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CHAPTER 1

THE RIVAL THEORIES

INCE the end of the war there has been a persistent campaign to
persuade the British people that they are a free nation forming,
together with the United States of America and other countries in
Western Europe and the Empire, part of the free world where the
people enjoy advantages of democratic government which are denied
to the inhabitants of socialist countries. Many have been all the readier
to accept this standpoint because we in Britain undoubtedly enjoy
many hard-won civil liberties of the greatest value. There is freedom
from arbitrary arrest and a wide measure of freedom of speech; we can
organise trade unions and political parties and periodically elect a
Parliament which helps to frame the laws and is a forum where the
executive government can be criticised and all kinds of grievances
aired. This Parliament has indeed been so important in our history
that to many people the terms “Parliament” and “‘democracy” are
almost synonymous, and they would say that our country, which has
the oldest Parliament in the world, has also achieved a more perfect
democracy than any other.

It is the purpose of this book to endeavour to look below the surface
at the real content of British democracy; to make an examination of
the British State, how it works, who runs it and in whose interests;
and from all this to sec what conclusions can be reached about the
way forward to socialism in Britain.

The starting point for an examination of the British political system
must be the recognition that it exists on the basis of a capitalist economy.
In Britain the greater part of industry, trade, finance and the land is
the private property of a small minority of the population—the
capitalist class. It has been shown that 10 per cent of the population
over 25 years of age own 80 per cent of the private capital in England
and Wales, and that 1 per cent of the population own 50 per cent of
the capital.? The control of British industry and finance is becoming
more and more concentrated into the hands of a small number of

1Kathleen Langley, “The Distribution of Capital in Private Hands,” Bull. Inst. Stat.,
December 1950 and February 1951.
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immensely powerful monopolies, combines and financial organisa-
tions: in 1955-6 over a third of all company profits were made
by the four hundred firms whose trading profits were a million
pounds or more.! They also control the major part of the means
of propaganda—the press, the cinema, and commercial television.
The act1v1tles of, this small class of big capitalists—we shall call
them the “m opoly capitalists” in the rest of this book—whose
investments range all over the world, are directed towards one central
aim—oprofit; the use of the economic resources which they control is
determined, not by the needs of the people, but by the opportunities
for making a profit. This ownership of the means of production gives
the capitalist class a grip over the lives of millions of wage and salary
earners—the working class—who have no choice but to work for
them and constantly enrich them.

It is in this context that the issue of freedom must be judged. The
founders of the socialist movement in this country were never in any
doubt that freedom for the working class meant freedom from the
economic domination of the capitalist class. So long as the people
were not masters of the land, the factories or the wealth which they
themselves produced, it could not be said that the people ruled.

Today there is probably widespread agreement among socialists
that Britain cannot become an entirely free country until the profit-
making system which leads to poverty, unemployment and war has
been abolished, and the means of production have been taken out of
the hands of the monopoly capitalists so that they can be used for the
benefit of the people instead of for the profit of the few. But it is
widely believed that the people have the means to solve these
problems, provided that they make full use of the political rights they
have already gained, without making fundamental changes in existing
institutions. Moreover, it is felt that revolutionary changes in the State
might very well lead to some kind of absolute rule backed by an all-
powerful secret police. It follows that the advance to socialism should
be made step by step within the existing political framework.

This may be described as the social-democratic theory of the State.
As one of its supporters, Mr. Dennis Healey, has written:

“By choosing the phrase ‘social democracy’ to distinguish their
policy from that of other parties, socialists assume that society has
already realised political democracy.”’?

1 Table 30 in 100th Inland Revenue Report. 2 The Future of Socialism (1956), p. 27.
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The British people are governed by an elaborate apparatus composed
of Parliament, the Monarchy, the Cabinet, the Civil Service, the
Armed Forces, the Police, and the Judiciary; and together these
institutions make up the modern State. The social-democratic theory
accepts the widely-held liberal view that the State is a piece of neutral
machinery, impartial in the conflict between workers and capitalists;
it therefore considers that the existing State can be used for the purpose
of creating and organising a planned socialist society just as well as it
has hitherto been used for organising capitalist society. This view was
clearly stated by Eazl Attlee, writing in 1938:

“The system of government and administration in this country
has been evolved through the centuries and adapted from time to
time to new conditions. . . . With this machinery . . . we can make
such changes as we desire.”?

