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From my work on my doctoral dissertation
(Lipset 1950, 1968) down to the present, I have
been interested in the problem of ‘‘American ex-
ceptionalism.”” That curious phrase emerged from
the debate in the international Communist move-
ment in the 1920s concerning the sources of the
weakness of left-wing radical movements in the
United States (Draper 1960, pp. 268-72; Lipset
1977a, pp. 107-61). The key question repeatedly
raised in this context has been, is America quali-
tatively different from other industrial capitalist
countries? Or, to use Sombart’s words, ‘“Why is
there no Socialism in the United States?’’ (Som-
bart 1976).

In a forthcoming book, I evaluate the hypothe-
ses advanced by various writers from Karl Marx
onward to explain the absence of an effective
socialist party on the American political scene.
(For a preliminary formulation, see Lipset 1977b,
pp. 31-149, 346-63.) If any of the hypotheses are
valid, they should also help to account for the
variation among working-class movements in
other parts of the world. In this article, therefore,
I shall reverse the emphasis from that in my book
and look at socialist and working-class move-
ments comparatively, applying elsewhere some of
the propositions that have been advanced to ex-
plain the American situation.

A comparative analysis of working-class
movements in western society is limited by an ob-
vious methodological problem: too many varia-
bles and too few cases. The causal factors that
have been cited as relevant literally approach two
dozen. Among them are economic variables, such
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as the timing of industrialization, the pace of
economic growth, the concentration of industry,
the occupational structure, the nature of the divi-
sion of labor, and the wealth of the country;
sociological factors, such as the value system (col-
lectivist versus individualist orientations), the
status systems (open or rigid), social mobility,
religious differences, ethnic variations, rates of
immigration, and urbanization; and political
variables, such as the timing of universal suffrage,
of political rights, and of freedom of organiza-
tion, the electoral systems, the extent of cen-
tralization, the size of the country, orientations of
conservative parties, and the nature of the welfare
systems in the country concerned.

Obviously, it would be well nigh hopeless to
compare systematically western countries on all of
the relevant variables (Daalder 1966b, p. 43). To
limit the task to manageable proportions, I will
concentrate on variations in national en-
vironments that determined what Stein Rokkan
called ‘‘the structure of political alternatives’’ for
the working class in different western countries
before the First World War. Although much has
changed since them, the nature of working-class
politics has been profoundly influenced by the
variations in the historic conditions under which
the proletariat entered the political arena. Ex-
periences antedating the First World War affected
whether workers formed class-based parties and,
where such parties developed, whether they were
revolutionary or reformist.

Of the factors that shaped the character of
working-class movements, two are particularly
important: first, the nature of the social-class
system before industrialization; second, the way
in which the economic and political elites re-
sponded to the demands of workers for the right
to participate in the polity and the economy
(Sturmthal 1953, pp. 17-33; Dahl 1966, pp.
360-67).

With respect to the first, the following general
proposition is advanced: the more rigid the status
demarcation lines in a country, the more likely the
emergence of radical working-class-based parties.
Where industrial capitalism emerged from a
feudal society, with its emphasis on strong status
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lines and barriers, the growing working class was
viewed as a Stand, a recognizable social entity. As
Max Weber emphasized, Staende, or ‘‘status
groups are normally communities”” defined by
particular lifestyles, claims to social honor, and
social intercourse among their members; as such
they provide the direct basis for collective activity.
In this respect, they differ from economic classes
whose members share a common market situa-
tion, for ‘¢ ‘classes’ are not communities, they
merely represent possible, and frequent, bases for
communal action®’ (Weber 1946, pp. 186, 181).
Nations characterized by an elaborate, highly in-
stitutionalized status structure, combined with the
economic class tensions usually found in in-
dustrial societies, were more likely to exhibit class-
conscious politics than those in which status lines
were imprecise and not formally recognized. In
contrast, in nations that were ‘‘born modern’’
and lacked a feudal and aristocratic past, class
position was less likely to confer a sense of shared
corporate identity (Hartz 1955, pp. 3-10).

The second proposition maintains that the ways
in which the dominant strata reacted to the
nascent working-class movements conditioned
their orientations. Where the working class was
denied full political and economic citizenship,
strong revolutionary movements developed (Mar-
shall 1964, pp. 65-123; Dahl 1966, pp. 364-66).
Conversely, the more readily working-class
organizations were accepted into the economic
and political order, the less radical their initial and
subsequent ideologies (Mannheim 1936, p. 218).

This proposition subsumes a number of sub-
propositions: (1) The denial of political rights in a
situation in which a social stratum is led to claim
such rights will increase its feelings of deprivation
and increase the likelihood of a favorable
response to revolutionary and extremist doctrines.
(2) The existence of political rights will tend to
lead governments and conservative political forces
to conciliate the lower classes, thus enhancing the
latter’s sense of self-respect, status, and efficacy.
(3) The development of political parties, trade
unions, and other workers’ organizations permits
the most politically active members of the work-
ing class to increase their income, status, and
power and in the process to become a privileged
group within society and a force for political
moderation. (4) A capable lower-class stratum
that has been allowed to develop legitimate
economic and political organizations, through
which it can achieve some share of power in the
society and improve its social situation, is poten-
tially less radical in a crisis situation than a com-
parable stratum that has been unable to develop
institutionalized mechanisms for accommodating
political demands.

In the remainder of this article, I will present
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the evidence that substantiates these generaliza-
tions, beginning with variations in social status.

