CHAPTER FOUR

The Idealist Revision of
Marxism: The Ethical
Socialism of Henri De Man

The Negation of Marxism
From the beginning of this century, revisionism was an important factor
in the rise of fascism, though historians have generally failed to recog
nize the importance of this factor. Indeed, one could hardly give a satis
factory explanation of the fascist phenomenon without reference to the
stages of development of the crisis of socialism. From the Dr" eyfus affair
until the time of Munich, the growth of the fascist ideology was the
chief manifestation of the tremendous difficulty that socialism experi
enced in responding to the challenge of capitalism. One kind of revi
sionism-that of Bernstein and Jaures-Ied to social democracy, while
another kind-that of Sorel, Deat, and De Man-led to fascism. Both
shared a desire to go "beyond" Marxism and both were agreed in re
garding Marxism as an incomparable tool of historical analysis-an
ideal conceptual framework for the arrangement of history-but not,
unless radically altered, a real agent of political change.
In the interwar period, the revision of Marxism was associated in
French cultural circles with the name of Henri De Man. The attack on
Marxism found in the work of this Belgian writer was a reflection of the
idealist revolt of the first decades of this century. In this respect, De
Man's thought was a continuation and development of that of Georges
Sorel. It deeply influenced Marcel Deat, who began to apply De Man's
ideas in the sphere of French politics. At the other end of the political
spectrum, the neo-idealist rebellion of Thierry Maulnier continued the
tradition of Maurice Barres, and these two streams of neo-idealism
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fused in a synthesis that, at the end of this second prewar period, as
sumed the form of fascism.
At the beginning of the thirties, De Man was regarded as one of the
foremost theoreticians of European socialism. A true cosmopolitan who
expressed himself with equal ease in Dutch, French, German, and En

glish, this prolific writer wrote in whichever language seemed to him
most appropriate to the subject and circumstances. He was one of the
very few people in European politics-perhaps the only one-who had
lived for a long time in foreign countries, including the United States,
and was able to pass from one cultural environment to another and feel
perfectly at home everywhere.
Born in Antwerp in 1885, this son of a great Flemish bourgeois family

joined the socialist Jeune Garde on 1 May 1902. At that time, he was
closer to Karl Liebknecht than to Jaures, and unfavorably disposed to
ward MiUerand. The young De Man threw himself body and soul into
socialist activities. His studies were badly affected as a result, and his
family was only too pleased to see him leave in 1905 for the University of
Leipzig.
The following years were all-important for De Man's intellectual de
velopment. While pursuing his studies in Leipzig with distinction, he
participated in the ideological ferment that the long struggle against
revisionism had given rise to in the German social-democratic move
ment. After spending some time in England, where he gained a certain
respect for bourgeois democracy, he accepted the invitation of Emile
Vandervelde, the rising figure in Belgian socialism, to become the di
rector of the new Workers' Educational Center. In August 1914, he
took part as an interpreter and enthusiastic supporter in the mission of
Hermann Muller and Camille Huysmans in Paris, sponsored by the So
cialist International, to attempt-at the last minute-to prevent the
war. Three years later, however, artillery lieutenant De Man, fresh from
the trenches, went on another mission-to Russia, where, together with
Vandervelde and Louis de Brouckere, he anempted to persuade the
Kerensky government to continue fighting. Immediately afterward, he

was sent by the .Belgian government to the United States. These two ex

periences played an important role in his ideological evolution.

In the years before the war, De Man contributed to the formation
of the Marxist left in Belgium as the leader of the Walloon (French

speaking) section. Here he came into contact only with Marxist ortho
doxy in its strictest form, as represented by Kautsky. However, it should
be pointed out as significant for his later development that, before be-
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coming a "scientific" socialist, De Man passed through a phase of ethi
cal socialism, I and later, during his stay in England, he published a se
ries of articles in the celebrated German socialist journal the Leipz;ger
Volksze;tung that Karl Radek described as already constituting the be
ginning of a heresy.2
There is no doubt that the first cracks in De Man's orthodoxy ap
peared before the war. The readjustments and modifications of position
that were already noticeable around 1910 were the beginning of a pro
longed process of change that lasted until 1926, when Zur Psycho/ogie
des Sozialismus was published. Already in the prewar period, De Man
had questions about the schematic nature of the Marxist interpretation
of social and cultural phenomena.1 During the war and after, he became
interested in psychology and acquainted himself with the new tenden
cies in psychoanalysis, and, as he himself said, well before the end of the
war he had come to the general conclusion that the motives that under
lie human nature, derived from instinct and only slightly modified by
habit and education, are much broader than is allowed for by Marxist
theory." Thus, when he came to publish his comprehensive criticism of
Marxism in 1926, he made his starting point the problem of motivation.
The war had a profound effect on De Man. As he wrote in his "frag
ment of spiritual autobiography," as he called it, the war had super
imposed itself on "an intellectual crisis that lasted for about twenty
years." Already before the war, he said, "the sharpest bones of my
orthodoxy began to lose their edge."s His experience was similar to
Sorel's. Like Sorel, he claimed to have moved toward revisionism under
the influence of his practical contacts with the labor movement and es
pecially the syndical movement.6 "The developments of the last ten
years have only brought to its culmination a crisis that has been in the
.
making for a long time," he said.7
While the importance of the war as a factor in bringing about these
changes ought not to be minimized, it should be pointed out that, on the
one hand, post-1918 Marxism betrayed symptoms of crisis that are not
to be explained solely by the difficulty of adapting to new conditions and
that, on the other hand, if the war accelerated the process of the revision
of Marxism, its influence was crucial only for people who already tended
to nonconformity, such as Lagardelle, Herve, and De Man.
It was the prewar "leftists," the people who throughout their careers
remained on the fringes of the movement and the organized socialist
parties, or born opposers like De Man, whose ideas were most affected
by the war, just as later it was the nonconformists of socialism, commu-
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nism, and the other left-wing factions who had the greatest difficulty
coping with the intellectual crisis of socialism. Those who resisted best,
on the other hand, were the most orthodox elements, the absolute die
hards, because they had no willingness to venture. However, in the case
of De Man, it was not only the war that made him question Marxism
but also the German experience of the twenties: he felt that Marxism,
far from arresting the decline of the social-democratic movement, actu
ally encouraged it with its materialism!
Throughout the first thirty years of this century, the German Social
Democratic party played a crucial role in the history of European so
cialism. Its collapse and the breakdown of the Socialist International
shed a new light on the Marxist phenomenon. This distressing experi
ence widened still further the cracks of nonconformity that, even before
1914, had appeared on the polished surface of orthodoxy. De Man's the
oretical writings thus reflect a revision of the philosophical principles of
Marxism that went far beyond the experience of the war: the very es
sence of the system was questioned and not merely a given set of circum
stances. Immediately after the war, De Man took the trouble to note
down his reactions as he experienced them, producing a book of great
interest, although one should always be conscious of his state of mind
when he wrote it. He wrote the book in English, calling it The Remak
ing of a Mind. A more concise version appeared in French under the