If the State is impartial in the conflict between capital and labour,
it can be thought of as an organ which represents the interests of the
nation as a whole. In the early days of the Labour Party, Ramsay
MacDonald devoted a good deal of attention to the question of the
State, and according to him:

“Socialists should think of the State and political authority not as
the expression of majority rule or of the rule of any section, but as
the embodiment of the life of the whole community.”2

Forty years later Mr. Herbert Morrison put the same view in another
way when he said in a talk to civil servants:

“Again, the British people have a view of the State which is
very different from that held in some parts of Europe. . . . Our
State . . . is simply the expression of ourselves as a group trying to
do things together in a fair and orderly manner.”3

And Mr. John Strachey gives an up-to-date formulation of the same
theory in a rather more elaborate style:

“An all-embracing, all-penetrating climate of opinion must be
the end product of our democratic processes and institutions.

1 The Labour Party in Perspective (1937), p. 169.
2 Socialism and Government (1909), Vol. I, p. 91.
3 Peaceful Revolution (1949), p. I11.
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Immersed in this pervasive medium, each of our institutions be-
comes a different thing. Crown and Parliament, Prime Minister
and Cabinet, Army, Navy and Air Force, taxation and representa-
tion, political parties and electoral methods, judicial and educational
systems—all of them, even when they retain their traditional forms,
change their social content as and when they become filled with
the impulses of that vast majority of the people who are now at last
beginning to play a real part in public affairs.”?

The theory of the State which is held by these leaders of thefLabour
Party is in fact much older than the Labour Party itself. It was the view
which was held—no doubt unconsciously—by the trade union leaders
in the middle of the nineteenth century who followed the political
leadership of the Liberal Party; it was spread more widely by the
propaganda of the Fabian Society in the eighteen-cighties, and was
carried over into the Labour Party after its formation in 1900 by
prominent members of the Independent Labour Party like Ramsay
MacDonald. It is wholeheartedly believed by the right-wing leaders
of the Labour Party today and is undoubtedly widely accepted among
the rank and file of the labour movement as well.

A study of history led Marx and Engels to exactly the opposite
conclusion. It led them to the discovery that the State only came into
being when society became divided into classes, and to the theory that
while there is one class which exploits another, the State is the instru-
ment for maintaining the domination of the ruling class. “It is impos-
sible to compel the greater part of society to work systematically for
the other part of society without a permanent apparatus of coercion”,
is how Lenin expressed it. And William Morris, founder of the
Socialist League and one of the greatest of our socialist pioneers,
described the British State in more homely language when he said in
1888:

“The magistrate, the judge, the policeman, and the soldier are
the sword and pistol of this modern highwayman, the capitalist. . . .2

The difference between these opposed theories of the State can be
put in another way. According to.the social-democratic theory, all
the various democratic rights which the British people possess—the
right to vote, to form trade unions and political parties, to freedom of

1 Contemporary Capitalism (1956), p. 177.
2 Lecture entitled *“True and False Society” (1888).
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speech and so on—give them the power to exercise effective control
over the State apparatus, and make it representative of the popular
will. According to the Marxist view, on the other hand, while all these
democratic rights are of the greatest value because they have enabled
the working class to build up the modern labour movement and
continually to strengthen it, they are essentially concessions which the
working class in the course of prolonged and hard-fought struggles
has wrested from a reluctant capitalist class, and they have not pre-
vented the State from continuing to function as the instrument of the
capitalists.

Some social democrats do not deny that the Marxist theory fits
the facts in certain capitalist countries. Britain, they claim, is different;
a democratic country can only function properly if its citizens possess
the spirit of political compromise, and the British have that spirit
in a highly developed form. Thus G. D. H. Cole has suggested that in
advanced industrial countries, such as Britain, “with a strong tradition
of political compromise”, it may be possible for the working class to
achieve socialism without having to make revolutionary changes in
the State machinery.! The Marxist view, on the other hand, is that
Britain is not fundamentally different in this respect from other
capitalist countries, although the British State certainly does possess
some unique characteristics.

The theory of the State is of the greatest practical importance,
because the most far-reaching conclusions about the advance to
socialism depend on it. If the State is already representative of the
whole nation, it must follow that any expansion in the activities of
the State, whether in the form of nationalisation, extended social
services, or additional controls over private industry, is a step towards
socialism. Mr. Morrison put this very clearly when he said in 1950
that socialism was

“the assertion of social responsibility for matters which are properly
of social concern. . . . The assertion of social responsibility, and
therefore the principle of socialism, is also effected in all the work
of economic planning and control, the social provision for the
young and the old, the sick and the unemployed, education and
housing. . . .2

And Mr. Aneurin Bevan, referring to the national health service

1 The Meaning of Marxism (1948), p. 198. 2 Labour Party Conference, 1950.
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introduced by the Labour Government, has described it as “a piece of
genuine, undiluted socialism”.2

This is the traditional, evolutionary view which was championed
so effectively by the Fabian Society in the past. As the State has
gradually extended its functions, it was argued, so has progress towards
socialism been gradually made within capitalist society. Edward Pease,
secretary of the Fabian Society for twenty-five years, wrote in his

history of the Society:

“The Fabians regarded socialism as a principle already embodied
in the constitution of society, gradually extending its influence. . . .”’2

If this is so, it follows that the task of a socialist government is simply
to continue—no doubt at a faster rate than before—the good work of
expanding social services and nationalising industries which had
already been started by previous Conservative and Liberal Govern-
ments; and it is not required to make any basic changes in the existing
machinery of the State.

