By Martin Nicolaus

Class analysis begins with an examination of the
relationships of different social groups to the means
of production; that is elementary. However, in the era
when the means of production stretch across national
boundaries and include many different countries
within their sphere, this first step is by no means
simple. In order to understand the relations between
classes within a given country, it ‘is necessary to
understand also the relationship of that country to
other countries within the entire production sphere.
An analysis of class relations requires an analysis of

,m!:.lwm,.,,mmr:o:.,__ relations. g

““There are two major wrong ways of approaching
this problem. One is to deny its existence. This
amounts to the assumption that the contemporary
mode of expansion of means of capitalist production
beyond national boundaries (or, to save words,
imperialism) has not, or not yet, become significant
for class analysis. Each country within the imperial
sphere is treated as if it were a separate layer-cake
unrelated, except incidentally, to the others. By this
means it can be ‘“demonstrated” that revolutions in
“‘peasant countries” contradict Marxism, since the
“advanced capitalist” countries were supposed to
reach socialism first. It follows from this view that
the Vietnamese, for example, are not Marxists, and
that a U.S. soldier of working-class origin who fires at
an NLF/SVN leader of bourgeois origin is attempting
to eliminate a national enemy.

The other wrong way is to go to the opposite
extreme and assume that imperialism has already
abolished the grounds for national antagonisms
within the working class. This amounts to treating the
world capitalist production sphere as one single
layer-cake which is seamless in the lower strata. By
this means it can be ‘‘demonstrated” that struggles
which are ‘“‘merely’” for national self-determination
are contradictory to Marxism, since such efforts
““divide the working class.” It follows from this view
that the soldier just cited is attempting to eliminate
an enemy of his class.

From the standpoint of the target, the difference
between these two approaclies, the nationalist and

Ve the anti-nationalist_ is ..:x.wr.::.r

The distinguishing characteristic of Lenin’s meth-
od of class analysis, of which his theory of the labor
aristocracy is an important product, is that he places
himself mentally in the situation of the people in
countries oppressed by imperialism, and proceeds to
answer the- fundamental strategic questions, who are
our friends and who are our enemies, from that
standpoint. That this is possible in the twenticth
century without abandoning the standpoint of indus-
trial workers in the metropoles of imperialism 1s the
basic point of the theory of the labor aristocracy.

Let me briefly trace the history of the labor
aristocracy theory. It begins with Engels, who noted
in 1858:

"““The English proletariat is actually becoming more
and more bourgeois, so that this most bourgeois of all
nations is apparently aiming ultimately at the
possession of a bourgeois aristocracy and a bourgeois
proletariat alongside the bourgeoisic. For a nation
which exploits the whole world this is of course to a
certain extent justifiable.”

Throughout the 1860s and 1870s, neither Marx
nor Engels finds compelling evidence that this aim is
failing. As late as 1882, Engels writes that “there is
no workers’ party here, there are only Conservatives
and Liberal-Radicals, and the workers gaily share the
, feast of England’s monopoly of the world market and

the colonies.” Not until 1890 does he see a hopeful
split beginning to emerge between the upper sections
of the English working class and the “hitherto

Stagnant lowest strata.” Two years later, the division
W:G sharpened: Engels now distinguishes between a
‘small, privileged, protected minority,” chiefly the
members of the “old conservative trade unions,” on
the one hand, and the “great bulk” of workers on the
other. He reviews the past three decades as follow

“The truth is this:

S
: ¢ during the period of England’s
industrial :.uo:ovc_v: the English working class have
to a certain extent, shared in the benefits of _:m
monopoly. These benefits were Very unequally
parcelled out amongst them; the privileged minority
pocketed most, but even the great mass had, at least
a temporary share now and then. And EW: is :,m
reason why, since the dying-out of Owenism, there
has been no socialism in England.” ;