title La Le�on de la guerre.9
This book tells us that from that "tragic test" of an "ordeal by fire,"
the First World War, De Man learned one all-important lesson: the pro
letariat is not a revolutionary force and socialism is not an idea that can
change the world, for it is not one of those truths for which people are
willing to die. On the other hand, it must be recognized that millions of
human beings unflinchingly risked and sacrificed their lives not only for
the sake of the nation but also for other ideas of lesser importance. For
De Man, one essential fact overshadowed all the others: the laboring
masses in England, America, and France had consented to make far
greater sacrifices for ideals such as the autonomy and inviolability of
nations, justice in relations between states, and the self-government of
peoples than they had previously made when material class interests
had been at stake. From this he drew two major conclusions: that eco
nomic circumstances alone are not enough to explain every historical
development, and that socialism cannot be realized outside the frame
work of political democracy. He wrote, "I no longer believe that to
achieve socialism it is enough for us to appeal to the class interests of the
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industrial proletariat while ignoring the contribution we can receive
from certain interests and certain ideas that are shared by the entire na·
tion and the whole of humanity. I no longer believe that the struggle of
the proletarian parties that remains the chief means of realizing so·
cialism can be successful without certain forms of collaboration be

tween classes and parties." 10

Similarly, De Man declared that he was now convinced that socialism
could not take the form of a simple appropriation of all the major
means of production by the state without a profound change in the
methods of management and without the stimulus for the whole econ
omy represented by competition between independent enterprises and
full remuneration for work. He said, "I believe in a socialism that is
nearer at hand, more certain, more realistic, more pragmatic, more syn
thetic-in a word, more human." 11

Well aware of the true significance of his criticisms, he concluded, "So
that there should be no doubt about my apostasy, I shall call it: the revi
sion of Marxism." 12

This revision of Marxism comprised, on the one hand, a total sup
port of liberal democracy, regarded as a sine qua non for the emancipa
tion of the working classes, and, on the other, a repudiation of Marxism
in the purest style of late-nineteenth-century national socialism. Marx
ism, he said, had been too strongly "imprinted with the socialism of
Germany and Russia" I3_two countries where the lack of democratic
institutions had deeply affected the workers' mentality. As for bourgeois
democracy, its present decadent condition, in which it gradually aban
doned the traditions connected with its revolutionary origins as its fear
of a labor revolution increased, should not lead, thought De Man, to a
condemnation of the principles on which it was founded. I ..
Thus, De Man's socialism had now become inseparable from the idea
of liberal democracy. In fact, it was already a new socialism, closely con
nected not only with the liberal ideology (De Man spoke enthusiastically
about the "immortal principles of 1789") IS but also with the existing
social and political order. To the socialism of rebellion had succeeded a
socialism of acceptance: the legitimacy of the bourgeois order was no
longer seriously contested. The impression gained by the reader of La
Le�on de fa guerre is that the new socialism simply wished to take over
the bourgeois order, improving it, modernizing it, and adapting it to the
requirements of the period, but without any genuine revolutionary
intention.
This retreat from Marxist orthodoxy took place in two stages. At
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first, in the name of liberty, revolutionary socialism withdrew to the
most moderate positions of social democracy, and then, when Marxism
was well and truly dead and buried, the old liberal principles were aban
doned in favor of a strong state with a directed economy. The idea that
private property and the profit motive were the generators of economic
activity was retained, but everything was now placed under the control
of an authoritarian government. This was the substance of the Pontigny
proposals that accompanied the Labor Plan (Plan du Travail) in 1934; it
was also the meaning of neosocialism.
The revisionism of the interwar period meant the end of the socialist
utopia, or-to use the celebrated Sorelian expression-the end of the
revolutionary myth. This was precisely the issue that, throughout the
thirties, so deeply divided the socialists from the neosocialists, the or
thodox from the revisionists. Claiming adherence to the facts-above
all the fact of national existence-the new factions, readopting the
positions of the national socialists of the 1880s, relinquished forever the
dream of a proletarian revolution.
Did anything at all remain of Marxism? The element that, according to
De Man, still gave Marxism some value was its usefulness as a method of
scientific analysis. Its value, like that of any other instrument, depended
on the way it was used. The method itself, said De Man, was "far from
having become unusable," although if it was to retain its validity, it
would have to be continually revised in the light of new circumstances.16
This recognition of the necessity of adjusting the Marxist formulas to
suit new conditions led, however, to the realization that changes would
have to be introduced that would be as far-reaching as those that, for
instance, the natural sciences had effected in the theories of Darwin.
What remained of Marx was first, the idea, of lasting merit, of an evolu
tion subject to scientific laws, and then, and most important, the method
of using economic facts to explain the great forces of historical progress.17
Having stated this, De Man claimed that, after the First World War,
his conception of Marxism developed in "a more liberal and realistic
direction." J8 It was henceforth closely connected with parliamentary
democracy, which he regarded as a necessary condition of socialism.
Like Deat, De Man saw himself as belonging to the tradition of so
cialists such as Jaures who never separated the cause of political liberty
from that of economic emancipation and who sought for the proletariat
the heritage of the great "bourgeois" revolutions.19
Such were the reflections that the end of the First World War sug·
gested to De Man. In the fall of 1920, after a second stay in the United
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States, he became principal of the Ecole Ouvriere Superieure (Workers'
School of Higher Education), remaining in that post for less than two
years. The leaders of the party were only too pleased to see the depar
ture of this man who, known both for his personal worth and for his
doctrinal nonconformity, could prove to be a dangerous rival.
De Man was constantly at odds with the leadership of his party over
his disagreement with their belief that Belgian socialism should fall into
line with Poincare's revanchisme (a policy of "getting even" with Ger
many). In 1922 he once again left Belgium and went to live in Germany,
where he remained for ten years. From 1922 to 1926 he taught at the
Labor Academy at Frankfurt am Main. There he wrote his most famous
work, Zur Psycholog;e des Soz;alismus, known in French as Au-dela
du marxisme. Translated into thirteen languages, this book was enor

mously successful, and made De Man the most talked-about and con
troversial political writer of the decade.20
The book had one fundamental objective: it envisaged quite simply