On the other hand, if the Marxist theory is correct—and we believe
it is—and the existing machinery of the State is an instrument which
has been evolved to preserve capitalism, it cannot be used for the
entirely different purpose of creating a planned economy based on the
principle of production for use. There will have to be a fundamental
transformation of the State in order to build a socialist society. It
follows that until the people under the leadership of the working class
begin to transform the old capitalist State into their own socialist
State, which they can use to organise a planned economy and to
prevent any attempts at violent revolt by the capitalist class, they cannot
begin to build socialism.

The kind of fundamental transformation which is required will
become clear in the course of this book as the various organs of the
British State are examined in turn.

1Reynolds News, May 6, 1951. 2 History of the Fabian Society (1916), p. 240.



CHAPTER I

THE MARXIST THEORY AND THE
BRITISH STATE

1. Tue TeEORY IN OUTLINE

MARX and Engels held that, in order to understand the State in
capitalist society, it was necessary to approach the problem
historically and see how the State first arose.

Historical study shows that the State has not existed from all eternity.
In carly tribal society, where economic development had not yet
reached the stage where society could produce a surplus, the conditions
for the exploitation of man by man did not exist. This is the stage of
human society described by Marx as “primitive communism”; and a
careful study of such societies has shown that there did not then exist
any special apparatus for the subjugation of people by force. There

were no permanent armed forces, police, prisons or law courts.

“We find the predominance of custom, authority, respect, the
power enjoyed by the elders of the tribe . . . but nowhere do we
find a special category of people who are set apart to rule others.”?

It was only at a comparatively recent stage of human development,
when the techniques of production were sufficiently advanced to
produce a surplus of wealth above the level of bare subsistence, so that
a minority of the population began to accumulate private property
and society began to divide into antagonistic classes—it was only
then that the State came into existence.?

Every new class which has raised itself to the position of the ruling
class—whether slave-owning, feudal, or capitalist—has established a
different kind of State apparatus, of which the essential purpose has
been the same: to safeguard, through the exercise of coercive power,
its right to exploit the labour of the oppressed class—slaves, peasant
serfs, or Wage-earners as the case may be. When in turn the working

1 Lenin, Lecture on the State (1919).

2 Engels wrote a fascinating study of the rise of private property and the State in his
Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884).
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class raises itself to the position of the ruling class it also creates a new
form of State, a socialist State, which for the first time in history
represents the interests of the vast majority of the population. The
building of a planned socialist society, based on the public ownership
of the means of production, puts an end to the exploitation of man by
man, and the gradual disappearance of the capitalist class ends the
division of society into antagonistic classes. The coercive machinery of
the State becomes less and less necessary as socialism is established, so
that the way is prepared for the withering away of the State. In the
words of Engels:

“The society which organises production anew on the basis of a
a free and equal association of the producers will put the whole
State machinery where it will then belong—into the museum of
antiquities, next the spinning wheel and the bronze axe.””?

The term “dictatorship of the proletariat” was used by Marx to
describe the new form of State which the working class would have
to establish in order to begin the building of a socialist society. Al-
though the word “dictatorship” is nowadays associated in the minds of
most people with the absolute power exercised by a single individual,
it is clear from the whole of Marx’s writings on the State that this was
the very last thing he had in mind. He meant that the working class,
being the great majority of the population, would need to use the
coercive power of the socialist State against the capitalist class, just as
the latter had always used the coercive power of their State—which
he called the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, whether it took the form
of an absolute monarchy, a military dictatorship or a parliamentary
democracy—against the working class. Lenin emphasised again and
again in his writings on the State? that nothing could be more danger-
ous or misleading than to imagine that socialism could be established
at a single blow. On the contrary, the transition to socialism would
require a whole epoch, and in many ways the construction of a socialist
society would be even more difficult than the task of winning the
revolutionary struggle for political power which preceded it, for there
was a danger that the defeated capitalists would at first resist even
more strongly than they did before the revolution. For this reason

1 Origin of the Family (1884).

2 Lenin’s principal works on the State, where the Marxist theory is fully expounded,
are The State and Revolution (1917) and The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky

(ro17).