Status Systems

The proposition that rigid status systems are
conducive to the emergence of radical working-
class movements may be illustrated by contrasting
the development of workers’ parties in North
America and Europe. In countries such as the
United States and Canada, which did not inherit a
fixed pattern of distinct status groups from
feudalism, the development of working-class
political consciousness, the notion of belonging to
a common “‘class’® with unique interests, required
an act of intellectual imagination. In Europe,
however, workers were placed in a common class
by the stratification system (Epstein 1980, pp.
134-35). In a sense, workers absorbed a ‘‘con-
sciousness of kind’’ from their ascribed position
in the social structure. As Val Lorwin notes:
““Social inequality was as provoking as economic
injustice. Citizens of a country that has not passed
through a feudal age cannot easily imagine how
long its heritage conditions social attitudes. . .”’
(Lorwin 1954, p. 37; Sturmthal 1953, p. 18).

The early socialists were aware of the problem
that the lack of a feudal tradition in the United
States posed for them. In 1890, Friedrich Engels
argued that Americans are ‘‘born conservatives—
just because America is so purely bourgeois, so
entirely without a feudal past. . .”’ (Engels 1936,
p. 467, see also p. 501). The Austrian-born
American socialist leader, Victor Berger, also ac-
counted for the weakness of socialism as a result
of the fact that ‘‘the feeling of class distinction in
America . . . has not the same historic foundation
that it has in Germany, France, or England. There
the people were accustomed for over a thousand
years to have distinct classes and castes fixed by
law’’ (quoted in Friedberg 1974, p. 351). In 1906,
H. G. Wells, then a Fabian, explained the absence
in America of two English parties, Conservative
and Labour, in terms of the absence of a “‘medie-
val heritage” of socially dominant and inferior
strata (Wells 1906, pp. 72-76; Hartz 1955, pp.
50-64).

The absence of feudalism in the United States
and Canada, as well as in Australia and New Zea-
land, sharply differentiated the working-class
movements in these countries from those on the
European continent. In North America, socialist
parties were either very weak (the United States)
or emerged late and remained small (Canada),
while in Australia and New Zealand, working-
class labor parties have always been much less
radical than most of the socialist parties of conti-
nental Europe.
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Still, the early existence of a powerful Labor
party in Australia may seem to challenge the
hypothesis that the absence of feudalism and
aristocracy undermines class-conscious politics on
the part of workers (Epstein 1980, p. 137). The
pattern of politics in Australia, however, was pro-
foundly influenced by the fact that it was largely
settled by nineteenth-century working-class im-
migrants from industrial Britain, who brought the
strong class awareness of the mother country with
them (Ward 1959, p. 18; Rosecrance 1960, p.
121).

Many Australian immigrants had been involved
in Chartist and similar working-class movements
in Britain (Ward 1959, pp. 14-16, 157-58; Rose-
crance 1960, p. 121). Hence, Australia imported
the class values of the working class of the mother
country. The emergence of class politics in
Australia, in contrast with the North American
pattern, also reflects the fact that the rural fron-
tier in the Antipodes was highly stratified with
sharp divisions between the owners of large farms
and a numerous farm labor population (Sharp
1955, pp. 371-72). But despite strong class feel-
ings, which facilitated the emergence of a power-
ful labor party, it was not Marxist, and hardly
socialist or otherwise radical (Cole 1956, p. 853;
Murphy 1975, p. 9; Epstein 1980, p. 137).

The case of New Zealand was somewhat dif-
ferent. Less urbanized than Australia, with a
larger proportion of small, family-owned farms,
its early British-derived two-party system of
Liberals and Conservatives resembled that of the
United States. The Liberals appealed to the small
holders and the workers. The Labour party was
weak until the post-World War I period. As in
Britain, anti-union legislation induced the unions
to try to elect Labour candidates. After having
achieved the position of a strong third party in the
1920s, the New Zealand Labour party won power
in 1935, capitalizing on the discontents of the
Depression. Its electoral program in that year was
characterized “‘by the omission of socialism and
the substitution of measures which revived the old
Liberal tradition’’ (Lipson 1948, p. 230).

In Europe, on the other hand, as Friedrich
Engels noted, throughout the nineteenth century
“the political order remained feudal” (cited in
Mayer 1981, p. 131). Writing in 1892, he empha-
sized: ““It seems a law of historical development
that the bourgeoisie can in no European country
get hold of political power—at least for any length
of time. . . . A durable reign of the bourgeoisie
has been possible only in countries, like America,
where feudalism was unknown. . .”” (Engels
1968a, p. 394).

As Joseph Schumpeter pointed out, in much of
Europe, the nobility ‘‘functioned as a classe
dirigente. . . . The aristocratic element contiriued
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to rule the roost right to the end of the period of
intact and vital capitalism. . .’ (Schumpeter 1950,
pp. 136-37, emphasis in original). More recently,
Arno Mayer has brilliantly detailed the ways in
which “‘the feudal elements retained a formidable
place in Europe’s authority systems,’”” down to
World War II (Mayer 1981, p. 135; Bell 1973, pp.
371-72).

Although from the perspective of this article,
the sharpest contrast in the political impact of
varying status systems lies in the differences be-
tween the working-class movements of the
English-speaking settler societies and those of
continental Europe, there was great variation in
the political behavior of the working classes
within Europe that also may be related to dif-
ferences in status systems.

Germany, whose socialist party was the largest
in Europe before World War I, has frequently
been cited as the prime example of an industrial
society deeply influenced by the continuation of
feudal and aristocratic values. Writing in the late
1880s, Engels stressed that Germany was *‘still
haunted by the ghosts of the feudal Junker’’ and
that it was *‘too late in Germany for a secure and
firmly founded domination of the bourgeoi-
sie. . .”” (Engels 1968b, p. 97). Max Weber
pointed to the continued emphasis on *‘feudal
prestige”” in Imperial Germany in explaining the
behavior of its social classes (Dahrendorf 1967, p.
50). As Dahrendorf has noted: ‘‘If one wants to
give the social structure of Imperial Germany a
name, it would be a paradoxical one of an indus-
trial feudal society. . .”’ (Dahrendorf 1967, p. 58;
Parsons 1969, p. 71).

