the British 

Government. (2) Against Leviathan, Laski upheld the claims of the 

individual conscience, asserting that "the basis of obedience is 

consent". (3) Furthermore, the state, he affirmed, did not dare 

to "range over the whole area of human life". He meant by this 

that state and society could not be equated since every society was 

composed of various natural and voluntary organizations with claims 

to the loyalties of their members as majestic as that of the state 

itself. The state "does not exhaust the associative impulses of 

men11. "The group is real in the same sense that the state is real". 

Possessing physical superiority, the state could crush group oppos

ition by brute force; such action, however, did not establish right, 

(2) Laski, Problem of Sovereignty, Ch. 1 and Appendix A. 
(3) Authority in thet Modern State, p. 34. 
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Ethically the state competed on equal terms with trade unions, 

churches, political parties, co-operative associations and friendly 

societies for the individual's allegiance. "The only ground for 

state-success is where the purpose of the state is morally superior 

to that of its opponent." 

Laski held that his theory of the state v/as more "realis

tic" than that of the political monists. A careful reading of Las

ki !s writings, however, will show two things: (i) that his attacks 

upon the political monists (Bodin, Hobbes, Austin) are based upon 

a simple misunderstanding and (ii) that he is not - self-consis-" -

tent. My reasons for thinking so are set out at some length in the 

following pages. My conviction is that it was mainly an outraged 

sense of justice which excited Laski's anti-state doctrines. From 

the very beginning he was aware that some groups in society, espec

ially those who can live only by the sale of their labour-power, 

were disadvantaged by the state1s operations. Undoubtedly, too, 

he was greatly influenced by the theories of the French Anarcho-

syndicalists. Since v/hat he really wanted was the diffusion of 

sovereignty rather than its disappearance, I would consider that 

phase of Laski1s political thought as Neo-Anarchist, as Anarchism 

domesticated and made palatable for Englishmen. Looked at from 

another angle, Laskifs early doctrines were an extreme but logically 

permissible extension of nineteenth-century liberalism. And the 

truth is that both liberalism and anarchism have the same social 

roots in the middle-class. Y/ith this important, difference, how

ever. Liberalism is the expression of a confident, self-assured 

middle-class, whereas anarchism expresses their bewilderment, in

comprehension and rage before the advance of monopoly capitalism. 
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Anarchism is the political philosophy of the frightened petit-

bourgeois. It appeals to the small shopkeeper, white collar work

ers, civil servants, clerks and even makes inroads into the im

mature sections of the proletariat. Its primary and distinguishing 

feature is a wholesale ignorance of the necessary laws of capitalist 

development. On its gravestone (since anarchism today is no longer 

a political force) is engraved a single word, "Illusion". Laskifs 

previous theories, I say, simply mirrored or were the rationaliz

ation of the bewilderment and frustration of the petit-bourgeois. 

Not the capitalist class, not the capitalist system v/as responsible 

for their social and economic predicaments - but the evil stateJ 

Abolish the state or improve it, so ran their cry, and Justice will 

once more dwell in the land. 

Laski!s doctrines, then, were hardly "realistic". They 

were if anything romantic, extravagant and doctrinaire. They flew 

in the face of the facts; moreover, Laski failed to realize that the 

monistic conception of the state was the theoretical justification 

for the transfer of power from the feudal and land-owning class to 

the merchants and burghers, who had established themselves as the 

dominant class in society. (4) As a consequence, an air of unreal

ity clings to Laski!s earlier volumes which neither his brilliant 

rhetoric.nor his cogent reasoning ever seem quite able to dispel. 

Time, that great ironist, has in fact so managed it that the more 

solemn and earnest the argument - I say it quite respectfully -

the more baroque it appears. Fertilized by illusions Laski*s vol

umes were the colossal miscarriage of an erudite brain. They v/ere 

(4) See, however, his Rise of European Liberalism. 
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elaborate gestures of futility which might intrigue his professional 

colleagues or move them to reply but whose total effect upon the 

state1s impregnable purpose was exactly nil. In a fit of high aca

demic scorn Laski might assert "that it would be of lasting benefit 

to political science if the whole concept of sovereignty were sur

rendered", (5) but it was as if a mummy had heaved a sigh out of 

a moment of eternal silence. He -light indeed -*o on to argue that 

"the State is obviously a public service corporation" or that "the 

State is the body which seeks so to organize the interests of the 

consumers that they obtain the commodities of which they have need", 

but to the cynical realist it merely signified that Laski was drunk 

with a sense of hypothetical power. Something was evidently lacking, 

call it realism if you will, which could convert the mould of eru

dition and logic into genuine political penicillin. That something 

being absent, those volumes are already, I suspect, museum pieces. 

Since, however, my aim has been also to indicate a basic 

continuity in Professor Laski!s outlook despite his announced con

version to "Marxism11 I shall set down without apology two rather 

large excerpts from one of his earliest books. In doing so I hope 

to bring into sharper focus one or two persistent problems which 

have continued to agitate Laski up to the present time. Headers 

of his The State in Theory and Practice will immediately recog

nize the ancestor of many passages in that book in the following 

excerpts: 

"Ho political democracy can be real that is not as well 

the reflection of an economic democracy; for the business of <~ov-

(5) Laski, Grammar of Politics, p. 45. 
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ernment is so largely industrial in nature as inevitably to be 

profoundly affected by the views and purposes of those who hold 

the keys of economic power. That does not necessarily mean that 

government is consciously perverted to the ends of any class within 

the state. So to argue is to project into history a malignant 

teleology from which it is, in so small degree, free. But when 

power is actually exerted by any section of the community, it is 

only natural that it should look upon its characteristic views as 

the equivalent of social good." (6) 

"Government is in the hands, for the most part, of those 

who wield economic power. The dangers of authority become inten

sified if the supreme power be collected and concentrated in an in

stitution which cannot be relied upon uniquely to fulfil its theor

etic purposes. That is why the main safeguard against economic 

oppression is to prevent the state from throwing the balance 0'2 its 

weight into the side of the established order. It is to prevent 

it from crying peace where in fact the true issue is war. For, 

important as may be the process of consumption, it is in nowise 

clear that the state treats equally those who are benefited \yj the 

process. It is by no means certain that the standard of life of 

the worker is not better safeguarded by his trade union than by 

the state." (7) 

Made aware by the impact of events of the extremely aca

demic nature of his views, Laski set about to save them in the best 

way he could. And to say the least, the device he employed was 

both ingenious and simple. It merely consisted of rigidly segre-

(6) Authority in the Modern State, p. 38. 
(7) ibid., p. 92. 
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gating the two main and incompatible elements of his political doc

trines which had hitherto been inextricably bound together (see the 

above excerpts) - idealism and "realism" - and giving to them sep

arate and extensive treatment. This was accomplished in The State 

in Theory and Practice* a book which appeared in 1935 and which was 

hailed by some as an authoritative discussion of the Marxian theory 

of the state. It was, of course, nothing of the sort, but the 

blind are always ready to follow someone a little more fortunate 

than themselves, namely, the cross-eyed. Attempting to transform 

a defect into a virtue, Laski decided that if his earlier doctrines 

v/ere futile they could at least be made philosophical; hence in 

the first chapter of this volume he developed his philosophic con

ception of the state. This time, however, his pluralistic argu

ments (modified, to be sure, to square with his "Marxism") were 

arrayed against the philosophical idealists with Hegel as whipping-

boy. Here again, as in his controversy with the political monists, 

I have tried to show (i) that he has misunderstood, or, at any 

rate, has given a misleading picture of Hegel's teachings and (ii) 

that Laski is himself too far committed to idealism to civ "thief". 

Granting that many of Laski1 s arguments against Bosanquet and the 

other philosophical idealists are shrewdly made I still feel that 

he and Bosanquet are merely on the opposite sides of the one pas

ture looking for the same mythical four-leaf clover. I cannot, 

that is to say, persuade myself that Laskifs differences with the 

philosophical idealists are of any practical or even theoretical 

significance. 

The second chapter of this volume is significant!-" titled 

State and Government in the Real V/orld. It is here, if any./here 



that diligent seekers of Laski1s "Marxism" must look if they hope 

to find it. And, to speak truthfully, there is much in these pages 

to convince the unwary reader that here at last is the authentic 

article. If I may be forgiven a personal note, I myself was taken 

in by them five years ago. This, of course, was several years be

fore a deeper acquaintance with the Marxian classics had taught me 

to differentiate the spurious article from the genuine. for Laski 

is an eclectic who has tried to marry (in his career as a political 

thinker) an ineradicable strain of idealism, first to Pragmatism 

and latterly to Marxism. The first marriage was, if anything, the 

more successful of the two since Pragmatism (as its subsequent 

career has shown) can quite easily accomodate the political or the 

religious idealist. But not so with Marxism. Marxism is critical, 

revolutionary and materialistic; it is, if I may employ a violent 

metaphor, a blazing furnace which rapidly consumes as so much rub

bish all teleologies, all perfectionisms; it is the declared and 

uncompromising enemy of absolutisms in any form, of all ethical 

and idealistic hankerings. It seeks for an explanation of what 

men think in their practice; and it examines that practice to dis

cover general laws which men may afterwards use as levers for 

changing the world in which they live. In brief, Marxism purports 

to be a science, a guide to effective action. 

It is, however, apparent to even the most casual reader 

of Laski that his sociological concerns are ethical rather than 

scientific. From the very outset, from indeed his first book on, 

Laski has attempted to discover the morally unshakeable foundations 

for political authority. It is this ethical and idealist outlook 

which Laski has attempted to unite to Marxism, with the most unfor-
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been ambiguity, confusion and sophistry as well as the unavoidable 

distortion of Marxism. Marxism will simply not accomodate people 

who talk abstractly about Justice, Morality, ?wignt, etc. A single 

example of the kind of confusion which results when the attempt is 

made to combine idealism with Marxism will Indicate what I mean. 

Thus Laski argues that "the full exploitation of (the means of pro

duction) does not necessarily me en a riust exploitation. That de

pends upon whether the class-relations which the system of owner

ship involves permit an equal response to the claims mace upon the 

product to be distributed." (8) (My italics). Seeking Justice 

(and Laski has been a diligent and untiring seeker for almost 

thirty years) Laski has said sometiling which is either meaningless 

or contradictory. For a moment's reflection; in fact, some of 

Laski1s own words will convince anyone that so long as classes are 

in existence (there can be no "class-relations" without clashes) 

the system of ownership cannot and, what is more, does not allow 

the equal satisfaction of claims upon the social product. This 

might be possible if the system of ownership were public, but then 

classes, and with them class-relations, will have entirely dis

appeared. 

Here, then, appropriately I might explain the use of the 

terms noumenal and phenomenal which appear in the following pages. 

It occurred to me as I proceeded to study Laski!s writings that 

he was the victim of a crippling ambivalency. He inhabits, that is 

to say, two sharply distinct worlds which permit of no bridgement. 

(8) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 139. 



10. 

One is the world of reason, truth and decency; the other the world 

of unreason, of brutal and terrifying fact. The first I have chos

en to call the noumenal world; the second, the phenomenal. Into 

Laski!s noumenal world I have somewhat arbitrarily unloaded his 

idealism, his individualistic pluralism and other various odds and 

ends of his political doctrines which could not be considered as 

derivable from contemporary political fact. The phenomenal world, 

I think, is self-explanatory* 

It is, I believe, precisely because Laski suffers from 

self-division that his writings possess their arresting quality. 

Profoundly democratic and humanitarian, Laski is also acutely 

aware of the harsh nature of our political and social involvements, 

which jeopardize, at every turn, the appeal to humanity and dece-

cy. Himself a reasonable man, he is haunted by a sense of inevl, 

able disaster as men seem deliberately to choose the paths of un

reason and violence. Having the intellectual's love of order, he 

fears whatever may interrupt or destroy it; the word that most 

frequently drops from his pen is "catastrophe". Here, and here 

alone, must be sought Laski!s repeatedly expressed alarm at the 

possibility of a proletarian revolution, and his effort, as a 

political thinker, to persuade an aroused working-class to take 

the inoffensive and constitutional path of Social Democracy. 
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Chapter II 

The Noumenal State 

In the noumenal world, Laski is concerned to make two 

important distinctions, both affording the basis for his plural

ism. The first, is a distinction between state and society; the 

second, a distinction between state and government. The state, 

he maintains, must not be confused with that total complexity we 

call sooiety. In order tc ensure "those uniformities of conduct" 

without which no society can exist, a special organ is necessary. 

That organ is the state. Power, it follows, is of its essence. 

But what will that power be used for, what, ends will it encom

pass? Obviously, if it is empl03'ed to coerce Jews to become 

practising Catholics, or vice versa, it is forgetting that sooiety 

sets limits to the uses to whioh power may be put. Since there 

are activities outside the state-context, i.e. trade unions, 

churches, clubs, etc., it is well to remember that the state, 

although the most important, is only one of the numerous forms 

of social organization. The lesser forms offer as much claim 

for consideration from its members as the state. There is act

ually no inherent reason why menfs prior loyalty should rather 

go to the state than, let us say, to .the ohuroh or the trade 

union to whioh they happen to belong. 

The state, of course, represents itself as seeking to 

promote the widest social good. But that is merely a claim a 

promise, whioh must be made actual in faot. The state recommends 

itself to its subjects only as it brings order and happiness 
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into their lives. Although the state, in theory, strives to 

promote the maximum social good, it is ethically neutral and 

cannot be judged as a whole. Only its individual acts can be 

scrutinized and judged. Since it is a secular instrument far 

encompassing certain ends, ethical validity does not attach to 

it, per se, any more than to a machine. Laski defines the state 

as "an organization for enabling the mass of men to realize 

social good on the largest possible scale". (1) In another 

place Laski asserts that he means by the state "a sooiety whioh 

is integrated by possessing a coercive authority legally supreme 

over any individual or group which is part of the society." (2) 

Through its possession of sovereignty, supreme coercive power, 

the state is distinguished from all other forms of social organ

ization. 

Although both in the Grammar of Politics and in The 

State in Theory and Practice laski is intent to show that a 

distinction must be made between state and sooiety, nevertheless 

there is a difference of emphasis between the two books that 

is not without significance. The distinction is insisted upon 

much more readily in the earlier book. There he wrote: "There 

is a difference between the State and society. The State may 

set the keynote of the social order, but is is not identical 

(1) Grammar of Politics, P. 25. In The State in Theory and 
Practice "social good on the largest possible scale"has 
been transmuted into the Marxian metal of "satisfaction 
of maximum demand". 

(2) The State in Theory and Practice, P. 8. This definition 
we might say, is realistic as distinct from the first 
whioh leans towards idealism. It is important to under
stand at the outset that Laski is working two definitions 
of the state concurrently. 
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with it. And it is fundamental to the understanding of the 

State that we should realise the existence of this distinction.... 

"flor, in fact, can the State claim such universality 

as its identification with sooiety would imply. ?or churches 

have always asserted their right not merely to transcend natural 

limits, but to go beyond a given social order to the expression 

of a world-ideal. An English Roman Catholic does not find his 

religious allegiance enfolded within the margins of his political 

loyalty. So, too', with organizations like the Labour Interna

tional. Its members would admit a measure of allegiance to the 

State; but they would insist that they owe allegiance also to 

the theory of right embodied in an organization whioh reaches 

outside the boundaries of the State." (3) 

In The State in Theory and Practice, while the dis

tinction between state and society is still adhered to, the 

emphasis is now upon what the state can do rather than on what 

it cannot do. 

"The State, then, is a way of organizing the collective 

life of a given sooiety. It is indeed legitimate to regard it 

not as the sooiety itself in its manifold complexities, but as 

an aspect of the sooiety in whioh the totality of its life is, 

at least, contingently embraced. For since the coercive power 

of the State is supreme, there is, in theory, no activity within 

its jurisdiction the character of whioh it may not seek to define. 

Anyone who oonsiders for a moment the extent of the functions of 

the modern State will not be tempted to underestimate the reality 

(3) Brammar of Politics, pp. 26 - 29 
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of the sovereign power.... To take a rapid view of i*s out

standing funotions is to realize the degree to which it pervades 

and permeates the individual life. The modern citizen is en

meshed at every turn in the network of its operations". (4) 

Bo one, I believe, reading these two passages can fail 

to note the difference in mood and emphasis between them, ^hile 

both contend that the distinction between state and society is 

a legitimate one, the former is confident th?t the distinction 

can be kept; the latter, however, takes a more sober view of the 

far-reaching and permeative activities of the state. There is, 

indeed, an almost painful awareness that in actual praotice, as 

apart from theory, the discrimination between state and sooiety 

is of very little import. V/hat may account for this change, 

this shift in emphasis? I suggest that it was due to the recog

nition by laski that, given certain productive relations, any 

sooiety represents an indissoluble totality of whioh the state 

may be considered only as the giant driving-wheel. (5) The dis

tinction between state and sooiety is purely an academic one. 

Aooepting the Marxian interpretation of history Laski now believes 

that "The basic factor in any given society is the way in which 

it earns its living; all social relations are built upon provi

sion for those primary material appetites without satisfying 

whioh life cannot continue. And an analysis of any sooiety will 

ing to do. 
(4) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 10 
(5) It must always be borne in mind what Laski is trying uu uo. 

He is attempting to bridge Marxism and his earlier pluralism 
Hence "the drop of Marxism" whioh falls from time to ti~e intn 
his earlier political doctrines, giving to an unchanged sub-
stance a somewhat different coloration. 
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always reveal the. close connection between its institutions and 

culture and the method of satisfying material appetites." (6) 

This way of looking at society is quite other from that expressed 

in earlier books, whioh viewed separate institutions as seeking 

to embody a "theory of right"• The general change in Laskifs 

outlook may be said to be from idealism to materialism; from 

abstract atomism to social collectivism. (7) 

The noumenal state, then, possesses sovereignty for the 

purpose of integrating a sooiety. Laski maintains that the att

ribution of sovereignty to the state "connotes merely a formal 

source of reference and nothing more." (8) The great ends whioh 

the state seeks, security, integration and the satisfaction of 

maximum demand, although they are moral goods, do not confer moral 

validation upon the state. The state is merely an instrument for 

obtaining those goods. It is for the citizens to judge whether 

the state does indeed achieve them and in democratic countries, 

at least, they have the means for registering their verdict. The 

will of the state, expressed in laws, may be wise or unwise, just 

or unjust; their mere issuance does not confer upon them an a 

priori rectitude. The citizen must scrutinize each law as it 

gets enacted and determine for himself whether it serves the great 

ends whioh are "the theoretic purpose" of the state. "A theory 

of the State", Laski insists, "must be a way of valuing the 

achievement of actual states, a criterion of measurement, rather 

than a statement of reality". (9) 

(6) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 91 
(7) This change, I shall argue, has been neither thorough-gcing 

nor consistent. 
(8) The State in Theory and Practice, p.9 
/ Q \ i i_ J J __ /• 
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Prom the assertion that the state possesses legal but 

not moral authority a number of conclusions follow inescapably. 

Firstly, a law to be morally valid must win the free consent of 

the individual. Obedienoe that is exacted through terror is 

worthless. A unity that is achieved through the compulsion of 

fear is artificial and must dissolve at the first impact of real 

freedom. Only the unforced assent of the individual to a law 

makes that law morally valid, ^ree citizens freely debating the 

function of government as that is translated into laws is the 

great desideratum. The law can only win that assent if it in

forms the lives of the citizens with some installment of that 

ultimate good for whioh the state is said to exist. (10) Secondly, 

the consent of the individual is worthless unless it is an 

informed consent, one that is given only after all the evidence 

has been examined and weighed. This, of ocurse, presupposes 

that the citizen has been given an education that enables him to 

offer a reflective judgement. An ignorant man can never be free 

although he be a citizen of the most democratic country in the 

world. Again, a valid consent presupposes that the evidence 

offered the citizen is free from the taint of bias. The great 

(10) We might legitimately identify the noumenal state with 
"pure democracy". In Problems of Sovereignty and Authority 
in the Modern State, Laski is a neo-anarohist seeking 
moral status for the individual surrounded by the all-
devouring, omnicompetent state. In his Grammar of Politics 
he is indistinguishable from the liberal who demands the 
most excellent things without the overthrow of the bour-
geosie. About "pure democracy" lenin has this to sav: 
"(It) is not only an ignorant phrase, revealing lack of 
understanding of the class struggle and of the nature of 
the State, but also a hollow phrase, since in communist 
sooiety democracy will gradually change and become a 
habit, and finally 'wither away': but there will never h« 
'pure democracy1." ^ ^ never be 



17. 

organs of public opinion, radio, newspapers and bocks must be at 

the citizen's command. If the newspapers are owned by multi

millionaires who "slant" or colour the news for their own or for 

class ends they are violating a public trust; they are obstructing 

the individual in his effort to arrive at a valid Judgement. A 

mis-informed man, no less than an illiterate man, has no real 

means of exercising the functions of citizenship. 

Nor was Laski unaware in his earlier books that inequal

ity frustrates the "theoretic purpose" of the state. Freedom, he 

insists, in actual faot belongs only to the privileged few. For 

only they possess the necessary leisure and education to enable 

them to weigh evidence and offer a valid judgement. But Laski 

means something more than that. A political democraoy is purely 

formal democraoy. In theory every citizen has an equal claim to 

the state's interest. However, since actual power is determined 

by wealth and the ownership of the means of production, it will 

gravitate towards those individuals, forming a privileged class 

in sooiety, whioh possess them. Laski criticizes the optimists 

of the nineteenth oentury for believing that the mere granting 

of the vote to everyone would ensure a just and well-ordered 

commonwealth. The disappointment of their hopes was due to a 

failure to realize that "No political democracy can be real that 

is not as well the reflection of an economic democracy". (11) 

(11) Authority in the Modern otate, p. 38. This theme is dealt 
with more fully and more realistically in a later book, 
"Democracy in Crisis", whioh marked Laski's conversion to 
"Marxism". Since then, his effort has been to show that the 
marriage between capitalism and democracy is a very unstable 
one, leading of necessity to its ultimate dissolution For 
capitalism means that the ownership of the means of prcouctior 
the very sources of wealth and power, are ILmited to > 
while d^««--0v insists that power belong to th* m " ' 
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Sooiety, then, is a complex totality and social man

ifestations, however diverse and varied they seem, are yet re

lated to a si-gle centre. All societies are governed by some 

inner logic and exhibit a recognisable pattern. Borrowing this 

insight from Marx, Laski recognized that the distinction between 

state and sooiety was aoademio, of no practical significance. 

The "drop of Marxism" produced a similar result in his treatment 

of state and government. In Authority and the Modern State Laski 

emphasizes that government subserves the final end of the state. 

"The Stete, we broadly say, exists to promote the good life, how

ever variously defined; and we give government the power to act 

for the promotion of that life". (12) He believes that Housseau 

had grasped correctly the distinction between state and govern

ment. The state, for Housseau, was the collective moral person 

formed by the entire body of oitizens; the government was merely 

its executive organ. The government saw to it that the state-

purpose was carried into effect. For Ipski, as well, the state 

(12) ibid., p. 28. Laskifs conversion to Marxism has, it would 
appear, made a difference in his appreciation of Rousseau. 
In Authority in the Modern State, he wrote: "To introduoe 

. as he (Housseau) did, a distinction between the "general" 
will and the "will of all", is, in reality simply to take 
refuge in mysticism", adding that Rousseau was wrong in 
imputing a necessarily benefioent will to the state. But 
in The State in ̂ heory and Praotioe he has this to say of 
Rousseau's theory of the general will: "...the stage of its 
operation is set upon principles scrupulously devised to 
prevent the perversion of its purposes. For"the whole in
forming spirit of his conception is the idea of equalitv 

Rousseau's sovereign can claim the obedience cf the 
members of the community because it is, and cen onlv be 
the community itself", pp. 46 - 47. * v 
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"Tightness"? Is it the individual's conscience? laski most often 

seems to think so, as, for example, when he argues: "The State is 

for him (the individual) sovereign only where his conscience is 

not stirred against its performance". (15) Yet, as we have seen, 

even where the oitizens have unanimously decided upon a oourse of 

action, that action may be politically justifiable but morally 

reprehensible. In other words, an action can be acceptable to 

the individual's conscience and still be wrong. It is when Laski 

is arguing in this manner that he seems to be closely approxi

mating the normative view of the state and the individual held in 

classical theory by Plato and Aristotle. Certainly this "ethio-

ism" is an important strand in Laski's political thinking and 

one whioh, despite many appearances to the contrary, he has never 

succeeded in eliminating. What, ultimately, is sovereign for 

Laski is neither the individual nor the state, but the state-

purpose* By invoking the state-purpose he synthesizes the state 

and the individual into a pursuit of the ineffable; and his plur

alism, whioh sees good as emerging from a Darwinian ocnfliot of 

group-wills, is halted just short of anarchism. 