"the liquidation of Marxism. 21 De Man demonstrated his "opposition
to the fundamental principles of Marxist doctrine" by choosing, for the
n

title of his book, "the formula beyond Marxism" rather than any of
those "more lukewarm expressions, such as revision, adaptation, re
interpretation, etc., that attempt to run with the hare and hunt with the
hounds." 22 At the same time, to forestall the criticisms of those who
might hope to weaken the impact of his arguments by turning the dis
cussion of fundamental issues into a criticism of classic Marxist texts, he
declared himself uninterested in discovering Marx's original intentions,
and he hardly cared what any given statement of Marx's had meant at
any particular moment. What mattered now, he said, was not an evalua
tion of the "dead Marx" but of "living socialism." De Man made no
attempt to avoid difficulties, and he was careful to make his intentions
plain. What he had intended in this book, he said, was to make a com
prehensive criticism not of Marx's doctrine 2l but of the whole collection
of value judgments, affective symbols, collective wishes, principles, pro
grams, and forms of action that constituted Marxism and still existed in
the labor movement.24 Since Marx, he said, had created his doctrine
solely as a basis for action, any part of his thought tllat had not survived
in Marxism could presumably be overlooked.2$ However, he continued,
"in order to say after Marx, I must first say against Marx," and, in order
to overcome the error that Marxism had turned into, "one should not
go back to it; it is enough to go beyond it." 26 Finally, he said that this
whole development would eventually lead to a "new synthesis." 27
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Au-de/a du marxisme was, as De Man himself maintained, a "settling

of accounts" with his Marxist past.28 It was followed by a work that
complemented his criticism of Marxism: Le Socialisme constructif, a
collection of texts introduced by the report that De Man presented to
the Conference of Heppenheim in 1928. 29 This conference, which was
attended by many of the leading intellectuals of the day, including Paul
Tillich, Eduard Heimann, Adolf Lowe, and Martin Buber, attempted to
define the principles of a socialism characterized "by a deeper concern
for spiritual values." l O De Man summed up their conclusions in a series
of propositions that have come to be known as the propositions of
Heppenheim.
The book that De Man considered his best, however-and one whose
importance in the history of ideas is at least equal to that of Au-de/a du
marxisme-was his last work, L'Idee socialiste, a positive exposition of
his revision of Marxism. In many respects, this was his major work, the
one in which he attempted to resolve the problems raised in Au-de/a du
marx;sme. "It was an attempt," he said, "to situate socialism within the

evolution not only of the economy and of institutions but of the ideas
that make and unmake civilizations." l '
This was a tremendously ambitious scheme, expressing a desire to
find the very core of the socialist idea and to situate it in a vast philo
sophical, psychological, and historical canvas. Au-de/a du marx;sme,
comprehensive criticism of Marxism though it was, did no more than
state the problem-establishing, in particular, that beyond all consid
erations of class interests, movements, and institutions is some other ele
ment more deeply rooted in human nature, an element connected with
our instinctive and emotional life before it ever reaches the state of con
sciousness. L'Idee socialiste was an answer to the question raised in the
last chapter of Au-dela du marx;sme: If socialism is a belief based on
certain value judgments, from where do these value judgments proceed,
what do they consist of, and to what do they conduce? 32
If in spirit and intention L'Idee socia/iste was quite similar to Au-de/a
du marxisme, in style and context it was vastly different. De Man's last