Many historians and social analysts have placed
considerable emphasis on status differentiation in
explaining the existence in Germany of numerous
parties, each representing a particular status
group and having a distinct ideology (Neumann
1932, pp. 9-21). Skilled German workers and
socialist leaders exhibited a stronger hostility to
the lowest segments of the population than
occurred in other western countries (Michels 1906,
pp. 511-14). For most European socialist parties,
all depressed workers, whether urban or rural,
were a latent source of support. But for the Ger-
man socialists, the lowest stratum was a potential
enemy. Writing in 1892, in a major theoretical
work, Karl Kautsky, the leading Social Demo-
cratic theorist, described the ‘‘slum proletariat’’
as “‘cowardly and unprincipled, . . . ready to fish
in troubled waters . . . exploiting every revolution
that has broken out, only to betray it at the
earliest opportunity. . .’ (Kautsky 1910, p. 196).

The Austrian part of the Hapsburg Empire also
retained major postfeudal elements into the twen-
tieth century, as reflected in its electoral system,
similar to that of Hohenzollern Prussia. Until
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1895, the Austrian electorate was divided into
separate entities—the aristocracy, chambers of
commerce, cities, and rural districts, with the lat-
ter two being limited by property franchise. In
1895, a fifth class, all others, was added to give
the poorer strata some limited form of represen-
tation. And, as in Germany, the socialist move-
ment was radical and Marxist.

The strong support obtained by the Social
Democrats in Sweden, culminating in the forma-
tion of the most durable majority socialist govern-
ment in Europe, was deeply influenced by the
strength of Staendestaat elements in the most
status-bound society of northern Europe. Com-
paring the three Scandinavian countries at the end
of the nineteenth century, Herbert Tingsten noted
that “‘the Swedish nobility . . . still enjoyed con-
siderable social prestige and acted partly as a rural
aristocracy, partly as a factor in the bureaucratic
machinery and officers’ corps, [and] was far more
numerous than the Danish. . . . [while] in Norway
there was no indigenous nobility’’ (Tingsten 1973,
p. 11; Rokken 1981, pp. 60-61). The social struc-
ture of Sweden in this respect resembled that of
Wilhelmine Germany. Class position has corre-
lated more strongly with party choice in Sweden
than in any other European country, a phenome-
non that helped generate majority support for the
Social Democrats.

The strength of the Finnish Socialists, who in
1916 formed the first majority labor-based
government in Europe, also can be linked to the
character of the class system. The Finns were ex-
posed to the strong emphasis on status and
aristocracy that characterized both Russian and
Swedish culture (Rokken 1981, p. 57). Finland
was a Grand Duchy under the Czar from 1809 on,
and a small Swedish minority was predominant
within the social and economic upper classes
(Allardt and Pesonen 1967, pp. 326-27). Before
1905, the Finnish Parliament was divided “‘into
Four Estates or Houses: the Nobility, the Clergy,
the Burghers, and the Peasantry. . . . Major
cleavages formed along these status dimensions
and tended to co-align and reinforce each other”’
(Martin and Hopkins 1980, p. 186).

The political history of Great Britain, however,
would seem to contradict the hypothesis that radi-
cal class consciousness was encouraged by sharp
status differentiation derived from a feudal past
and the continued influence of aristocracy. Marx-
ists, such as Friedrich Engels, emphasized the im-
portance of status factors in accounting for the
fact that in England, the major capitalist nation
of the nineteenth century, ‘‘the bourgeoisie never
held undivided sway.”” As he noted, the ‘“‘English
bourgeoisie are, up to the present day [1892] . . .
deeply penetrated by a sense of their social in-
feriority . . . ; and they consider themselves highly

Vol. 77

honoured whenever one of themselves is found
worthy of admission into this select and privileged
body’’ of the titled nobility (Engels 1968a, pp.
394-95).

The emphasis on status clearly has had an im-
pact on British working-class politics from the
outset of the Industrial Revolution down to the
post-World War II period. E. P. Thompson has
stressed that in the early nineteenth century,
“‘there was a consciousness of the identity of in-
terests of the working class or ‘productive
classes,” as against those of other classes; and
within this was maturing the claim for an alterna-
tive system’’ (Thompson 1968, pp. 887-88). Such
consciousness presumably facilitated the
emergence of Chartism, the strongest working-
class movement in the first half of the nineteenth
century, which mobilized workers in a militant
class-conscious struggle for the suffrage and ulti-
mately may have helped to create the strong cor-
relation between class position and electoral
choice that has characterized British politics since
World War 1. As Peter Pulzer put it: ““Class is the
basis of British party politics; all else is embellish-
ment and detail’’ (Pulzer 1967, p. 98).

But socialist movements were much weaker in
Britain than in most Continental countries in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
Labour Party, allied to the Liberals, did not
become a factor in British politics until 1906,
when it elected 30 members to Parliament, and it
only secured major-party status after the First
World War. This seeming anomaly is explained by
analysts of British politics by the strength of
noblesse oblige norms among the aristocracy, who
consciously served as a ‘‘protective stratum’’ for
workers by enacting factory reforms and welfare-
state legislation, activities that won the support of
the workers (to be discussed in more detail
below).

