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THE THEORY OF THE LABOR ARISTOCRACY

Class analysis begins with an examination of the relation-
ships of different social groups to the means of production; that
is elementary. However, in the era when the means of produc-
tion stretch across national boundaries and include many dif-
ferent 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 international relations.

There are two major wrong ways of approaching this prob-
lem, One is to deny its existence. This amounits to the as-
sumption 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 1f it were a scparate layer-cake unrelated, except incidentally,
to the others. By this means it can be “demonstrated” that rev-
olutions 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 at-
tempting 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
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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 elitninate an enemy
of his class.

From the standpoint of the target, the difference between
these two approaches, the nationalist and the anti-nationalist,
is academic. '

The distinguishing characteristic of Lenin’s method of class
analysis, of which his theory of the labor aristocracy is an im-
portant product, is that he places himself mentally in the situa-
tion 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 twentieth century without abandon-
ing the standpeint of industrial workers in the metropoles of
imperialism is the basic point of the theory of the labor aris-
tocracy.

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 mnation
which exploits the whole world this is of course to a certain ex-
tent justifiable.

Throughout the 1860s and 1870s, neither Marx nor En-
gels 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 hope-
ful split beginning to emerge between the upper sections of the
English working class and the “hitherto stagnant lowes! strata.”
Two years later, the division has sharpened: Engels now dis-
tinguishes 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
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reviews the past three decades as follows:

The truth is this: during the period of England’s industrial
monoply, the English working class have, to a certain extent,
shared in the benefits of the 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 that is the reason why, since the dying-
out of Gwenism, there has been no socialism in England.

A decade later, after England’s empire had already started
to decline, Hobson envisions what would have bappened if its
triumph had continued. The entire metropolitan population, he
writes, would have retired from productive labor and hecome
converted into an idle nobility, parasites on the labor of the
colonial peoples.*

Lenin begins his political-economic writing at about the
same time. His attitude toward the British trade unions is at
first a favorable one; in 1899 he considers them in certain
respects a vanguard. By late 1905, however, he has completely
swung around to Engels’s appraisal of them, and presents them
as a clear negative example. At the 1907 Stuttgart Congress
of the Second International, the connection is made between the
labor aristocracy and imperialism. Lenin reports that

the European proletarian partly finds himself in a position where
it is not his labor, but the labor of the practically enslaved natives
in the colonies, that maintains the whole of society. The British
bourgeoisie, for example, derives more profit from the many mil-
lions of the population of India and other colonies than from the
British workers. In certain countries this provides the material and
economic basis for infecting the proletariat with colonial chau-
vinism.

In 1914, when international socialism splits apart on the
colonial question, the labor aristocracy theory plays the role
of cutting edge in Lenin’s theoretical disputes with the right

* For all its impossibility, this is a deeper vision than the “post-pro-
duction” but pre-revolution utopias based on automation, and reveals the
latter’s hidden content. The working class of capitalist “industrial society™
cannot disappear or “retire” except on such terms as Hobson theoretically
indicates. The contrary is mistakenly argued in my “Contradiction of Ad-
vanced Capitalist Society and Its Resolution” (New England Free Press,
1967).
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(chauvinist) and center (pacifist) tendencies within socialism.
With the labor aristocracy theory, Lenin demonstrates that the
split is not due to personal or 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 comparatively
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 sentiments of the ruined and impoverished
masses. . . . This is the economic foundation of present-day social
imperialism.

Such statements, variously formulated, recur frequently
during the years of the First World War® So important did
Lenin consider the theory that he termed Marx and Engels’s

statements on the question “the givot 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 aristocracy?
Since there is no guarantee that groups which formed an aris-
tocracy a cemtury ago stil do so today, this question is impor-
tant. The description given by Engels of the English trade un-
ions in 1892 undoubtedly neceds modification today, but it
brings out the general principles involved. He writes that

they are the organizations of those trades in which the labor of
grown-up men predominates. . . . Here the competition neither of
women and children nor of machinery has so far weakened their
organized strength. . . . They form an aristocracy among the work-

* The major texts are “The Collapse of the Second International”
(1915), “Opportunism and the Collapse of the Second International”
(19163, Imperialism, the Highest Stoge of Capitalism (1917), “A Carica-
ture of Marxism and ‘Imperialist Economismy’ * {1916), and “Imperialism
and the Split in Socialism™ (1916}. These are conveniently assembled in
V.I. Lenin, Against Revisionism, Foreign Languages Publishing House
(Moscow, 1953). In that edition, references to the labor aristocracy will
be found on pp. 91, 180, 218, 258, 266, 273, 276, 283, 284, 307-308 and,
with reference to Engels and Hobson, pp. 332-345.



