For Laski the pluralist, it was supremely important to 

establish a difference between state and government. The state, 

he argued, exists to promote the good life, although as a rather 

(14) law. But this is to idealize the individual instead of the 
state; in any event, Laski found it impossible to defend 
consistently his position of extreme individualism, and 
effected a reconciliation between the state and the indiv
idual in heaven, that is, through the moral majesty of the 
state-purpose. 

(15) ibid., p. 43 
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wry commentary on his own definition he conceded that "There has 

been yet no state in history in whioh the consistent effort has 

been towards the unique realization of social good." (16) The 

state, however, cannot function unless it selects certain of its 

members to fulfill its task. The citizen's obedience, therefore, 

goes not to the state but to the persons who compose the govern

ment. His ultimate allegiance, it goes without saying, belongs 

to an entirely different category. For "few who aooept on the 

ground of the high purpose the sovereignty of the State will 

urge that government is similarly sovereign." (17) And a real

istic analysis shows us that what we call state-action is always, 

in real fact, action by government. It is a policy put before 

the people for their approval. Laski, I think, is somewhat am

biguous on this point, for no sooner has he termed state-aotion 

government-action than he adds: "It (policy) becomes state-aotion 

when that acceptance is predominantly operative." (18) The mean

ing intended, however, is perfectly dear; it is that the basis 

of government can only be the consent of the citizens. With a 

view to developing a critique for the idea of command, Laski 

made the utmost of the distinction between state and government. 

The state is invested with moral purpose, but the men composing 

the government are merely its temporary and quite fallible agents. 

(16) ibid., p. 41. The apparent contradiction is solved if we 
bear in mind that Laski is juxtaposing the ideal, concept
ual, or noumenal state with the actual state. Confusion 
would have been avoided if he had consistently used state-
purpose where he meant the conceptual state. 

(17) ibid., p. 30 
(18) ibid., p. 61. 
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Sovereignty, that is power, may be used by them for ends that are 

pernicious and whioh violate the state-purpose. Presumably the 

state-purpose is known to the individual citizen; in the light of 

that knowledge each governmental act is either ratified or reject

ed. The state is what the government does; but what the govern

ment does aoquires moral authority only to the extent that it 

conforms to the sovereign state-purpose. Laski believes that the 

state-purpose is an objeotive reference by means of whioh govern

ment action may be judged. Furthermore, to say that the state 

intends such and such a goal is not sufficient; what the individ

ual wishes to know is what the state is doing now, in actual faot, 

and not in intention. And since the state never aots, but is 

acted for by the government, he will scrutinize carefully eaoh of 

its operations and give or withold consent as his conscience dic

tates. The emphasis throughout is upon the oonsent-giving of the 

citizens• 

The distinction between state and government, so force

fully insisted upon in Laski's earlier volumes, is given a sig

nificantly different treatment in The State in Theory and Practice, 

It is interesting to observe Laski!s effort to temper his old 

sword in the new fires of Marxism. The same ddsiinfciions are em

ployed as formerly but, as was noted in the discussion on state 

and sooiety, the emphasis has been changed around. The same con

cepts are used, but are differently weighted and the conclusion 

adopted is of necessity a different one. The noumenal state is 

onoe again defined as an instrument for organizing the oolleotiv 

life of sooiety. For without the state sooiety would be rent 

conflicts between the human atoms composing it as thev 
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maximum satisfaction of their desires. The state arbitrates be

tween them and also renders possible that end whioh individual 

competition would frustrate. Once again, there is a distinction 

between the state and the state-purpose although, as before, the 

distinction is not sufficiently emphasized. Nevertheless, what

ever the final and glorious purpose of the state may be, in act

ual faot it is an institution and must act through persons. "The 

State, therefore, needs a body of men who operate in its name the 

supreme ooeroive authority of which it disposes; and this body of 

men is what we term the government of the State." (13) All this 

has a familiar ring; as does the following: 

"The purpose, it is said," (the "it is said" sounds like 

a wry commentary on his own earlier theories) "of the distinction 

between state and government is to emphasize the limitation upon 

the latter so to aot that it pay proper regard to the end for 

whioh the State exists. That end, however variously defined, is 

the creation of those conditions under which the members of the 

State may attain the maximum satisfaction of their desires." (20) 

But having said this, having repeated in effect the 

substanoe of previous arguments, Laski makes this interesting 

admission: "Yet it must be said at once that the distinction be

tween state and government is rather of theoretical than of prao-

ioal significance. (21) For every aot of the state we encounter 

(19) The State in Theory and Practice, p.11 
(20) ibid., p.11 - 12 
(21) Cf practical significance? But Laski himself, in this sec

tion at least, is arguing for a conceptual state. It is 
precisely this mixture of fact and metaphysics which is so 
confusing. His conceptual state is devised so that it can 
both fly in the air and run on solid ground simultaneously. 
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is, in truth, a governmental act. The will of the State is in 

its laws; but it is the government which gives substance and 

effect to their content... The state itself, in sober reality, 

never acts; it is acted for by those who have become competent to 

determine its policies." (22) Laski, even in the above quotation, 

is still using a terminology reminiscent of his pluralistic phase, 

but contact with Marxism now suggests to him that the formerly 

all-important distinction is merely of academic interest. The* 

organic and realistic outlook of Marxism has convinced him that 

the distinction between state and government is devoid of any 

praotioal import. A^d in accordance with that insight a corres

ponding shift in emphasis takes place. For, whereas in Authority 

in the Modern State state-aotion was said to be "simply an aot 

of government whioh commands general acceptance," (23) in The 

State in Theory and Practice the stress is no longer laid on 

"general aooeptanoe" but on the government's competency to en

force its decisions. Moral authority, formerly uppermost in 

laski's mind, has receded into the background. Its place has 

been taken by "competency". But what is meant by competency? 

The following paragraph clearly indicates the distance Laski has 

travelled from earlier views. He travels, however, like lot's 

wife, his face turning wistfully towards the past. 

"... here we have to ask what, again in sober fact, 

gives them (the government) their competence. V,Te may say that 

their power derives from the law. But the law, after all, is 

(22) The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 12 - 13 

(23) Authority in the Modern State, p. 31. 
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only a body of words until men give it the substantiality of 

enforcement. We may say that it is the consent of these over 

whom they rule whioh gives them the power to get their will 

obeyed. There is a truth in this view in the sense that Hume 

emphasized when he insisted that all governments, however bad, 

depend for their authority upon publio opinion. But this can

not be regarded as the whole truth for the effective reason that 

there are times and places when men are ruled by a state from 

the policies of whioh their consent is actively witheld. It is 

hardly a proper use of language to say that the Tsarist state 

before 1917, or the state of Fascist Austria today can be re

garded as built upon the consent of their citizens; for, in each 

case, many of those citizens sought to change the policies of the 

state by revolt against the government responsible for them". (24) 

In the final analysis, then, we must admit that "the 

state is built upon the ability of its government to operate 

successfully its supreme coercive power." (25) This, of course, 

is the merest tautology and no more defines the real essence of 

the state than water is defined by wetness, but it enables Laski 

to mingle fact with metaphysics and thereby establish the links 

with Marxism for whioh he is constantly seeking. The state 

wields supreme ooeroive power, but the origin of that power and 

the uses to whioh it is put have been conveniently left out. This 

serves him in good stead, for it enables him to oonoeal the move

ment from the noumenal to the phenomenal, from the ideal to the 

(24) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 13 

(25) ibid., p. 14 
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actual. The following excerpt should make my meaning clearer. 

Discussing the state he writes: "But at any critical moment in 

the history of the State the faot that its authority depends upon 

the power to coerce the opponents of the government, to break 

their wills, to compel them to submission, emerges as a central 

faot in its nature. A state of whioh the purposes are challenged 

has to respond to the challenge or change its purposes; and if 

it proposes to maintain them it must do so by force. It must 

therefore have at its command ooeroive instruments, separate from 

the mass of the population, upon whom it can rely to enforce its 

authority." (26) 

The confusion here is made apparent if we ask: Why 

should anyone in his senses ohallenge the purposes of the state 

when those purposes are, as Laski has himself told us, "the 

creation of those conditions under whioh the members of the 

State may attain the maximum satisfaction of their desires."? (27) 

Is Laski speaking of the actual state or the conceptual? The 

answer is - both. For, in speaking of"ooeroive instruments sep

arate from the mass of the population", he is giving to histor

ical faot the force of a logical inference. The practice cf 

oombining the existent with the theoretical is one to whioh 

Laski has frequent recourse. Are the "coercive instruments", by 

whioh laski means the army, always separate from the population? 

If the Webbs' authority may be accepted, the ̂ ed Army is an 

integral part of Soviet society; it is not a cohesive force 

(26) ibid., p. 14. 

(27) ibid., p. 11. 
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separated from the citizens of the TT.S.S.R. but is, to the con

trary, nourished and supported by them as their surest protection. 

Why, then, did Laski make this generalization? The answer, surely 

is that Laski has read it in Marx and Engels, where speaking of a 

class-divided sooiety they assert that such a society requires a 

pbYteTj a special force no longer identical with the population. 

But Laski has said nothing about a olass-divided society. He has 

shown us the tail, but the horse he has left looked up in the 

stable I Again, on the theoretioal, conceptual or noumenal side, 

it surely does not follow from Laski's definition of the state 

that such a divorce between the army and the people must take 

place. What Laski has done is to infuse an important aspect of 

the Marxian theory of the state into his own lifeless abstractions. 

Men do not obey the state, Laski argues, merely for the 

sake of obedienoe. Nor do they obey it simply because it secures 

to them order and stability, although order and stability are of 

paramount importance in civilized communities. Men will question 

the ends to whioh their obedienoe is put and will observe the 

commands of the state only insofar as they see those commands re

sulting in the maximum welfare possible. They will judge those 

commands from the standpoint of the satisfactions they make poss

ible, accepting or rejecting them as they succeed or fail in mat

erializing those satisfactions. The expectations of what is poss

ible will vary from age to age with men's experiences. All this 

for Laski implies that "the exercise of ooeroive authority is 

never unconditional." (28) The state must aot by rules. There 

(28) ibid., p. 5. 
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are certain purposes it is pledged to fulfill. The statefs auth

ority rests ultimately upon its ability to satisfy the legitimate 

demands and expectations of its citizens. Furthermore, as we have 

seen, it is not sufficient to show that, in theory, the state is 

wedded to good performance. For the citizens the state is what 

it does, and not simply what it announces itself as being. This 

means "that a theory of the state must be a way of valuing the 

achievement of actual states, a criterion of measurement rather 

than a statement of reality." (29) The following paragraph sum

marizes the heart of Laski's argument: 

"My argument throughout will be based upon a single 

assumption. I shall assume that the justification of ooeroive 

authority, the only title upon whioh it can claim the obedience 

of those over whom it is exercised, is in the measure of its 

satisfaction of maximum demand. It is not, that is to say, its 

intention merely to achieve this end that is its title to alleg

iance; a theory of intention can never be the basis of an ade

quate politioal philosophy. It is not the purpose announced, 

but the purposes realized, when this is set over against the 

reasonable possibilities of realization, that can alone be the 

criterion of value in human institutions." (30) 

Laski's assumption, it should be notea at the outset, 

is an idealistic one; its companion assumption is that a state 

can exist whioh has as its aim the satisfaction of maximum demand. 

And, it should be added, for Laski this ideal or noumenal end is 

(29) ibid., p. 6. 

(30) ibid., P. 7. 
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possible only within a state which through its government ana 

laws makes possible the fullest use of the productive forces in 

society. The passage quoted above, therefore, will bear the 

closest scrutiny. It is the vital link, the connecting bridge, 

between Laskifs earlier and his later "Marxian" political doc

trines. Examine the phrase carefully: "satisfaction of maximum 

demand", remembering at the same time the important consideration 

that this end is realizable only in a state whioh employs the 

instruments of production to the full. Laski adopts this term

inology, I suggest, because Marx has made us aware of the rela

tionships that inevitably exist between production and consump

tion; later on, Laski will argue that capitalism and with it the 

capitalist state must necessarily frustrate the desire for max

imum demand as the mode of production beoomes fettered by the 

relations of production. Not "a state" but the capitalist state 

is, for Laski, responsible for suoh an outcome. The distinction 

is all-important. 

To bring his earlier views into line with his "Marxism" 

Laski merely had to give the former a slight twist. The follow

ing passage is from his Grammar of Politics: 

"That the State is, in some form or other, an inevit

able organization will be apparent to anyone who examines the 

human nature that we encounter in daily life. (31) But to admit 

that it is inevitable is not to admit that it is entitled to 

moral pre-eminence of any kind. For, after all, the State is not 

(31) This, of course, is the liberal view of the origin of the 
state, not the Marxian, and is repeated by Laski in The 
State in Theory and Practice. 
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itself an end, but merely the means to an end, whioh is realized 

only in the enrichment of human lives. Its power ana the alleg

iance it can win depend always upon what it aohieves for that 

enrichment." (32) 

The similarity in outlook between this passage and that 

preceding it is evident and striking. 7/hat is asserted in both 

is that the ooeroive authority of the state is never absolute but 

contingent: contingent, that is, upon how men judge the state to 

have achieved the ends or purpose for which it is said to exist. 

The difference between them, the slight twist referred to above, 

is accomplished through the substitution of the phrase "satis

faction of maximum demand" for "the enrichment of human lives" 

as a description of the end to which the state is promised. Laski 

presumably thinks that the former is more specific and objeotive 

and therefore more capable of exact definition and measurement. 

But in the back of his mind, I believe, lies the knowledge based 

on Marx's labours that the capitalist system must inevitably 

frustrate the desire for maximum satisfaction; that, in other 

words, the capitalist system cannot make the fullest possible 

use of the instruments of production. By erecting that as the 

sole criterion to evaluate the state's proper functioning, he 

has again made use of a Marxian insight to stiffen the backbone 

of his previous political philosophy. But the baokbone is still 

very muoh in evidence; and whether the use of this insight is 

consonant with an appeal to the state's ideal purpose, natural 

law, natural rights and other political categories derived from 

(32) Grammar of Politics, p. 88 
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Locke or Mill is what precisely is open to question. He has 

poured, it seems to me, old wine into new bottles and the result 

is confusion made opaque by brilliant rhetoric. He has arrived 

at a new station but encumbered with old luggage. It is my inten

tion now to examine that luggage. 

But before I proceed to do so I must state the diffi

culty that oonfronts me as clearly as I can. It is difficult to 

deal with intellectual confusion without oneself becoming involved 

in confusion. When a thinker amalgamates two opposing outlooks 

as Laski has done, amalgamating liberalism with marxism, it is 

a nearly impossible task to disentangle them. For purposes of 

exposition I have called the first, broadly speaking, noumenalism 

and the seoond, phenomenalism. Unfortunately Laski is neither a 

liberal nor a Marxist. He is - if for the moment we allow the 

possibility of such a hybrid existing - a liberal Marxist. By 

this I mean that he introduces, eoleotioally, concepts borrowed 

from Marxism into a scheme of things where they do not and, what 

is more important, oannot belong. His theory cf sovereignty, in 

its later phase, is an impure abstraction; but it is an abstrac

tion refined by Marxian insight, enclosed in a noumenal framework 

whose validity, were he alive, Marx would be the first to deny. 

Discussing coercive authority apart from the olass struggles 

whioh originate it Laski is, in truth, attempting to extract a 

live nerve without disturbing the surrounding tissue - an imposs

ible feat! The consequence is that, mirroring Laskifs mind, the 

noumenal state is also a hybrid: half-concept, half-fact. 

The difficulty is indioated by the following quotation. 

Here, it will be seen, Laski offers a definition of the state 
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whioh appears totally at variance with those already statea. "By 

its very nature", he writes, "it (the state) is simply ooeroive 

power used to protect the system of rights and duties of one pro

cess of eoonomio relationships from invasion by another class which 

seeks to change them in the interests of another process." (33) 

The state's purpose Is seen no longer as an attempt to secure the 

satisfaction of maximum demand, nor the growth and enrichment of 

human personality. Nor is its end the maintenance of a system of 

rights which would secure to the citizen the fullest life possible. 

The state is now frankly defined in Marxian terms as an instru

ment of olass domination. How is it possible to reconcile what 

at first blush certainly seem like irreconcilably antagonistic 

views? Some oritios maintain that Laski is indeed what he calls 

himself, namely a Marxist, and that whereas the first part of 

The State in Theory and Practice was written in the optative 

mood, the second part, from whioh the above definition was taken, 

was written in the declarative mood. The former tells us what 

the state ought to be, the latter what it actually is. The one 

is theory, the other practice. I oannot see much in this view 

to reoommend it. For it seems to me that two very important 

considerations may be urged against its tenability. Firstly, it 

completely overlooks the faot that the Marxian conception of the 

state is Itself a theory derivable from the his+crical praotioes 

of actual states. Along with the realization that this is so 

must be placed the further faot that the Marxian conception of 

(33) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 100 
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the state oannot be picked up separately like a brier from a wall 

but is embedded in a unique and comprehensive view of history, 

eoonomios and philosophy. I shall have occasion to deal with this 

latter at greater length further on. Secondly, to assert that 

the first section was written in the optative mood only is to 

Ignore what I have tried in this chapter to establish: namely, 

that Laski is here repeating with really unimportant medificatiens 

a view of the state whioh he has championed ever since his 

Authority in the Modern State appeared in 1919. Here, as there, 

the ought is addressed to what is: it is not simply an ode ac-

dressed to an invisible nightingale. There is, I claim, the lib

eral presumption that the actual state can be modified until it 

functions, more or less, as Laski would have it funoticn. Con

viction on this point will, perhaps, come easier if it is remem

bered that Laski is a member of the labour Party of England and 

espouses the view that revolutionary change may be achieved 

through a parliamentary demooraoy. 

One other explanation may be offered tc account for the 

difference between the two sections. It might be said that in 

the first section, propounding the philosophic conception of the 

state, Laski, a Marxist at heart, is nevertheless building upon 

certain bourgeois assumptions (I use the word "bourgeois" in a 

desoriptive not in an invidious sense) and has pushed such a 

theory of the state as far as it could go. In effect, he was 

saying: "Very well; I shall play this parlor game of ideal ends 

natural rights, etc., according to the rules they have laid down. 

I shall take them at their own word." Thus, having constructed 
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a theory of the state according to the specifications approved 

by the experts, he prooeeded to show how the blue-print was 

shrivelled up in the fire of capitalism's eoonomio contradictions. 

This view, likewise, has little to recommend it except its plaus

ibility* For it assumes, what the tenor and dominant mood of the 

section does not allow us to assume, that Laski is arguing with 

his tongue in his cheek; that he is simply entertaining himself 

and his readers by expanding a multi-coloured bubble which he 

Intends a moment later to destroy by introducing it into the high-

pressure chamber of the "real world". And it ignores, just as 

the previous explanation did, that the real world, or rather the 

state in the real world, has a Marxian theory to account for it; 

that Marxism offers itself as a progressive critique of the actual 

practice of states. 

Speaking bluntly, Laski's effort to apportion the state 

Into theory and practice is sheer sophistry made, I suggest, with 

a view to reconciling his native idealism and his acquired "Marx-

Ism". There are not two kinds of states but only one, about whioh 

there are many diverse theories. And as in the field of economics 

similarly in political science, these theories may be divided into 

two sharply opposed schools of thought: the bourgeois and the 

Marxian. What Laski is really attempting is to straddle both. 

Inooherenoy and confusion are the inevitable result. Both the 

noumenal and the phenomenal states reveal dark cracks and fis

sures, the oonsequenoe of the unsuccessful venture to divorce 

theory from practice. Laski's political doctrines, as apart from 

his practice, lack an inner consistency and admit, as I show more 

fully In the succeeding pages, of no clear and straightforward 
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definition. For how reconoile the categories which he employs 

in the first section of The State in Theorv and Practice, (34) 

categories suoh as rights, natural law, individualism, moral 

authority, eto., with those employed in the second section (35) 

where those categories are no longer unreal abstractions divorced 

from the social relations of a dynamically changing world but on 

the contrary attempt, however inadequately, to reflect those rela

tionships as they "move towards a re-definition". Here the cat

egories employed are "masses" instead of "individuals", "fcroe" 

instead of "moral authority", "interests" instead of "justice". 

We have left behind the aoademio world of the library for the 

jostling market place. 

Yet, with all due respect to Laski, I fail to see how 

he can argue in his library for the rights of the individual, his 

moral stature, etc., and then hurry to the market plaoe to re

proach the too timid German Sooial Democrats for failing to 

restrict the rights of the members of the ruling olass in the 

Interest of a different economic order. He even praises the 

Bolsheviks - for establishing a dictatorship1. "It is not enough", 

writes Laski, "for the makers of the revolution tc capture the 

State; theĵ  have the additional obligation of transforming it" 

(good-bye to democratic safeguards, rights and so on) "to the 

purpose they wish it to serve. Ebert and his colleagues, in 1918, 

made only a preliminary gesture of revolution, and then withdrew 

(34) The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 3 - 8 5 

(35) Ibid., pp. 87 - 192 
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from completing It by reason of their horror at the price it 

would entail." (36) We might profitably stop here for a moment 

to enquire how Laski is employing the term "obligation". Now 

"obligation" Is a moral category, redolent with idealistic con-

notations. In effect, therefore, Laski is saying that the German 

Social Demoorats were morally justified to use force to break 

down the resistance offered to their programme. But he is also, 

at the same time, saying something much more. It is to the makers 

of any revolution that he is addressing himself, as a careful 

reading of the passage will indicate. The reference to the Social 

Demoorats is merely by way of illustration. How the question that 

immediately comes to mind is this: would Laski assert that the 

Nazis had a similar moral obligation to transform the state once 

they had captured it? Or would he admit that in such an event 

the term "obligation" would be quite meaningless and should be 

replaced by a neutral term, say "necessity'1? On the basis of 

Laski's known political sympathies, we may confidently assume that 

the second answer would be returned. Yet the use of the term 

"obligation" In this equivocal context was not simply a careless 

slip of the pen. For the present, it is sufficient to say, that 

if there is an ambiguity here, and I think that there is, it is 

of a kind whioh is inherent in Laskifs political doctrines as a 

whole and which springs, I repeat, from the effort to merge two 

opposed ideologies. 

(36) ibid., P. 262. Ebert and his colleagues "drew back in horror" 
because they were good Lasklan demoorats with a respect for 
the individual's - read Thyssen's - conscience. 
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A second comment on the above passage may now be made. 

It Is this: the problem whioh Laski presents us with i^ similar 

to that whioh vigorously occupies students of Plato. How do 

universals aot upon particulars, how do we go from the one to 

the other? If, that is, Laski argues that the German and Russian 

revolutions were exceptional episodes and therefore required ex

ceptional measures, it is still a fair question to ask, "Who and 

what determines their exceptionality?" And, surely, a democrat 

and libertarian who praises justice and upholds the rights of 

Individuals, even those of Krupps and Thyssen, must do so, if he 

wishes to be consistent, to the very end. -̂ nd to reply, as Laski 

very well might, that in such a oontextf i.e., conflict between 

the individual and the state, what we aotually have is a conflict 

between opposing "rights", sounds of course very poignant but it 

is hardly Illuminating. Certainly the idealist would be the first 

to point out that the term "rights" had in such a context been 

robbed of all meaning. Their moral underpinnings, as with the 

term "obligation", have been washed away and what we are really 

confronted with is force arrayed against force. But force, force 

as an historical necessity, is precisely what Laski *s idealism 

prevents him from contemplating. 