book was written in the shadow of the rise of nazism, and the preface to
the original edition was dated January 1933. The book was published
by Diederichs, in Jena, at the time of the final collapse of the German
left. As the Nazi movement had made anti-Marxism its rallying cry, De
Man saw fit to answer with a challenge: "If anyone forces me to choose
between Marxist and non-Marxist labels, giving the word 'Marxist' the
sense that the opponents of the socialist labor movement give the term,
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he will receive from me an unequivocal answer: unhesitatingly, I take the
side of the most decided Marxists." JJ
On 10 May 1933, this book was burned in front of the city hall of
Frankfurt. By the summer of 1940, however, after ten more years of
going "beyond" Marxism, such a reaction on De Man's part had be
come unthinkable. De Man now enthusiastically welcomed the con
quest of Europe by Nazi Germany.
The Revisionist Philosophy
De Man's critique of Marxism did not question the importance of
Marx in the development of the social sciences: without Marx's influ
ence, he said, they would be half a century behind.J4 Nor, he said,
should one deny the importance of Marx's contribution to the analysis
of the capitalist system. However, De Man felt that if one wanted to
move forward, one would have to accept the principle that the rule of
the "relativity" of ideologies applies even to Marxism. One must there
fore "go beyond Marxism,"J·� and, to liberate oneself from it, one has to
free oneself not only from Marxist conclusions but also from the Marxist
way of thinking. J 6 Accordingly, he attacked the very basis of the system:
"economic determinism and scientific rationaJism." J7
Moreover, De Man believed that a truth is always bound up with its
particular period, and that, like any other system of ideas, Marxism was
conditioned by the circumstances of the period that gave rise to it. As
those circumstances had radically altered, the conviction that Marxism
had ceased to be true became part of the truth of our period.J8
The starting point of De Man's critique of Marx was what he called
Marx's "theory of motive forces," which "made the social action of the
masses spring from a recognition of their interests."J9 All Marx's eco
nomic ideas and political and tactical opinions, said De Man, were
based on the assumption that human actions are guided above all
by economic interests. This "recognition of economic interests as the
foundation of social activity" 40 underlay what De Man regarded as
Marxism's most important and original achievement: "the creation of a
doctrine that combines in one unique conception the idea of socialism
and the idea of class struggle." 4' Thus, Marx assailed the legal and moral
foundations of the present forms of society, using as his starting point
the "motive forces of interest and power conditioned in industrial work
ers by the capitalist milieu." 42 Thus, the. founder of scientific socialism
could claim to have discovered a new justificati�n for socialism, based,
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unlike utopianism, on the objective observation of reality.43 Finally,
claimed De Man, the economic hedonism that underlies the Marxist
conception of class, of class interests, and of class struggle and the deter
minism that disregards the psychological process whereby economic
necessities are transformed into human goals 44 give Marxism its "non
ethical" character:15
But that, thought De Man, is precisely where the weakness of the sys
tem lies. For Marx, the very idea of socialism is brought into existence
by class struggle, or, that is to say, by a necessary consequence of capi
talism; it does not therefore represent a value judgment. Socialism, ac
cording to Marx, will come about not because it is just but because it is
inevitable: it will result from the necessary victory of the proletariat in
its class struggle.46 Thus, one no longer needs any moral arguments to
justify socialism; it is enough to recognize causes and effects. And the
great question that then arises, said De Man, is whether socialism,
basing itself on Marxts causal theory, is able to become what it seeks and
ought to become. De Man gave a clear answer: socialism can only be the
product of moral decisions that rest on foundations anterior to any his
torical experience.47
While rejecting Marxism on account of its "mechanistic," "auto
matic" character, De Man nevertheless recognized that "ethical judg
ment existed in Marx, and that he merely, so to speak, concealed it." 48
De Man claimed that Marx took great care to dissimulate his ethical
intentions, for had he revealed them he would have undermined the sci
entific character of his system. Thus, one can find traces of his ethical
convictions only in his writings dealing with the political events and
problems of the day, where the expression of his feelings was essentially
a concession on Marxts part to what he regarded as the immaturity of
his fellow cofounders of the First International and to the presumed im
maturity of many non-Marxist forms of European socialism. However,
in the scientific works, where he ex ponded his doctrine without any
thought of their immediate political effect, "his value judgments have to
be looked for almost by psychoanalysis." 4!1
If Marxts work has this character, said De Man, it was because Marx
"borrowed from his master Hegel a belief in 'the cunning of reason.mso
Through its attempt to satisfy needs created by the capitalist environ
ment, through its struggle for class interests, through its struggle for
surplus value with the purchasers of the labor capacity of the industrial
worker, the proletariat became subject to an inevitable process, created
by the rise of capitalism and fostered by the development of the forces of
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production. If there was any room for choice, it was only that of recog
nizing the inevitability of that evolution, but-and here is where, ac
cording to De Man, the "cunning of reason" comes in-this same prin
ciple of inevitability, operating according to iron laws, directs historical
progress toward a goal worthy of being pursued in itself: the abolition
of classes and an end of exploitation and oppression. This, then, is how
"the cunning of reason" operates: by means of material interests, power
struggles, and conflicts of interest, the ideal comes to pass through a
perfectly natural process. S l
Such, said De Man, was Marx's general intention. The father of sci
entific socialism had a moral end in view, and his doctrine was a bril
liant attempt to utilize to that end the efforts that capitalism had di
rected toward a material goal. In the heroic period of socialism, said De
Man, this was a fruitful and reasonable approach, quite simply because
"the motives of the combatants were in fact moral. Only fervent sup
porters of an eschatological ideal of justice then had the spirit of sacri
fice necessary for the slightest struggle for the most immediate material
goals." s2 That was why a spiritual end could be embodied in a material
means: for the socialist who fought on the barricades, who schemed, or
who made sacrifices or risked martyrdom simply by participating in the
struggle for political power, the ends and means were the same. It was
then both possible and logical to present socialism in the simple guise of
a struggle for class interests while being fully aware that this was only a
historical expedient.
Marxism, however, which "had counted on the cunning of reason,
itself became victim of the ruse of interest."S] De Man claimed that the
socialist movement, having grown into a mass movement directed by a
class of professionals and fragmented into national parties each defend
ing the interests of its own members, now entered a phase in which the
means increasingly became ends in themselves. He said that a spirit of
opportunism threatened to transform the socialist conquest of the in
. stitutions of bourgeois society into a conquest of socialism by those in
stitutions. This situation Marx could not have foreseen, just as he could
not have foreseen the embourgeoisement of the proletariat. He could
not have foreseen that, once it had reached maturity, Marxism would
give way to "opportunistic reformism and an adoption of bourgeois cul
ture," S4 any more than he could have known that his deterministic phi
losophy would serve the interests of a "bureaucratic conservatism" and
above all justify the resistance of the professional politicians to all ten
dencies of renewal within the movement.55 In the same way, said De
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Man, the theory of surplus value shows how futile it is to attempt to
understand social realities through purely economic reasoning.56
The conclusion, then, is obvious: the modern world does not need a
patched-up, reformed version of socialism, but a totally new socialism,
one that can "emancipate us from this dependence of man on his tech
nical and economic means of existence," 57 that "abandons the funda
mental Marxist position of determining all ideologies by the class to
which one belongs," 511 that ceases to be preoccupied with causes in order
to concern itself with value judgments.59 This new socialism could take
the form of a "conciliation between Marxism and ethical socialism." 60
"W hatever is still vital of Marxist anticapitalism" 61 should be preserved,
though it should not be forgotten that socialism is much more than
anticapitalism,62 for in all socialism there is "an impulsion-a striving
toward an equitable social order-that is eternal" 63 and that belongs to
the socialist way of thinking, just as it does to the spiritual origins of the
bourgeoisie. De Man said that this impulsion could not be better de
scribed than by the term humanism.64
Accordingly, De Man defined socialism as "a manifestation, which
varies according to period, of an eternal aspiration toward a social order
in conformity with our moral sense." 6S De Man often returned to this
definition, each time adding something new. Socialism, he said else
where, "is always justified by moral norms that claim universal validity.
. . . All socialism is a morality applied to social phenomena, in which
the moral principles are more or less deliberately borrowed from the be
liefs of the civilization of the period."66 Or, again, socialism is "the sub
ordination of egoistical motives to altruistic motives." 67 And finally: "At
the origin of every socialist concept is a moral judgment born of faith." 611

