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“gradualism,” which was the hallmark of the group as a whole.
Webb was the patient empiricist, versed in the literature of
royal commissions and acts of Parliament, who could report
voluminously and in detail on social ills and inefficiencies
needing remedy and the practical steps by which governmental
action could remove them. In his Fabian essay he remarks
that “history shews us no example of the sudden substitution
of Utopian and revolutionary romance,” attacks the age of
individualism as the age of anarchy, and advances a radical
- pregramme of specific reforms as the necessary complement
to political democracy. As a group, the Fabians were concerned
with particular evils and remedial measures, rather than
with any general philosophy of society or even (Shaw excepted)
with the denunciation of private property and the receipt of
rent, interest, and profit. Much emphasis was laid on efficiency,
and iheir essential method would probably be called today
“social engineering.” Some have even denied them the name
“socialists,” owing to their lack of interest in any radical
reconstitution of the property basis of society. Perhaps it is in
Bernard Shaw, and in him only, that are found traces of
continuity with earlier brands of socialism, whether of the
English or the Continental variety, since he makes polemical
use (in the Fabian Essays and in others of his works) of a
generalized concept of rent as an “unearned surplus” reminiscent
of Marxian surplus value—a socially created surplus, which
ought to be appropriated by society and not by individuals.

Close on the heels of the Fabians—and to a large extent
as a reaction against the strong element of étatisme in their
outlook—came the comparatively short-lived but luminous
movement known as “guild socialism.” Originating in a group
of writers connected with the journal New Age (edited by A. R.
Orage) in the first decade of the present century, it was soon
reinforced by recruits from the contemporary university
generation (mainly Oxford Fabians and most notably G. D. H.
Cole). It drew largely upon the ideas of the French syndicalists,
with their emphasis on industrial direct action and the
“industrial democracy” of direct workers’ control, to correct
the centralizing and bureaucratizing bias traditional to state
socialism. (Cole’s early work, The World of Labour of 1913, is
eloquent of this French inspiration.) Their target of attack
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and above what the producer himself retained for subsistence,
was appropriated by the ruling and owning class, whether
slave owners, feudal seigneurs, or capitalists. In the first of
these socioeconomic forms, the ruling class owned the person
of the labouring producer as well as the impersonal, material
means of production. In the second, it had the legal right to
annex a certain portion of the labour time of the producer,
whether in the form of direct labour services or of tribute in
kind. In the third, the labourer was in legal status a free
agent, the relation between him and the capitalist being that
of a contractual market relationship, yet the economic
compulsion of his propertyless status obliged the proletarian
wage earner to sell his labour power for little more than a
subsistence wage (or for even less in conditions of acute
unemployment). Thus the wage-labour-capital relationship
under capitalism bore a major analogy with earlier and more
patently servile forms of class relationship; property right per
se was able to draw to its possessor, independently of any
productive activity, a share of the total product.

This, in brief, was Marx’s concept of exploitation (and as
fruit of exploitation, class struggle): Eis economic analysis, as
expounded in Das Kapital, was designed to enlarge on this
analogy with previous modes of appropriating surplus product
and to show how the persistence of a difference between the
value of labour power (sold for wages) and the value of its
product was consistent with the “law of value”—that is, with
conditions of a free market and of perfect competition. Unlike
earlier socialist writers, he did not deduce the existence of
surplus value or exploitation from some principle of natural
right of labour to its product (all too often supposed by
commentators and critics to be inherent in the labour theory
of value). The analogy with earlier modes of appropriating a
surplus product was for him a historical datum, which he
sought to explain in terms of economic theory—doing so by
penetrating below the market “appearance” of things to the
“essence” of social relations under capitalism (the relationship
between capitalist and proletarian as that of owner and
propertyless). For this reason, the boundaries of economic
analysis were drawn more widely than in the narrower market-
equilibrium studies to which we have grown accustomed in
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