


peals formulated by the pioneering social democrats before and during
the interwar years became standard fare for the mainstream democratic
Left across the continent.

This shift toward social democracy —toward a vision of socialism free
of class struggle and historical materialism, characterized by a commit-
ment to the nation as a whole and the use of political power to control
economic development —was reflected in the declaration adopted by the
Socialist International in 1951:

Socialism was born in Europe as a movement of protest against the
diseases inherent in capitalist society. Because the wage-earners suf-
fered most from capitalism, Socialism first developed as a movement
of the wage-earners. Since then more and more citizens—professional
and clerical workers, farmers and fishermen, craftsmen and retailers,
artists and scientists —are coming to understand that socialism holds
the key to their future. Socialism appeals to all men who believe that
the exploitation of man by man must be abolished. . . . It aims to put
power in the hands of the people as a whole and to create a com-
munity in which free men work together as equals. . . . [It must be
recognized, however, that] the achievement of socialism is not inev-
itable. It demands a personal contribution from all its followers . . .
[and] it cannot succeed without the thorough and active participa-
tion of the people.

From the nineteenth century onwards, capitalism . . . developed
immense productive forces . . . but proved unable to function with-
out devastating crises and mass unemployment. . . . The worst ex-
cesses of capitalism have been corrected through the constant activity
of the Socialist parties, the trade unions and co-operative soci-
eties. . . . Socialism fights to liberate men from the fears and anxieties
from which all forms of political and economic insecurity are
inseparable.85

This vision found its concrete embodiment in policies ranging from
Keynesianism and corporatism to the welfare state. At the same time, par-
ties of other ideological stripes found themselves drawn to similar mea-
sures, having learned from decades of war and crisis that social divisions
and laissez-faire capitalism could lead to disaster if left unattended.86 For

85 “Declaration of the Socialist International: The Basic Principles of Democratic Socialism
Adopted by the Socialist International at Frankfurt in 1951 and Oslo in 1962” (Socialist
International, circular 100/51, adopted in 1951 and 1962).

86 Of course, many of these policies and appeals —including corporatism, visions of social
solidarity, and even vague anticapitalist sentiments —also had long histories within other
political movements. Catholics, right-wing populists, and some conservatives could all be
found advocating such things at one time or another. However, social democrats were the
most consistent and powerful advocates of Keynesianism, corporatism, and the welfare
state, and the ones with the most comprehensive and coherent rationale for such advocacy.
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example, the 1947 program of the German Christian Democrats declared
that “[t]he new structure of the German economy must start from the re-
alization that the period of uncurtailed rule by private capitalism is over,”
while in France the Catholic Mouvement Republican Populaire declared
in its first manifesto that it supported a “revolution” to create a state “lib-
erated from the power of those who possess wealth.” 87

The transformation of the West European political landscape after 1945
was nothing less than amazing, as parties across the political spectrum
advocated or at least accepted some version of the policies and appeals
advocated by social democrats. As a result, while some have referred to
the system that reigned in the decades after the Second World War as
“embedded liberalism,” 88 it would be much more correct to refer to it as
“social democratic.” Not only did the policies themselves flow naturally
from principles that had been championed by democratic revisionists and
social democrats (rather than liberals) for decades, they were also pre-
cisely the ones developed during the interwar years by activists like de
Man, Woytinsky, and the Swedes.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the social democratic system provided
European societies with the political and social foundations necessary for
economic growth. By the 1970s, however, economic problems began to
spread across the industrialized world and Western Europe in particular,
and many of the specific policies associated with social democracy came
under attack. Yet by this time, most in the movement had forgotten that
these policies, while crucial achievements, were only means to larger
ends; as a result, social democrats often clung to the policies tenaciously
and hence lost ground to neoliberal and conservative forces offering bolder,
more innovative responses to arising crises. Today in Europe, social dem-
ocrats are electorally successful but, for the most part, lack distinctive
solutions to contemporary problems; largely because of this, they have
lost the ability to generate enthusiasm among European publics.

VI. Conclusion

What lessons can be learned from this brief reconstruction of the roots
and rationale of social democracy? The first is that political ideologies are
best understood through a careful reconstruction of the interplay between
ideational and material forces. Intellectual historians have a tendency to

87 Maria Grazia Malorni, Il movement republican populaire partito della IV republica (Milan,
Italy: Girffrè Editore, 1983), 47–49, quoted in Donald Sassoon, One Hundred Years of Socialism
(New York: Free Press, 1996), 140.

88 The term “embedded” is derived from the work of Karl Polanyi (see Karl Polanyi, The
Great Transformation [Boston: Beacon Books, 1944]) and refers to a situation in which the
economy is submerged in larger social and political relations. The broader concept of “em-
bedded liberalism” was popularized by John Ruggie in John Ruggie, “International Re-
gimes, Transactions, and Change: Embedded Liberalism in the Postwar Economic Order,”
International Organization 36, no. 2 (1982): 379–415.
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concentrate on ideas alone, giving the misleading impression that ideol-
ogies emerge entirely from internal debates among thinkers and writers.
Social scientists often make the opposite mistake and concentrate too
heavily on material factors, giving the equally misleading impression that
ideologies evolve merely in response to new external circumstances. In
practice, of course, ideational and material developments are interdepen-
dent, and a true understanding of the ebb and flow of political history
must take both into account.