It is utterly impossible, therefore, tc reconcile Laski 

the passionate libertarian v/ith Laski the "Marxist". The neat 

little bridge (the state as existing to satisfy maximum demand) 

whioh he laid down between the two will crumble at the first 

heavy footfall; or rather, beoause it is placed upon such slippery 

ground, the first real billow must send it crashing into the 
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turbulent waters. My own assumption, and this it is the whole 

purpose of my thesis to prove, is that Laski is net and has never 

been a Marxist. By striving, in true eclectic fashion, to extract 

certain1elements from Marxism while dismissing others, he has given 

us something whioh may resemble the original but which neverthe

less, will deceive no one but ^he ignorant and the credulous. 

For Professor Laski The State in Theory and Practice 

was only another expedition into the territory of marxism, ̂ here 

were previous forays, all executed with the same aplomb and deft

ness. It seems, however, an unfortunate peculiarity of the 

Anglo-Saxon interpreters that they are unable to understand Marx

ism in all its living interoonneotedness. English and American 

"What Marx Really Meanters" are legion and while there are impor

tant differences between them in subtlety of interpretation and 

breadth of scholarship, they have this much in common: they all 

believe that they understand marxism far tetter than Marx did him

self. The following passages, to illustrate my point, are taken 

from Laskl's book Communism (Home University library). It may 

seem unfair to quote from Laski's earlier writings, but I do so in 

order to show up a persistent streak of eclecticism which man

ifests itself whenever he ventures to discourse on Marxism. 

"The essence of Marx's work lies not in any special 

economic doctrine (I) so much as in the spirit by which this total 

accomplishment was performed... It may be true that ^arxian eoon-

omios is in no small degree self-contradictory and it is certainly 

true that much of the Marxian sociology bears the obvious stigmata 

of Its special time. 

"Marxism as a social philosophy can be most usefully 
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resolved Into four distinct parts. It is first and foremost a 

philosophy of history... it is a theory of social development 

Intended to guide the party of which he was the leader. Marx in 

the third place outlined a tactic... He was, finally, an economic 

theorist. 

"For Marx himself, of course, none of these aspects is 

properly separable from any other. They form a logical whole, 

the unity of whioh he would have passionately defended. It is, 

however, possible to reject the validity of his economic system, 

while accepting the large outlines of his social .theory. 

"All of this is, of course, a complete social doctrine, 

In whioh the economic theories of Marx are interesting without 

being integral." (37) 

The book from whioh the above passages are taken was 

first published in 1927. Since the last reprintea issue appeared 

in 1932 we may oonolude that the views expressed therein repre

sent Laski's thinking on the subject of marxism at that date. 

The first thing to be noted is that Laski, in common 

with other Anglo-Saxon interpreters of Marxism, believes that 

certain Items whioh he fancies can be appropriated from the main 

body of dootrine without injury resulting as a consequence to 

the latter. Marxism, on this view, is a too-vigoro is tree whioh 

must be oarefully pruned, and Laski, the eclectic, is ready with 

the pruning-hook. Seoondly, notice laski!s slighting reference 

to Marx's economics. A brief reading cf the relevant chapter in 

Communism will convince any stuaent of the subject that Laski has 

(37) Communism, pp. 22 - 29. To assert that Marx's eoenemies is 
not essential to his sociology is about as sensible as 
saying that Laski fs^skeleton Is not essential to his body. 
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at best, an extremely superficial knowledge of Marxian economics. 

Here It is unprofitable to enter upon this particular aspect of 

Laski's aberrations. The following passage convicts Laski of care

less writing or inept thinking. He writes: "Basing himself upon 

the Rloardian definition of value as the product of labour, Marx 

saw that labour must produoe more than it receives. Labour, 

accordingly, is robbed by the capitalist since it receives only 

the prioe it can command in the market, while the surplus, how

ever large, goes to the master." And now comes what, to be sure, 

is the most unfortunate bit of writing in socialist literature. 

"The purpose of socialism is to compel the reversal of this pos

ition." (38) This last sentence, completing the passage, is too 

wonderfully weird to require further comment. 

It would appear, therefore, that from 1932 on Laski's 

views on Marxism underwent a considerable change. Certainly he is 

not so confident now that "the economic theories of Marx are in

teresting without being integral". (Laski sometimes writes like a 

poet and Iyshould not be surprised to learn that he had been led 

Into error by the alliterative effect of "interesting" and "In

tegral".) In his The State in Theory and Practice he makes fre

quent use of Marxian insights into the productive mechanism of 

capitalism. But, characteristically, he does so in an eoleotio 

fashion, combining them with a fundamental liberalism for pur

poses whioh Marx would have indignantly repudiated. Laski may 

not unfairly be called the unwilling bride of Marxism, taking 

(38) Communism, p. 29. 
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each step towards the altar with distressed and painful reluctance* 

Nevertheless, the marriage has not yet been oons'immated. 

In actual faot, Laski has volunteered to build a con

ceptual or, as I have named it, a noumenal state; but aware that 

the value of such states is at a discount he has introduced one 

or two solid bricks of historical faot to solidify his abstract 

construction. The attempt is significant as an indication of a 

type of liberal mind grappling uncomfortably with existing real

ities. Laski is the Mill of the twentieth century or, parodying 

a famous remark, he is Mill in an age of imperialism. He is a 

semi-Marxist, and the theoretical structure he unfolds is. only 

as strong as the hyphen that supports it. laski is one of an 

ever-growing number of economists and political scientists who 

extraot whatever elements from Marx they require to give their 

suspect currency negotiability. To put it again bluntly, he is a 

soissors-and-paste Marxist. 

Let us analyse further Laski!s ingenious construction. 

We have seen that the state possesses ooeroive power to enforce 

Its decisions. Looking at the matter realistically, it is the 

government - a body of men acting as agents for the state - that 

wields this ooeroive power, where does this coercive power re

side? It resides, Laski answers, in the armed forces, ^hese 

armed forces are separated from the mass of the population (this 

is an historical faot, as I have pointed out, net a logical infer

ence from Laski's initial assumption) ana are at the disposal of 

whatever government is in power to exercise the state sovereignty. 

The army - there is the hard core of sovereignty. Furthermore 
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the noumenal state must be unbiassed. Its object mus" ^e tc ful

fill, on the largest possible scale, the desires of its citizens. 

If certain desires go unsatisfied it must be shewn olearlv that 

the ends of the state are best served by the results whioh then 

occur. 

"There must have been many slaves in ancient Athens 

who denied that their condition was compatible with justice; but 

we must assume, from the knowledge we have, that the Athenian 

State took the view that the basis of its civilization in slavery 

was the best method open to it of attaining its end; ana it there

fore put all the authority of its ooeroive power behind the sys

tem of slavery." (39) 

It is interestinp to note that whenever Laski is build

ing his noumenal state he relies upon pure hypostatization, e.g. 

"the Athenian State took the view", etc. Not the Athenian slave

owners, mind you, but the Athenian State believed that "slavery 

was the best method open to it of attaining its end." The end 

here is - what? Civilization? The conceptual end? Cr the pract

ical end of maintaining the privileges ef slave-ov.ners? Jan one 

intelligibly speak of a hypostatized abstraction possessing an 

end? Can oonfusion go any further? Nor is the difficulty cleared 

up but, on the contrary, is made worse by the following passage: 

"So, also, with Hitlerite Germany. Its rulers exclude the Jews 

from citizenship of that state on the ground that the ends (ideal? 

praotioal? theoretical?) they deem good (has this word any moral 

(39) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 21. 
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content here? Is "good" intelligible in this context?) are not 

otherwise attainable. Rightly or wrongly, that is to say, the 

purposes of a state (ideal? practical? theoretical?) are always 

referred by those who operate its sovereignty to a criterion of 

good (!) they are prepared to defend. The defense must be in 

terms of reason." (40) 

Such looseness of thought or expression is very bewil

dering. Words like "good", "ends", "purposes" are given differ

ent meanings whioh Laski, intent upon erecting his conceptual 

state, fastens upon them. What, indeed, does "justice" mean in 

the foregoing passage? Presumably the Athenian slave-owners or, 

to use Laski's convenient abstraction, the Athenian state also 

had a conception of "justice", one opposed to that of the slaves. 

Are there, then, two "justices"? But Laski fails to give a clear 

answer to these questions, questions whioh any logician would be 

quick to ask. He is unable to do so because he approaches the 

whole matter from two antithetic predications. An eclectic, Laski 

Is neither a consistent Marxist nor a consistent idealist. He up

holds, on the one hand, a normative view of social relations stem

ming from Plato and Aristotle whioh is the basic ingredient of 

traditional European idealism;(41) on the other hand, he aooepts 

the materialist conception of history which marx enunciated and 

whioh essays to explain men's notions of "justice", "good", etc. 

as the idealized reflex of their economic environment. Caught 

(40) ibid., p. 21 

(41) Ibid., pp. 78 - 85 
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by this self-initiated pinoer movement, is it tc be wondered at 

that Laski must constantly resort to an ambiguous terminology? 

Laski, I am saying, is well aware that what determined 

slavery In anoient Athens was not the views whioh the slaves or 

the Athenian state held concerning "justice" bit the mode of pro

duction then existing. But the construction of the noumenal state 

requires of Laski that he give this awareness a coat of idealistic 

varnish. The consequence is sophistry, the twin-brother of eclec

ticism. Never clearly' expressed, the dichotomy whioh lies at the 

basis of Laski's political doctrines spreads, like a poison in a 

man's veins, throughout the noumenal and phenomenal realms, crip

pling them into paralytic futility. Thus, an important point 

Laski wishes to make is that the state must be unbiassed (he 

hastens to add further on that no state has ever been unbiassed) 

and that where it performs actions differentiating in the satis

faction of its citizens it must be prepared to do sc in terms of 

reason. An interesting word that - reason, .hose reason? Every

body's reason. Mr. Churchill's reason and that of the Communist 

M.P., Mr. Gallaoher* Mr. Henry Ford's and that of the strikers 

who are just now besieging his plant in TTindsor, Ontario, in pro

test against wage reductions. (42) The assumption here is that 

there is a mysteriously impartial entity, a public reason, to 

whioh appeal may be made. Yet this assumption is immediately 

negated by the assertion that "in all matters of social constitu

tion, the degree to whioh the judgement made is bcrn cf our per

sonal relation to the result is fundamental te any objective 

(42) The Montreal -ally Star, Jan. 2f 1946 
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assessment to it" (43). This is somewhat misleading since it 

seems to ask both the workers and capitalists tc rise superior to 

the environment which conditions their social judgements and 

reach that plane of pure objective reason where all personal bias 

is laid aside. All that is needed is a psychoanalysis of econ

omic motivation. The remedy for olass oonflict lies close at 

hand: we must convince both parties to the conflict that strife 

Is bad and wasteful, that co-operation in the removal of the 

causes making for strife will produce a better oraer. There is 

the noumenal supposition (the phenomenalist Laski has no such 

illusions) that both parties have the same interest in the removal 

of inequality. 

This reliance upon a public reason is, of oourse, one 

of the philosophical bases of democratic socialism and is very 

far removed from the scientific socialism of marx and Engels. 

They believed that class-conflict, and not reason, was the motive 

force in history and that class-conflict, at a certain stage of 

man's development, was not only an inevitable but also a necessary 

instrument of social change. They believed that it was the his

torical mission of the working-olass to overthrow capitalism and 

to establish a classless sooiety. Only in such a society would 

the identification of the real and the rational become possible 

for there the man and the citizen would be one, based upon the 

identity of his interests with those of the society in which he 

lived. Marx and Engels therefore bent all their efforts towards 

educating and strengthening the worklnr-ol^ss for the inevitable 

(43) The State In Theory and Practice, p. 23. 
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battles that lay ahead. There was with them no question of rea

son, or justice, or morality, absolutes to which ene half of 

Laski's mind oontinually makes obeisances; or rather, as dialec

tical materialists they pointed out their relativity to the all-

Important task of emancipating the proletariat from wage-slavery. 

It is precisely this outlook whioh laski has never assimilated. 

An eclectic contrivance, it would be surprising if the 

noumenal state were self-consistent. Ana, indeed, it is not. For 

the moment Laski mixing, as I have shown, fact with theory speaks 

of the armed foroes of the state as separate from the mass of the 

population he has committed himself to a class-divided society 

wherein the state is used as an instrument of olass coercion. 

This is an important faot to grasp ana cannot be emphasized too 

strongly. It is only in a sooiety where a fundamental cleavage 

exists due to opposing olass interests that "a power apparently 

standing above sooiety becomes necessary" (44). when, therefore, 

Laski demands that this state should be unbiassed, satisfy max

imum demand, or observe a system of rights, he is demanding an 

impossibility, sinoe these demands oentradict the very p irposes 

for whioh such a state has been instituted. There is a contradic

tion here, a^d one which touches at ever?' point Laski's effort to 

build a conceptual theory of the state. Misled by his ambition 

to give logio the force and appearance of fact, he has stirred 

up a hornet's nest of antinomies. Where the armed forces are 

divorced from the rest of the population, we have a .'lass-divided 

(44) Engels, Origin of thr tfamiiy, rriva^e Property and the 
State, p. 155. 
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soc ie ty , and where we have a o lass-d iv ided sec ie t : appeals "o 

Reason, Justioe and the i nd iv idua l ' s conscience as th e only va l id 

basis of law are a t worst meaningless, and at best merely ^icus 

e x h o r t a t i o n s . Having himself r a i sed the c r^e i e l issue ef Power, 

Laski has executed a graceful p i roue t t e and f ina l ly evaded i t . 

Cn tha t issue a l l idea l i sms, including his own, are f i n a l l : 

s h a t t e r e d . 
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Chanter III 

State Absolutism 

Other theories of the state may be distinguished frcm 

that of the Marxian by their assurance that the state originates 

from the very facts of human nature. On that issue both utilit

arian liberals and philosophical idealists are in basic agreement, 

the difference between them being one ef demarcation and emphasis. 

The utilitarian liberals, whose most influential spokesman today 

is Mr. Molver, argue that the state is a secular organ of the 

community. It is, so to speak, the pavad highway of social life, 

bordered by fields and oities, and serving us all in some espec

ially intimate manner. The art of statesmanship consists in 

keeping the highway open at all times; moreover, the wise states

man will never make the mistake of confusing the highway with the 

city. The common highway keeps the traffic flowing smoothly as 

men travel towards their different ends. It serves, or it should 

serve, all men equally. If, in the past, rulers ana narrow groups 

have benefited most from its existence, this faot has net im

paired its usefulness; today, at any rate in demcoratic theory, 

all citizens are entitled to the same service. Universality of 

law serves the common interest; the highway broadens out from 

precedent to precedent. 

Philosophical idealists, however, have identified the 

city with the highway. Cver-awed by the majesty with whioh Aris

totle has endowed the state, they have argued that men are never 
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so much themselves, never so truly human, as when they are members 

of the state. Cutside its framework men are egotistic, blinaea 

by petty interests and ooncerns. They are likely to mistake the 

fleeting spasm of pleasure for their abiding interest. The state 

Is that divine instrument whioh, calling upon the surrender of all 

that is evil, narrow and self-seeking in men's lives, leads them 

on to salvation. The state aotually beoomes a way of life because 

it is a way out of all whioh would oonstriot life to illiberal 

ends. The state is permanent in the sense that the final good 

whioh all men desire is permanent. Human nature, divided into 

halves of different worth, demands the state. 

Now for laski, as for other liberal thinkers, the state 

finds its origin as well as its justification in the faots of 

human nature. (1) Furthermore, the individuals within the state 

are construed as separate atoms, colliding with eaoh other and 

possessing, indeed, nothing in common but the same hard urgency 

for desire-satisfaotion. The psychological and moral construc

tion, hedonist and egoistio, is of the sohool of Hobbes and Spin

oza. Sooiety is an aggregate of egoists. Finally, ana in this 

Laskl's un-Marxian outlook is clearly revealec, men are viewed by 

him apart from the sooial relations into whioh, independently of 

their will, they have entered. Cnoe again, but this time speak

ing a flexible twentieth oentury prose, the socially converted 

savage of the contract theorists makes his appearance. For Laski, 

therefore, as for Hobbes and Rousseau, the facts of human nature 

(1) Authority in the Modern State, p. 19; Grammar of Politics 
p. 17; The State in Theory and Practice, p. 4. 
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and human organization demand "a ooeroive authority in sooiety tc 

define the permissible rules of social behavior." (2) In terms 

whioh recall Looke, the father of English liberalism and repre

sentative government, Laski writes: "Granted the nature of men, 

the alternative appears to be a chaos of individual decisions 

fatal to the emergence of settled ways of life. V/ith tr.e State 

there oomes security; and security is the oondition upon whioh 

the satisfactions men seek to secure are capable of peaceful at

tainment." (3) 

Laski is certain that the state is a necessary and in

deed inevitable instrument to prevent men, in their pursuit of 

self-fulfillment, from inflicting injury upon eaoh other. What

ever else the state may be, its primary function is to aot as a 

social prophylaotio. The alternative, Laski assures us, is chaos 

or anarchy. By setting the terms upon whioh men may proceed in 

their searoh for purely individual goods, the state limits the 

areas of conflict to trivial or unimportant opcasions. Without 

suoh an instrument, the only basis for social oohesion, the sep

arate units oomprising the totality would fly apart like the 

spokes of a wheel if the hub were shattered. "I easily grant," 

writes Looke, "that civil government is the proper remedy for the 

Inconveniences of the State of Nature, whioh must certainly be 

great where men may be judges in their own oase..."(4) And in 

another passage he affirms that "... the freedom of men under 

(2) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 4. 
(3) ibid., p. 4. 
(4) Looke, Treatise on Civil Government, Book 12, Ch. 2 
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government is to have a standing rule to live by common to every 

one of that sooiety, and made by the legislative power erected 

In It." (5) There is evidently a striking affinity of thought 

between Laski and his great liberal predecessor. Just how striking 

will be shown in the sequel. 

"Man", writes Laski, "is a oommunity-building animal: 

It is by reverent oontaot with Aristotle's fundamental observa

tion that every politioal discussion must begin. .Ye start with 

the one oompulsory form of human association - the State - as the 

oentre of analysis." (6) This at onoe brings us to a oonsider-

ation of sovereignty. It is seen that every state, both by def

inition and faot, must possess supreme ooeroive power to enforoe 

its decisions. Sovereignty is state-power. Sovereignty integ

rates sooiety into a pattern to whioh individuals and associations 

must oonform. The will of the state is binding upon all. The 

state differs from all other associations through its possession 

of ooeroive authority. Trade Unions, ohurohes, clubs, or similar 

groups into whioh men form themselves for defenoe or oomfort must 

all exeroise a persuasion short of foroe upon their members. (7) 

The Churoh may excommunicate the heretio; it oan no longer have 

him burned at the stake. The power over life and death has been 

transferred from the Churoh to the modern state. 

(5) ibid., Book 2, Ch. 4 
(6) Authority in the Modern State, p. 19 
(7) Does the distinction that the pluralists drew between the 

state as a oompulsory form of association, and associations 
that are voluntary, hold good today, with trade unions and 
other eoonomio organizations assuming more and more a oom
pulsory oharaoter? 
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But If the exercise cf sovereignty is necessary, even 

Inevitable, it is in no sense absolute. The earlier Laski at

tacked the monistio concept ion of the state, a conception whioh 

asserts that the state possesses, or should possess "a single 

source of authority that is theoretioally comprehensive and unlim

ited In Its exeroise." (8) He grounded his attack in an appeal 

to history and upon logioal analysis. History demonstrated, he 

believed, that the modern omnipotent state was the product of the 

religious struggles of the sixteenth century. (9) Sinoe the state 

had an origin it was not divine but seoular: to realize this faot 

was to prepare the way for a realistic approach towards the state 

whioh centred in the demand for proof of its continuing utility. 

Logioal analysis re-inforoed this demand by pointing out three 

things, whioh Laski thought had been overlooked by political mon

ists, concerning the state, (i) If the state is an association, it 

Is only one among many. It competes with Trade Unions, churches, 

eto. for the support of its members, (ii) There is no a priori 

certainty that this support will be given to the state rather 

than to the assooiation to whioh one happens to belong. In a 

conflict, let us say, between the state and a trade union, the 

members may possibly feel that their allegiance should be given 

to the trade union rather than to the state. In other words, 

sovereignty is recognized not as unlimited state-power, but as 

the ability to secure consent, (iii) If man is a moral agent he 

must be allowed to judge the actions of the state and to commit 

(8) Hsiao,, Politioal Pluralism, p. 2 
(9) Authority In the Modern Stata, p. 21; urammar of Politics, p.45 
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himself in the light of his judgment. 

It is difficult to tell how much ef this analysis Laski 

would regard as pertinent today. Certainly in the hurly-burly 

phenomenal world we know, his attaoks against sovereignty strike 

us as being as futile as they are ingenious. The great defect of 

Laskl's earlier volumes lies in their aoademio quality; their 

remoteness from the world of dynamio processes; their inability 

to refleot, even partially, the issues of our time. Cenoeived in 

the library they emerged - still-born. The foroe of this critic

ism is seen more readily if it is remembered that Authority in 

the Modern 3tate appeared in 1919, one year after the Bolsheviks 

had seized power and set Russia, and indeed the whole world, u*on 

an adventure whose signifioanoe we are only now beginning to 

estimate properly. Lenin's State and Revolution appeared in 

1917. And before Lenin's olassio, there existed a wealth of 

soolalist books to whioh Laski, had he been free fr^m liberal 

illusions, might have gone for a more realistic understanding of 

the nature of sovereignty. Laskifs cardinal mistake was to re

gard sovereignty as a concept. He failed completely to see that 

sovereignty was merely a euphemism for olass domination. He set 

himself to battle with a shadow. Cptimistically, he thought to 

remove the shadow by eliminating the plaster on the wall. His 

appeal to history was superficial and ineffective precisely be

cause it missed out on the main point; namely, that the rise of 

the omnicompetent, territorial state oeincided with the rise of 

the bourgoofe ie'who indeed required such a state tc batter down 

not, as Laski seems to think, another abstraction - the Papacy -
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but the hindering relations of the old, feudal society. And the 

logioal analysis, exeouted with so much adroit argument, failed 

to slay the dragon of sovereignty because it never even approached 

It. (10) 

Nor, in his attaoks upon the political monists, was 

Laski either dear or self-oonsistent. He has much more in oommcn 

with "absolutists", Hobbes, Rousseau and Hegel, than he seems to 

think. By some unfortunate misunderstanding he had come t^ be

lieve that political monism and moral absolutism were interchange

able terms. Yet even a casual reading of the work of Bodin and 

Hobbes, whom Laski calls "Prinoe of ironists", must dispel suoh 

a notion. Thus, Bodin defines the state us "an association of 

families and their oommon possessions, governed by a supreme 

power, and by reason." (11) Within the purely politioal realm 

the sovereign ruled supreme, but the sovereign was himself plaoed 

under the authority of reason. There were certain definite areas 

of sooial intercourse that the sovereign could never pass. Nor 

is the case otherwise with Hobbes who has been supposed, mis

takenly 1 believe, the advocate of complete tyranny. "The Common

wealth", he writes, "is one person, of whose aots a great mul

titude, by mutual covenants one with another, have made themselves 

every one the author, to the end that he may use the strength and 

means of them all, as he shall think expedient, for their peaoe 

(10) Very likely Laski would today agree with the forego inp, orlt 
loism. It Is important to remember, however, that Laski 
retains with but slight modifications the pluralistic struc 
ture in the noumenal state. 

(11) Bodin, iJe Republioa, I, oh. 1 
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and common defense." (12) Obedienoe to the sovereign is always 

conditional upon the aohievement of ends (in this oase, peace and 

oommon defense) for whioh individuals have banded themselves to

gether. So far, indeed, is Hobbes from handing over complete and 

unlimited power to the sovereign that he reoognizes the right of 

the subject to refuse, even in defiance of sovereign command, to 

kill himself or his fellows. And what, it seems to me, oan be 

more explicit than the following passage: "... Subjects owe to 

Sovereigns, simple Obedience, in all things, wherein their obeo-

lenoe is not repugnant to the Lawes of God..." (13) All that the 

sovereign possesses is legal supremacy; more than that no mcnist 

has ever admitted. And legal supremaoy is always conditioned by 

oustom, or morality, or religion, or natural law. 

If this is true, laskifs aim is no different from that 

of the politioal monists 9 whom he criticised. That aim is te se

cure moral validity for legal supremacy. It is the effort to find 

those sooial arrangements where power may be used for moral ends. 