Thus, socialism is really a "way of feeling and thinking as ancient and as
widespread as political thought itself." 69
This was how the idealist revolt in European socialism expressed
itself in the interwar period, with a socialism totally liberated from
Marxism came into being. Regarded as totally independent of its histor
ical context, of economic forces and social structures, and consequently
of capitalism, socialism appeared as "a deep, powerful and eternal cur
rent" 70 whose history "began at least with Plato, the Essenes and the
first Christian communities." 71 This history continued with the popular
communistic movements of the Middle Ages and the Reformation and,
passing through the utopias of the Renaissance and the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, extended to the mass movements of the twentieth
century.72
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It should be pointed out that the idea of ethical socialism, of an "eter
nal" socialism, was widespread in the period 1920-35. De Man could
not ignore Spengler, and it was the German historian who, just after the
Great War, declared, "We are all socialists whether or not we know or
desire it. Even the resistance to socialism takes a socialist form." 73
Spengler was speaking precisely of "ethical socialism," or, in other
words, "the maximum generally accessible of a sentiment of life seen
under the aspect of finality." 74 Elaborating his thought, he added, "Ethi
cal socialism is not, despite its immediate illusions, a system of com
passion and humanity, peace and solicitude, but of will and power."7S
This socialism, which, developed by Fichte, Hegel, and W ilhelm von
Humboldt, "had its time of passionate grandeur around the middle of
the nineteenth century," came to its end in the twentieth, when an "in
terest in current economic questions" was substituted for "an ethical
philosophy." 76 De Man took the same line, and concluded that Marxism
was responsible for that situation. Thus, his struggle for an ethical so
cialism in the name of an eternal socialism was not only a fight against
Marxism but also an attempt to replace Marxism with another form
of socialism. It was for the sake of an ethical socialism that De Man
began the drift to the right that brought him, a few years later, to hail
the Nazi conquests, which he saw as the greatest victory ever won over
materialism.
Another exponent of an '''eternal'' socialism was the Italian syndi
calist Arturo Labriola. It was in his journal Avanguardia socialista
that in the first years of the century the violent opposition to the re
formism of Turati took shape, preceding by a generation De Man's
struggle against Vandervelde and Deat's attack on Leon Blum's old SFIO.
Twenty years later, after passing, like De Man and Deat, through a
phase of militant nationalism during the Great War and before returning
to Italy as a display of solidarity with his country during its conquest of
Abyssinia, Labriola, then in exile in Paris, acknowledged the special
character of Italian revolutionary syndicalism: "We would consider so
cialism rather as an instrument for the transformation of the country
than as an end in itself," he wrote, adding that "our point of view was
strictly Italian, perhaps even a little nationalistic." 77
In 1932, Labriola wrote a book with the revealing title "Beyond
Capitalism and Socialism." In it, he too preached the doctrine of an
eternal socialism: "All the societies that history has known have been
the theater of manifestations of socialism," he said.78 From the ancient
world to Thomas More and Tommaso Campanella and modern so-
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cialism, said Labriola, we find "in the development of socialist thought
a continuity that we have no right to deny." 7' Thus, "socialism is old": it
is "old as a doctrine; it is old, terribly old as a movement; it is old in its
aspirations."so Moreover, he claimed that "it is by no means established
that there is a relationship between capitalism and socialism," and one
must therefore conclude that "if socialism in its ideals, its movement
and its politics is not a product of the capitalist phenomenon, the whole
problem of the significance of socialism has to be reconsidered."sl
There was thus a whole current of socialism in the thirties that en
visaged a socialism without Marx, a socialism without capitalism, a so
cialism independent of every class consideration, a socialism that was
simply an aspiration toward "a just society, a fraternal society." 82
For De Man, then the most important representative of that school,
the value of Marxism lay far more in its contribution to our understand
ing of capitalism than in what it actually brought to socialism,83 for
socialism is not, "properly speaking, a product of capitalism" but a
"human disposition" characterized by "a certain determination of the
meaning of judicial and moral values" that can be understood only by
going back to the social experience of the feudal regime and the master
craftsmen, to the morality of Christianity and the principles of democ
racy,II4 It involves not merely the question of salaries or the distribution
of surplus value but a vast number of factors that create a "social in
feriority complex" and pose a cultural problem.85 The essential motiva
tion of the labor movement, wrote De Man, "is the instinct of self
esteem." It is "a question of dignity at least as much as a question of
interest." 16 In De Man's view, the determining factor is not the fact of
selling one's market value but the social circumstances in which that sale
takes place-the lack of cleanliness and social protection, the instability
of the way of life, the insecurity and joylessness of the work, the depen
dence on employers.87
In other words, if living and economic conditions and social relation
ships can be established that assure the proletariat and other workers
cleanliness, stability, security of employment, and dignity, socialism as
understood by the Socialist International ceases to have any raison
d'etre, especially as De Man defined socialism "as the product of a per
sonal will, inspired by a feeling for rightness and probity."sR Socialism,
he said, "existed before the labor movement, and even before the work
ing class," 8' and was not born "out of a victorious ,class struggle."90 So
cialist thought, like any other kind of thought, originated in an almost
infinite variety of different intellectual, ethical, and aesthetic emotional
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reactions: "Ideas are created by people and are not the result of a
parallelogram of social forces," said De Man.9 1 As his thought matured,
it developed in a direction commonly taken since the end of the nine
teenth century: toward a conception of socialism that involves no change
in social and economic relationships and aims not at revolution but at a
"fraternal society," a social order based on the "altruistic instincts" of