In Latin countries such as France, Italy, and
Spain, the strength of revolutionary labor move-
ments (anarchist, syndicalist, left socialist, and
later communist) on the one hand, and ultra-
reactionary political tendencies among the middle
and upper classes, on the other, has been related
to the failure of these societies to develop a full-
grown industrial system until after the Second
World War. The aristocracies in these countries
had declined in power by the late nineteenth cen-
tury and did little to foster noblesse-oblige welfare
policies for the workers. At the same time, their
business classes in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries were weakly developed and
resembled a semifeudal stratum whose position
was tied to family property (Brenan 1950, pp.
10-15; Landes 1951, pp. 334-53; Sawyer 1951, pp.
293-312; Daalder 1966b, pp. 56-57). Not with-
standing the Revolution of 1789, the French social
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structure reflected, in Stanley Hoffman’s words, a
“feudal hangover . . . traditional Catholic doc-
trines (notably concerning the evils of capitalist
accumulation) left their mark . . . ; the bour-
geoisie in many ways imitated the aristocracy. . .”’
(Hoffman 1963, p. 5). As Val Lorwin emphasizes,
writing about the bourgeoisie of France and Italy,
¢, . . they flaunted inequalities by their style of
living. Their class consciousness helped shape the
class consciousness of workers” (Lorwin 1958,
pp. 342-43). This orientation, with its emphasis on
family and its concern for the maintenance of ex-
plicit status lines, was associated with a profound
antagonism to collective bargaining, labor legisla-
tion, and social security.

Strikingly, efforts to account for the moderate
multiclass ‘“people’s party’’ orientations of the
Belgian, Dutch, Swiss, and Danish labor and
socialist movements have pointed to the weakness
of feudal elements in these societies. Carl Lan-
dauer notes that Belgium had been much less of a
Staendestaat than its neighbors.

Belgium is a business country, with a weak
feudal tradition—much weaker than in Ger-
many, France, or Britain. . . . In Belgium, fewer
upper-class people than elsewhere think that they
owe it to their pride to resist the aspiration of the
underprivileged. . . . [Elven less than in Britain or
France and certainly less than in Germany was
exploitation motivated by the idea that the hum-
ble must be kept in their places. . .”’ (Landauer
1959, p. 479).

A similar thesis has been advanced by Hans
Daalder for two other small European countries,
the Netherlands and Switzerland. As he notes
(1966b, p. 55), in both, “‘the position of the nobil-
ity against that of burghers and independent pea-
sants tended always to be weak and to grow
weaker as capitalism expanded.”” And writing of
his native country, the Netherlands, Daalder
apoints out that the historic ‘“political, social, and
economic prestige’’ of the Dutch bourgeoisie,
which dates back to preindustrial times, fostered
conditions which ‘‘dampened working class mili-
tancy, and eased the integration of the working
class into the national political community’’
(Daalder 1966a, p. 197).

Preindustrial Switzerland *‘was one of small
farms, with no considerable estates or landed
aristocracy.’’ Erich Gruner cites a comment by a
Swiss writer in the late 1860s that ‘‘the poor man
felt himself less oppressed, since he had the satis-
faction of having his freedom in the community
(Gemeinde) and province (Landsgemeinde) and
the pride that, he, himself, counted for as much as
the richest factory owner, which gave him self-
respect and let him raise his head high. . .”
(Gruner 1968, p. 156). Factory and welfare legis-
lation was enacted before 1900. Unlike the large
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German and Austrian Social Democratic parties,
the small Swiss “‘Socialist movement . . . was on
the extreme right wing of the Second Inter-
national’’ before World War I (Cole 1956, p.
611).

The labor and socialist movements of Denmark
have been the most moderate in Europe (Castles
1978, p. 14). One recent analyst of the Danish case
notes that although the Social Democratic Party
has been “‘the dominant force in Danish politics
for the past half century,’’ its pragmatic reformist
orientation poses the same question as that raised
for the United States, ‘‘why there is no socialism
in Denmark,” a question that can only be
answered by reference to its past (Cornell, n.d.).
While the explanation for Denmark, as for the
United States, must be multivariate, part of it
would appear to be, as Herbert Tingsten has
noted, that feudalism and the nobility were much
less important in Denmark than in Germany and
Sweden. And in Britain, ‘‘moral responses to
the miseries that existed . . . [were] sufficient to
preclude any revolutionary movement’’ (Cornell,
n.d., p. 19).

The clearest discrepancy in the relationship be-
tween status systems and working-class politics
outlined here occurred in Norway. There is con-
sensus among students of Scandinavian society
that Norway was less affected by feudalism and
aristocratic status norms than the other northern
countries (Aubert 1974, p. 111). Nevertheless, the
major socialist movement in Norway decided in
1919 to join the Communist International and re-
mained affiliated until 1923.

Analysts of Norwegian politics agree, however,
that this development was an historic anomaly, an
event response that was out of character with the
behavior of Norwegian workers, as evidenced by
the fact that the link with the Third International
lasted only a few years. Norway appears to be
““the exception that proves the rule.”” The
Norwegian labor and socialist movements were
weak and moderate until World War 1. But the
war, in conjunction with the development of
cheap hydro-electric power, resulted in a period
of sudden and very rapid industrialization and
social dislocation, which created a large segment
of workers without political traditions or loyalties
who were prone to support of labor militancy and
radicalism (Galenson 1952, pp. 105-20; Lipset
1981, pp. 53-57). The bulk of Norwegian workers
were first organized at the time of the Russian
Revolution and, as in many other countries, were
swept up in the enthusiasm for the Revolution.
But Norwegian socialism and trade unionism soon
returned to the characteristic pattern of social
democratic moderation (Eckstein 1966, p. 15).
Thus, Norway fits the ‘“pattern’ up to 1914 and
from the mid-twenties on. Even during the Great
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Depression of the 1930s, the Communists re-
mained a weak party, securing less than 2 percent
of the vote.

The Right to Participate

As emphasized at the outset, cross-national
variations in working-class political activity were
also affected by differences in the extent to which
the proletariat was legally free to form class-based
organizations and participate in the economic and
political life of their societies. The greater the
duration and intensity of state repression of
working-class economic and political rights, the
more likely workers were to respond favorably to
revolutionary doctrines. As Max Weber con-
cluded in his essay on the suffrage and democracy
in Germany, “All the might of the masses is
directed against a state in which they are only ob-
jects and not participants’’ (Weber 1958, p. 279).