And here it might be profitably stated again that there are two 

main elements, running parallel and frequently coinciding in 

Laskl's politioal thought. They may be called respectively pos

itivism and ethioalism. The positivism observes with a sober and 

oritioal eye what the state does. The ethicalism demands that it 

do better. The positivist equates state with government and 

affirms that state-aotion is, after all, only what a group of per

sons, constituting the governing body, declare legal. The ethio-

(12) Hobbes, Leviathan, II, Ch. 17. 

(13) Ibid., II, oh. 31 
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allst, on the other hand, pleads for an observance cf the fact 

that law oan be made valid only by the consent of men whose per

sonality it enriohes. The positivist element has, in recent 

years, allied itself with marxism, while the ethicalist, unaffect

ed by the union, is preserved from harm by inhabiting a world of 

forms. This oombination, we shall discover, enables Laski to 

shoot from two holsters: against the monists he rears the sover

eign ethioal state; against the philosophical idealists the Marx

ian critique of capitalist production. 

The ethioal note is paramount in a definition such as 

the following: "The State controls the level at whioh men are to 

live as men." (14) This, of course, is a definition of the state 

to whioh Aristotle and the philosophical idealists would readily 

assent. Moreover, there is the frank recognition that the state 

must be the over-riding institution in the community on the 

grounds that it alone oan protect the general interests of the 

individual citizen. Laski is, therefore, somewhat inconsistently 

attributing a moral superiority to the state over ether associa

tions. He very definitely rejects guild socialism. For the sol

ution of general sooial problems the state alone must be the res

ponsible organ. "Vocational bodies", he writes, "have value for 

the resolution of functional problems; but they are not, by their 

very nature, built to deal .. ith the general issues whioh must be 

faoed by sooiety as a whole." (15) ,»hat else is this but a plea 

for sovereignty, ana in terms whioh neither Bodin nor Hobbes 

(14) Grammar of Politics, p. 70 

(15) ibid., p. 73. 
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of that labour. Our huge industrial organizations for producing 

commodities, while robbing the majority of the toilers cf any in

terest in their occupations, have nonetheless made possible in

creased leisure. The state already employs its power tc distri

bute goods more equitably through taxation; it must also see tc it 

that leisure is put to rioher and more meaningful use?. Fcr tha 

end whioh the state seeks is to harmonize the personalities cf 

Its members. Production may be uninteresting and toilsome, but 

the consumption of leisure and goads are made enjoyable by the 

state's intervention. The waiter should at least be able to hum 

Wagner as he"oarries plates from kitchen te table and table to 

kitohen"• 

The above argument is reinforced by a further consider

ation. As producers, men ocmpete with each ether or engage in 

dissimilar activities. The shoe manufacturer and his employees 

have not the same interest in the productive process. Increasing 

profits is what chiefly affects the manufacturer; his employees 

oreate trade unions to convert a slioe CL the profits into higher 

wages. Again, between shoe manufacturers ruthless competition 

exists for available markets. Modern oapitalist society, in 

brief, exhibits everywhere the same characteristics of division 

and oonoealed eoonomio war. Men do not held "the great ends in 

common11. They live in a vast jungle, pursuing their individual 

goals with an exolusive Intensity. All this, for laski, is solely 

on the level of prcdnoti^r. Consumption restores the broken com

munity of interests; we leave hell for purgatory. For as con

sumers we are all equally human. I4: is net reason, as Plato 
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would have us believe, whioh makes all .men identical - it is the 

stomach. Production unfortunately differentiates retv.een man and 

man; in consumption they reoognize unabashedly their common human

ity. The state, then, steps in at this point, sinoe it is always 

interested in men's larger, more general concerns than in their 

particular and exclusive ones, and legislates to protect them as 

consumers. "Where their meeds are identioal as undifferentiated 

persons, at least at some mlnirrim level, it is essential to have 

a single centre of oontrol to achieve them." (19) Viewed from 

this angle "the state is a public service oorporation".(20) As 

suoh it aims to seoure for the consumers the oommedities they 

require. Catholios and Protestants, employers and workers, Moh

ammedans or Jews, the butoher, the baker and the oandlestiok 

maker all present equal claims for consideration to the state 

whioh possesses ooeroive power precisely for this purpose of sat

isfying them, sinoe this supremely important funotion "involves 

a pre-eminenoe over all other functions". (21) 

In fairness to the view set forth here it must he said 

(19) Ibid., p. 69. In the text it is not always olear whether 
Laski is saying that the state does, or ought to, legislate 
for the citizen as consumer; whether, in ether words, he is 
speaking about the actual state or the possible. However, 
it is more important to note that Laski's well-intentioned 
liberalism demands these admirable fulfillments from a sc-
oiety whioh is based upon the exploitation of labe r, upon 
the suppression of one olass by another. Also, it is rather 
signifioant that he should have laid so m'oh stress upon cm-
sumption - as if Instinctively realizing the dangers to lib
eralism inherent in a realistic analysis of the capitalist 
mode of produotion. 

(20) Ibid., p. 69. 

(21) ibid., p. 70 
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that for Laski the organizing of consumption, is part ef the wider 

goal whioh the state has. Y/hat eaoh member is entitled to expect 

from the state's action "is an environment in which, at least 

potentially, he oan hope to realize the best of himself." (22) 

Should the powers which the state exercises be such as to disorim-

Inate unfairly between one member and another, or between one 

olass and another, suoh a state would be biassed, and a biassed 

state would forfeit all claims to legitimacy. Every government 

has a moral obligation to treat the members of the state equally. 

Where, for one reason or another, the government is unable to do 

so, it must offer suoh oonvinoing reasons to the disadvantaged 

that the state's action will nonetheless appear an imperfect means 

for realizing the ultimate perfeotion whioh in theory the state 

seeks• 

Governments, however, are composed of fallible men. They 

may mistake their own interests for the interests of the community. 

They may forfeit the total gocd for the sake of some partial good 

whioh they may have in view. As men, they are liable to the same 

passions of envy or self-interest that sway other men. There is 

always the possibility that poltroons or knaves may be placed at 

the helm. Laski offers suoh considerations for limiting the gov

ernmental power by postulating the necessary conditions of legit

imacy. What are these neoessary conditions? They are "a system 

of rights". By this Laski means "a set of demands whioh, if un

realized, prevent the fulfillment of the state-purpose". (23) 

(22) ibid., p. 57. To this preposition both Green and Bosanquet 
would readily assent. 

(23) Ibid., p. 70. 
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Every state, he declares, is known by the rights it maintains. It 

follows, therefore, that a government's aotions are legitimate to 

the extent that they maintain rights. A government that is indif

ferent to them, or seeks their abridgement, dissolves by such act

ion its claims to the allegiance of the citizens. 

An understanding of what laski means by rights is funda

mental to an understanding of his politioal philosophy, "o con

temporary political thinker has put so great an emphasis upon 

their need as a means for securing an unbiassed state and thereby . 

the freedom and happiness of its members. Rights, he maintains, 

so far from being abstract, are capable of organization in two 

ways. Both ways, it will be seen, are limitations plaoed upon the 

aots of the government. There may be, in the first plaoe, a writ

ten oonstitution, as in the United States, describing the rights 

and liberties of the citizens, whioh no government is ever em

powered to destroy or nullify. The President of that oountry must 

find in the Constitution authority for the exercise of his will or 

In a special grant of power by the Congress of his oountry. In 

Belgium, the sovereign power is unable to limit religious freedom. 

While England possesses no written constitution, oertain recognized 

oonventions exeroise a restraining hand upon the theoretically 

unlimited power of sovereignty. 

Experience has suggested different methods - a Bill of 

Rights, the separation of powers, a written constitution, and 

other expedients with whioh to prevent the abuse of the state's 

power b3' those who have been ohosen by the electorate to aot in 

its name. Despotism, arbitrary rule, is a sovereignty unfettered 
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by any suoh limitation. Written constitutions, recognized con

vent ions and so on, by setting forth the rights of the citizens, 

serve to remind the government in power of the preat ends for 

whioh the state exists. Their violation by the governing body 

signalizes an approaching crisis, a shattering of the state's 

unity. At the same time it is an open and defiant invitation to 

the oltlzens to revolt. In the second plaoe, Laski places great 

hopes in different associations, what we should today oall pres

sure groups, to restrain and abridge sovereignty or rather to make 

It more plastically responsive to the needs of the oitizens. He 

oltes the Trades Disputes Aot of 1906 in England and the achieve

ment of the National Consumer's League in Amerioa, whioh estab

lished the minimum wage for women as instanoes of minority wills 

that seoured legislative expression. The realization that innum

erable assooiations and voluntary societies exist side by side 

with the state, which Laski considers a ooramunitas oommunitatum, 

makes him plead for a decentralization of authority. These asso

oiations and societies are, in a sense, more natural than the 

state sinoe they are purely voluntary. Their authority, therefore 

within their legitimate spheres is and ought t0 he "as original 

and as oomplete as the State itself." (24) It follows that inter

ference with that authority is justified only when general oonse-

quenoes whioh impinge upon the welfare of the state result from 

its action. 

Laski's indebtedness to the philosophical idealists, to 

(24) ibid., p. 60 
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Green In particular, is nowhere more apparent than in the view he 

takes of rights. (25) Like Green, he conceives rirhts as bound up 

with the oommon good, and as establishing those conditions which 

enable the oitizen to realize himself as a moral being, fhey make 

possible an environment in which the ends the state seeks oan find 

immediate fulfillment in the lives of its members. Rights, in 

this sense, oan be thought of as the harmonizing principle in 

sooiety. They ensure that men's activities will be channelled into 

moral, that is, socially desirable courses. ,<here laski differs 

from Green is in his recognition that men live in a changing en

vironment and that rights, therefore, require from time to time a 

re-definition. The changing environment is due ohiefly to eocn-

omio advance. Rights, therefore, are both absolute and relative. 

They are absolute, in the sense that, like the absolute principle 

of justice or the moral end which the state seeks to encompass, 

they must be predicated of any social organization; they are rel

ative in the sense that they are approximations to the ideal; end 

they are relative also to the changing conditions which allow the 

translation of the ideal into actuality. 

Laski regards rights as a social precipitate whioh eaoh 

generation distills for itself. But a Marxist would be bound to 

point out that Laski takes his point of departure, quite in the 

idealist tradition, from an abs.tract principle of justice. His 

notion of rights, therefore, leaves the whole matter exaotly where 

he took it up from Green - in limbo. The olue to a proper theor^ 

(25) Authority in the Modern state, t . 43; Grammar of Politics 
p. -91; The State in Theory and Practice, p. 63 
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of rights lies in the olass-oonoeption of the state. In this con

text, rights may be regarded as defence measures taken by 4"he op

pressed on their own behalf against a class wielding dmiinaut econ. 

omlo and politioal power. Rights, thus viewed, are no abŝ rac*:, 

metaphysioal entities fathered by a^ "Ought" but are as concrete 

a measure of defenoe as a loaded rifle. Laski, ef course, may 

have reasoned that what was good enough for the bourgeoisie, is 

good enough for the proletariat. If the bourgeois theorists used 

the gunpowder and fuse of natural rights ana natural law to blow 

up the remnants of feudalism, the working-olass, fighting for its 

emanolpation, may employ the same theoretical weapons to blow up 

oapitalism. (26) It is the time-honoured method of turning the 

enemy's weapons against himself. But whatever Taski's intention 

may be, it is needful to point out that such an approach has no

thing in oommon with Marxism whioh seeks enlightenment for action 

not in man's growing insight intc the nature ef justice but in a 

soientifio study of the actual practice of men. 

Laski's whole effort may now be stated in the form of a 

paradox: he is attempting te ethioalize the state by proving its 

individual aots devoid of moral content. No one reading his books 

oan fail to be impressed by his relentless search to establish the 

nioeties of ethioal behavior between man and man living in soci

eties. If like the ancient Hebrew prophets he will aocept nothing 

less than the ultimate, he nevertheless strikes a modern n-te by 

(26) Needless to say, Laskifs conception of natural rirhts ana 
natural law differs considerably from that of the bourgeois 
theorists. The latter regarded rights as the creation of 
the state, laski regards them as entelogically antecedent 
to the state's existence. 
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his equal aooeptanoe of the relativities. But these very relativ

ities are set within, and oannot be understood apart from, the 

framework of the ultimate. It is not + he relative and the ultim

ate; rather it is the relative JLn the ultimate that provides the 

olue to an understanding of laski's political doctrines. T.hile 

aooepting inevitable failure, his constant effort is to approxi

mate the partial formulation to the finally oomplete one. But the 

finally oomplete one, like the Hebrew God, is invisible. Intim

ations of his presence, however, may be glimpsed in the rapt faces 

of his worshippers - after prolonged fasting! 

His doctrines, therefore, are nothing se muoh as a set 

of riddles, moral conundrums, questions rather than answers. Ana 

this, of oourse, is inevitable since he has set himself the ideal

ist problem of persuasion versus foroe, insisting with xlato that 

the employment of foroe in any given sooiety is an indication of 

that society's imperfection. But that is not so muoh a solution 

to the problem of sooial evil as a statement of fact. It is read

ily seen that in the noumenal state Laski is seeking for the 

state's activity nothing very different from what Hegel, Bosanquet 

and Green were seeking - namely, the largest moral freeocm for 

eaoh individual consonant with the good of all. ^cr them the 

state j_3 the association cf morally free agents where coercion 

has receded into the background. 

But for Laski there are two kinds of states: the one 

limping and defective, the other laid up in heaven or in men's 

consciences. And as with Hegel, it is net always clear which 

state Laski is speaking about - the ideal or "he act ml. His 
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Ideal state, or as he prefers to oall it his philosophical theory 

of the state, is intended as a measuring-rod for the conduct of 

aotual states. But he shares, it seems to me, the defeot of the 

idealists whom he accuses of shifting their meanings from one 

realm to another. It was pointed out in the previous chapter 

that Laski used the word "purpose" in two different senses. Gen

erally speaking, eaoh Laskian oencept oan be considered as divided 

up into two sprinters, one muoh faster than the other. The faster 

sprinter, the ideal and ineffable one, is headed straight far hea

ven. Behind him lags the more stolid fellow, looking a most un-

athletio figure. But that is not all. .7e must also imagine the 

latter putting on seven-league boots and suddenly overtaking the 

heavenly one. Laski offers us a philosophioal Punoh-ana-Judy 

show, the ideal and the aotual taking turns in whacking eaoh other 

about. If the philosophioal idealists sometimes oommit the error 

of transferring the meanings from the ideal state to the real, 

Laski commits the opposite error of transferring meanings or poss

ibilities from the aotual state (the U.S.S.R.) to the ideal. 

The "pluralist" structure, I have said, which Laski had 

ereoted in his Grammar of Politics has been oarried over into the 

first section of The State in Theory and Practice. Indeed, the 

former is to the latter what the raw hide ef an animal is to a 

stiff piece of leather. The rhetorioal flourishes have been emit

ted. There are no ories of Impotent rage at sovereignty. The 

Ideal state has been given a oonorete pieoe of work to do (the 

satIsfaotIon of maximum demand through the release of the produc

tive forces) Instead of looking pretty and mumbling abstract 
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phrases about "the common welfare", etc. The distinctions between 

state and sooiety, state and government, are urged with muoh less 

fervor. The "real" to whioh laski had so often appealed had fin

ally oaught up with him. Significantly, the first thing that hap

pened was that laski dropped his specious oase against the polit

ical monists. He dropped it, I think, for two reasons, firstly, 

it was not a valid oase. He himself was oommitted to seme over

riding authority that ooncerned itself with the most general inter

ests in sooiety. legalisticall}', the state was the final souroe 

of referenoe. And more than that, the monists had never claimed 

for their unitaryy state. They did not oenfuse the "is" with the 

"ought". The legal commands of the state were net necessarily 

moral Injunctions. But laski dropped it, secondly, for a more 

important reason. Sovereignty, he realized, was not an abstract 

category whioh oould be argued out ef existence by an appeal to 

logioal analysis. Sovereignty was really a euphemism for olass 

rule. It was the fly wheel, in particular, of the capitalist 

state• 

At this point Laski picked up the soattered threp.es of 

his argument against the philosophical idealists, an argument he 

had onljr touched upon briefly in his earlier books, Authority in 

the Modern State and Grammar of Politios. (27) The first part 

of The State in Theory and Prqotioe (The Philosophical Theory of 

the State) Is laski's most sustained effort at a refutation of 

philosophioal idealism, ^inoe Hegel is the philosopher against 

(27) Authority in the Modern State, p. 67. Grammar of Politio 
p. 34. 

s 
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whom he levels his main attack, oonsiderinr him the fourtain-heac 

of modern politioal idealism, I shall attempt to show that (a) 

Laski has misinterpreted TTegel's position, and that (b) his dis

agreement with Hegel is somewhat of a family quarre1 . ^nd now 

let us examine Laski's speoifio charge against Hegel and the phil

osophioal idealists. "At bottom", he declares, "Hegel's viev, ana, 

indeed, the whole idealist theor^ rests upon a^ assamotion about 

sooial organization the implications of which are of major impor

tance. The whole, it is argued, is greater than its .ar+s; tVe 

interest of the nation-state must therefore be regarded as greater 

than the interest of anyone, or any body of its members. -L'hcse, 

therefore, who oontrol the sovereignty cf fhe State have, by rea

son bl• the superior interest for whose oare they are responsible, 

a higher olaim to obedienoe than can he made by any charged with 

the oare of a lower interest." (28) This is quite clear. It 

asserts that Hegel was preaohing a crushing absolutism in which 

the interests of particular individuals and partioular groups 

would count for nothing beside the superior interests of the 

state. This, needless to say, is ^ e familiar enough Anglo-

Saxon view of Hegel. Cn this view Hegel advocates, in theory, a 

suffocating monism whioh in practice develops a gcese-stepping mil 

itarism that periodically gobbles up Alsace-Lorraine er Czecho

slovakia. 

Can Laski's arraignment stand up under careful scrutiny? 

Is he presenting a true bi1! against Hegel? It seems tc me that 

(28) The State in Theory and Practioe, p. 51 
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laski has failed to distinguish the three necessar' elements in 

the Hegelian state-ooncepticn. There is (a) the state in its 

natural-material aspeot, represented by the family and social-

eoonomio groups. There is (b) the state in its legal-political 

aspeot; this finds embodiment in the entire governmental system. 

Finally there is (o) the ethioal state itself, whioh transoends 

and includes both. As in his oentroversy wi*h the political mon

ists, Laski attributes a tenet to his opponent whioh he did not 

hold. For Hegel sovereignty resides net in the state as a pol

itioal organization, but, as with Laski himself, in the state as 

the realization of a moral end. The ethioal state is the com

munity of morally free agents, "the realization ef freedom". _-oes 

Hegel oommit himself unambiguously to the position that "the 

interest of the nation-state... must be regarded as greater than 

the interest of anyone, or any body of its members"? Let us see. 

"A state", Hegel writes, "is well constituted and internally 

powerful, when the private interest of i*-s citizens is one with 

the common interest of the state; when the one finds its gratif

ication and realization in the other." (29) How removed Hegel 

was from desiring the suppression of the individual oan be seen 
r 

from the following passage: 

"In the State, everything depends tpen the unity cf the 

universal and the particular. In the ancient states the subjec

tive purpose was absolutely one with the will of the state. In 

modern times, on the contrary, we demana an individual opinion 

(29) Hegel, The Philosophy of History, Soribners' editicr 
n, p. *:6J. 
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an individual will and conscience. The ancients had nore o: 

these In the modern sense; the final thing for them was the will 

of the State. V/hile in Asiatic despotisms the individual had no 

inner self and no self-justification, in the mcuern world man 

demands to be honoured for his subjeotive individuality." (30) 

It is the purpose of reason to seek the actualization of 

freedom. Furthermore, freedom has a concrete subjective content. 

Hegel traoes the idea of freedom from the early oriental despot

isms, where even the oaprioious despot is not a free man, through 

the Greek and Roman civilizations where the few enjoyed freedom 

at the expense of many slaves, a faot whioh, Hegel insists, net 

even Plato or Aristotle seemed te realize. Under the influence 

of Christianity the consciousness develops that man, as man, is 

free, "that it is the freedom of the spirit whioh constitutes its 

essenoe." Nor does Hegel stop here. The principle of freedom 

must be applied to politioal relations: "the thorough moulding 

and interpenetration of the constitution ef society by it (the 

prinolple of freedom) is a process identical with history itself". 

(31) It is not surprising to learn, therefore, that Hegel praised 

the constitutional state of England and wrete that publio opinion 

contained "the eternal substantial principles of justioe, the true 

oontent, and the result of the whole constitution, legislation, 

and the universal condition in general." (32) 

(30) Hegel, The Philosophy of Law, Soribners edition, p. 444 

(31) Hegel, The Philosophy of History, Soribners edition, p. 361 

(32) Hegel, The Philosophy of Law, Soribners edition, p. 459. 
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Hegel saw quite clearly that in an ethioal community 

right and duty are correlatives. "What the State demands as 

duty", he affirms, "should directly be the right of the individual 

sinoe the state is nothing but the organization ef the concept of 

freedom." (33) Surely Laski is repeating the same notion when he 

writes: "He that will not perform functions oannot enjoy rights... 

My rights are built always upon the relation my function has to 

the well-being of society." (34) However, since laski makes muoh 

of Hegel's alleged confusion of the ideal and the actual it is 

neoessary to give a brief summary of Hegelfs metaphysical v.ews. 

For Hegel, the real or the aotual could only be the unity, the 

Interpenetration of suoh opposites as the universal and the par

ticular. The universal is differentiated into particular ends. 

This provides Hegel with a criterion to distinguish actuality 

from exlstenoe. vVhere this unity of the universal and the partic

ular is wanting, a thing is said to exist but net to possess 

reality. Does Hegel deny that there can te any such thing as a 

bad state? By no means. He explicitly affirms that baa states 

have existence - but only existence. True reality, however, they 

oannot have sinoe in some way the unity of particularity and uni

versality has been ruptured. And by particularity in this context 

Hegel means, it should be remembered, subjective freedom. 

"The Idea of the State", Hegel declares in a passage 

that should be better known both by his oritics and would-be dis

ciples, "should not denote any particular state, or particular 

(33) Ibid., p. 444 

(34) Grammar of Politics, pp. 94 - 95. 



Tc. 

Institution; one must rather oonsider the Idea onlv this =>ĉ ual 

God, by Itself. Because It Is more easy tc find defects than tc 

grasp the positive meaning, one readily falls into the mistake of 

emphasizing so muoh the particular nature of the State as to over

look its Inner organic essence. The State is no work of art. It 

exists in the world, and thus in the realm of caprice, accident, 

and error. Evil behavior toward it may disfigure it on many 

sides. But the ugliest man, the criminal, the invalid, and the 

oripple, are still living human beings. The affirmative, life, 

persists in spite of defects, and it is this affirmative whioh 

alone is here in question." (35) 

The ideal state could only be a commonwealth of free 

people bound together by a community of interest. The state = 

the ethical whole = Laski's ereot-minded men living together. 

It is an equal partnership of moral beings, uld Hegel affirm that 

"the state is identical with society"? (36) That depends upon 

whioh state you are speaking about. If by the state you mean a 

politioal organization then Hegel certainly nowhere identifies 

it with the whole of sooiety. Tike the pluralists themselves, he 

thought the state in its legal-politioal aspect was only a part 

of the general community. It Is the state as an ethical whele, 

as a oonoeptual or metaphysical ideal that Hegel identifies wi^h 

sooiety. To that ideal all organizations, including the politioal 

state, are held subordinate. It was the fail ire tc keep clear 

(35) Hegel, The Philosophy of law, . Soribners Edition. p# 444 

(36) The State In Theory and Praotloe, p. 52. 
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the dlstlnotlon between the two states that enabled Laski te 

write as follows: 

"As a sovereign body, it is, ef course, true that every 

other assooiation within its (the state!s) territerial ambit comes 

under its jurisdiction. But that is not te say that ^hey are 

part of it. The Roman Catholio Church in Russia could net admit 

that It was part of the Soviet state; and the rise of the 'German 

Christians1is due to the logioal attempt of the German Evangel

ical Churoh to deny the validity of its identification with the 

Hitlerite state. V/e oannot, with justice to the faots, lock upon 

the state as oontaining within itself all social purposes and 

defining their legitimaoy. It defines their legality; it oan 

legally seek to ooeroe them into submission te its requirements. 