the "real man." 91

Indeed, the idea that "the concept of exploitation is ethical and not
economic" 93 played a major role in the development of the fascist phi
losophy both before and after the First World War. It underlay the nega
tion of the "mechanistic and materialistic conceptions that have been an
obstacle . . . to the ethical development" of the proletariat "and its sense
of solidarity." 94 De Man considered a doctrine that bases workers' soli
darity on class interests historically and psychologically indefensible
and even practically harmful.9s Class interests, he believed, "do not
create ethical motives," 96 and socialism cannot combat bourgeois ego
ism with labor materialism and hedonism.97
For, in the final analysis, socialism for De Man "is a faith. It is a pas
sion," 98 and not a science. ("Scientific socialism is as absurd as scientific
love." ) 99 Social science cannot predict the future, since it "has no need
to know it except insofar as concerns present activities." 100 For that rea
son-and here one seems to be reading a text by Sorel- "it is enough
that socialism should believe in its future." 101 One encounters here the
kind of reasoning found in Reflections on Violence: socialism, thought
De Man, cannot be � mere collection of abstract ideas or a mere logical
deduction from the present state of the economy. Such a deduction, he
said, "would give it no image," whereas it is precisely the capacity to
provide an image that makes a socialist vision of the future conceiv
able. lol De Man was well aware that he was invoking the SoreHan notion
of a myth.IOl Just as the idea of a general strike was only a myth that
symbolized the collapse of the capitalist order, so, he maintained, the
basic notions of so-called "scientific" socialism-social revolution, the
dictatorship of the proletariat-were mere myths, symbols of belief,l04
which constituted, precisely, the very foundation of politics: the "masses'
need to believe." lOS
Sorel's revision of Marxism thus contained the seeds of the revision
undertaken a generation later by De Man. If one reads it carefully, one
finds that chapter 4 of Reflections on Violence, the central chapter of the
work, anticipates several ideas expressed by the Belgian writer.
Openly declaring his intentions, Sorel, indeed, was the first to at-
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tempt a genuine revision of Marxism that touched the foundations of
the system. De Man's position was in fact very close to that of Sorel and
his school with regard to both theory and political action. Indeed, the
French and Italian revolutionary syndicalists had traced exactly the
same path that De Man was to follow. All the objects of De Man's criti
cism-determinism, opportunism, reformism, bureaucratization, bour
geois values, utopian verbalism, the disregard for humanistic values 106_
had already been attacked by the rebels of the tum of the century. Their
criticism, too, was a functional criticism arrived at as a result of their
own engagement in socialism, and they also concluded that the doctrine
itself was responsible for these errors. Sorel, Michels, Lagardelle, and
Labriola, before De Man, had associated the decadence of left-wing po
litical movements with their doctrines.
Both Sorel and De Man, each in his own time and place, rebelled
against the grotesque form of Guesdism and Kautskyism that forced
Marxism into a mechanistic and narrowly economic straitjacket that at
the same time concealed an opportunistic practical policy. Both ob
jected to the transformation of socialism into a bureaucratic social
democratic movement, devoid of soul and grandeur: there was nothing
they disliked more than politics as practiced by politicians-the politics
of parties, of professionals, of electoral contests and parliamentary de
bates. However, if Sorel always succeeded in keeping his distance from
anything that remotely savored of politics, De Man finally, at the age of
fifty, accepted a ministerial post, though he never sought a parliamentary
mandate. The struggle of these two men against a petrified Marxism,
frozen into antiquated formulas, was only one aspect of their search for
a new socialism that remained the great goal of their endeavors.
Thus, the true connecting link between the thought of Sorel and that of
De Man was that form of revisionism that aimed at divesting Marxism of
its materialism, determinism, and hedonism and replacing these with
various forms of voluntarism and vitalism. Sorel was the first to seek to
correct Marxism, placing at the heart of a system conceived as funda
mentally mechanistic and rationalistic a voluntarist vision of the world
and a new explanation of human nature. Sorel claimed that the deep
forces guiding humanity were those of the unconscious, and that man
kind moved forward in the light of myths and images. 107 In his Reflec
tions on Violence, Sorel had been influenced by the psychology of Gus
tave Le Bon, and De Man, similarly, based his ideas on the authority of
Freud. "The root of all our action is our instincts," he wrote, 108 repeat
ing a formula that Barres had coined a generation earlier. De Man was
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here echoing the words of the thinkers of the beginning of the century.
"There is an emotional and affective current involved in the principle of

the formation of an idea," he said agaio.,09 Further 00, one seems to
hear the voice of Vacher de Lapouge, the social Darwinist who had also
been a socialist: "The moral consciousness," De Man wrote, "is an im
pulse of the subconscious. It is derived from a feeling of solidarity with
the species that is as deeply rooted in our physical organization as the

gregarious or maternal instinct in animals." 110

De Man, however, included in his analysis another idea, unknown to
the generation of 1890, namely, that the same experimental sciences that
prove the dependence of our spiritual life and the processes of the con
science on the instincts demonstrate that the most powerful forces in
man are his moral feelings. Thus, in the human subconscious is an ir
repressible need for consideration and self-respect. 111 De Man could
therefore claim that the findings of psychology allow us to conclude that
socialism has a truly scientific foundation. Psychology thus corrects,
complements, and sometimes, by divesting it of its material content,
even replaces Marxism. In psychology, De Man finally found a disci
pline that he could successfully oppose to historical materialism.
Psychology, said De Man, provides an entirely new conception of
man; it creates a veritable cultural and ideological revolution. The im
portance of Freud, he said, is comparable only to that of Marx, and the
point of contact between the new psychology and socialism can be seen
in the fact Uthat this psychology, with its individualization of man, has
at the same time overcome his materialization." 112 From Freud De Man
took the idea of the complex; from Adler he took two ideas, that of the
importance of human society for the creation of the values that man re
quires, and that of the significance of the sense of inferiority, III As he

wrote, "The chronic discontent of the working class ... is only one par
ticular aspect of a vast number of causes that bring about a social in
feriority complex... , If one states the problem in this way, one realizes
that the essential motivation of the labor movement is the sense of self
respect; or, to put the matter less prosaically, it is a question of dignity at
least as much as a question of interest." .. 4
Looking back some ten years later, De Man declared that in psychol
ogy he had discovered a discipline "that made the conscious ideal spring
from the subconscious motive force, the doctrine from the will, the aim
from movement, and the idea from suffering." IU Even if, as has been
argued, De Man's use of social psychology is ethically inspired,1I6 even if
it is his moral aspirations that lead him to make such an analysis and
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reach such conclusions, it must nevenheless be acknowledged that this
development contributed greatly to the crystallization of the fascist ide
ology. A glorification of the "doctrine of the will" and the cult of "move
ment" was at the heart of the meaning of the intellectual revolution rep
resented by fascism.
Already in Au-dela du marx;sme De Man was well aware that the
approach "that seeks behind the motives of economic interest the deeper
psychological causes that inspire them . . . saps at the root . . . not only
the Marxist interpretation of the labor movement but also the Marxist
interpretation of political economy." 1 17 This is the hean of the problem:
to Marxism, that "child of the nineteenth century" with its principle of