The study of social democracy is a case in point. The origins of social
democracy lie both in the gaps in orthodox Marxist thought (particularly
its neglect of politics and excessive emphasis on the primacy of economic
forces) and in the changing material circumstances that enabled them to
be recognized. As Bernstein and other democratic revisionists became
increasingly aware of orthodox Marxism’s failures as a guide to history,
economics, and politics, they developed a powerful critique of it, but their
challenge was contained for years by the intellectual prejudices and blink-
ered vision of an older generation unable to shed orthodoxy or recognize
fully the nature and implications of the changes occurring around them.
The First World War facilitated the integration of socialists into existing
political systems, while the transition to democracy in much of Europe,
the expansion of state control of the economy, and the intellectual and
cultural changes wrought by the war created both a climate more favor-
able to revisionist principles as well as incentives to formulate a concrete
program built around them. It was thus during the 1920s and 1930s that
social democratic activists across Europe first turned the principles de-
veloped by Bernstein and others a generation earlier into a full-fledged
and distinct political program. But with the exception of a few places like
Sweden, it was not until after the Second World War that the democratic
Left was fully integrated into European societies and the social demo-
cratic program fully embraced by the mainstream Left and at least toler-
ated by other parties across the political spectrum.

If the first lesson to be learned by a reexamination of social democracy,
therefore, is that understanding political ideologies requires carefully an-
alyzing how ideational and material developments interact and drive
each other, the second is that social democracy as both an ideological and
political movement has been largely misunderstood. It emerged out of a
series of critical debates within the international socialist movement dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as Bernstein and
other democratic revisionists developed a critique of orthodox Marxism.
The ultimate consequence of this critique was the abandonment of many
of Marxism’s core principles —in particular, those of historical material-
ism and the class struggle. The democratic revisionists of this era shared
an emphasis on the desirability rather than the necessity of socialism, on
morality and ethics as opposed to science and materialism, and on human
will and cross-class cooperation rather than irresistible economic forces
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and inevitable class conflict. During the interwar years, the democratic
strand of revisionism blossomed into a powerful and creative political
movement all its own —the first such movement worthy of the label “so-
cial democracy.” Social democrats argued for the primacy of politics and
proclaimed their willingness to use the state to direct economic develop-
ment. In addition, social democrats appealed to the “little people,” the
“community,” and the collective good. In practice, they championed
Keynesianism and state intervention in the economy, crossclass alliances
and corporatism, and the welfare state. By the end of the 1930s, in other
words, social democracy embodied a distinctive set of principles and
policies, although it was only in Sweden that they were fully adopted and
implemented. After the Second World War, these policies spread across
the continent, but eventually social democratic parties lost touch with the
principles that had formed the original foundation of their movement.
Hence, they floundered when the policies that they championed seemed
to run out of steam; the result was that social democracy was soon chal-
lenged by a neoliberalism that appeared to offer more dynamic solutions
to contemporary problems.

The irony here is that in important ways the contemporary period
resembles nothing so much as the one in which the social democratic
movement emerged a century ago. Then as now, economic globaliza-
tion was bringing the world together and generating both unprec-
edented prosperity and social discontent. Then as now, the political
environment was dominated by a belief in the primacy of economics
and unfettered markets, and yet was marked by a longing for some
type of societal control and communal solidarity. A third lesson to be
learned, therefore, is that the issues at the heart of contemporary glob-
alization debates are in fact very old, and that the neoliberal answers
to them may not prove as enduringly popular as is generally believed.
Although the contemporary era, at least in Western Europe, is hardly
as crisis-ridden or tumultuous as the late nineteenth or early twentieth
centuries, many similar dynamics and demands can nonetheless be seen.
Most importantly, there is a general feeling that states and nations have
lost control of their fates and are being left at the whim of market
forces outside their control. Such fears and frustrations reign through-
out European societies. For example, Edzard Reuter, the former chair-
man of Daimler-Benz, recently wrote, “It is no longer the elected
government . . . or the chancellor that decides on the guidelines of
politics. In their place an interlocked and . . . ethereal set of economic
actors rules illegitimately.” 89 If today’s Left, and what remains of the
social democratic movement in particular, cannot return to first princi-
ples and convince European publics that the Left can actively and cre-
atively respond to such concerns, then we should not be surprised to

89 Edzard Reuter, “Ratlose Zaublehrlinge,” Die Zeit, December 9, 1999, 50.

THE ROOTS AND RATIONALE OF SOCIAL DEMOCRACY 141



find that other, less savory movements —of the right-wing, xenophobic,
populist variety —might well arise to fill this crucial role.

