GIC, Karl Kautsky (1938)

A few weeks ago, Karl Kautsky, the well-known leading theorist of social democracy, died in
Amsterdam. Those who know him only for what he did and wrote in the last twenty years,
when he and the entire social democratic movement led the workers' movement to ruin, cer-
tainly do not judge him correctly. His strength lay in the period of the rise and flourishing of
German social democracy in the years from 1890 to 1910. At that time, he was the great theorist
who, as one of the best connoisseurs of Marxism, applied this doctrine to all areas of intellectual
life and politics. No one has done as much as he has, to spread Marx's teachings among the
working class through his historical studies and popular books, which have been translated into
almost every language in the world. And wherever rebellion against capital arose in any lan-
guage in the world, it was his writings that first brought clear insight to the minds of the rebels.

One may ask whether the many books he wrote are still of value to us today. We know that
they were all based on what was then understood as Marxism in social democracy. And now
that we know how limited, how un-revolutionary that social democracy was at the time, despite
its fine Marxist slogans, it might easily occur to us that what Kautsky presented as Marxist in
his work at the time has also lost its significance. Yet this is not correct. And it is therefore
necessary to become aware of what was special about Marxism at that time in order to under-
stand why and in what respect it is and is not of value to us.

The scientific findings with which Marx enriched humanity's understanding can be summa-
rized in these three points:

I. Historical materialism, the doctrine that all political and spiritual phenomena in societies
have their origin in labor, the social production process.

I1. The doctrine of class struggle, the doctrine that all history is governed by the struggle of
classes, each with a different role in the labor process, a struggle for a share in the product, and
for the preservation or overthrow of the existing system.

I11. Revelation of the essence of capitalism, of value and surplus value, and of its inevitable
development and demise to make way for communism.

The application of these insights to the time we are talking about was obvious. It was the class
struggle of the workers, the now exploited but emerging and already struggling class, that
would ultimately have to grow into a revolution, seize political power, and realize communism.

This was precisely the doctrine that the emerging working class needed. Rapidly growing cap-
italism drew hundreds of thousands of people from towns and countryside to work in factories,
exploited them, brought them together, forced them to struggle, while they were only slowly
beginning to realize their new situation. Marxism showed them how deeply rooted their re-
sistance to capital was and how worthless the old bourgeois doctrines were; but also, how they,
now still almost hopelessly weak, could come to great power, how a certain victory awaited
them, through the power of economic development itself. And it strengthened their enthusiasm
and self-sacrifice by setting before them the great goal of the socialist future.

For this propaganda, it was necessary to demonstrate the truth and reliability of Marxist theory
at the same time. It did not need to be accepted on good faith; moreover, the workers' own

left-dis.nl 1



experience, the political and social struggles they had gone through, were already sufficient
illustrations and proofs. But in addition, it was the task of Marx's disciples — as well as refuting
all the misconceptions and objections of bourgeois scholars — to apply the theory to the earlier
history and intellectual life of humanity. This was above all the work of Kautsky. This primar-
ily concerned those periods of the past in which workers or communism had already played a
role, for these had been either completely neglected or treated in a completely biased or partial
manner by bourgeois historians. Such studies were both a matter of honor for the modern labor
movement and a test of the excellence of the Marxist method of historical inquiry.

One of Kautsky's first and finest studies is that on Thomas Moore and his utopia. This was
followed by a study of Thomas Miinzer, the leader of the German Peasants' War, which dealt
with the entire revolutionary period of that time, the so-called Reformation. This appeared as
part of a summary work on the history of socialism, Part I, The Precursors. In a booklet pub-
lished in 1889, Class Antagonisms in the French Revolution, he shows how what we sometimes
refer to with a single word, the bourgeoisie's seizure of power, was a complex and multifaceted
event. We will not consider here the popular booklets on Marx's economic theory and on
the Erfurt Program of social democracy, for however good they were for their time, they no
longer satisfy us today. The same applies to his polemic against Bernstein, who, as the spokes-
man for reformism, had attacked the theory and the program. Of more lasting value are his
works on Ethics and Historical Materialism, on the Origin of Christianity, and on Develop-
ment and Population Growth in Nature and Society.

The thrust of Marxism in such an emerging labor movement was to emphasize the fixed, inev-
itable course of development, the certainty of the future revolution, through organization, thus
keeping the workers from small riots and ill-considered expressions of resistance, which were
useless anyway. This gave the theory the character of a mechanical, fatalistic doctrine: the
revolution had to and would come, regardless of what people wanted and thought. As it devel-
oped further, this had to come into conflict with the urge for action that arose among the work-
ers in the face of the increasing offensive power and pressure of capital. The so-called left-
wing radicals expressed it theoretically as follows: this must happen, this inevitable develop-
ment always takes place through the people, through their will and their actions. The revolution
comes first because the working class wants it with all its might, prepares for it, and carries it
through with its actions. So, the question of how the workers should come to revolutionary
action (through direct mass actions, mass strikes) must be raised. However, the party, the party
leadership, and Kautsky as their spiritual spokesman shied away from this; they saw in it only
the danger of the destruction of all that the workers had built up by the much greater power of
the state and capital.

With the first stirrings of a mass movement, they began to waver; the world war, which had
been looming for years and then erupted, did the rest. And with that, Kautsky became the
spokesman for those who saw the war as merely a consequence of reactionary agitation and
the arms industry, who after the war dug up the “culprits” from the archives and turned social
democracy into a bourgeois reform party.

Thus, the degeneration of the practice of the labor movement and the limitations of Marxist
theory at that time are closely related. Yet this only slightly detracts from the value of Kautsky's
historical works. In the past, too, the sequence was: first, increasingly untenable conditions,
then growing dissatisfaction and resistance among the lower classes, then outbreaks,
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sometimes failure, then new struggles, and finally revolution. But that is where the series of
related events finishes; we see the untenability of the old and later the triumph of the new, and
we understand from the Marxist analysis that this was inevitable and why. How the world first
gradually influenced people's minds and then, through struggle and conflict, influenced the
world in return, all those difficulties of renewing ideas, of doubt, of searching, of persecution,
of propaganda, everything that lay between the early beginning and the final result, is no longer
necessary in such an historical work. However, that is, of course, most important for us in our
current situation, because the series is not yet complete, because the revolution is yet to come,
because we are in the midst of struggle, uncertainty, and a difficult search for the way forward.
That is why psychological and philosophical questions are so important now, how the world
affects the mind, how man and mind work and act. That is why Kautsky's historical works do
not give us everything we want, because they do not go into those particular interactions, and
only show the broad outlines of historical coherence. But what they do give us is still correct
and excellent. One does not find the hesitations and doubts of those who are searching, but the
conclusions, the actions of those who are acting. Here one learns about the class struggle in
earlier times as a driving force in the history of humanity. And that is still an important insight
for struggling workers.
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