"mechanical causality," De Man opposed "syndicalist voluntarism" ; t ta

to a system characterized by "determinism, mechanism, historicism and
economic hedonism" he opposed a "socialist science" that is "prag
matic, voluntaristic, pluralistic and institutionalistic." t l9 As De Man

pointed out, this conception went back to Proudhon, and he claimed
that it was far more proletarian in its idea of revolution than was
Marxism. For Marxism, said De Man, class struggle was in the final
analysis only the realization of an idea conceived by intellectuals and
imposed a priori, whereas "for Proudhonism, movement is itself the
source of a constant a posterior; creation of ideas," and its concept of
revolution was based on the idea of "direct action" by the workers
in the social and economic spheres. 12o De Man often went back to
Proudhon, to stress the great debt that socialism owed to Marx's pet
aversion. I 2t Like Sorel, the "social" Maurrassians, and all the socialists
who moved toward fascism, he appreciated Proudhon's "socialism with
an eanhy flavor." 122
It was no accident that, here again, De Man's development was very
close to Sorel's before him. A revision of Marxism through the introduc
tion of voluntarist, vitalist elements produced similar results in both
cases. In the end, one obtained an ideology that still claimed to be
socialist but whose meaning had changed profoundly. "What is all
imponant in socialism is the struggle to achieve it," wrote De Man in
Au-dela du marx;sme. t2l What really counts in socialism, he said, is
movement, and if one really wants to move ahead, one should "simply
say: in the beginning was action." 124 One should also, once and for all,
jettison "the theory of superstructure," with its assumption "that ideas
merely reflect interests." 125 One should make it quite plain that "egoistic
enjoyment separates men, sacrifice unites them," 126 and that, finally,
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"the aim of our existence is not paradisiacal but heroic." 127 No fascist
ideologist has stated it better.
The idea of "joy in work" is important in De Man's thinking. For
him, the fact that in modern times the major processes of production
are in the hands of people who obtain no satisfaction from their work
constituted a grave danger to civilization.l28 He considered this lack of
satisfaction "a cause of discontent at least as important as the diminu
tion-problematic in any case-of their resources," 129 maintaining that
factors such as personal satisfaction, "human dignity," and "profes
sional capability" no are infinitely more important than those connected
with the ownership of the means of production or the distribution of
wealth. He gave psychological, affective, and emotional problems a
greater role than economic problems, and held that aesthetics play at
least as important a part in people's lives as economics. De Man's point
of view seems to imply that it may be possible, by satisfying the workers'
psychological requirements, to avoid having to tackle structural prob
lems inherent in the modem economy.
De Man also maintained that man's foremost aspiration is to express
in his work his most personal values. Thus, he claimed that all the social
problems of history "are but different aspects of the eternal social prob
lem that in the final analysis exceeds and epitomizes them all: how can
a human being find happiness not only through his work but in his
work?" 131 The full significance of this revision of Marxism is now clear:
.

it merges quite easily into the fascist view of things.

There were other elements in De Man's revisionism that lent them
selves even better to fascism. "The motive forces of the masses are essen
tially emotional," De Man wrote, taking up the old formula of Gustave
Le Bon.132 For that reason, the masses, like "Panurge's sheep," "will al
ways feel the need to run after a leader, who represents in their eyes all
that they would like to be." IJ3 This process of identifying with an ideal
self, he felt, is quite natural, in the same way as the social difference be
tween the leaders, with the status they necessarily have, and the masses
is natural. It is therefore a mere fiction that the leaders of a socialist
party, for instance, are simply representatives of the will of the mem
bers.134 It follows that any society, whatever its structure, and any orga
nization, needs leaders. A socialist society would not be different: it,
too, would have its hierarchy, its powerful figures and natural inequalities.
In a sense, De Man took up the tradition begun by Pareto, Mosca, and
Michels at the beginning of the century: like the founders of the social
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sciences who had so deeply shaken the foundations of parliamentary de
mocracy, De Man doubted the possibility of the existence of a socialist
society in which the relationships between people would differ from
those that prevail in capitalist society. The cardinal importance that De
Man gives to psychological factors, to individual motivations, to all that
is unchanging in human nature, considerably diminishes the difference
between a socialist society and a nonsocialist one.
The same applies to the idea of equality. "The desire for equality and
the need for inequality, far from being mutually exclusive, condition
each other," De Man wrote. \3S Just as there is a "desire for equality," so

there is a "need for inequality," 13 6 and the most powerful of the forces
pushing the masses toward socialism is "the instinctive and immediate
need of the lower classes to diminish social inequality." This "socialist
demand for equality," he said, "is at once the compensatory representa
tion of an inferiority complex" inherent in the working-class condition 137
and the product of "the instinctive self-esteem" of Western man. \38
However, the social instincts of Western man at the same time require
that every society "should have a superior class" that can provide an
example of a desirable state, and it is for this psychological reason that
"no society is possible without an aristocracy." 139 This aristocracy can
take many forms: the European gentleman and the mandarin of ancient
China and the Soviet party official are only different aspects of the same
phenomenon.14o In the final analysis, thought De Man, "the social in
feriority of the working classes" is due neither to a lack of political
equality nor to the existing economic structures "but to a psychological
condition" arising out of a chronic feeling of insecurity and, above
all, out of their own belief in this inferiority.141 At the same time, De
Man believed that it became increasingly clear that while engaging in a
struggle of interests with the bourgeoisie, the workers considered bour
geois existence enviable and desirable, and, to the degree that they ap
proached it, they came to resemble their adversaries.142
That, said De Man, is why there is· no such thing as a proletarian
culture. Such an idea is