The effect of participation may best be illus-
trated by examining the two principal paths by
which the members of the working classes were
accepted into the fabric of societies as political
and economic citizens. The first involves their
right to vote and to organize political parties that
could play a constructive role in the polity; the
second refers to the way working-class economic
combinations, in the form of labor unions, were
accepted as formally legitimate by the state and
substantively legitimate by employers.

The absence of these rights throughout Europe
for much of the nineteenth century emphasized
the inferior status of the workers and peasants
(Sturmthal 1953, pp. 20-22). The political organi-
zation of much of premodern Europe was based
on functional representation by Estate or Stand
(Bendix 1977, pp. 90-91). The lower classes, in-
cluding the emerging proletariat, were not ac-
cepted as an Estate worthy of representation. And
the parliaments of many European countries—
Austria, Finland, Prussia, and Sweden, among
others—were composed of members elected by
the more privileged Staende. Some eventually cre-
ated a new Estate for the outcaste groups. Thus
their Constitutions legitimated the fixed hierar-
chical status orders. The contradiction between
such patterns of hierarchical representation and
the universalistic norms of capitalism and liberal-
ism fostered efforts to secure plebiscitarian elec-
toral systems, one man, one vote, as well as strug-
gles for the right of free association, particularly
for trade unions. The fight for the vote and the
right to organize were perceived in terms of op-
position to hierarchical class role, as part of a
broad struggle for equality (Bendix 1977, pp.
96-105, 112-22).
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The importance of the early granting of demo-
cratic rights for political activity has been empha-
sized by social analysts and historians in
numerous contexts. T. H. Marshall, for one,
noted that extreme ideologies initially emerged
among new strata, in particular the bourgeoisie
and working class, as they fought for the political
and social rights of citizenship (Marshall 1964,
pp. 65-123). Along these lines, many writers con-
cerned with the question of “‘why no socialism in
America?’’ have pointed to the early enfranchise-
ment of the white working class as an important
causal factor. Selig Perlman made this argument
in The Theory of the Labor Movement when he
suggested that a major cause of the lack of class
consciousness among American workers

. . . was the free gift of the ballot which came to
labor at an early date as a by-product of the Jef-
fersonian democratic movement. In other coun-
tries where the labor movement started while
workingmen were still denied the franchise, there
was in the last analysis no need for a theory of
“‘surplus value’’ to convince them that they were
a class apart and should therefore be ‘class con-
scious.” There ran a line like a red thread be-
tween the laboring class and the other classes.
Not so, where the line is only an economic one
{Perlman 1928, p. 167).

This view was shared by Lenin, who maintained
that the weakness of socialism in America and
Britain before World War I stemmed from “‘the
absence of any at all big, nation-wide democratic
tasks facing the proletariat” (Lenin, n.d., p. 51).
Other countries, in which manhood suffrage and
full democratic rights were secured in the nine-
teenth century, such as Australia, Canada, Den-
mark, and Switzerland, were also resistant to ef-
forts to create strong socialist parties.

Conversely, the denial of the suffrage proved to
be a strong motive for class political organization
in many European nations. The first major British
labor movement, Chartism, was centered on the
struggle for the vote. In some countries, general
strikes were called by workers to force through a
change in the electoral laws (Austria, 1896 and
1905; Finland, 1905; Belgium, 1902 and 1913; and
Sweden, 1902). The struggle for suffrage often
had a quasi-religious fervor and was viewed by its
advocates as the key to a new and more egalitarian
society, since the poor outnumbered the rich and
would presumably secure a radical redistribution
of income and opportunity if they had the neces-
sary political rights. The existence of a limited
franchise based on property made it clear to
workers that political power and economic privi-
lege were closely related. The withholding of the
franchise often became a symbol of the position
of workers as a deprived and pariah group. A re-
stricted franchise encouraged the ideologists of
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both. unfranchised and privileged groups to
analyze politics in terms of class power.

The exclusion of workers from the fundamental
political rights of citizenship effectively fused the
struggle for political and economic equality and
cast that struggle in a radical mold. Thus, a large
number of European socialist movements grew
strong and adopted a radical Marxist ideology
while the working class was still unfranchised or
was discriminated against by an electoral system
that was explicitly class or property biased. Such
was the history of Austria, Germany, Finland,
and Sweden, among others.

The variations in legal rights that influenced the
character of working-class politics also helped to
determine the relationship of trade unions to
labor parties in different nations (Von Beyme
1980, pp. 237-43). Where both trade-union rights
and male suffrage existed at an early date, the
unions and the workers as a social force were able
to press for political objectives by working with
one or more of the non-socialist parties. And even
when labor parties emerged, they did not adopt
radical objectives.

As Gary Marks has noted in his study of trade-
union political activity:

Where trade unions were firmly established be-
fore party-political mobilization was underway,
the resulting party had to adapt itself to an
already ““formed’’ working class with its cultural
ties and institutional loyalties. Unlike the parties
that were established before the rise of trade
unions, these parties could not integrate the
working classes into a singular, inclusive, and
politically oriented sub-culture of radical or
revolutionary resistance against capitalism. In
this important respect, then, the Social Demo-
cratic Party, the early guardian and shaper of
trade unionism in Germany, stands opposite the
British Labour Party, which, in Ernest Bevin’s
telling phrase, ‘‘has grown out of the bowels of
the T.U.C.” (Marks 1982, p. 89; Sturmthal
1953, pp. 37-62; Derfler 1973, p. 73).