A decade later, after England’s empire had alread
started to decline, Hobson envisions what would —:_<v\
happened if its triumph had continued The enti -
Bm.:ovo_:w: population, he writes «.<o:_a :m:d
retired from productive labor and coc.o-:n no=<m:MM

into an idle nobility 1
: , parasites on t B
colonial peoples. e nelithe

The theory of the labor .m_q_maﬂ;s 1ER N

no;_”“.m_.ono:osmo writing at
about the same time. His m.:::nc toward the British
trade unions is at il s Orable one; in 1899 he
considers them in certain -_J.c_mﬁm 4 vanguard. By late
1905, however, he ._:.m col¥ m og:w_% swung around to
Engels’ appraisal of them. d0d presents them a5 g
example: AU the 1907 Siugroart
Second [ntérnational, the connection
is made between the Z_xw.h..u:mwoﬁccw and imperial-
ism. Lenin reports that .:..o.._ucqcug: proletarian
partly finds himself in a 1.%,6: where it is not his
labor. but the labor of the Practically enslaved natives
in the colonies, thal maintdins the whole of society.
The British bourgevisie. 1= €xample, derives more
profit from the many _:._:Awo:m of the population of
India and other colones :E: from the British
workers. In  certain co:_.::am this provides the
material and economic bass “.w,. infecting the prole-
{ariat with colonial chauvinism.
In 1914, when international socialism splits apart
T sstion, the [abor aristc ' theor
_on_the colonial question, £ 15 stocracy theory
Plays the role of cutting edge in Lenin’s theoretical
disputes with the right (chauvinist) and center
(pacifist) tendencies within socialism. With the labor
aristocracy theory, Lenin demonstrates that the split
is not due to personal Ur subjective causes (an
explanation he considered sophistry), but that it is
grounded, rather, in real, objective contradictions
within _the working class. The right and center
tendencies, he writes, were “. .. engendered in the
course of decades by the peculiarities of the period of
* the development of capitaliSm when the comparative-
ly peaceful and cultured existence of a stratum of
privileged workers made them “bourgeois,” gave
them crumbs from the profits of ‘their national
capital, and isolated them from the sufferings,
miseries, and revolutionary sentimerts of the ruined
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foundation of present-day social imperialism.”

Such statements, variously formulated, recur fre-
quently during the years of the First World War. So
important did Lenin consider the theory that he
termed Marx and Engels’ statements on the question
“the pivot of the tactics in the labor movement that
are dictated by the objective conditions of the
imperialist epoch.”

What are the general Characteristics of a_ labor
u_.mm%:m% no guarantee that groups,
which formed an m:maom—.wnw a century ago still do so
today, this question is important. The description
given by Engels of the m_.dm:m: trade unions in 1892
undoubtedly needs Boa_:nm,:os today, but it brings
out the general principles nvolved. He writes that
... they are the organizations of those trades in
which the labor oﬁmaww\bw:.u men predominates. . . .

i e o e e

I,E.m:ﬂm.mm&vm::oz:m:::.Q,E.o.m_mzmsaoEER:
man_,,,Emn:_mwmwk‘m.mvmimw.\@ Weakened their organized
strength. .. They form 2N aristocracy among the.
“WOTKking class; they have Succeeded in M:moqnmzmm Mﬂw
themselves a relatively ooiﬁo:mzm Position, and they
accept it as final.” And thiS Was made pogsible | Engels
adds, by Britain’s industrial and colonia] Eorococ\
In general terms, thét 2 labor aristocracy is a
monopoly within a Eo:onm fm..osm_ma of workers
WG~ BeneTit Trom STCIes that exclude the com-
petition of other WOIKCTS, within , capitalism
structured to exclude the Competition of other
capitals. Seen on a world S€le, a g aristocracy is a
miniature ‘“‘empire” of workers within a larger m_.w“ i
of capitalists. How does “snm:mo:a about? ok
Let us first look 8! “°€ €conomic gj
question. In a ..:oa.amnwﬁ. nmv:m:m%ow_%*woon. i
an approximation thereto). it i not possible ”.5\ o
wages of any particulaf &oup of workers wa ”mmo
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permanently above the level of necessity. Zmnn“ ::.m
level itself may rise, improving the workers’ condi-

tion; the_industrial division_of labor, for example,
“necessitates” and creates, in time, @ Higher level of
necessity than handicraft or peasant production.