But to assume that subordination to legality is anything more than 

a formal and oonoeptual inferenoe from the defined nature cf sov-

erelgnty is altogether to mistake its nature. Legitimaoy is a 

matter belonging to a wholly different universe cf disoourse".(36) 

Ircnioally eno igh, Hegel's intention to give content to 

the Aristotelian state as the perfeot community, to fill it in 

almost pluralistically with living bodies and institutions, is 

preolsely what draws Laski's fire. Yet, as long as it is remem

bered that Hegel is speaking of an ideal community there is surely 

nothing reprehensible in saying that all institutions must serve 

the general welfare or interest. In France, moreover" -f they 

have recently passed a law restricting the "rights" and liberties 

(36) ibid., p. 52. 
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of the press. This was an excellent Hegelian measure, and I 

.venture to say that Laski, despite his strong individualistic 

bias, would have been one of its supporters had he been a french

man. Seoondly, Laski seems to imply that Hegel would have seme-

how desired the suppression of the Churoh by the state. Yet Hegel 

is quite clear on the relation whioh ought to exist between state 

and religion. "The essential difference", Hegel writes, "between 

the State and Religion consists in that the commands of the State 

have the form of legal duty, irrespective of the feelings accom

panying their performance; the sphere of religion, on the other 

hand, is in the inner life. Just as the State, were it to frame 

its commands as religion does, would endanrer the right of the 

inner life, so the church, if it acts as a irate and imposes pun

ishment, degenerates into a tyrannical religion." (37) No other 

statement might be expected from one who, Relieving that the free

dom of spirit constituted the very essence of consciousness, ;;rcte 

that "this oonsoiousness arose first in religion, the inmost 

region of Spirit." (38) The following passage reveals unmistak

ably how very far indeed Hegel was from preaching a state absolu

tism: 

"Subjective freedom is the principle of the whole miodern 

world - the principle that all essential aspects cf the spiritual 

totality should develop and attain their right. From this point 

of view one oan hardly raise the idle question as te Y.llch fcrm 

(37) Hegel, The Philosophy of Law, Soribners1, pp. 446 - 447. 

(38) Hegel, The Philosophy of History, Soribners', p. 361. 
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is the better, monarohy or democraoy. Cue oan but sâ  +-ha*-. the 

forms of all constitutions are one-sided that are not able to 

tolerate the principle of free subjectivity and that oo net knew 

how to conform to the fully developed reason." (39) 

Finally, neither Hegel nor any other philosophioal 

idealist ever oonfused legitimacy with legality. laski is alto

gether too eager to believe that he alone is the champion of moral 

authority, and this eagerness betrays him into statements or impu

tations about the politioal monists and the philosophioal ideal

ists that are simply untrue. Thus, as we have seen, laski makes 

it appear that Hegel and the philosophioal idealists suggest that 

all government aotion is legitimate as suoh, despite Hegel's pos

sible distinotion between good and bad states, and Bosanquet's 

definition of the state as "that society which is habitually rec

ognized as a unit lawfully exercising force." (40) Here the state 

aots as a moral agent on behalf of the permanent and abiding in

terests of sooiety. It can be made to appear something quite 

other - repressive and tyrannical - by addressing tc it rather 

malicious questions. And these, it seems to me, are exactly the 

kind of questions laski addresses. They are not really questions, 

of course, but imputations; slurs. Thus, locking hard in the 

direction of the philosophical idealists, laski writes as fol

lows: "... nobody in his senses suggests that government action 

(39) Hegel, The Philosophy ef Lav,, p. 443 

(40) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 52. Although I agree 
that Laski's arguments against Basancuet are generally well-
taken. Nevertheless, Imaintain +-hat "The Letaphysleal Theory 
of theState" is a monstrous Anglo-Saxon perversion of Hegel's 
beliefs. 
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Is legitimate because it is government action." (4 1) And again 

"lawfully exercising force" should mean, "fcrce for certain pur

poses deemed good for reasons outside the formal real, of law." 

(42) "Precisely," I oan imagine Hegel replying, "that is what I 

have been saying all along." In brief, laski fs question? and 

answers are merely rhetorical ones, indulged in fer the double 

purpose of giving an air of dialeotical fairness to his arguments 

and of disorediting an opponent. It is the repetition ef a strat 

egem he employed against the politioal monists; namely, the assus 

ption that he, rather than they, was concerned te ethioallze 

power. 

But, surely, whatever the shortcomings of the philoso

phioal Idealists, to ethioallze power was their main intention. 

Any one reading Aristotle, Hegel, ̂ csanquet or Green is made 

aware that their searoh is for those ultimate terms upon whioh 

human life oan be had with dignity, beauty and freedom. They 

desire (as does Laski) a synthesis of the ethical and political; 

or rather, sinoe they never conceived them as separate realms, a 

realization of their indissoluble unity. Their oonceptual ideal 

Is an aspiration rather than a statement of fact; the longing fcr 

the good sooiety, that perfect community where, far Hegel as for 

laski, rights and duties shall be correlative, and where the 

greatest measure of ethioal freedom shall obtain. They desired a 

state dedicated to the promotion of the highest social good, the 

(41) ibid., p. 53. 

(42) Ibid., p. 33. 
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positive freedom of the individual within an over-riding and per

vasive framework where, to use a Laskian phrase, men may live as 

men. Laski!s effort, as distinct from theirs, is to find an econ

omic rather than a metaphysical basis for his ideal state, to 

erect his gleaming tov/er by means of separate staves, i.e. natural 

rights, natural law, individualism, above all, the satisfaction of 

maximum demand by means of releasing the productive forces in any 

society. It is this last stave, necessarily unknown to Aristotle 

and Hegel, which gives to Laskifs crypto-idealism its air of nov

elty and v/ith which, to make use of a pun, he is enabled to beat 

his nearest and dearest kin over their heads. 

The Idealist state is, of course, an abstraction, though 

a profoundly suggestive one. The best answer to Hegel, I believe, 

was made by Engels. "The State11, he wrote, "in no way constitutes 

a force imposed on society from outside. Nor is the State 'the 

reality of the Moral Idea', f the image and reality of reason', as 

Hegel asserted. The State is the product of Society at a certain 

stage of its development. The State is tantamount to an acknowled

gement that the given society has become entangled in an insoluble 

contradiction with itself, that it has broken up into irreconcil

able antagonisms, of which it is powerless to rid itself". (43) 

This is *che answer of a materialist. Nonetheless it does not neg

ate, nor does it attempt to do so, the value of Hegelfs insight 

into the organic nature of societies, his emphasis upon the nec

essary interpenetration of subjective freedom and reason and the 

(43) Engels, The Origin of the Family, International Publishers, 
p. 155. 
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need for a strong state. On all these issues, it is not too much 

to say, the Marxists take over from Hegel. The first two points 

are too familiar to require further elucidation, v/ith regard to 

the last point the following passage from Lenin's State and Rev

olution is relevant: "Federalism", he writes* "is a direct funda

mental outcome of the anarchist petty middle class ideas. Llarx 

is a centralist... Only people full of middle class 'superstitious 

faith1 in the State can mistake the destruction of the bourgeois 

State for the destruction of centralism". (44) Laski1s outlook, 

it should now be evident, derives not from Hegel but from Locke 

and the Benthamite Utilitarians. But he has also borrowed much, 

as we observed, from Green. This blend of empiricism and idealism 

makes Laski read like a sanitation expert v/ith a turn for moral 

philosophy. 

The idealist state, I have said, is an abstraction. But 

Laski fs individual - is he any less an abstraction? Does he have 

any existence outside the library, or the noumenal state? This 

brings us directly to Laski!s views on the nature of obedience. 

He has two views, one of which is really an evasion of the problem, 

such as, to put it crudely, when he insists that the individual 

should obey no one but himself. This is Laski !s well-known indiv

idualism, romantic and picturesque, and based upon presuppositions 

remote from observable contemporary facts. Moreover, when the 

Laskian Hero is Standing up to the state, he is always clothed 

in rectitude of moral purpose. The impression is sometimes got 

(44) Lenin, The State and Revolution, Viking Press, p. 159 
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that he is right simply because he challenges the state. The re

calcitrant one is never a Hitler or a Mikhailovitch. He is usually 

acting in the light of "his own certainties" and we are left with 

the breath-taking assurance that his step is a right one. Though 

not stated, the implication is that as between the state and the 

defiant one, the gods somehow favor the latter. This, of course, is 

simply a re-statement of Mills1 individualistic liberalism. Free

dom of speech, freedom of assembly, freedom to write whatever one 

pleases, etc. Certainly there is more shrewd realism in the Hegel

ian answer which President Boleslaw Eierxat of Poland offered ques

tioning reporters, when he asserted: "It isnft against freedom of 

uhe press, if we don!o peruuo newspapers to yvxm* lies, rveeaou 

ol the press should serve the tiMthu" (45) Laski !s second answer 

is in all essentials not very different from that of the philoso

phical idealists. It is that both the individual and the state 

are morally committed to obey an indefinable abstraction, the 

"Good". This "Good" is objectified into the utilitarian good which 

makes "possible the fullest use of the means of production". This 

is the conceptual state - v/ith a touch of Marx J And since no act

ual state performs the function of assuring that the productive 

forces in society are fully used (the state was not instituted for 

that purpose) it follows that the existing laws cannot be equated 

with justice. Out of this teleology - society's intent to maxindae 

satisfaction of demand - is born "natural law", which stands as a 

constant reproach to the limited, incomplete laws which are actually 

45) The Montreal Daily Star, March 30, 1946. p. 1 
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existent. "Now it is clear", Laski writes, "that once we admit 

that there is, in some given situation, a law which ought to be, we 

are admitting the existence of natural law." (46) Laski therefore 

demands "an adequate science of natural lav/" as well as "a science 

of justice". The individual's loyalty is to the "law which ought 

to be". 

At this exact point Laski's native idealism and his ac

quired "Marxism" are fused together. For what, indeed, are natural 

"law" and "justice" but a reflection of an insight Laski gained 

from Marx that man's historical development has finally reached a 

juncture where his productive forces can be put to the service of 

all humanity instead of a particular class? They are the "eternal-

ization", the "conceptualization" in Laski's head of certain spec

ific material processes. And just how far this fusion is from real 

Marxism can be seen if we set down some passages from a famous 

polemic Engels wrote against one Herr Duhring who, in some respects, 

was a precursor of Laski. Dealing particularly with pure, immutable 

truths, Engels wrote as follows: 

"First the concept of the object is formed from the ob

ject; then the spit is turned round, and the object is measured by 

its image, the concept of it." (47) 

"Our ideologist may turn and twist as he likes, but the 

historical reality which he cast out at the door comes in again at 

the window, and while he may think he is framing a doctrine of mor

als and law for all times and for all worlds, he is in fact only 

(46) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 78. 

(47) Engels, Anti-Duhring, International Publishers, p. 111. 
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making an image of the conservative or revolutionary tendencies of 

his time - an image which is distorted because it has been torn 

from its real basis and, like a reflection in a concave mirror, is 

standing on its head." (48) 

"The idea of equality, therefore, both in its bourgeois 

and in its proletarian form, is itself a historical product, the 

creation of which required definite historical conditions which in 

turn themselves presuppose a long previous historical development. 

It is therefore anything but an eternal truth." (49) 

Laski has turned the spit around J 

To return to the formal argument: "The roots of valid 

law", Laski affirms, "are and can only be, within the individual 

conscience." (50) One failsto see, offhand, why the individual's 

intuitions are a better guide to policy than, let us say, a body of 

persons chosen to represent the community. In any case, Laski does 

not leave us with any method or criterion whereby to choose between 

conflicting intuitions. If pressed for an answer he might reply 

that only those intuitions are really valid which can be objectively 

demonstrated as benefitting the community. Any other answer makes 

law and government an impossibility. The trouble v/ith Laski's in

dividual, it cannot be said too often, is that independent of social 

forces, removed from those group pressures and associations that 

actually determine his behavior he is a pure abstraction. This is 

not to deny that the individual possesses.a "conscience"; the rea-

(48) ibid., p. 112. 
(49) ibid., p. 123 
(50) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 65. 
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son, however, for the individual's significant motivations must be 

sought deeper than that. When, for example, Frau Goering can say 

that she is extremely proud of her husband, it is surely time for 

conventional moralists to re-examine their premises. (51) 

In brief, the individual may be stupid, ill-informed, pre

judiced, dogmatic, narrow and illiberal. He may, in fact, possess 

no conscience at all. If Laski contends that the persons who at 

a given moment are the government may mistake the content of eter

nal justice, the same may be said of the individual. Laski's ex

treme subjectivism is self-defeating, his individualistic theory 

of politics a contradiction in terms. And surely he is no more 

self-consistent in his controversy with the philosophical idealists 

than he was against the political monists. For, on the one hand, 

he asserts that freedom consists in the complete absence of force 

or restraint which might limit or modify the individual's wili; on 

ohe other hand, he urges "that force must be used in those direc

tions only where the common sense of society is on the type of 

conduct it seeks to compel." (52) But the above, I take it, indic

ates more than an inconsistency. It indicates that Laski himself 

is unwilling to face the logical consequences of his individual

istic doctrine. To confess that the state may use force to exact 

certain types of conduct it deems desirable is to affirm no more 

(51) As reported in Time Magazine, March 30, 1946. 

(52) Grammar of Politics, p. 33. Failure to realize that so long as 
the state exists there can be no freedom and thao as soon as 
there is freedom there will be no state, is what makes Laski's 
noumenal state with its guarantees and specifications for in
dividual freedom such ^^unreal' -~ construction. It is the 
pleasant dream of a petit-bourgeois. 
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and no less than what Rousseau had said: the citizen must be forced 

to be free. 

At the beginning of this chapter I stated that Laski was 

the lineal descendant of John Locke. It was Locke who conceived 

the state in narrow empirical terms (by identifying the state pur

pose with the protection of property) without necessarily denying 

its possible connection with some ultimate ethical good. Laski, 

it appears to me, has conceived the state-purpose, empirically, as 

the satisfaction of maximum demand through the release of the pro

ductive forces while holding at the same time to a general ideal 

of the community conceived in teleological-ethical terms. The in

strumental state is a purely secular institution among many others, 

and like them fallible and imperfect. The ethical state is a per

fect community of free men living out their lives on the highest 

plane of self realization. It is precisely this two-forked con

ception of the state that enabled Laski to attack the political 

monists from one point of view and the philosophical idealists 

from another. Against both, of course, he brought the charge, a 

false one, I have attempted to show, of state absolutism: yet 

equally with Laski, both schools are concerned to secure moral val

idity for legal supremacy. 

Laski's great merit consists in having stressed the im

portance of men's economic arrangements in any consideration of 

social good. Yet having said this it must be added at once that 

neither Hegel nor Aristotle would seriously object to Laski's 

main conclusions. Those conclusions, indeed, are nothing more 

than a truism:that the state or government must serve the people. 
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Both Aristotle and Hegel, it seems to me, have been dismissed too 

readily as reactionary or authoritarian thinkers. (In this connec

tion it might be said that the liberals and Utilitarians have been 

the worst offenders.) Now that extreme individualism has run its 

course and some measure of collective control is seen as necessary 

their writings are beginning to assume a significance greater, if 

possible, than at any time previously. Aristotle's emphasis upon 

the social nature of good and Hegel's great insight that freedom 

can be secured only through the knowledge of necessity (natural and 

social necessity) are extremely valuable concepts for our genera

tion. It is, I think, high time to find out what they did say in

stead of what their critics tell us they said. Finally, it must be 

again emphasized that Laski's Marxian borrowings are incompatible 

with the idealist skin in which he has wrapped them. The attempted 

fusion of Marxism and Idealism is the greatest single defect of 

Laski's noumenal state. 
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Tha phê omeiral State 

Fbr proof that it is quite possible to accept the llarx-

ian conception of history without in the least understanding it we 

must go back to one of Laski»s earlier books. His Coraauniag first 

appeared in 1927, and a reprinted version was issued in 1932. 

How in Communism Laski asserts quite explicitly that "the mat

erialist interpretation of history is, as a general doctrine, 

undeniable*" (1) But what does Laski understand by "the material

ist interpretation of history"? "It is", he writes, "simply the 

insistence that the material conditions of life, taken as a whole, 

primarily determine the changes in human thought." (2) Such a 

bald definition, unless it is immediately qualified, reduces 

Marxfs theory to an absurdity, but it enables Laski to add that 

•'Historical materialism is as old as Aristotle, and thinkers 

like llaxrington and Ifodison have made it the corner-stone of their 

systems." (3) (Surely Aristotle is great enough without being 

fathered with the Llaterialist Conception of History.) But in 

the act of finding a birth certificate for the theory, LacumL has 

greatly altered it. It has now become something quite different -

economic materialism or economic determinism. 

It may be stated at the outset that Laslci misinterprets 

(1) Comnunism, p. 90 
2) ibid., p# 58. 
,3) ibid., p. 65. 
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"Men may choose a less advantageous order, even when its 

utility is obviously exhausted, because they prefer its psychol

ogical results to those of its antithesis. A state, for example, 

which did not afford adequate opportunity to energetic and deter

mined men would rapidly change even if it satisfied the inert ma

jority of its members." (5) 

Furthermore, Laski has always insisted that historical 

materialism "has no necessary connection with the metaphysical 

theory of materialism", (6) although, on the contrary, Marx re

garded his conception of history as an extension of the principles 

of dialectical materialism to the phenomena of social life. This 

fury to dismember Marxism into separate elements is a persistent 

trait of Laski, as it is of other mis-interpreters of Marx. Failure 

to see the underlying unity, that Marxism is a connected whole, pre 

vents Laski from realizing that Marx's economic theories are a 

specific application of historical materialism to the study of the 

capitalist mode of production. Marx says quite explicitly that in 

Capital he had set himself the task of revealing the "economic law 

of motion of modern Society" - "tendencies working with iron nec

essity toward inevitable results". (7) But Marx's own words are 

seldom insurmountable obstacles to his would-be interpreters. For 

Laski, Marx was an ethicist like himself, looking for justice. 

"Marx", he tells us, "was seeking the criterion of a just exchange 

(5) ibid., p. 80. 
(6) ibid., p. 77. I assume, perhaps too optimistically, that 

Laski is referring to dialectical materialism. 
(7) See Marx's prefaces to Capital' 1. 
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in a society where man obtains for the commodities he produces the 

ideal values he ought to obtain". (8) Laski is trying very hard 

to see Marx in his own image. He cannot believe that anyone who 

wished to abolish inequality and exploitation as passionately as 

Marx did could be anything else but an idealist. The following 

passage, if it reveals nothing true about Marx, does tell us a 

great deal about Laski: 

"Of course, once the facts of distribution are incom

patible with social justice, the theory of class-war, upon which 

Marx laid so great an insistence, has a large measure of truth in 

it. For the absence of justice in the division of the product 

may be held to imply a struggle for justice to which the parties 

are the buyers and sellers of labour-power. The conclusions, that 

is to say, which Marx built upon his theory of surplus value are 

in large part true even though the theory of labour value is it

self erroneous." (9) 

(Here, it is no part of my task to deal v/ith Laski's 

reasons for not accepting the labour theory of value; but, in pas

sing, one cannot help but observe how strange it is that Marx's 

predictions and conclusions, which Laski himself admits have been 

largely verified by the progress of capitalism, should have re

sulted from such an erroneous theory.) 

Since the relationship betv/een ideology and mode of pro

duction is conceived mechanically and not dialectically, Laski 

asserts (though the proof is not forthcoming) that "Ideologies 

produce economic systems, just as economic systems produce ideo-

olgies". (10) What, however, is still more astonishing is Laski's 

(8) Communism, p. 114 
fQ^ 4 M J _ i n n 
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discovery of the fatal weakness of historical materialism. "It is," 

he affirms, "too exclusively pre-occupied with a rational theory 

of human action to remember how much of men's efforts is non-rational 

in character." (11) And elsev/here: "His (Marx's) view is obviously 

built upon a confidence in rationalism which most psychologists 

(sicJ) would now judge to be excessive. It lias in it that optim

istic temper which stamps him as a child of the Enlightenment." (12) 

This about a theory which, as Laski himself has told us, seeks to 

go behind men's ideas to the social forces that produced them. 

Briefly, Laski's account of historical materialism suf

fers from the following defects: it fails to see history as a 

"seamless web" where it is precisely the interconnectedness of 

social phenomena and their dialectical movement that must be grasped 

and understood. Historical materialism insists "that men do not 

make several distinct histories - the history of law, the history 

of morals, the history of philosophy, etc., - but only one history, 

the history of their own social relations, which are determined 

by the state of the productive forces in each particular period. 

What is known as ideologies is nothing but a multiform reflection 

in the minds of men of this single and indivisible history." (13) 

New social ideas do not mechanically reflect an abstract "economic 

environment", but arise out of the conflict between the novel pro

ductive forces and the old relations of production. Secondly, 

(11) ibid., p. 80 

(12) ibid., p. 85. 

(13) Plekhanov, The Materialist Conception of History, p. 48. 
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Laski failed to understand the role of the v/orking-class as that 

class which alone, in our capitalist epoch, can overthrow the old 

relations of production and substitute those new ones required 

by the growth of the productive forces. Since he has no under

standing of the law of motion of capitalism he can write as follows: 

"We cannot, either, overlook the possibilities that bet

ter industrial organization and the prospects of scientific discov

ery might easily make of capitalism a system able to satisfy the 

main wants of the workers... Capitalism is not an unchanging phen

omenon; and the margin of possible improvement, under its aegis, is 

larger than its critics like to admit. The intensity of production, 

for instance, which might follow a general level of high wages, 

might, so far from leading to revolution, prove a safeguard against 

it by the great increase it secured in the average standard of life". 

(14) 

Finally, Laski does not grasp the unity of theory and 

practice, whose expression, Marxism, is the reflection of the pro

letariat's struggle to shatter the capitalistic relations of pro

duction. 

In a letter to Weydemeyer, dated March 5, 1852, Marx 

made the following important observation: 

"And now as to myself, no credit is due to me for discov

ering the existence of classes in modem society nor yet the strug

gle between them. Long before me bourgeois historians had des

cribed the historical development of the class struggle, and bour-

(14) Communism, p. 87. 
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geois economists, the economic anatomy of the classes. What I did 

that was new was to prove: 1) that the existence of classes is only 

bound up with particular, historic phases in the development of 

production;. 2) that the class struggle necessarily leads to the dic

tatorship of the proletariat; 3) that this dictatorship itself 

only constitutes the transition to the abolition of all classes and 

to a classless society." 

With Marxists "the dictatorship of the proletariat" is a 

cardinal tenet, and their belief in its inevitability and function 

grows out of their unique conception of historical development. It 

was Lenin who savagely attacked the European socialists for playing 

down the proletarian dictatorship, suppressing it, and finally elim

inating it altogether from their official programmes. He said 

they had betrayed and vulgarized the teachings of Marx. He called 

them opportunists. Today, v/ith the texts before us, it is a simple 

matter to see that Lenin's accusations were entirely justified. 

When the First World War broke out and the various socialist parties 

flew to the support of their imperialist governments, Lenin called 

them social chauvinists. He traced the degeneration of European 

socialism to the falsification of Marx's doctrines in the interests 

of vote-getting, of parliamentarism. 

A Marxist, in brief, cannot be an eclectic. He cannot 

pick and choose his way among the teachings of Marx as if he were 

standing before a bargain counter, selecting some things and re

jecting others. Marxism is indivisible. It is a structural unity 

in which the parts fit together not like bricks in a wall or the 

staves of a barrel but like the cells in a living body. Marxism is 

an indestrictible totality, in which philosophy, history and ec:n-
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omics interpenetrate v/ith one another organically. Whosoever rap

tures that totality cannot be considered a Marxist. V/hosoever ac

cepts the materialist conception of history must also accept the 

dictatorship of the proletariat; whosoever accepts the dictator

ship of the proletariat, must also accept the duty of educating 

and organizing the proletariat for a forcible and decisive assault 

upon the entrenched positions of capitalism. 