Labor unions in the English-speaking countries
became legitimate pressure groups oriented to
pragmatic and immediate economic goals (Pier-
son 1979, p. 16). They were involved in many of
the nonideological issues of the day, such as pro-
tection versus free trade, and immigration
policies. Some of the more left or liberal non-
socialist bourgeois parties supported social legis-
lation desired by labor unions.

In those countries in which the trade union
movement created a labor party, such as Australia
and Britain, the original radical socialist promo-
tion groups had comparatively little influence.
The dominant working-class parties were con-
trolled by trade unions and followed a pragmatic
non-Marxian ideology. Socialists remained a com-
paratively small pressure group within these
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organizations or sought to build their own parties
outside the labor parties.

In nations where the state repressed economic
combination, unions were faced with a common
and overriding task, that of changing the rules of
the game. The more intensive and longer lasting
the state repression, the more drastic the conse-
quences. Where the right to combine in the labor
market was severely restricted, as it was in Ger-
many, Austria, Russia, France, Spain, and Italy,
the decision to act in politics was forced on trade
unions. Whether they liked it or not, unions
became political institutions; they had first to
change the distribution of political power within
the state before they could effectively exert power
in the market. At the same time, extreme state
repression or employer opposition minimized the
ability of privileged groups of skilled workers to
improve their working conditions in a sectional
fashion. In this important respect, then, repres-
sion fostered socialist or anarchist ideologies that
emphasized the common interests of all workers.

Where fundamental economic rights were
denied to workers, strong radical organizations
were established before unions were well devel-
oped. This meant that the parties formulated their
ideologies in the absence of pressures for
pragmatic policies from trade unions.

Where the working class was deprived of both
economic and political rights, those who favored
social change were necessarily revolutionary. The
identification of state repression with privileged
and powerful groups reinforced political ideolo-
gies that conceived of politics in demonological
terms. Perhaps the most important example of
this pattern was Czarist Russia. There, every ef-
fort to form legal trade unions or establish a
democratic parliamentary regime was forcibly
suppressed. This situation provided the ground
for revolutionary lower-class political movements
under the leadership of intellectuals or others of
middle- or upper-class origin.

Although the goals of party and union tend to
differ when both are tolerated by the state, under
repression there is much less space for diversity.
Both share the task of changing the political status
quo. As Lenin observed in the context of Czarist
Russia:

. . . the yoke of the autocracy appears . . . to
obliterate all distinctions between a Social-
Democratic organization and trade unions,
because all workers’ associations and a// circles
are prohibited, and because the principal mani-
festation and weapon of the workers’ economic
struggle—the strike—is regarded as a criminal
(and sometimes even as a political) offense
(Lenin 1973, p. 139).

The Leninist concept of the ‘‘combat party,”’
with its reliance on secrecy and authoritarian dis-
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cipline and its emphasis on the ‘‘conquest of
power,’’ developed as a reaction to the political
situation of the time.

The situation in Finland also illustrates the
interrelated effect of status and political factors
on working-class politics. As in other areas of the
Czarist Empire, manhood suffrage and trade-
union rights did not exist. The Finnish Socialist
party, formed at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, appealed to the class discontents of the new-
ly emerging working class and the much larger
farm tenant population. The Socialists addressed
themselves to the overlapping issues of class,
democratic rights, cultural and linguistic identity,
and national independence. This meant both that
the movement was initially more revolutionary in
its ideology than the parties in the other northern
countries, and that it could successfully appeal for
support outside the ranks of the small urban
working class (Allardt and Pesonen 1967, pp.
326-29). Once manhood suffrage was won, as a
result of the General Strike throughout the
Czarist Empire in 1905, the Finnish Socialists
secured 40 percent of the seats in Parliament,
more than any other European party up to that
time. Their parliamentary support grew to 43 per-
cent in 1910, 45 percent in 1913, and to over 50
percent in 1916 (Martin and Hopkins 1980, pp.
196-97). The trade-union movement, however,
was faced with governmental restrictions and with
strong resistance from employers and remained
very weak until the Russian Revolution (Knoel-
linger 1960, pp. 52-57). The continued strength of
Finnish Communism down to the present stems in
large part from the commitment to radical Marx-
ist ideology fostered by the Finnish Socialists dur-
ing the period of Czarist and Swedish minority
domination (Laidler 1927, pp. 447-50, 489-90;
Deutsch 1953, pp. 104-07; Waris 1958, pp.
211-14).

In Germany, to be discussed in more detail
below, the continued domination of the Reichstag
by traditional conservative forces, the absence of
a democratic franchise in Prussia, and the strong
repressive measures taken by Bismarck against the
socialists in the 1870s and 1880s, bound the
socialists and the trade unions formed by them in-
to a distinct subculture having an explicitly
revolutionary ideology (Roth 1963). In practice,
of course, as Robert Michels and many other con-
temporary observers argued, the bureaucracy of
the party gradually became conservative and op-
posed any measures that threatened its organiza-
tional stability. Nevertheless, the position of the
labor movement as a semi-legitimate opposition
group helped to perpetuate its use of radical ter-
minology (Groh 1973, p. 34).

In Austria, as in Germany, the intransigence of
the upper class had a decisive influence on the

Vol. 77

character and ideology of the working-class move-
ment. Anti-Socialist laws were in effect from 1866
to 1881, and a special law repressed the workers’
party in many regions from 1881 to 1891 (Gulick
1948, pp. 21-24). The party and the unions, which
cooperated closely in the struggle for the suffrage,
adhered to a radical class-conscious ideology.
Manhood suffrage for parliamentary elections
was only attained in 1907 (Shell 1962, p. 11; Rok-
kan 1970, p. 85).