a m

ere fabrication, the product of the hostility

against bourgeois culture that characterizes the socialism of the intellec
tuals. The way of life of the bourgeoisie-has a great influence on the pro
letariat, and the desire for respectability leads the working classes to ac
cept the moral norms of the privileged classes.143 The specific character
of the proletariat is thus only a delusion, an invention of the theoreti
cians. Was not Marxism itself the creation of a "haunter of libraries, a
stranger to practical life and above all to the life of the workers"? 144 For
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De Man, Marxism was exactly what democracy had been for Maurras:
a "vapor."
A pronounced elitism was thus a major aspect of this revision of
Marxism. De Man himself detested the bourgeoisie: he declared that
the atmosphere of bourgeois society had "become unbreathable to
him," 145 but he knew that in some spheres-in the formation of taste,
for instance-there is generally no individual progress. "but a progress
through generations in the course of which one inherits culture like
property." 146 Alexis de Tocqueville might have spoken similarly, but then
the author of Democracy in America did not claim to be a socialist. It is
true that Michels also professed such ideas, as did Mosca and Pareto.
When such an elitism is superimposed on a more or less pronounced
negation of parliamentarianism and bourgeois values and on a con
tempt for a regime based on universal suffrage, there can be no doubt of
the result.
Further, De Man claimed that for a very long time the proletariat had
not lived in conditions resembling those of 1848. Today, organized in
syndicates and enjoying universal suffrage, compulsory education, and
an extensive social legislation, the workers, while permitting themselves
to be beguiled by the Marxist illusion, "would have many things to lose
by it that represent to them a part of the country." 147 First of ail, he said,
the workers had gained some influence in the state, and, still more im
portant, "their influence has become more and more identified with the
consolidation of the state itself." '48
De Man thought that it was in fact the role of the working class,
rather than the great industrial and financial monopolies, the stock ex
change, or the banks, to be the support of the state. Here the Belgian
socialist leader came once again to a conclusion of great significance:
"The more that socialism becomes the vehicle of the idea of the state,
the more it also becomes the vehicle of the idea of the nation that is em
bodied in the state." 149 Thus, the way was now clear for a new form of
socialism. This new conception of socialism could lead to social democ
racy or to some kind of parliamentary labor movement, or it could lead
to the position held by national socialism. This was all the more pos
sible because, as De Man insisted, in modern times "all the interests of
the workers are not necessarily opposed to those of the employers" : I SO
there is a solidarity of interests between workers and industrialists, and
the fate of both depends on the policies of their political and military
leaders, the international situation, and foreign competition. l S I On the
other hand, said De Man, to the degree that the working class "in-
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creases in strength and assumes more responsibility," IS1 it finds itself in
creasingly drawn into conflicts between states. In this way, "the workers
of different countries once more become competitors in this same sphere
of immediate economic interests, which in the last century was expected
to become more and more unified as a result of the continuous expan
sion of the world capitalist economy." I5l
Capitalism, then, had not played the role that Marx had assigned to
it, and the world had not assumed the simple form that the father of
scientific socialism had envisaged. Internationalism had remained an
empty word ; neither general pauperization nor polarization had taken
place, and the middle class had not been driven into the proletariat by a
concentration of capital. The social structure of the peasantry had re
mained essentially the same, and the rise of the new middle class had
compensated for the decline of the old middle class of the precapitalist
period. Numerically, the craftsmen and the independent merchants had
been more than replaced by the office workers, the civil servants, and
the people in the liberal professions. De Man showed that when one of
these classes declined, it happened on a collective and not an individual
basis. The loss of social independence affected the whole class: the peas
ants, for instance, ran into debt; the new middle class experienced in
creasing insecurity owing to a decrease in employment opportunities ;
and the former middle class lost its position through the melting of capi
tal and large incomes.154
This was the new problem to which De Man addressed himself. He
was extremely conscious of the diversity of classes and groups in mod
ern society, of the pluralism of interests that could no longer be ex
pressed in terms of the traditional Marxist dichotomy. He believed that
the great issue of the thirties was the danger of the proletarianization of
the middle classes, both urban and rural, and a revolt on their part
against having to sink into the proletariat-a revolt that expressed itself
"on the one hand in anticapitalistic sentiment and on the other hand in
antiproletarian sentiment." I5S It was here, he claimed, that one could
find the psychological key to this response to a growing proletarianiza
tion that comprised both a hatred of capitalism and a hatred of pro
letarian socialism. 1 56 Because reformist socialism in its existing form
had little to offer them and communism seemed to them abhorrent, the
middle classes went over to fascism.157 This, then, was the new situation
that had to be faced, as De Man saw it. He therefore proposed a third
way between orthodox socialism, which excluded the middle classes,
and the fascism into which they were slipping.
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That third way was intended to provide an answer to the challenge
posed by the European crisis-at once a crisis of the econo�ic system, a
crisis of the political regime, and a crisis of society. That answer was
"planism" -the celebrated De Man Plan, which was followed by vari
ous similar schemes in France. Planism, however, went far beyond an ad
hoc solution to a given problem, for in fact it constituted a dimension of

revisionism, and the revisionism of De Man, followed by that of Marcel
Deat, was, for the socialism of the time, the most thoroughgoing ex
ample of anticonformist thinking of the interwar period. Where politi
cal theory was concerned, it was an original experiment of great impor
tance. Between the parliamentary, democratic socialism concerned with
universal suffrage and the rules of the game on the one hand and liber
alism on the other, this experiment envisaged a third solution: a so
cialism for all classes based at once on anti-Marxism, the negation of
capitalism, and the integration of the proletariat into the national com
munity. Planism, to be sure, can be combined with any political ide
ology that does not claim to be an extreme form of liberalism, and, es
sentially, there is no reason why it should lead to fascism. It did not do
so after the Second World War, for instance, but in the thirties, when it
was presented as 'an alternative both to democratic socialism and to lib
eralism at the same time as integrating corporatism and political au
thoritarianism, planism made an important contribution to the mold
ing of the fascist outlook.