What does Laski say about the "dictatorship of the pro

letariat"? In The State in Theory and Practice -alnosi nothing. In 

Communism - Laski brings forward the classic liberal objections 

taken directly from Mills' book On Liberty. Power corrupts; a 

governing class will refuse to abdicate voluntarily; people living 

in an atmosphere of tyranny and oppression become servile; any

way all dictatorships end in failure. (15) Marx's assertion that 

the proletarian dictatorship must lead to a classless society 

where the formula "From each according to his ability, to each 

according to his needs" will apply, Laski dismisses as rhetoric. 

It is worthwhile putting down the passage in which Laski gives 

his reasons for rejecting Marx's claim if only because it reveals 

the liberal's constitutional incapacity to understand what Marx 

was talking about. "For we cannot", Laski explains, "measure 

powers, especially in the realm of intellectual effort; and the 

only criterion of needs that is possible is one that assumes a 

rough identity between men and the insistence that the claim of 

this identity upon the social product is the first charge we must 

(15) ibid., pp. 175 - 177. 
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recognize. V/e require, in brief, an objective test of powers 

and needs; and this means the discovery of a social average which 

rejects the individual differences of which, by implication, the 

communist formula professes to take account." (16) Llarx's answer 

to Laski's "scientific" objections can be given in tv/o sentences: 

human nature in a classless society will be unrecognisably differ

ent from what it is now. Moreover, the productive forces, a thou

sandfold more developed than they are today (one need only think 

of the promise of atomic power) will pour forth such a Niagara of 

goods that people will no more reckon their use and wastage than 

they now reckon the use and wastage of water. 

In fairness to Laski, it must be said that The State in 

Theory and Practice% in its exposition of historical materialism, 

marks a slight advance over the earlier book, Communism. Laski 

is now able to distinguish fairly accurately between the forces 

of production and the relations of production. He perceives that 

it is the contradiction between the two, their dynamic interweav

ing, that has served as a lever for historical change and not, as 

he had suggested previously, an abstract, mechanical relationship 

subsisting between ideology and "economic environment". (17) This 

slight improvement apart, the objections I ventured to make above 

are not withdrawn. His account of historical materialism suffers 

from over-schematism. And Laski refuses, now as before, to draw 

the proper Marxian conclusions from premisses established which, 

(16) ibid., p. 178 

(17) The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 91 - 104. 
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I shall attempt to show, is after all the core of the matter. A 

clear statement of his views appears in the following passage: 

"Changes in the methods of economic production appear 

to be the most vital factor in the making of changes in all the 

other social patterns v/e know. For changes in those methods deter

mine the changes of social relationships; and these, in their turn, 

are subtly interwoven with all the cultural habits of men." (18) 

Agreeing with Marx, Laski says that what ultimately de

termines our laws, our educational institutions, our religion and 

our literature is the method of production in force and the social 

relationships that are built upon it. In feudal society, the ba

sic method of production was tillage of the soil, agriculture, 

and the primary social relation was that which existed between the 

serf and his lord. The lord owned the land upon which the serf 

worked with very primitive tools, and the laws protected his rights 

from any invasion by those over whom he ruled. The Church, it

self a great landowner, counselled the masses to obedience. Ex

ploitation was naked and direct. The lords exacted from their 

vassals feudal dues and feudal labour; and impressed them into ser

vice for predatory v/ars of conquest. Feudal society is divided 

into oppressing and oppressed classes and the state, an instrument 

of suppression, is employed by the former to maintain themselves 

in their dominant position. There is class morality. Thus, the 

"virtues" of a feudal lord were brutal courage and pride of birth, 

both of which were necessary for his military functions and the 

(18) ibid., p. 91 
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preservation of his power; the virtues of a peasant were humility 

and patience. All this was necessary for the preservation of the 

existing class society, and feudal religion sanctified it all as 

being established by God. The literature of the period reflects 

the interests and amusements of a class freed from the bondage of 

labour. 

V/ith the growth of the productive forces and the devel

opment of exchange, the old relationships between lord and vassal, 

sanctified by law, religion and morality, are completely destroyed. 

This work of destruction is accomplished by the bourgeoisie,the 

middle classes, who now proceed to establish their own social re

lations, relations which are more In harmony with the novel forces 

of production. But has oppression disappeared, have classes been 

abolished? Not at all. Only the form has been altered, but the 

stark fact of exploitation and oppression remains unchanged. The 

capitalist takes the place of the feudal lord; the proletarian 

that of the serf. As in feudal society, the means of production 

are privately owned, and the owners possess dominant economic and 

political power. Exploitation is no longer frank and direct; it 

is disguised in the form of a contract. Nominally the proletarian 

is a free man; in actual fact, however, he must sell himself and 

his labour to v/hosoever will hire him and pay him wages. Under 

commodity production, labour itself becomes a commodity to be bought 

and sold according to conditions created by the market. Since a 

ruling class exists, it requires an instrument of coercion to 

make secure its privileged position in society. The state is such 

an instrument. 
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Laski's account of the rise and development of class 

societies, their tensions and contradictions, are in the main 

clear and accurate. His claim to being called a Marxist rests, I 

think, ultimately upon the analysis which he makes of class-divided 

societies and his perception that "the power of the state will be 

manifested on the side of those v/ho own the instruments of pro

duction..." (19) Yet, in sober truth, he has not gone beyond the 

position (see Marx's letter to Weydemer) of many bourgeois histor

ians and economists. He has only expressed himself more trench

antly. For one thing, his description of the phenomenal state, of 

the state in the real world, sacrificing as it does content for the 

sake of logical form, is too schematic. (I explain what is meant 

by this term further on.) Moreover, since Laski does not think 

dialectically, does not, that is, think as a Marxian, he betrays 

curious little slips and inconsistencies. In themselves they are 

not particularly important, but they add up to an outlook which 

is idealistic and liberal. Thus on page 105 (The State in Theory 

and Practice) Laski writes: "... a proletariat which could live 

only by the sale of its labour... was disadvantaged by that pos

ition so soon as capitalism ceased to expand." But on page 107, 

Laski tells us that "... in any society where the instruments of 

production are privately owned their use... necessarily involves 

the continuous disadvantage of the working-class." When is the 

proletariat disadvantaged? With the origin and continuous devel

opment of capitalism?Or only when capitalism has ceased to expand? 

(19) ibid., p. 118. 
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A tiny slip, but significant. Again, on page 119, Laski writes: 

"the state is always biassed in the interest" of the owners of 

the means of production. But on page 122, he asserts that "the 

reason of the government, that is, the state is often biassed 

and frequently mistaken." Is the state only often biassed or al

ways biassed? Which? 

On page 101, Laski is anxious to assure us that "History 

is meaningless when read as a struggle between competing selfish 

interests; so to regard it is to defame the quality of human na

ture. It is rather the competition of ideals for survival, the 

character of which is determined by their power to exploit pro

ductive potentialities at any given time0" Yet a few pages fur

ther on (pp. 120-121) Laski says, "So far in history, at any rate, 

they (men) have not abdicated peacefully as a class, from any pos

ition they deemed vital to their well-being." Did the German 

bourgeoisie, and the British and French capitalists along with 

them, who turned to Hitler for help against the German and inter

national proletariat do so out of "idealism" or because they wish

ed to preserve their well-being, their privileged position in 

society? Was the French bourgeoisie acting selfishly or "ideal-

istically" when it said with one voice, "Better Hitler than Par

cel Thorez"? I do not wish to suggest for one moment that Laski 

does not know the answers to these questions. He most assuredly 

does. What Laski refuses to do, however, is to face up to the 

implications which a Marxian answer would involve, implications 

which call for the building up of a militant and aggressive working-

class party, tough, disciplined and alert, and the need for a 
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dictatorship of the proletariat once the "idealistic" bourgeoisie 

has been overthrown. Hence the almost wistful lapses into liber

alism, the constant retreats from positions which knowledge and 

experience have made clear to him. Hence Social Democracy. Indeed, 

Laski is so determined to absolve the bourgeoisie of any evil 

thoughts that he repeats as a constant refrain, for whose benefit 

one can only guess, the twaddle about rulers and beneficiaries in 

a class-divided society who always "identify their special priv

ileges... v/ith the well-being of the whole". For saying less 

than this, Lenin called Kautsky a sentimental simpleton. 

The following passage should be studied attentively by 

all liberals and pseudo-Marxists. It is an object lesson in the 

art of castrating Marxism, of covering it up, of burying it in a 

heap of revolutionary-sounding phrases. And for such purpose, of 

course, a vigorous style is extremely useful, since it belies the 

timidity as well as the falsification of the actual content. It 

is to such purpose and in such manner that Laski writes: 

"Even the idea of class-warfare as rooted in the econ

omics of capitalism has a long and honorable intellectual pedigree 

from Sismondi and St. Simon downwards; the real change lies in the 

twofold fact that with Marx and Engels the idea became a movement, 

and that, with the decline of capitalism, the movement became an 

array prepared to do battle for its principles." (20) 

Laski, it seems, is willing to say anything in order to 

avoid mentioning the disagreeable "dictatorship of the proletariat". 

(20) ibid., p. 178 
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Mar* and _,gels merely scooped up the -idea of class-warfare" and 

passed it along. No modifications, no extensions, no fur,h^ and 

deeper insights.' Nothing about "the existence of classes" oe^-

"bound up with particular, historic phases in the develops of 

production". Not a word, nothing about the class struggle leading 

of necessity "to the dictatorship of the proletariat". Merely the 

idea of Sismondi and St. Simon gathering bulk as it slides down 

the decades. Laski is back again where he started from. All that 

he has learned, all that he ever learned from historical material

ism is - class warfare. Truly a great Marxist.' 

Nor is this all. Laski's inability to divest himself 

of his cap and gown, to think in real, practical terms of the act

ivity of real, flesh-and-blood capitalists makes him write on occ

asion something as owlisMy, as professorially absurd as the fol

lowing: 

"Capitalism in difficulties uses the predominant posi

tion of capitalists in any society to devote the state-power to 

suppressing its opponents." (21) 

It is not the capitalists, mind you, who behave so abom

inably. It is capitalism. An age of miracles when an abstraction 

can behave with so much cunning violence] 

Very evidently, Laski has only a very dim idea of what 

historical materialism is all about. He has an even dimmer idea, 

probably no idea at all, of what is meant by the "law of motion 

of capitalism", a specific application of the materialist concep-

(21) ibid., p. 136. 
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tion of history. Laski has the crude notion that all that is the 

matter with capitalism is that there is constantly -oing on a con

flict between the capitalists and the proletarians for a larger 

share of "the total social product". (Class warfare]) The capit

alists desire to increase profits; the proletarians wish to in

crease wages. The scene thus carefully laid, Laski introduces two 

wonderful abstractions called respectively "advancing capitalism" 

and "contracting capitalism". For some reason or other, never 

quite explained by Laski, advancing capitalism turns into its op-

posite, into contracting capitalism, and the scene is now set 

for crises, depressions, the suspension of democracy, violent 

flare-ups leading ultimately to revolutions and civil wars. 

All this because the workers and the capitalists dis

agree upon how to divide "the total social product." Truly, an 

unfortunate difference of opinion. 

"We find", Laski writes, "a society in which the control 

of the instruments of production is in the hands of a small class, 

and that its interest in the total social product is different, 

so far as distribution is concerned, from the interest of the 

masses over whom it rules. For since the total social product is 

limited, it follows, to take an obvious instance, that the more 

there goes in wages to the masses, the less there will be in pro

fits, rent and interest for those v/ho control the instruments of 

production. Since, moreover, upon the postulates of our society, 

the motive to production is the capacity to make profit, it fol

lows that the level of wages will always be set, the power, indeed, 

to obtain employment will be set, by its relation to that level of 
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profit sufficient to induce the owners of capital to use it for 

the purpose of production. Given the postulates of capitalism, 

in short, a failure to make profit must either mean unemployment 

or a reduction in wages." (22) 

That this is a "liberal" way of regarding class antag

onism and not a Marxian becomes evident as soon as we address a 

few questions to Professor Laski. Supposing we say, with some 

apologists of capitalism, that the only way to increase wages as 

well as profits is to increase the "total social product" - can 

Laski show us that under capitalism this cannot be done? It is no 

use bringing in a mysterious blight called "contracting capitalism". 

We want to know what makes capitalism contract, llore importantly, 

we want to be shown conclusively that capitalism must contract. 

In fact, the notion of a contracting capitalism must be fully an

alysed and a very definite meaning assigned to it before it can 

be used as a workable concept. If the capacity to make profits 

is the index to capitalism1 s growth and decline, as Laski seems to 

think, then the capitalists of the leading capitalistic countries 

are, at the present time, making greater profits than they did a 

decade ago. (23) Would an observer conclude, therefore, that the 

economic system is much healthier now, assured of a longer lease 

of life, than when Laski pronounced its "break-down" in England 

and the United States? (24) 

(22) ibid., pp. 106 - 107 
(23) ~ ~ ~ - • •' 

(24) The State in Theory «^> *-« , «•- T • .. „ „a ..-
ter of Lenin's Imperialism for a Marxian dissection ox capit
alism's decay. 
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In his polemics against various capitalist theoreticians 

Laski can only limp along on a wooden peg which he calls "the 

postulates of capitalism". Laski's theory concerning the origin 

and meaning of class-warfare is a logical fiction. It is a simp

lified abstract, a dehydrated, factitious and extremely artificial 

description of a turbulent, many-sided process, which is full of 

inner contradictions and tensions. Since we have already seen the 

low opinion which Laski holds of Marxian economics, it is now rel

evant to summarize that aspect of Marx's achievement. Moreover, 

the summary will also make clear how little the elements of Marxism 

are separable. 

In brief, the task Marx set himself in his monumental 

work Capital was to discover, as he tells us, the "law of motion 

for capitalism." It was to be a particular application of the 

materialist conception of history. Indeed, Marx's first great 

contribution to economics was the concept that economic systems 

have a definite and determinable cycle of growth and decay, and 

that consequently a social morphology was possible. He revealed 

that surplus value, "unpaid labour", was both the genesis and the 

essential nature of the capitalist mode of production. The his

tory of capitalist production is, therefore, the history of the 

extraction of surplus value, of its realization in money forms, 

and its reconversion into more capital for the purpose of extract

ing more surplus value. The mainspring or driving motor of the 

capitalist system is not profits but the rate of profit having a 

determinable relation to the extraction of surplus value. 

Marx traces this category of surplus value througi :n a 
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whole cavalcade of ramified development, m essentials carftal'st 

production is an historically conditioned process of the self-ex

pansion and the self-production of capital by means of the extrac

tion, realization and capitalization of surplus value. This behav

ior, the metamorphosis of a portion of surplus value into capital, 

Marx called the "accumulation of capital", and he bent his efforts 

towards discovering the law governing it as well as the counter-

tendencies generated by the capitalist system, m the sum total 

of capital, there takes place a more rapid growth of constant cap

ital as compared with variable capital. This is the "historical 

tendency of capitalist accumulation", the basic contradiction 

within the capitalist system which requires that the means of pro

duction must grow, must continuously expand and increase while 

consumption is kept down to the barest minimum. In the early 

stages of capitalism, this was a necessary and progressive require

ment for the expansion of capital goods. At the present time, 

however, such a contradiction leads only to gluts, periodic depres

sions, and wars. The "antagonism" which the capitalist system sets 

up between productive labour and the means of production finds its 

expression in the class struggles between the bourgeoisie and the 

workers. In its wake other contradictions develop - social pro

duction vs. individual appropriation, general anarchy of production 

vs. efficient management and rationalization vs. the individual 

plant or factory - all of which spell out the death sentence . 0f 

capitalism. (25) 

(25) See Maurice Dobbs* Political Economy and Capitalism for a 
brilliant exposition of Marx's economics. 
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The Marxist, then, is one who, basing hinself upon the 

foregoing analysis of capitalist production, studies classes in 

motion; that is, dialectically. Furthermore, he analyses their 

inter-relationships (constantly changing, constantly developing) 

not only from the perspective of their past, their point of origin, 

but also from the perspective of their future, their eventual des

tination. The reverse of this is to describe class-antagonism, 

class-conflict in the abstract, as a phenomenon frozen fast in a 

logical and schematic cube of ice. It was to warn against precise

ly this kind of lip-service to Marxism that Lenin asserted that 

to limit Marxism merely to the theory of class struggle was "an 

opportunist distortion of Marxism, a falsification of it so as to 

make it acceptable to the bourgeoisie." (26) (My italics). And 

to ensure his meaning against any possible misunderstanding, Lenin 

added the following vital passage: 

"He who recognizes only the class struggle is not yet a 

Marxist; he may be found not to have gone beyond the boundaries 

of bourgeois reasoning and politics. To limit Marxism to the 

teaching of the class struggle means to curtail Marxism, to distort 

it, to reduce it to something which is acceptable to the bourg

eoisie. A Marxist is one who extends the acceptance of class 

struggle to the acceptance of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

Herein lies the deepest difference between a Marxist and an ordin

ary petty (or even big) bourgeois. On this touchstone it is nec

essary to test a real understanding and acceptance of Marxism." (27; 

(Lenin's italics). 

(26) Lenin, Marx - Engels, Marxism, Marxist Library, Vol. 20, p.lsO 
(27) ibid., p. 160. 
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This is the outlook of authentic Marxism; this is the 

approach of a genuine historical materialism as distinct from 

the truncated and doctrinaire version which Laski puts forward in 

its name. 

The same empty and formal schematism is at work through

out Laskiis presentation of his "Marxist" theory of the state. 

"The claim of the state to obedierc e rests upon its will 

and ability to secure to its citizens the maximum satisfaction of 

their wants." (28) The foregoing sentence opens Laski's discus

sion of state and government in the real world. For this claim 

to be supportable it necessarily follows that "there must be an 

absence of bias in the performance of this function." (29) Laski 

has little difficulty in showing that in the phenomenal world the 

historical state has never been unbiassed in its action. The 

Greek city-state favored the slave-owners, as did the Roman empire 

which acted against the interests of the slaves and the poor. The 

states of the mediaevel world served the feudal lords as a machine 

with which to suppress the serfs. Whenever and wherever a state 

exists, it is simply a coercive apparatus to enforce the claims 

and privileges of the owners of property, of those ruling groups 

in any society possessing the means of production. As between the 

possessors and non-possessors, the state is never neutral, never 

impartial. This cardinal fact is as true of the contemporary 

capitalist state as it was true of the feudal state and of the 

(28) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 87. 

(29) ibid., p. 87. 
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classical states of antiquity. "The state", Laski conduces, "is 

a legal instrument for making the claims of private owners to the 

resources of production predominant over other claims from those 

who do not own." (30) 

Sovereignty, i.e. supreme coercive power is in actual 

fact possessed by those who command" the productive forces in so

ciety. Ultimately, that is, the laws of the state are the wills 

and decisions of the property-owners translated into legal terms, 

and a well-articulated bureaucratic apparatus (army, civil ser

vice, judiciary, and prisons) stands ready to enforce them against 

all challenge and opposition. (31) And, furthermore, since the 

government is the agent of the state it turns out that the govern

ment invariably acts "as the executive committee of the class 

which dominates, economically, the system of production by which 

the society lives." (32) In addition to a coercive apparatus the 

ruling class possesses other, more subtle, means for making its 

will acceptable. These means, by operating as a pervasive envir

onment, condition the propertyless to accept unthinkingly the dom

inant mores, the ideology of their masters. The churches, the 

schools, the gigantic newspaper chains, each in their own way, 

serve the owners of the means of production by inculcating opin

ions and attitudes favorable to their continuing domination. 

Wherever we turn, Laski insists, we are hemmed in by a network of 

ideals and moral precepts which have as their basis the private 

(30) ibid., p. 145. 
(31) ibid., pp. 91, 118, 160 
(32) ibid., p. 115. 
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ownership of the means of production. In any event, should thes 

fail, there is always the reserve power of the state. 

All this is excellent and, as far as it goes, indubitably 

true. For the moment (and only for the moment) Laski lias shifted 

sovereignty from the state-purpose to the capitalist class, '.mere 

formerly he argued that sovereignty could not be entrusted to any 

single group in society he now asserts that, in effect, it is pos

sessed by those who command its productive forces. The state is a 

capitalist state and its sovereignty nothing else but coercive 

power put at the disposal of the ruling class, i.e., the capit

alists. But how did the state arise in the first place? What is 

its real function? Laski's answer is worth quoting in full. "Any 

society", he affirms, "must seek to sustain some stable relations 

of production in order to continue as a society. It has to put 

behind those relations the force of law. It needs, that is, a 

coercive instrument to secure the continuance of those relations 

simply because, otherwise, it will not continue to earn its liv

ing... The conditions of wholesale change are not possible in any 

society at a given moment without a disruption in its life. Since 

such a disruption would threaten the foundations of the existing 

order, the society has need of an instrument to prevent, if nec

essary by force, the emergence of that threat to peace the dis

ruption involves. This instrument, historically, has been the 

state. Its primary function is to ensure the peaceful process of 

production in society. To do so it protects the system of produc

tive relations which that process necessitates. Its function is to 

evolve, under coercive sanction, the legal relations by which so

ciety maintains its life in terms of the way in which it earns 
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its living." (33) 

It cannot be said that Laski's answer to the first ques

tion - how did the state originate? - is either clear or convincing. 

To say that "any society must seek to sustain stable relations of 

production" is to assert something which is indisputable out which 

fails to explain why a special coercive apparatus for that purpose 

was found to be necessary. Furthermore it follows, if what Laski 

says is true, that the state must in some way or another, be a 

permanent institution, since it is impossible to conceive of any 

society where the maintenance of economic stability will not be 

its paramount concern. Such a view is in no way distinguishable 

from that of the liberal theorist: the state arose as a beneficent 

and necessary means for promoting stability. A coercive machinery, 

that is, is a vital requirement to ensure the stable and contin

uous use of the productive instruments lest the society starve 

itself into extinction. Yet perhaps that is not quite Laski's 

meaning, for elsewhere he argues "that the different place occu

pied by different classes in the process of production gives rise 

to different needs and interests which, at a given point, come 

into antagonism with one another. That point is defined by the 

contradiction between the relations of production and the forces 

of production." (34) (Jty italics.) The state, on this view, will 

favor the needs and interests of those who control the instruments 

of production as against those who are excluded from their owner-

(33) ibid., p. 93. 

(34) ibid., p. 104. 



10S. 

ship; this partiality, at the same time, promotes stability by 

forcibly preventing dissension and seeing to it that society con

tinues "to earn its living". Yet such a permissible formulation 

only raises another difficulty, at any rate a further question. 

At what exact point does the state arise? As soon as classes have 

taken up their different positions in the process of production; 

or is it only when the antagonism between the classes has become 

sharpened "by the contradiction between the forces of production 

and the relations of production"? Laski, it would appear, is com

mitted to one of the following two explanations, or to both sim

ultaneously: the state»s origin is explicable (i) as an instrument 

necessary to maintain economic stability, or (ii) as the product 

of a contradiction of the forces of production by the established 

social relationships. In neither case is the explanation a Marx

ist one, and the second is demonstrably false. 

This is how Engels explains the origin of the state: 

"As the State arose from the need of keeping class antagonisms in 

check, but also arose in the thick of the fight between the classes, 

it is normally the state of the most powerful, economically ruling 

class, which by its means becomes also the politically ruling class, 

and so acquires new means of holding down and exploiting the opp

ressed class. The ancient state was, above all, the state of the 

slave-owners for holding down the slaves, just as the feudal state 

was the organ of the nobility for holding down the peasant serfs 

and bondsmen, and the modern representative state is the instru

ment for exploiting wage-labour by capital." (35) 

(35) Engels, Origi 
tein of the Family, Private Property end the State, 
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settled economic relationships. The different emphases, I sug

gest, are all-revealing: the first is that of a :.:arxist and a rev

olutionary, the other that of a liberal or a social democrat. 