Murther, the Tevel of necessity is different for
different groups of workers; e.g., miners require a
more substantial diet than clerks. But, this aside, a
rise above the necessary level can take place only m
where, and only as long as, labor is in short supply. “
The unhindered operation of supply and demand will

et am g s i P e g B A O T

soon defeal any attempl (o rise permanently above

bmaam.,mm_q,c\. Before a'section of Eo-rewm can permanent-
.\_quqno?m wages above the :mn@mm.:.v\ _a<:§m
wages), capitalists must be in a position nmmmaummzzk
to_receive_profits above the average level (super-
“profits). Capitalism must move into the monopoly
s&m.m.m; it must become imperialism. Only then is the A
ground prepared for workers to follow. This brings us “ _
to the political side of the question.
In order to win surplus wages for themselves on a
permanent basis, a section of workers has to establish
a stable, institutional monopoly over employment in
a given section of the labor market. (To some degree,
all trade unions aim in this direction, as they must, to
prevent individual employers from pushing “their”
workers below the necessary level. Not many unions M
achieve even that degree of elementary protection u
_
M
“

against the worst abuses, especially in periods of
economic crisis. Even fewer achieve monopoly.) To
do so they must find ways of excluding competition
permanently and categorically. They require a set of
exclusionary “principles.” Invariably they must ap-
propriate for their own use one or more of the
numerous ‘‘principles” on which the structure of
imperialist production is based. They must enter into
a tacit compact with capital whereby both parties
agree to accept as true, and to act on, the “principle”
members of a certain nationality,

that, for example

pARE AL

or race, or sex, culture or some other social category,
are ificapable of self-determination on an equal basis .
and may ‘properly be kept down and out. Sincej
usually not more than one fifth to one third of ::“m
working class is organized into any unions at all, there
is reason to think that the achievement of this kind of
monopolization is possible only in exceptional corn-
ers of the labor market. To the extent that it isk
possibie, nowever, it implies tie reproduction with
the working class of the ..?tinmlﬁalbhhmw_dzﬁ (and
analogous) oppressions on_which imperialism_is
constructed.” This is the literal sense of Lenin's
frequent statements that imperialism “‘corrupts” the
working class. Consider: the workers whom Engels
describes were entrenched behind a barrier composed
of multiple degrees of monopoly. Their position was
based on the exclusion of women and “children”
(which probably means, here, minors), as well as on
the exclusion (which Engels does not mention at this
point) of -the Irish, of immigrants, and probably
various other religious, cultural, and ideological
groups as well. Such a relationship to the means of
production cannot in the ordinary course of events
breed any other than a highly conservative, chauvin-
istic, and implicitly anti-working-class consciousness.
Any section of the working class which relates to the
means of production on the basis of even one of these
degrees of monopoly is bound to become, as Lenin
puts it, “‘infected’” with something of the same spirit.
Such groups are not merely ‘“‘prisoners of bourgeois
ideology’’; they have, in Lenin’s words, “deserted” to
the bourgeoisie.

Any section of the working class entrenched
behind multiple degrees of monopoly will be fairly
small and can act with great determjnation and |
militance when its own .particular interests are ;;
threatened. Its strikes will be potent: it has savings,
its membership is cohesive, its leadership stable and
strong. When challenged, such an aristocracy reacts
with  vigor. It advances its own interests as the
interests of the class, and the class interests as its
own. It “champions the cause of the working man,”
calls on all workers to “‘unite,” and presents all this,
where fashionable, in the most thoroughly “Marxist,”
“proletarian,” ‘‘revolutionary,” and even, as in
Lenin’s day, ‘“‘internationalist” rhetoric. Despite all
the appearances of class struggle, such an aristocracy
of labor enjoys, even in times of war, privileged access
to the means of political communication and organi- o
zation. It is permitted, tacitly encouraged, to play z..o
role of ‘‘vanguard of the working class.” Is this
surprising? The political position, the privilege, of .:_n
labor aristocracy rests on maintaining the suppression
of the particular autonomies of oppressed nation-
alities (and analogous groups) within the working
class, while the economic position, the surplus wage,
of the labor aristocracy rests on maintaining the
general hegemony of the existing state sovereignty
within the metropolis and over all the territories,
possessions, colonies, semi-colonies, and u%a:%:&%.
«n@::.::mmgw%:&
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(continued from page 1 5)

in the entire imperial sphere. Toward other workers
the labor aristocracy is anti-nationalist; toward
.“competing”’ bourgeoisies it is nationalist; toward the
internationalism represented by Lenin it is mortally
opposed. ‘It is, as Lenin called it, “the bourgeoisie’s
leadership of the working class.”