A final lesson has to do with alternative courses for the Left currently
being shopped around. The most (in)famous of these is the “Third Way”
championed by British prime minister Tony Blair and British sociologist
Anthony Giddens.90 Although the very appellation “Third Way” is de-
signed to indicate some continuity with traditional social democratic pol-
itics,91 if the analysis presented above is correct, the Third Way’s proponents
do not understand what social democracy has at its core —above all, a
belief in the primacy of politics and a commitment to using democrati-
cally acquired power to direct economic forces in the service of the col-
lective good. Supporters of the Third Way seem to want to retain the
communitarian aspects of social democracy while rejecting the idea that
market forces may need to be redirected or even overruled in order to
achieve more fundamental societal goals. For social democrats, efficiency
is an important criterion, but it is not the only or even the ultimate one by
which to judge economic or social policy. Social democrats have tradi-
tionally accepted or tolerated the market because of its ability to provide
the material basis upon which the good life can be built, but have been
unwilling to accept the market’s primacy in social life. Social democrats
recognize, in other words, what Karl Polanyi captured so brilliantly in The
Great Transformation (1944): although capitalism has unleashed hitherto
unimagined productive powers, it has great destructive and disintegra-
tive potential as well, and this potential requires that some sort of shelter
be erected so that societies and individuals can weather the gales of
economic, social, and political change that constantly howl around them.
Social democracy can thus be understood as an attempt to come to terms
with the challenge laid out in The Great Transformation: it is an attempt to
develop a democratic ideology and movement that asserts the primacy of
politics over economics —that allows states and people to be the arbiters
of their own fates —and that provides the communal and social solidarity
that is seemingly destroyed by capitalism.92

What the Third Way is really resuscitating and updating is not social
democracy, but rather a strand of “liberal revisionism” that was particu-
larly popular in Great Britain in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries.93 According to the criteria laid out here, sentiments like those

90 Anthony Giddens, The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Democracy (London: Polity Press,
1998); Anthony Giddens, Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical Politics (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 1994).

91 Indeed, the subtitle of Giddens’s book is “The Renewal of Social Democracy.” See note
90.

92 The qualifier “democratic” is crucial here, since Polanyi saw fascism as an attempt to
come to terms with this challenge as well, but of course in a nondemocratic, totalitarian way.
See Polanyi, The Great Transformation.

93 See James T. Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986);
and Richard Bellamy, Liberalism and Modern Society (University Park: Penn State Press, 1992).
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expressed by Lionel Jospin (the leader of the French Socialists) are closer
to the social democratic tradition than those expressed by Blair. In 1999,
at the Socialist International’s twenty-first congress, Jospin reminded the
assembled delegates that “[t]he market is an instrument that is effective
and important, but it is nothing more than an instrument.” 94 What Jospin
does not seem to fully recognize, however, is that times have changed and
that achieving social democratic ends in the twenty-first century will
require new means. What exactly these means should be is beyond the
scope of this essay, but if they are to be consistent with social democracy’s
history, they must at the very least retain the goal of “decommodifi-
cation” —of severing individuals’ chances in life from the whims of the
marketplace. Retaining its distinctiveness requires that social democracy
retain its commitment to preventing economic forces from becoming the
ultimate arbiter of societal developments. Indeed, there are some in-
tellectuals and activists making a case for just such a revitalization of
the social democratic program. For example, sociologist Gosta Esping-
Andersen argues in his most recent book (Social Foundations of Postindus-
trial Economies) that a certain type of decommodifying welfare state is not
only compatible with twenty-first century capitalism, but that the two are
interdependent;95 the success of countries like Sweden, Denmark, and the
Netherlands indicates that he is probably right. The key is designing
policies that help individuals actively respond to, and take advantage of,
the opportunities their rapidly changing environment affords them.

In order to remain consistent with its history, a social democratic re-
sponse to contemporary problems must also have the fostering and main-
tenance of communal and social solidarity at its core. The history of social
democracy is marked by the desire to find an alternative to the individ-
ualism of classical liberalism and the class-struggle perspective of ortho-
dox Marxism. Relatively homogenous societies and independent states
made an emphasis on communal solidarity relatively unproblematic dur-
ing the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, but now, thanks to im-
migration and nations’ interdependence, such appeals are difficult to
sustain (at least for those unwilling to flirt with chauvinism and xeno-
phobia). Nevertheless, social democrats must find some way to refashion
communitarian appeals in order to address the social dislocation of the
contemporary era and generate a broad popular base for the welfare state
and activist government. Perhaps this will happen through focusing more
on subnational identities; perhaps it can happen through the fostering of
a true European identity. Regardless of how it happens, a social demo-
cratic revitalization will require a recapturing, for the Left, of the themes
of social and communal solidarity. In short, therefore, for social democ-

94 Quoted in Die Zeit, November 11, 1999, 2.
95 Gosta Esping-Anderson, Social Foundations of Postindustrial Economies (New York: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1999).
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racy to remain as successful and distinctive a movement during the twenty-
first century as it was during a good part of the twentieth, it will have to
find some way to build upon its principles new policies that respond to
the particular needs and contours of the contemporary era, yet retain the
activism, belief in human will and solidarity, and commitment to creating
a better world that characterized the interwar pioneers.
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