Speaking of opportunistic falsifiers of Uarxism in gen

eral, and of Karl Kautsky in particular, Lenin wrote as follows: 

"Theoretically (Lenin's italics) there is no denial that the state 

is the organ of class domination, or that class antagonisms are 

irreconcilable. But what is forgotten or overlooked is this:-

If the state is the product of the irreconcilable character of 

class antagonisms, if it is a force standing above society and 

'separating itself gradually from it' (37) then it is clear that 

the liberation of the oppressed class is impossible without a 

violent revolution, and without the destruction of the machinery 

of the state power, which has been created by the governing class 

and in which the 'separation' is embodied. This inference, theor

etically quite self-evident, was drawn by Iferx, as we shall see 

later, with the greatest precision from a concrete historical 

analysis of the problems of Revolution." (38) 

This passage by Lenin makes clear, I believe, the na

ture and purpose of Laski's club-footed rendering of the Marxian 

theory of the state. Laski has skilfully emphasized the formal 

accident of the state rather than its real essence for to have 

done otherwise would have involved the commitment to the view 

(37) This is a reference to Engel's observation taat £e st«u«, 
as it develops, places itself above the socie «yf*°° V'hg2k^ 
has arisen and becomes more and more divorced from i ^ Laski 
purely mechanical interpretation of tne state does not a_io„ 
for such a development. 

(38) Lenin, The State and Revolution, p. 116. 
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that the bourgeois state apparatus must be shattered and its p^ac. 

taken by the naked class rule of the proletariat. And this is 

exactly the view to which Laski as the leading theoretician of 

social democracy, has consistently refused to commit himself. 

But Laski's schematism does not stop here. It has a 

further, and it might be added, a nobler purpose, it is a device 

whereby Laski can cement, can join together his two states, the 

noumenal and the phenomenal, it is the broad platform which en

ables the idealist and the materialist, the pluralist and the 

Marxian, the man of action and the erudite scholar, to embrace. 

As a sheer intellectual achievement, it is breath-taking in its 

impressiveness, and convinces as much by the neatness of its exe

cution as by the splendor of its final construction. Of course 

there are some hypercritical cynics who will declare that it was 

done by a trick and will even insist upon examining for themselves 

the timber with which the platform was constructed: such fellows 

are evidently lacking in aesthetic appreciation. Dull fellows -

they are given beauty and they demand logic.' 

But first the state must be sent to the cleaners to 

have any taint of oppression removed from it. (39) 

And now let us consider the following definitions of the 

state which Laski makes: 

(i) "The state is a legal instrument for making the 

(39) See The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 100, 115, 118, 145, 
179. It is relevant to my argument ^ point out that each 
time Laski ventures an explicit definition °itne state he 
stresses its protective (of necessary social relations; ra
ther than its oppressive and repressive role. 
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claims of private owners to the re*™,™** * 
e res°urces of production dominant 

over other claims from those who do not own." (40) 

(ii) "This state-power, as I have already pointed out, 

has to be exercised by men; and those who are entrusted with its 

exercise constitute the government of the state. Their business 

is to use the state-power for the purposes for which it was insti

tuted, and these, I have argued, may be summarizea oy saying that 

one end of the state is the satisfaction, at the highest possible 

level, of its subjects1 demands." (41) 

The ordinary philistine, not educated to understand 

dialectical subtleties, may be forgiven if he stands confused be

fore what at first blush appears to be a contradiction. He is 

told that the state is a class weapon; and since that appears to 

him a reasonable viewpoint he has no difficulty in assimilating 

it. Yet a moment later, indeed v/ith the same breath, Laski as

sures him that the state exists to promote the greatest possible 

satisfaction of the citizen's demands. One can understand his 

bewilderment. But let us hasten to assist him. We must explain 

to him that Laski is here speaking of two states, the iceal and 

the actual. The ideal or noumenal state is simplicity itself. 

Its function is to ensure the fullest use of the instruments of 

production (the Marxian bridge) and to distribute their products 

in just measure to all its citizens. Unfortunately the historical 

development of the productive forces has engendered cancerous 

(40) ibid., p. 145. 

(41) ibid., p. 138. 
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class divisions in society which prevent the noumenal state from 

carrying out its "theoretic purpose". Fallen £rom its heavenly 

dwelling-place it develops a secular bias in facor of the owners 

of the means of production, the ruling class in every society. 

It begins to squint, and instead of ideal justice we have class 

justice, that is, injustice; instead of equality, inequality; in

stead of harmony, conflict. The noumenal state, temporarily cov

ered over with unsightly class encrustations, appears as the phen

omenal state. The latter, far from espousing justice, equality, 

or the happiness of its citizens, is never neutral in the struggle 

waged between the possessing and non-possessing classes, is con

stantly favoring the one as against the other. Sovereignty, i.e. 

supreme coercive power, is now effectively possessed by the owners 

of the productive instruments and is nothing else but the will 

of the rulers enforced by a standing army, police, prisons and 

all the other machinery of coercing the truculent lower orders to 

obedience. As for the government, it too has suffered a declen

sion and, instead of serving the noumenal state-purpose, now acts 

as the agent, as the executive committee of the ruling class in 

power. Furthermore, since law is the will of the government, that 

is, the ruling class, it also is severed from its noumenal abode 

(justice) and never transcends the particular class interest to 

promote the welfare of society as a whole. Sovereignty, govern

ment and law, each has fallen back a step, but they have done so 

in good order, preserving like well-drilled soldiers an equal and 

uniform distance between themselves and their ideal counterparts. 

In brief, Laski has invented an ingenious parallel con-
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struction which enables him to step easily from one kingdom to 

another. If however, his person be examined a curious document 

will be found. It is his passport, the term sovereignty. One 

side of the document bears the stamp "state Purpose"; the other, 

"The Ruling Class". It is, I maintain, this semantic ambiguity 

which confers upon Laski the rights of citizenship in the two 

separate states, the phenomenal and the noumenal. (42) Yet (and 

this is the whole, indeed the very crux of the matter) the two 

states turn out to be not so very different after all. For observe 

that the noumenal purpose has been defined as the satisfaction 

of maximum demand through the fullest possible use of the p w . 

ciuctive forces. And the actual historical mission of the phenom

enal state (after fumigation at the cleaners) turns out to be 

nothing else but the successive embodiments or realizations of the 

noumenal purpose as defined above. The phenomenal state, that is 

to say, actualizes according to Laski a portion of the ideal at 

every moment of its historical career. It fulfills the noumenal 

purpose continuously, and with each successive advance, each suc

cessive growth, there takes place a corresponding growth of jus

tice, freedom and equality, all close to the heart of the plural-
(43) 

ist and the idealist. This - this is nothing other than evolu-

(42) By giving the term sovereignty a double meaning Laski has 
taken out an insurance policy against the future: should the 
bourgeoisie yield peacefully and democratic socialism tri
umph, Laski can point to the realization of the state-purpose; 
should they not, and after a violent revolution the prolet
ariat establish its dictatorship, Laski can invoke the other, 
class rule. The ambiguity, in short, is a reflection of 
Laski's own divided and deeply troubled mind. 

(43) The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 78, 181, 295. 
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tionary democratic socialism, but in a disguise so ingenious, so 

resourceful and so brilliantly executed as to be all but impenet

rable. But all the same it is democratic socialism and not Marxism. 

To complete the disguise, however, one further misre

presentation, one more distortion and falsification of a Marxian 

tenet was necessary. And this was accomplished in the following 

passage where Laski writes: "This is the truth in the Marxian ar-

g u n e n t t h a t i n a classless society t.h. otate. fta w» i m - , < + i ...,,•, 

'wither away'. For the state as we know it has always had the 

function not of preserving law and order as absolute goods seen 

in the same broad way by all members of the state; the function 

of the state has always been to preserve tla t law and that order 

which are implicit in the purposes of a particular class-society." 

(44) (My italics). The tricky and misleading words are "the state 

as we know it". The state, as we know it. will not "wither away". 

This fate is reserved, according to Marx and Engels, for the Dic

tatorship of the Proletariat, which, as they pointed out from time 

to time, had ceased to be a state in the true and essential mean

ing of that word since "The first act of the State, in which it 

really acts as the representative of the whole of Society, namely, 

the assumption of control over the means of production on behalf 

of society, is also its last act as a state." (45) It is not "the 

state as we know it" which withers away but the most complete dem

ocracy. As Lenin puts it: "The capitalist State does not wither 

away... but is destroyed by the proletariat in the course of the 

(44) ibid., p. 181. 

(45) Engels, Anti-Duhring, p. 315. 
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revolution. Only the proletarian State or semi-State withers 

away after the revolution." (46) 

But revolution and the proletarian state are the last 

things in the world that Laski wants to talk about, what better 

way to camouflage this reluctance than by a reference to "a class

less society" whose Marxian ring sounds so nuch less menacing since 

it comes from such a conveniently remote distance? Today it is a 

more difficult matter to distort Marxism since it requires for its 

achievement a combination of virtues and powers possessed by few 

people: high-mindedness, erudition, marked controversial gifts and 

a cool, unflinching impudence. Yet it must be acknowledged that 

Laski, using a Marxian terminology for just that very purpose, has 

all but succeeded. Nevertheless, I submit that Laski«s idealistic 

social democracy and eclectic hodge-podge have nothing in common 

with Marxism which rigorously eschews all ethical and teleological 

presuppositions in its attempt to evaluate social phenomena scien

tifically. Laski1 s wish to envelope Marx in the same ethical fog 

in which he himself habitually dwells; his naive effort to equate 

Das Kapital with the Sermon on the Mount, exchange value with the 

Categorical Imperative; his magnificent zeal to present his teleo

logical idealism in the guise of Marxian dialectics are, to one who 

has studied the Marxian classics, as futile as they are pathetic. 

But the wish, the effort, and the zeal are all characteristic of 

present-day Social Democracy. To an examination of Laski fs Social 

Democracy, therefore, we now turn. 

(46) Lenin, The State and Revolution, p. 125. 
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Chanter V 

Social Democracy 

Unlike the great majority of social democrats, Laski 

does not accept easily the optimistic picture of the painless 

transformation of capitalism into socialism. His recent books 

show an intensifying impatience with the rather naive outlook of 

the Fabians and are full of gloomy apprehensions. (1) By an el-

>quent appeal to the reason and the good-will as well as the his

torical experience of men, they are intended to avert a major 

catastrophe one moment before the fatal stroke of midnight. They 

have in them that sense of impending disaster which is the essence 

of all great tragedy and which fascinates as much as it inspires 

to dread. Their dominant mood is one of desperation and urgency, 

the agonizing powerlessness of a nightmare. For Laski recognizes 

that the over-riding social issue of our time is the conflict, the 

tremendous antagonism betv/een capital and labour. And possessing 

a lively sense of the crisis in which we move he anxiously, almost 

neurotically, assesses the cost in menfs lives and liberties in

volved in the outbreak of a war between these two principal groups 

even as they advance into position and prepare to give battle. 

There is a certain poignancy manifest in Laski's latest political 

writings which derives entirely ffrom his lonely and difficult 

effort to reconcile or amalgamate his pluralistic liberalism with 

(1) The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 289-291; Reflections on 
the Revolution of Our Time, pp. 1-37; Parliamentary Government 
in England, pp. 46-52. 
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the sharp issue of class warfare. Furthermore, it is precisely 

this effort which gives to his political doctrines their ambiguous, 

eclectic, contradictory, but also arresting character. For unlike 

the genuine Marxist, he cannot accept without repining the prole

tariat as the solely active agent for changing contemporary society, 

Seeing their massive forces maturing for a revolutionary assault 

upon the citadel of capitalism, but fearful or reluctant to make 

use of them, Laski may not unfairly be called a latter-day Erasmus. 

It is mainly in virtue of his recognition that war is 

present at the core of every capitalist society that seemingly 

justifies Laski in calling himself a Marxist. By focussing at

tention on the neglected issue of class-struggle (neglected, that 

is, by the orthodox liberal historians and political philosophers) 

Laski placed himself in the forefront of advanced thinkers with 

something significantly new to say, and began to command a fol

lowing amongst those who had wearied of the traditional nostrums 

and panaceas, the cheerful promises that were contradicted at 

every point by the ugly facts of our industrial civilization. Yet, 

as Lenin insisted, the mere recognition of class-warfare does not 

produce a Marxist: a Marxist is one who extends his acceptance of 

class-warfare to an acceptance of the dictatorship of the prole

tariat. For only such an acceptance offers convincing proof of a 

real understanding of the methodology and tactics of scientific 

socialism. No political thinker can be said to have wholly divestec 

himself of bourgeois prejudices and illusions unless he is pre

pared to accept the necessity of the naked rule of the working-

class. Such an acceptance is the modern counterpart to Christ's 
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harsh hut a l S e e T O l ^ taction to the rlch patrtcian to sive all 

his worldly goods to the poor. 

Here it is not my purpose to enter into a lengthy anal

ysis of what is meant by the dictatorship of the proletariat, it 

is enough to say that Marx and Engels meant by it the actual rule 

of the former oppressed class, a rule which they urged as necess

ary to protect the new society and to destroy tne obstinate ves

tiges of the old. Great historical questions, they insisted, were 

always settled by force. Indeed, Marx and Engels envisaged a long 

transitional period between capitalism and socialism, lasting per

haps for hundreds of years, during which the proletariat, ruling 

unconditionally, would create and foster the new social values 

just as the bourgeoisie did in the centuries of its historic as

cendency. Here a* Marx's own words: "Between capitalist and com

munist society lies a period of revolutionary transformation from 

one to the other. There corresponds also to this a political 

transition period during which the state can be nothing else than 

the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat." (2) For Laski, 

however, the dictatorship of the proletariat is fraught v/ith a 

menace which strikes at the very roots of his essential liberal

ism. It is the icy blast which threatens to lay waste his most 

cherished beliefs, the timeless ideals of freedom and equality, 

the dignity and brotherhood of man. The burden of Laski's fear 

is expressed in the following sentence: "It is", he writes, "a 

commonplace of history that power is poisonous to those who exer-

(2) Karl Marx, Critique of the Gotha Programme, pp. 44-45. 
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cise it; there is no special reason to assume that the communist 

dictator will in this respect be different from other men.'1 (3) 

I pass over in silence Laski's identification of the dictatorship 

of the proletariat with the arbitrary rule of a single dictator 

revealing, if further proof were wanted, his utter miscomprehen

sion of the dialectics of proletarian revolution. What we have 

here is the deliverance of a doctrinaire liberalism which is in

hibited by panic or ignorance from probing beneath the surface of 

historical phenomena to the real forces which produce "dictators11 

and leaders. Moreover, it is evident that .such an outlook is 

bound up with, or,more truthfully, springs from a facile moralism 

which delights in juxtaposing abstractions like liberty and tyran

ny, good and evil, etc., and is either unwilling or incapable of 

undertaking a scientific investigation of social movements. 

Nor is Laski consistent; or, at any rate, he maintains 

consistency by suppressing one half of the argument. He is, for 

example, eager and able to show that political power never fails 

to be the reflex of economic power; that, in effect, in capitalist 

society we have the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. This dicta

torship of the bourgeoisie has flourished equally well under a 

monarchy or a republic: the forms of government have been irrel

evant to its rule. Furthermore, Laski insists, whatever the pre

tense of appearance of democracy, essentially what exists today in 

the leading capitalist countries is class rule, the rule of the 

capitalist class. Yet Laski is unwilling to consider the need for 

(3) Laski, Communism, p. 174. 
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a similar dictatorship, but this time a dictatorship in the inter

est of the vast majority of the population, who, having wrested 

the means of production ffrom their former owners will require pre

cisely such an instrument to consolidate their revolutionary gains, 

to establish the ways and values of the new society. "Dictatorship 

is power", Lenin wrote, "based directly upon force, and unrestrict

ed by any laws. The revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat 

is power won and maintained by the violence of the proletariat 

against the bourgeoisie, power that is unrestricted by any laws."(4) 

Nofc to any one who still nourishes liberal illusions and prejudices, 

is the following extract from Engels1 letter to August Bebel, dated 

March 28 1875, any more comforting. There Engels wrote as fol

lows: 

"As the State is only a transitional phenomenon which 

must be made use of in struggle, in the revolution in order to 

forcibly crush our antagonists, it is pure absurdity to speak 

of a people's free state. As long as the proletariat still needs 

the state, it needs it, not in the interests of freedom, but for 

the purpose of crushing its antagonists; and as soon as it becomes 

possible to speak of freedom, then the state, as such, ceases to 

exist." 

This conception of the proletarian state as a dictator

ship which would seek out its enemies and destroy them is watered 

down by Laski into something as constitutionally correct as this: 

"The state", he argues, "is always at the disposal of that class 

(4) Lenin, The Proletarian Revolution-and Renegade Kautsiy, p. 19. 
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in the community in which is vested the ownership of those instru

ments (the instruments of production). The law it makes will be 

law for their interest. The ownership it maintains will be their 

ownership. If the number of owners, therefore, in a state be 

few, the bias of the law will be towards the interest of that few. 

If the owners be the community as a whole, then the bias of the 

law will be towards the interest of the community as a whole as 

against, say, the particular interest of some given individual."(5) 

Here, once again, is the "fumigated" phenomenal state; here, too, 

is the social democratic version of the proletarian dictatorship 

with its idyllic picture of a majority placing socialistic legis

lation on the statute books to which the dispossessed exploiting 

minority peacefully submit. Here, also, in only slightly differ

ent words, is the very conception which Karl Kautsky set forth in 

his pamphlet "The Proletarian Dictatorship for which, as everyone 

knows, Lenin called him a renegade to Marxism. But Laski's basic 

idealism (Laski is a historical materialist in name only; on every 

crucial, that is, practical issue, he reverts to idealism) as well 

as the social democratic nature of his views is nowhere more clear

ly revealed than in the following passage: 

"Proletarian dictatorship is not an inevitable stage in 

social evolution. It is not merely the outcome of special econ

omic conditions; it is also the outcome of great leaders who, like 

Lenin, have the eye to see, tod the hand to execute, the requisite 

strategy at the appropriate moment. The technical conditions 

(5) The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 140-141. 
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under which modern government is carried on make a reversion to 

barbarism at least as possible an outcome of unsuccessful war as 

a victory of the working-class." (6) 

As might be expected, Laski's fear of a proletarian 

dictatorship is merely an extension of his fear of a proletarian 

revolution. A defeatist about the one, he is also, necessarily, 

a defeatist about the other. Laski's main effort is to show the 

futility of working-class revolution, constantly harping upon its 

attendant risks and hazards - except where, as in Russia, the rev

olution has proven itself successful. It would take a chapter 

by itself to detail his remarkable changes in attitude towards the 

Soviet Union. In any case, Laski always urges that the success of 

the Russian Revolution was due to a special set of factors (which 

successful revolution is not?) such as a disastrous v/ar and the 

tremendous personality and leadership of Lenin. But nowhere in 

his analysis of the Bolshevik's success does Laski admit that Len

in's tremendous leadership lay precisely in this: Lenin refused to 

accept, indeed he fought bitterly against, the reformistic par

liamentarism and opportunism that had corrupted the socialist 

parties of England, France, Germany and the Mensheviks in his own 

(7) 

country. At every turn, significantly enough, Laski's own reform

istic outlook inhibits him from undertaking a fair discussion 

(6) ibid., pp. 286-287. It is noteworthy that here again Laski 
identifies the proletarian dictatorship with the rule cf a 
single exceptional person. 

(7) See the extraordinary chapter on Bolshevism: in Laski's Faith, 
Civilizatio 
reticences. 

Reason and Civilization, which is remarkable chiefly ^y vir
tue or its 
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of the aims and philosophy of the Bolshevik leaders. For these 

leaders, acting in accordance with Marx's teaching, insisted that 

the exploiters1 state had to be smashed completely by an armed in

surrection of the working-class in firm alliance with the other 

oppressed sections of the population. As a social democrat, how

ever, Laski lays hold of every argument to prove that such an 

adventure is risky and more than likely to end in complete fail

ure • He argues fervently that all that the working-class might 

get for its pains was a bourgeois counter-revolution culminating 

in fascist repression. Without going into the rights and wrongs 

of Laski's position, it is evident that what he is preaching is 

not Marxism, but the very opposite of Marxism. Just how much op

posed to Marxism it really is can be seen by comparing it with 

that set forth by Engels. 

"Have these gentlemen (the anti-authoritarians)", wrote 

Engels, "ever seen a revolution? Revolution is undoubtedly the 

most authoritarian thing in the world. Revolution is an act in 

which one section of the population imposes its will upon the ot

her by means of rifles, bayonets and guns, all of which are ex

ceedingly authoritarian implements. And the victorious party is 

necessarily compelled to maintain its rule by means of that fear 

which its arms inspire in the reactionaries. If the Paris Com

mune had not employed the authority of the armed people against the 

bourgeoisie, would it have maintained itself more than twenty-

four hours? Are we not, on the contrary, justified in reproaching 

the Commune for having employed this authority too little?" (8) 

(8) Engels, Ueber das Autori1»tsp^zto Vol I. 
P. 39, as quoted by Lenin in The Proletarian Revolution, p. _3. 
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In order to show tv/o things: (i) That Laski is a liberal 

social democrat, not a Marxist, and (ii) that nothing in the exper

iences of the international working-class movement during the in

tervening years between the publication of Communism and The State 

in Theory and Practice has made him swerve from his un-LIarxian 

outlook, I shall put down sample excerpts from both boohs. It will 

be seen at a glance that all that Laski altered in the later book 

was the phraseology; the ideas remained the same. 

"It is not argued here that the Marxian view of the in

surrectionary act is incorrect; on the contrary, it is suggested 

that its substance is entirely accurate. But it is suggested that 

the environment for which it is suitable is of extreme rarity in 

history; and that even when such an environment is afforded, only 

a supreme genius will be able to take advantage of it." (My italics: 

Communism, p. 236.) 

"For anyone who reflects on the history of the Russian 

Revolution can hardly avoid the reflection that its success in 

establishing a proletarian dictatorship was built above all upon 

two factors. The first was the weal-mess of the Russian bourgeoisie 

... The second was the presence of Lenin not merely as tte supreme 

strategist of the actual seizure of power, but even more, as the 

great architect of its consolidation.11 (Lty italics: The State in 

Theory and Practice, p. 287) 

"That means, of course, that we need not, as Communism 

offers us. the formulae of conflict, but the formulae of co-oper

ation. The sceptical observer is unconvinced that any system has 

the future finally on its side; that it is entitled, from its 
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certainties, to sacrifice all that has been acquired so painfully 

in the heritage of toleration and freedom." (Uy italics: Communism, 

p. 244). 

"The inference which is... drawn from this is the simple 

one that, since liberty depends upon security, the proponents of 

change, if they care for liberty, must pay the price for it. This 

consists in guaranteeing to the class which owns the instruments 

of production the continuance of the privileges such ownership en

tails for a period at least long enough to reconcile them to the 

new social order." (My italics: The State in Theory and Practice, 

p. 289.) 

Laski's real fears are expressed in the following pass

age: "When ideas arm themselves for conflict, the voice of reason 

is unlikely to be heard. When the voice of reason is drowned by 

the passionate clangor of arms, men have never listened to the plea 

for freedom. The processes of government by consent, are abro

gated. Those conquer who have the weapons on their side; and it 

is not necessarily the case tfr°+- +•>"> possession of the weapons 

means the better cause." (9) (My italics.) 

The clear implication of this passage is that liberty 

and reason are absolutes already in the possession of people here 

and now, in capitalist society. This, of course, is contrary to 

what Laski has argued elsewhere, namely, that our society is ir

rational and that we are, in effect, living under a capitalist 

(9) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 292 S ^ i ^ L S T 
tence in this passage says is that even i p £ t i ^ themselv1 
the exploited wage-slaves, succeeded in e nSceisariay mean 
through a successful revolution it wou^no ^ o f a 

the triumph of " « * $|*g, cEt eof fSarxist. 
petty-bourgeois philistme, now » 
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dictatorship. Here, once again, Laski's unshakeable idealism comes 

to the fore. Strangely enough, Laski is willing to admit that 

revolutions may occur as an aftermath to wars, and that wars are 

an inevitable consequence of the capitalist system, but he balks 

at the strategy of the Communists who prepare and who urge the 

exploited working-class to prepare for exactly such inevitabilities. 