In addition to the manifest privileges of the labor
aristocracy, Engels and (less methodically) ‘Lenin
recognized two other types of privilege related to
monopoly and imperialism. Engels cites a “‘permanent
improvement’’ also for the English “factory:hands,”
who benefited from . maximum-hours™legislation
which “has restored their physical constitution and
<endowed them with a moral superiority. . ;.” m,m.mm.o:m.
1y, Engels récopnizes ‘temporary improvement:even
for the great mass” of workers during the period.

It may seem odd to .consider these types of
material improvement as related to imperialism, or to
“classify them as privileges. The:improvement in the

condition of the factory workers was certainly no
climb into luxury. They had been treated worse than
slaves. They had been considered a cheap fuel and
were literally worked to death as fast as the
machinery would go. The legislation which limited
their working day merely rescued them from extinc-
tion; it did not pull them above, but merely up, to
the level of necessity. Nor was the temporary
improvement of the mass much to boast about; it was
all wiped out again in the next overproduction cri is.
Why then classify these as forms of imperialist
privilege? It cannot be a question merely of demon-
strating that these workers, however poor their
condition remained, were still much better off than
workers somewhere else. There is always someone
“worse off.” By that logic, the non-privileged people
are the dying and the dead. Revolution would then
have to wait until after the Resurrection. What needs
to be demonstrated, rather, is that there is between
the condition of the groups being compared some
systematic connection. Disagreeable as it may be,
such a connection exists.
The English factory workers cited by Engels did
not receive surplus wages. Spoils from the empire did
~not enter into their personal consumption. They rose,
nevertheless, as a result of the super-profits received

*

s from empire. The siphoning of
capital out of the colonies Aomvonmm:.w via E<mm:=m=5
prevents or retards the advance of Sn_:mﬁ_ﬂ.a.go_ou.
ment there; jt acts aS 2 brake on m«oacocsﬁ.% and
creates the pattern of labor-intensive exploitation
characteristic of «ynderdevelopment.” The same
drain of capita] furthers, and speeds up, ﬁ.rm ma.ﬁ:nm
of industry, the improvement of E._.ua:n:SQ in the
metropolis. “{peven development” is the product of
imperialist accymulation. Even here, an element of
monopoly, je a degree of labor aristocracy, is
involved; for {o raise the metropolitan industrial

by “their” capitalist

workers to the leyel -of necessity, some. degree of ,
restriction against immigration is required. As Marx -

points.out. in volume 1, of Capital, however, it is in

capital’s own interest :to take:the measures.necessary ;

to, preserye, the industrial workers of  the metropole

from extinction by overwork. This does not exempt

even the best-paid from severe hardship in crises (see .

Capital, vol. 1, chapter 15, section S5d); yet these
sufferings are acute rather than chronic. The reverse
holds true in the satellites. There the population is
driven and held, by the same dynamic, to a level of
sub-necessity which amounts to slow, stretched-out
genocide. The metropolitan industrial workers are not
“accomplices” in this process. It proceeds over their
heads and generally beyond their control. They are
nevertheless among its beneficiaries. The advance of
industrial productivity in the imperialist countries
constitutes in itself a privilege; it is, so to speak, the
privilege of development.

Lenin had observed this process only in the special
case of England. He saw the general implications of
the problems, however, when he denounced as
“ludicrous” and as ‘“‘imperialist economism” the
notion that a working-class revolution in an advanced
country would automatically abolish national oppres-
sion. The accumulated effects of development and
underdevelopment would not vanish of their own
accord. He held that definite political measures would
be required to deal with the problem. Half a century
later it would not be illogical to add definite
economic measures as well, in the spirit of repara-
tions.

)
A nwﬁm_:m«ﬂn connection also exists between

imperialism and the second type of material improve-

LAST CALL

TO ALL EFFETE INTELLECTUALS, SNOBS, AND ANTI-ESTABLISHMENT TYPES
WHO THINK FOR THEMSELVES AND WANT A GOOD, INEXPENSIVE
VACATION WITH COMPATIBLE PEOPLE—A FEW IDEAS. . . .