The achievement of this political goal, followed
by a sharp increase in parliamentary representa-
tion, however, served to undermine the cohesion
and radicalism of the workers’ movement. As G.
D. H. Cole notes, “‘the very success of the
Austrians in winning the vote necessarily weak-
ened their sense of the need for close unity. The
main plank in their common programme having
been withdrawn, it was none too easy to find
another to take its place. Now that they had
become an important parliamentary party the em-
phasis tended to shift to the struggle for social and
economic reforms, especially for improved labour
laws regulating conditions of employment and the
development of social services on the German
model. But these were poor substitutes because
they tended to change the Socialist Party into a
reformist party. . .’ (Cole 1956, p. 538).

The Socialist party and the trade unions con-
tinued to make significant progress after the
defeat and breakup of the Hapsburg monarchy in
World War I. Such a situation should have re-
sulted in the development of working-class
political and labor movements integrated into the
body politic, and a further moderation of their
ideology in the direction of the British and Scan-
dinavian patterns. In fact, this did not occur. But
the responsibility did not lie with the Austrian
labor movement. Rather, the Austrian conser-
vatives, whose support was based on the rural
population and business elements, and who were
tied closely to the Catholic church, aristocracy,
and monarchism, refused to accept the rising
status of labor. Faced with rebuffs from the con-
servatives, the church, and the business strata, the
socialists responded by adhering to Marxian class-
war principles. Within the Socialist Insterna-
tional, the Austrian party was considered to be on
the far left, before it was suppressed in 1934.

The political development of the working class
in Switzerland contrasts sharply with that in Ger-
many and Austria. The gradualist emphasis of the
predominantly German-speaking Swiss Social
Democrats not only reflects the marked difference
between the status systems of Switzerland and
those of Prussia and Austria, noted earlier, but
also the fact that universal manhood suffrage was
introduced in many cantons by 1848. Thus, as in
the United States, Swiss workers never had to
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engage in a struggle for the vote (Rokkan 1970, p.
86). As Christopher Hughes (1975, p. 164) empha-
sizes, by the last quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the workers ‘‘had the fullest political rights,
cantonal power was entirely within their
reach. . . . The direct democracy of the referen-
dum (or the Landsgemeinde) was available after
1875. . . . The normal political processes . . .
seemed to place power in the hands of ‘the
people.” »’ As early as 1877, the Swiss electorate
approved a referendum proposal regulating work
conditions in factories (Siegfried 1950, p. 171).
Swiss trade unions, although legal, faced severe
conflicts with the government in the years
preceding World War I, a fact that enabled “‘left-
wing tendencies . . . to gain ground’’ within them
(Cole 1956, p. 615). In this period, the unions
stood considerably to the left of the party. The
party, however, also briefly moved to the left dur-
ing the First World War when it rejected the pro-
war stance taken by the European parties in most
of the war-torn countries. Both unions and party
returned to their former moderate course during
the 1920s.

The three Scandinavian countries, Denmark,
Norway, and Sweden, varied considerably both in
their status systems and the timing of the institu-
tionalization of manhood suffrage, factors that
affected the degree of radicalization of their
working-class movements before World War 1
(Rokkan 1981, pp. 61-63). By 1898, the percen-
tage of all adult males who had the right to vote
was 86 in Denmark and 91 in Norway; the figure
for Sweden was only 25 (Svaasand 1980, p. 403).
Denmark had ‘‘moved straight into a system of
nation-wide elections under a very extensive man-
hood suffrage in 1849’ which gave almost three-
quarters of men over thirty the right to vote (Rok-
kan 1970, p. 150). The Social Democratic Party,
established in 1871, ‘‘was born reformist and
committed to the parliamentary road to
power. . . . Its moderation was probably due to
the comparative ease of access that the liberal
franchise afforded the industrial working class in
Denmark and to the availability of bourgeois par-
ties with which it could cooperate” (Luebbert
1983). The allegiance with the bourgeois left par-
ties involved cooperation in Parliament to attain
various economic and welfare measures. Danish
labor organizations secured greater legitimation
than any other in Europe when in 1899 the
employers’ federation and the unions ‘‘agreed to
attempt, whenever possible, to settle their affairs
by peaceful collective bargaining.”’ The already
strong unions continued thereafter to make
economic gains and to become ‘‘among the best
paid and strongly organized in Europe” (Cole
1956, p. 677).

In Norway, the least industrialized of the three
Scandinavian countries before World War I, the
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Socialists were weak electorally, even following
the enactment of male suffrage in 1898, and
cooperated closely with bourgeois parties, first the
Liberals and later the Radicals. Pre-World War I
‘“‘Norwegian Socialism resembled the Danish
movement. . . . It was mildly reformist in charac-
ter’’ (Galenson 1952, p. 151).

Unlike the situation in the other Scandinavian
countries, Sweden’s privileged classes resisted
democratization until the first decade of the twen-
tieth century. Although election to four Estates
was abolished in 1866, the new system provided
for a lower house chosen by a very restrictive in-
come and property franchise (Rustow 1955, pp.
18-24). The absence of a broad suffrage pressed
the Social Democratic party, founded in 1889, to
concentrate on the struggle for the vote and en-
couraged the use of radical class-struggle rhetoric
and tactics. The partial franchise fostered an
anarchist movement, syndicalism, and antiparlia-
mentary groupings inside the Social Democratic
party. As Walter Galenson notes, ‘‘contributing
to early socialist radicalism was the great conser-
vatism of the society, the late introduction of the
universal franchise, and the opposition on the
part of large Swedish employers to trade
unionism’’ (Galenson 1952, p. 152). Although the
party became more moderate ideologically follow-
ing the attainment of adult male suffrage for elec-
tions to the lower House in 1909, it continued to
emphasize its adherence to Marxism until the First
World War (Tingsten 1973, pp. 166-89). The
Social Democrats were welcomed as an ally and
potential coalition partner by the great bourgeois
party, the pro-suffrage Liberals, with whom they
were to form a wartime government in 1917. But
as G. D. H. Cole notes, “‘even then, Swedish
Socialism was still far from having acquired the
status as an exponent of moderate Social Democ-
racy which it won for itself in the period between
the wars”’ (Cole 1956, p. 697). '