In this connection a Marxist cannot but remark that Professor 

Laski is much too insular, much too parochial in his outlook. For 

example, the riots and agitations now sweeping across Britain's 

colonial empire may do more to bring about the downfall of the 

British bourgeoisie and with it the downfall or the radical trans

formation of the Labour Government now acting as their executions s 

upon the oppressed colonial peoples than all the labour and social

ist agitation in that country for the past hundred years. Laski 

agrees with Lenin that the English workers or, at any rate, an 

important section of them, have become bourgeoisified by some of 

the super-profits which their masters have extracted from the star

ving and exploited masses of India, 5gypt, China, etc. He fails 

to see or, at least, refuses to admit that he himself as a theor

etician of social democracy is a bourgeoisified product of that 

very same imperialism. (10) 

"A revolutionary Marxist", Lenin wrote, "differs from 

the ordinary philistine in that he is able to preach to the ignor

ant masses the necessity for the maturing revolution, to prove 

that it is inevitable, to explain its benefits to the people, and 

(10) ibid., p. 255. 
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to prepare the proletariat and all the toiling and exploited 

masses for it." (11) (Leninfs italics). 

Laski's self-appointed task is to preach to the workers 

the futility of revolution. 

Long ago Lenin pointed out that the liberal or the social 

democrat is not averse to using Marxian phrases and catchwords 

provided nothing is said that is disagreeable to the bourgeoisie. 

The suppression of the bourgeoisie, the use of force and violence 

to disarm and scatter them - that is disagreeable.' That is Rev

olution, that is the Dictatorship of the Proletariat. In its 

stead, Laski, resorting to the well-tried implements for the dis

tortion of Marxism, sophistry and eclecticism, gives us the 

"fumigated" constitutional state or the sweet dreams of tomorrow. 

The "ordinary philistine" is only too eager to talk of tomorrow 

(anything except the nasty business in hand, the nasty business 

of organizing the preparing the working-class) and will even on 

occasion drool happily about "the withering away of the state". 

It can therefore be seen that not without reason did Marx and 

Lenin insist that the Marxist extend his acceptance of class-war

fare to an acceptance of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

Moreover, since Laski has such an unfeigned enthusiasm for Lenin's 

genius and leadership it is relevant to set down here what that 

genius and leadership consisted of; all the more so since, for 

some inexplicable reason, Laski has refrained from telling us. 

Here in Lenin's own words is the answer to the question "How did 

(11) Lenin, The Proletarian Revolution and Renegade Kautshy, p# 70. 
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the Bolsheviks accomplish what they did?" 

"Certainly almost everyone now realizes that the Bol

sheviks could not have maintained themselves in power for two and 

one-half years, and not even for two and one-half months, without 

the strictest discipline, the truly iron discipline in our Party 

and without the fullest and unreserved support rendered it by the 

whole mass of the working class... 

"The dictatorship of the proletariat is the most deter

mined and the most ruthless war waged by the new class against the 

more powerful enemy, against the bourgeoisie, whose resistance is 

increased tenfold by its overthrow (even though only in one coun

try) and whose power lies not only in the strength of international 

capital, in the strength and durability of the international con

nections of the bourgeoisie, but also in the force of habit, in 

the strength of small-scale production. For, unfortunately, very, 

very much of small-scale production still remains in the world, 

and small-scale production ffives birth to capitalism and the bour

geoisie continuously, daily, hourly, spontaneously, and on a mass 

scale. For all these reasons the dictatorship of the proletariat 

is necessary, and victory over the bourgeoisie is impossible without 

a long, stubborn and desperate war of life and death, a war which 

requires perseverance, discipline, firmness, inflexibility, and 

unity of will. 

"I repeat, the experience of the victorious dictator

ship of the proletariat in Russia has clearly shown to those who 

have not had occasion to ponder over this question, that absolute 

centralization and tie strictest discipline of the proletariat are 
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one of the basic conditions for victory over the bourgeoisie." (12* 

(Lenin's italics.) 

For the Marxist the basic antagonism in modern society 

is that which exists between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat-

Laski substitutes for this the opposition between capitalism and 

democracy. "The assumptions of capitalism", he affirms, "contra

dict the implications of democracy." (13) By the assumptions of 

capitalism Laski means the subordination of the productive mechan

ism to the profit-seeking motive which necessarily limits welfare 

and happiness to the privileged few who control the instruments 

of production. Democracy, on the other hand, implies equality. 

The union of capitalism and democracy was due to an historical 

accident which required of the middle classes to grant certain 

concessions to the urban proletariat and the peasantry to win their 

support in the struggle against feudalism. The offspring of that 

marriage was therefore not economic but political, that is, formal 

democracy. Laski points out that political democracy, which held 

out to the masses the promise of the eventual elimination of social 

abuses and inequalities, worked quite well as long as capitalism 

was in its expanding phase. Capitalism was then progressive, due 

entirely to the fact that its prosperous advance enabled it to 

afford certain concessions as the necessary price for the avoid

ance of social strife. Now, however, capitalism is no longer pro

gressive; instead of expanding it has begun to contract; the cap-

(12) Lenin, Left-Wing Communism: an Infantile Disorder, p. 

(13) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 111. 

. 9-10 
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italist system has entered upon that extremity foretold for it by 

Llarx in which the relations of production are in contradiction 

with the indispensable forces of production. As a consequence of 

this situation capitalism has begun to revoke its former generosity 

and to favor repression as a means for dealing with the legitimate 

claims of the disadvantaged sections of the population. 

Eventually, that is to say, the unstable equilibrium 

established by the French Revolution of 1789 must give way, and 

either capitalism or democracy triumph. For the ethic of the one 

is unalterably opposed to that of the other. Capitalism restricts 

economic and political advantage to the owners of property, while 

democracy, Laski thinks, is a one-way street to equality. Between 

the two no compromise is possible. And the lesson of Fascism, 

Laski insists, is that the property-owners will not hesitate to 

suspend the democratic processes the moment they realize that the 

propertyless are prepared to make use of them to increase their 

share of the social product. V/ith Fascism the class struggle does 

not come to an end; it is merely transferred to another plane. 

Fascism is the use of unrestrained violence against those groups, 

mainly the proletariat, which aspire to challenge the supremacy 

or to destroy the privileges of the ruling class. It is, first 

of all, a direct assault upon the living standards of the masses; 

and to that end the destruction of all their defence organisations 

(trade unions, workers' clubs and newspapers, etc.) as well as the 

destruction of representative institutions in general are essential 

prerequisites. Whenever, that is, the capitalist class feels it

self threatened it will use the power of the state to crush .em-
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ocracyj in doing so it must resort to terror and continue to main

tain its authority by naked repression. Fascism is the open dic

tatorship of the bourgeoisie. (14) 

This, broadly speaking, is the dilemma confronting all 

capitalist democracies; and no one has argued with greater trench-

ancy than Laski the significance of that dilemma for our time. As 

a description of one of the major social tensions of today it is, 

I believe, largely true. No one, to be sure, can seriously dis

agree with Laski when he argues as follows: 

"In a capitalist society, therefore, liberty is a func

tion of the possession of property, and those who possess property 

on any considerable scale are small in numbers. There is always, 

therefore, a perpetual contest in such a society for the extension 

of the privileges of property to those who do not enjoy its bene

fits. There is, from this angle, a profound contradiction between 

the economic and the political aspects of capitalist democracy. 

For the emphasis of the one is on the power of the few, while the 

emphasis of the other is on the power of the many. Granted only 

security, the less the interference v/ith economic aspects by the 

political power of the society, the greater will be the benefit 

enjoyed by the few; granted security, also, the greater the pol

itical interference the more widely will economic benefit be shared. 

The permanent drive of capitalist democracy is therefore towards 

the control by the state of economic power in the interest of the 

multitude." (15) 

rial The State in Theory and Practice, pp. 136, 289. 
(15) Democracy in Crisis, pp. 205 - 206. 
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This picture, I say, is largely true; but it is also 

much too simple • x t d eP e n d s f o r i t s complete validation upon the 

construction of a model which ignores much of the essential and 

characteristic processes of capitalist society. It carries con

viction to the mind chiefly because it is presented as the anti

thesis of two opposed principles one of which is, by definition, 

good as the other is evil. In what sense, for example, is it true 

to say that capitalist democracy leads on to socialism for pre

sumably that is what Laski means by "the control by the state of 

economic power in the interest of the multitude"? As an abstrac

tion, as a principle of good, as a selection of one single aspect 

from the welter of social phenomena, it is certainly permissible 

to speak of democracy as opposed to capitalism. But what we are 

dealing with here is not "pure democracy" but "capitalist demo

cracy" and to assert of the latter that it has for its end social

ism is, to say the least, begging the question. Certainly such a 

statement cannot stand without some very serious qualifications; 

and these qualifications, as we shall see, are such as to throw 

some doubt upon the validity of Laski's over-simplified model. It 

is, for instance, a prime essential to the effectiveness of Laski's 

construction that capitalism should yield security; but this, both 

by definition and fact, is precisely what capitalism is incapable 

of assuring us. 
We may legitimately identify capitalist democracy with 

parliamentarism; and, in essence, Lasix's practical programme 

shakes down through many siftings to a somewhat diffident apologia 

for parliamentarism: the working class can achieve its emancipa-
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tion by placing the necessary legislation upon the statute books. 

Laski counsels a reliance upon constitutional methods, upon legal

ism, upon the formation of a Labour Party which will confine its 

revolutionary activities to "getting out the vote". This, of cours 

is the programme of Social Democracy everywhere. The acceptance 

of this counsel and its application in practice were mainly re

sponsible for the complete degeneration of the once powerful and 

respected German Social Democratic Party. (16) In fact it is 

not too much to say that Scheidemann and Noste by incessantly 

preaching constitutionalism to the German workers unwittingly 

paved the broad highway upon which Hitler's tanks afterwards rum

bled into the working-class districts of Berlin, Hamburg and Leip

zig. Wherever.the programme of Social Democracy has been tried 

it has ended in disastrous failure or in humiliating debility. 

The experience of two Labour Governments under the late Ramsay 

MacDonald is, it goes without saying, no exception to this con

sistent record of failure, impotence and humiliation. (17) How

ever, it is unnecessary to develop this point further; history 

has already made its wry commentary upon the futile tactics of 

Social Democracy. 

In praising bourgeois democracy, therefore, Laski is help

ing to foster those illusions which led to the defeat of the work-

(16) Eisler, Worder & Schreiner, The Lesson of Germany, pp. 60-62, 
100-102. 

(17) Strachey, The Theory and Practice of Socialism, pp. 440-444. 
The partial socialistic achievements of the present Labour 
Government under Prime Minister Attlee should not blind us to 
the fact that it is, quite literally, the exploited workers 
and peasants of India. China, Sgypt, Iran? Greece and Italy 
who are paying the price for them. This is nothing other 
than Labour imperialism. 
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ing class in Gerniany, Italy and Spain. He is only repeating what 

every bourgeois likes to hear. That bourgeois democracy is bet

ter than no sort of democracy is, of course, true; but it is the 

kind of truth whose utterance comes more gracefully from the lips 

of a liberal philistine. What the Marxist, according to Lenin, 

must strive to convince the masses is that "bourgeois democracy... 

remains and cannot but remain under capitalism, restricted, trun

cated, false and hypocritical, a paradise for the rich and a trap 

and a snare and a deception for the exploited, for the poor." (18) 

Since Lenin presented the question from the point of view of the 

enslaved and oppressed masses he characterized capitalist democracy 

as "democracy for the rich", adding that it was precisely in the 

most democratic countries - America, England, France and Switzer

land - that the masses were more deceived and misled than in other 

countries. The following passage reveals quite clearly the trem

endous difference in approach towards capitalist democracy between 

a Marxist and a Social Democrat. (For Kautslq/ in this passage 

simply substitute Laski): 

"Take the bourgeois parliaments. Can it be that the 

learned Mr. Kautsky has never heard that the more democracy is 

developed, the more the bourgeois parliaments fall under the con

trol of the Stock Exchange and the bankers? This, of course, 

does not mean that we must not use bourgeois parliaments (the 

Bolsheviks have made better use of them than any other party in 

the world, for in 1912-1914 we captured the entire workers' curia 

(18) Lenin The Proletarian Revolution and Renegade Kautsly, p. 26. 
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in the fourth Duma). But it does mean that only a Liberal can 

forget the historical limitations and conventional character of 

bourgeois parliamentarism as Kautsky does. Even in the most dem

ocratic bourgeois states the oppressed masses meet at every step 

the crying contradiction between the formal equality proclaimed 

by the "democracy" of the capitalists, and the thousand and one 

de facto limitations and restrictions which make the proletarians 

wage-slaves. It is precisely this contradiction that opens the eyes 

of the masses to the rottenness, hypocrisy and mendacity of cap

italism. It is this contradiction which the agitators and prop

agandists of socialism are constantly showing up to the masses, 

in order to prepare them for the revolution. And now that the era 

of revolution has begun, Kautsky turns his back upon it and begins 

to extol the charms of moribund bourgeois democracy." (19) (Lenin's 

italics). 

In the light of this passage, one is simply left wonder

ing that Laski can still pose as a Marxist. 

Once again an examination of an earlier and later book 

by Laski will prove illuminating. For once again it will reveal 

how persistent his fundamental beliefs are; how little is the 

change they have undergone despite his so-called conversion to 

Marxism; how deep-rooted, in other words, his social democracy 

really is. Elsewhere I have pointed out that both in his Commun-

(19) ibid., pp. 28-29. How that, as a consequence of the success
ful war to defeat Fascism the European masses are beginning 
to take the revolutionary path towards their emancipation, 
Laski is reported to have told the French, Belgian and Dutch 
socialists to refuse the Communists' proposal for united 
action. 
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4«g and in his The State in Theory and Practice Laski accepted 

the bare fact of class warfare in capitalist society, nonetheless, 

the acceptance of the fact of class struggle is not incompatible 

with the belief - held by the Social Democrats - that capitalism 

can be reformed from within by means of piecemeal democratic and 

social legislation. The Social Democrat, that is, does not believe 

that the bourgeois state apparatus must be completely smashed be

fore an advance towards socialism can be rendered possible. Ess

entially that is Laski's own position. He differs from other So

cial Democrats only in this: he wishes to speed up the lace at 

which socialist legislation should be introduced and he possesses 

a sharper awareness than his colleagues of the risks and obstacles 

confronting such a tactic. (20) 

In Communism Laski wrote as follows: 

"It is, moreover, true that no ruling class in history 

has so far surrendered its privileges, or utilized its authority 

for the common good, without a struggle. Men cling to power even 

after the grounds which make its tenure intelligible have passed 

away; and there is a real basis for the assumption that the holders 

of power in a capitalist state are no exception to the rule." 

(Communism^ p. 167). 
"No one, certain^, who is careful of the historic truth 

will argue that... victory is likrfy to be easy. But we are not 

entitled to act upon the assumption of its impossibility until we 

have made much further experiment than has so far been attempted. 

(20) Laski, « ~ T «, a Marxist, T*e Nation, GXLVIV, (Jan. 14, 1934). 
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We can at least say of the alternative to the trial of parliamen

tarism that it involves a long epoch of bloody war in which suc

cess is problematical and defeat disastrous; and we can say of 

parliamentary government that it has notable successes to its cred

it. •• it is surely obvious that there is no justification for the 

resort to violence until the resources of reason have been ex

hausted." (Communism* pp. 179-180) 

The very same pattern is repeated in The State in Theory 

and Practice: 

"On the evidence, v/e seem unlikely to secure from a cap

italist society the acceptance of the principles which the estab

lishment of socialism involves. For this is to ask from capital

ists acquiescence in their own erosion; and in Western civiliza

tion, at least, no class has yet been willing to surrender those 

privileges it has organized the state to maintain." (The State in 

Theory and Practice* p. 282) 

"... It is surely common sense to insist that, if a con

stitutional victory is bound to prove illusory, the simplest way 

to demonstrate the illusion is to make the electoral victory of 

the working-class as speedy as possible. The tactic of the rev

olutionist, in British conditions ought, on these terms, to be a 

united £ront with the reformist as the surest way of proving the 

futility of reform." frhs State in Theory and Practice, p. 269.) 

The excerpt immediately above is somewln t less than in

genuous. For by artfully ignoring the profound differences which 

divide communists from socialists, differences which extend far 

beyond the belief or lack of belief in the reality of a constit-
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utional victory (indeed, this is rather a crude way of stating 

the difference ), Laski finds the most dexterous way of covering 

up his own troublesome vacillations and uncertainties, and would 

like, it would seem, to involve the communists in them. In fact, 

as any Marxist knows, communists are not out to "demonstrate" that 

reformism is an illusion. For a professor it may be an academic 

question, but not for the workers who will most certainly have to 

pay with their own lives for the mistaken policies of their lead

ers. When communists offer to form a united front with socialists, 

they do so for a very practical reason - to better the living con

ditions of the workers and to prepare them for the next round of 

struggle. In truth, Laski seems unable to rid himself of the cat

astrophic or climacteric picture of revolution, of thinking of rev

olution in terms of sudden upheaval, as a spontaneous outbreak of 

violence against the old order. His revolutionary horizon (reveal

ing all the fears and ignorant terrors of the liberal philistine) 

is severely limited to Blanquism; and, as we have seen, he bends 

all his efforts to dissuade the exploited wage-slaves from pre

paring their formations for a possible attack upon the bourgeois 

state. The lessons of the Bolshevik revolution - the most peace

ful revolution in history - are completely unassimilated by him. 

For Laski, therefore, the only alternative to revolution is re

form; (21) and it is to the path of reformism that Laski would 

commit the working class. 

The llarxist, on the contrary, while helievi::g tha^ re-

(21) The State in Theory and Practice, p. 109. 
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both useful and necessary, insists that the capitalist 

state must be shattered by a firontal attack and its place taken 

by a proletarian dictatorship (or a proletarian democracy, that is 

to say, democracy for the poor) before socialism on any broad and 

permanent scale can be realized* The social reformist - and Laski 

for all his exasperated incertitudes must be numbered among them -

believes that capitalism can be reformed from within; the Marxist 

regards reforms as concessions which are wrested from the capitalist 

class and which enable the proletariat to consolidate its forces, 

such a consolidation assuring it ultimately of an easier and speed

ier victory. For the Marxist, therefore, reforms are not the al

ternative to revolution but, in a sense, its pre-condition; they 

help, as all concessions won from the capitalist class do, to or

ganize and educate the workers for the final effort to overturn 

the system which keeps them enslaved. Needless to say, histor

ical, economic and psychological considerationswill greatly deter

mine the difficulty or the easS with v/hich the exploiting minority 

will be eliminated. But the Marxist relies upon unrelenting strug

gle and preaches it unremittingly to the working class. The social 

reformist preaches parliamentarism and the reliance upon constitu

tional methods even when, as with Laski, he already senses the 

hollowness and insecurity of both. 

The Marxist, then, believes that in a certain historical 

context might is sanctified by right. He therefore accepts without 

lamentation or despair the proletariat as the active and revolution

ary agent for changing contemporary capitalist society. This is 

what is meant by scientific socialism. Hot appeals to abstract 
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justice or reason or any other ideal category in the mind of the 

political philosopher, but only the revolutionary temper and ma

turity of the proletariat can abolish inequality and exploitation 

and usher in the prerequisites for a classless society. Here I 

might digress long enough to say that the transvaluation of values 

of which Nietzsche wrote will be accomplished by the triumphant 

working-class. It is not usual in radical circles to mention Marx 

and Nietzsche in the same breath: nevertheless I am firmly per

suaded that future historians and thinkers will reckon Nietzsche 

as great an anti-bourgeois, as great an emancipating force as 

Marx himself. Nietzsche was the poet of the proletarian revolu

tion as Marx was its prophet. Marx analyzed the economic found

ations of the old society and foretold the nature of the new 

foundations succeeding to it; Nietzsche v/itheringly dissected 

bourgeois psychology and morality and with the intuition of genius 

celebrated the morality and conduct of the future. (22) Lloreover, 

both men were dedicated to the faith that mankind can become the 

confident master of its environment. 

Laski's great obsession is that in any showdown between 

capital and labour, the result must be the curtailment of "liberty" 

and the establishment of either a Fascist or a Proletarian dic

tatorship. And, as we have seen, Laski is equally hostile to 

both of them, insisting that when "men fight to destroy existing 

authority, the victors are bound to embark upon an attack on free

dom in order to consolidate their power." (23) And since it is 

• s 

(22) Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra^ pp. 106-108. 
(23) Democracy in Crisis, p. 208. Lenin argued tnat under a pro

letarian dictatorship freedom and democracy were a million 
times greater than under bourgeois democracy. 
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exactly such a battle that is shaping up it is not surprising that 

the note of elegiac despair, of mournful threnody, makes its ap

pearance in Laski's later volumes. For as a liberal, as a social 

democrat, Laski's ultimate allegiance is to the Ideal and to those 

ardent few within whom, as within himself, the Ideal has taken 

up its antiseptic residence. His agony is caused by the twofold 

awareness that the Ideal must step down into the arena of men, 

there to give battle, and that in any event the Ideal is powerless 

to arrest or direct the turbulent passions of our era. Such surely 

is the despairing mood of the following passage: "There are", 

Laski urges, "in every society little groups of devoted men and 

women who know that the spirit of evil can be exorcised where 

there is the will to find the terms of peace, the ardour to dis

cover the conditions of fellowship. But it seems tha inexorable 

logic of a material and unequal society that their voices should 

hardly be heard above the passionate clamour of extremes. If v/e 

make Justice an exile from our habitations, respect for her advoc

ates lies beyond our power of achievement. V/e confound her claims 

with our own; we confuse her principles with our self-interest." 

(24) Not the maturity, the revolutionary temper, the patient and 

resourceful construction of a working-class party prepared to 

lead the exploited masses but the good-will and insight of the 

select few; not the dictatorship of the proletariat but the bene

volent dictatorship of Justice; these alone, Laski believes, may 

establish the socialist society of the future. What is this but 

a re-statement of the discredited Utopian socialism against which 

(24) ibid., p. 267. 
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Marx and Engels levelled their deadliest and most ironic attacks? 

Laski, it would appear, actually deplores the growing strength and 

militancy of the working-class which finally enables it to chal

lenge the rule of the capitalists; for him, it is only an'ugly 

instance of the "passionate clamour of extremes", of evil "self-

interest". Laski the idealist, v/ith the remarkable instinct of 

a homing pigeon, always returns to where he started from. 

Finally, since Laski asserts that Marx was over-optimistic 

that is to say, unscientific, in his prognostications concerning 

the future; (25) since, moreover, Laski himself has never trans

cended the narrow horizons of "bourgeois justice" and "bourgeois 

rights"; since, also, Laski believes that some kind of political 

authority will always be necessary so long as men are organized in 

societies; and since, furthermore, for Laski parliamentarism and 

democracy are sacrosanct idols, the timeless and indeed inevitable 

forms of all wise government, (26) it must be stated that Liarx 

not only criticized parliamentary institutions but urged their 

supersession by a working corporation that would be legislative 

and executive at one and the same time and envisaged, for a later 

period, the disappearance of democracy itself. For, as Lenin 

pointed out, the "withering away" of the state actually means the 

"withering away" of democracy. For democracy, Lenin argued, "is 

a State which recognizes the subjection of the minority to the ma

jority, that is, an organization for the systematic use of violence 

(25) Laski, Marxism After Fifty Years, Current History. Vn"> ^r-irrr 
(March 1933) pp. 691-696. J' " u u V I 1 

(26) Parliamentary Government in 3nglaa d, p. 77. 
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by one class against the other, by one part of the population 

against the other." (27) (Lenin1 s italics). And Marxists set them

selves, as their final aim, "the task of the destruction of the 

State, that is, of every organized and systematic violence, every 

form of violence against man in general." (28) Under Communism 

"there will vanish all need for force, for the subjection of one 

man to another, of one section of society to another, since people 

will grow accustomed to observing the elementary conditions of 

social existence without force and without subjection." (29) (Len-

infs italics). That is, without that political authority whose 

operation upon the most ideal terms it has been Laskifs effort, 

from beginning to end, v/hether as pluralist or "Marxist", to dis

cover. 

This task, I conclude, was the task of a liberal Phil

istine, of one who had not yet freed himself from bourgeois pre

judices and reasoning; of one who was fundamentally an idealist 

in temper and not a materialist. It never was, and it never could 

have been, the task of any genuine Marxist. 

(27) Lenin, The State and Revolution, p. 187. 

(28) ibid., p. 187. 

(29) ibid., p. 187. 
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