-

EASTERN EUROPE/USSR
JULY 7-28 to Stockholm, Leningrad, Moscow, Sofia,
Varna, Budapest, first class, $825.

1
JULY 11-AUG. 1 with members of the National Lawyers
Guild to Stockholm, Helsinki, Leningrad, Moscow and
Central Asia, $875.

ni
JULY 18-AUG. 8, a national peace organization’s tour to

BEAT THE CHARTERS!
EVERYONE wants to get abroad the cheapest
way, and the naive look for charters. But do you
know that the new 29 to 45 day fare is even
better? $315 to Rome, for example, after Aug. 9,
or $305 to Zurich, with a free stop thrown in? If
you can be away from 29 to 45 days write or call
for information!

Leningrad, Moscow, Volgograd, Erevan, Thilisi, Sochi,
$875.
ni

JULY 29-AUG. 19—USSR Mountains and Sea, to Thilisi,
Sochi, Kiev, Moscow, Leningrad, $845.

ni
AUGUST 26-SEPT. 16, to Moscow, and Central Asia
(Tashkent, Bukhara, Ferghana, etc.), $925.

i
AND COMING UP, DEC. 18-JAN. 3, a cultural feast—the
MOSCOW WINTER FESTIVAL, all inclusive, 16 days,
$549.

DOZENS OF OTHER TOURS, 15 to 22 days,
various itineraries, from $599. If you want to visit
the USSR (and you should!) let us figure out the
best and cheapest way. Tell us when, where and for
how long.

ITALY/YUGOSLAVIA

THREE DEPARTURES, July 11, 30 and Sept. 5, each
three weeks, to Milan (1 night), Bologna (1), Florence (4),
Siena (2), Rome (4), Dubrovnik (3), and five days in
Split, Zadar, Opatija and Venice, First Class, two meals
daily, $765!

MEXICO!
JULY 10-25-Want a rollicking time; Go with our
Hawaiians to Mexico City, Taxco, Oaxaca (for the Lunes

del Cerro), San Miguel, Guanajuato, Patzcuaro, San Jose FOR A TRU I CA

Purua, $575 from New York, less from the Midwest or  Africa? East ww. <<c _mwmsmz“, <<9 dedicated people-

West Coast. lovers or maam_._ouw. of¢ uox _:.ui the best tours, from

1 w._.Mww. three weeks M.m. ibwam all meals.

DATE NO GOOD? Then leave any Sat. for one or two M—vm » Firse glass:

weeks on ASTI’s INCLUSIVE TOUR CHARTERS, $299 CIAL .—.OC s

to $399, 7 to 14 days, from New York. Write for = MQ—)—- 1M°1—|M

progurs. 250 Wey 55, for sP (212) 586-6577
Room 939 h sy, 586-6578

New York, N.Y - 1001
% 9

EXPO ‘70/ ASIA

DEPARTURES EVERY WEEK, 15 days to 28 days,
various itineraries, from $999 from New York! Again, we
know the best tours—just tell us what you want.

DAZZLINGLY DIFFERENT!

INDIA! Would you hgtieve that for $694 you can fly
from New York to pelhi,
air-conditioned hotel, tyo meals daily, plus sightseeing?
You can. And for $241 more (total $935) you can add a
6-day excursion to
mc_.__,_mum_;,_:w is JULY 111-27, but you can go anytime.

a

— . e

.

>_nw_0>_

enjoy 15 nights in an

Khajuraho, Benares, and Katmandu!

SINGLE mwihmh\mbw
? ol g marrieds (18 to 331)

. couples N ol i
should know mucMwQON\u_m 33,a Scandinavian Club

delightful vacag; on sppts all Ove" the world, 3478
U, with no adiips L eypenses (Gua0010UPE) 2¥
2. Moroco (gguci from $59% T
brochure, gadir/

TION what about

Norval Welch, Pres.