The Dutch and Belgian cases were somewhat
more complicated. Although, as noted earlier, the
weakness of postfeudal status structures con-
tributed to a relatively weak emphasis on class
consciousness, full male suffrage came late to
both countries. The proportion of adult males
eligible to vote in the Netherlands was only one-
quarter in 1890, rising after a change in the law to
one-half in 1900, and to two-thirds by the start of
World War I (Lijphart 1968, pp. 107-08; Daalder
1981, pp. 202-03). The Belgians enacted male suf-
frage in 1894, but on a weighted basis, giving ex-
tra votes to those with property (Rokkan 1970, p.
84; Mabille and Lorwin 1977, p. 390). The
socialist parties of the Low countries, therefore,
concentrated on securing equal voting rights for
all males as an essential prerequisite to securing
office.

The denial of adult suffrage resulted in some
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support in both nations in the late nineteenth cen-
tury for anarchism, syndicalism, and left-wing
socialism. But the involvement of the bourgeois
Liberal parties in the struggle for a wider suffrage
and opposition to church schools helped move the
workers’ movements to the right. The socialists in
each nation cooperated with the Liberals, a policy
that was severely criticized by leftist parties else-
where (Cole 1956, pp. 662-63, 642-45; Mabille and
Lorwin 1977, p. 390). With the widening of the
electorate and the expansion of Social Democratic
representation before the Great War, the socialists
in the Low countries tended toward reformism
and seriously entertained proposals to form coali-
tion governments with the Liberals (Cole 1956,
pp. 662-63).

Dutch workers were in a more favorable posi-
tion with respect to economic than political rights.
The government did not oppose their right to
organize unions or to strike after the repeal of an
antistrike law in 1872. And as Lijphart notes,
‘“Partly as a result of the benevolent attitude of
the government, the many unions that were set up
from about 1870 on, tended to be moderate in
their demands and actions.”” The socialist union
center (N.V.V.) eclipsed its anarcho-syndicalist
rival and remained reformist politically in spite of
considerable labor conflict in the pre-World War I
and interwar eras (Daalder 1966a, p. 210).

In analyzing the relationship between economic
and political rights and working-class political
behavior, I have thus far dealt primarily with for-
mal rights, that is, whether adult suffrage existed,
and whether trade unions could function without
serious legal difficulties. In fact, however, legal
rights were only partial indicators of the will and
capacity of the upper and business classes to resist
the emergence of the working class as a political
force. The right to vote or organize unions did not
necessarily mean that labor had acquired a
legitimate place in society, or that the pressures
toward radicalism flowing from the position of
the worker as political outcast had disappeared.

It is possible to distinguish among three situa-
tions: total repression, legal existence but constant
conflict (i.e., de jure but not de facto
recognition), and de jure and de facto recogni-
tion. The existence of the first two conditions
usually indicates that the business classes still
desire to destroy the organized expression of the
labor movement. Under such conditions, labor
may be expected to react strongly against capital-
ism and, perhaps, the existing political system as
well.

France before World War II, Spain before
1975, and pre-fascist Italy are examples of nations
where unions were weak because the business and
conservative classes refused to grant de facto
recognition to them. The consequences of this for

Vol. 77

union strategy have been recognized by Fred
Ridley:

There is a close relationship between weak, un-
organized labour movements and the outbreak
of revolutionary or anarchist activity in Russia,
Spain and Italy, as well as in France. The unions
had little bargaining power when it came to
across-the-table negotiations with employers;
they had neither the membership nor the
organization with which to impress. Lack of
funds, inability to pay strike benefits, meant that
they could not hope to achieve their ends by or-
dinary peaceful strikes. They were thus forced to
play for quick results: violence, intimidation and
sabotage were the obvious weapons to choose
(Ridley 1970, p. 18).

In much of Latin Europe, both the state and
employers denied legitimacy to trade unions, i.e.,
their right to become the institutionalized repre-
sentatives of workers, although in France
manhood suffrage existed in the 1870s and in
Spain from 1889. In France the Socialist party was
able to gain electoral strength before unions were
well developed. The party, however, had little
success in fostering social legislation or trade-
union organizations, given ‘‘the ferocity of
bourgeois response to it”’ (Derfler 1973, p. 78;
Sturmthal 1953, pp. 55-56). In countries where a
wide franchise failed to provide ‘‘an effective
lever in the hands of the masses, such ‘demo-
cratic’ reforms could paradoxically develop into a
measure of plebiscitary control over them. This
could result in an enduring alienation of sizable
sections of the population rather thanin their per-
manent integration in an effectively responsive
political system’’ (Daalder 1966b, p. 54).

The French trade-union movement continued
to face strong resistance from the state and the
business class, both of which refused to grant
unions a legitimate role as bargaining agents in the
economy. The unions required a revolutionary
ideology to motivate membership and leadership
participation and thus sustain their organization.
They found this ideology in syndicalism. As a
number of historians have suggested, syndicalism,
with its faith in violence and in worker spon-
taneity, was not merely an impractical flight of
idealism, but a response to constraints that served
to limit the alternatives facing unions. Ridley has
noted:

The law forced workers into opposition to the
state; in a measure, indeed, it persuaded them to
reject the state altogether. Its provisions, biased
heavily in favour of the employer, excluded the
worker from its benefits—left him to all interests
an outcast—hors du pays legal. The syndicalist
doctrine of autonomy, the insistence that the
labour movement must develop outside the state, .
create its own institutions to reinforce it, can be