16 / JUNE 13,1970 / GUARDIAN

ment, the temporary or “cyclical.” As the research of
Andre Gunder Frank and others demonstrates, the
phases of the accumulation cycle in metropole and
colony are roughly reciprocal, rather than parallel. An
accumulation “boom” in the metropolis creates
chronic depression in the colony, while a crisis in the
former allows the latter their only moments of
development within the capitalist framework. That is
a very systematic connection. Again, the workers in
the imperialist countries who benefit from this
process are :not its:‘‘accomplices,” and it is absurd to
counsel them ‘n'ot tJ figh't for higher wages and better
-conditions on the “ground” that they are “taking

. food out of the mouths of starving infants,” etc. Such
reasons do not apply. If the metropolitan workers did
not take “‘crumbs from the feast” of imperialism,
these crumbs would go to others such as metropolitan
wg:mam‘ or petty bourgeois strata instead. Imperial-
ism gives no refunds.

Does this mean, nevertheless, that the industrial
workers have a “‘material interest” in the continua-
tion of imperialism? For several decades of the
nineteenth century, this was indeed the case for the
whole English working class. So unlimited and
unchallenged was the British empire during this
period that it cost the English workers virtually
nothing. The colonial population not only financed
the English privilege, they also financed their own
oppression. The permanent and temporary privileges
came to the English workers as a net gain. But if only

% for the reason that the English provoked the colonial
population to political awakening, such imperialism is
non-reproducible. A look at any contemporary
imperialist state budget will show that the system
now carries a heavy overhead; oppression is ex-
pensive, and growing more so. These costs, and the
blood-tax of conscription, are a debit against the
privileges of the mass of metropolitan workers. The
exploitation of the colonies continues to pay the
privileges of the labor aristocracy, but the cost of
oppressing the colonies increasingly drives the mass of
metropolitan workers themselves toward the colonial
living standard. A kind of “uneven development”
begins to appear within the metropolitan working
class: the ‘“‘gap’ comes home. A triumphant imperial-
ism generates privileges for the entire metropolitan
working class, but imperialism challenged and declin-
ing just as certainly takes those privileges—eventually
even those of the aristocracy—away again.

Lenin did not believe that it was efitirely possible
or very worthwhile to try to calculate by statistical
means the size of the various pro-imperialist sectors in
any country at any given time. This is a political as
well as an economic question. Not all of the
privileged sectors are bound to become chauvinists
entirely, nor are the non-privileged sectors necessarily
untouched by imperialist ideology. The boundary
lines between imperialist and internationalist politics
in the metropolitan working class, Lenin held, can
only be established in the process of political struggle;
only the revolution will give a precise measurement.
The size of the privileged sectors makes, in any case,
little difference in the tactics which revolutionaries, A
according to Lenin, should adopt toward them, and
no difference at all in basic principles. The duty of A
socialists remains the same whether the entire
working class of a given country ‘‘shares the feast
from the colonies,” as in England during the maturity
of Marx and Engels, or whether the privileged strata
constitute only a thin layer, as in Lenin’s Russia.

The labor aristocracy was not merely, for Lenin,
an epithet, a rhetorical insult. To reduce it to that

level is to cross over to the Kautsky of 1914 and
after. It was a serious theoretical explanation, based
on the method of class analysis appropriate in the
imperialist epoch, of the recurrent and persistent
tendencies toward imperialist chauvinism among
workers in the metropoles. With this theory, Lenin
sought to demonstrate—the better to combat them—
that these tendencies had a definite but restricted
economic and social basis. There is not space here to
examine the other theoretical and practical symptoms
of imperialist privilege, in addition to chauvinism,
which Lenin held imputable to the same phenom
enon, e.g., “economism,” ‘“opportunism,” “nonfac
tionalism,” “liquidationism,” and others. That would
require a discussion of Lenin’s entire life’s work. It is
enough to say here that, in Lenin’s view, the conflict
between these tendencies in all their varieties (with-
out or with a socialist vocabulary) on the one hand,
and Marxism on the other, would determine the
future of the labor movement in the imperialist
epoch. If this brief look at the theory of the labor
aristocracy has helped to shed some light on the
political situation today, it will have proved that the
term of Lenin’s relevance has not expired.

This article was reprinted from the April Monthly Review by *
permission of Monthly Review Press. Copyright MR Press
1970. ;




