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Karl Polanyi

Marx on Corporativism

First Fragment.

It has been widely overlooked that Karl Marx in the early 1840s anticipated some of the
most essential features of the fascist movement of our time

Several reasons for this oversight might be adduced. Marx’s pusthumous werk, to which we
are referring, was only publishad after the Grest War, by D. Riazanoff, in Moscow. it isa
commentary, not intended for print, on S8 261-313 of Hegel's 'Philosophy of Law,” i.e. the parts
dealing with the State. The beginning of the manuscript {relating to 58 257-260) appears 1o be
missing; the text ttself is of inordinate length and s inevitably somewhat repetitious. Yet it isof
exceptional interest; in some of 115 most brilliant passeges it refutes the mystifying application
of Hegel's logic with unsurpassed penetration. For all that it might have seemed singulariy
inappropriste to seek for illumination on a typicallv modern industrial and political
development, such as fascist corporativism, in a philosophical writing produced several
generations ago, merely because it discusses gilds or corporations.

Indeed, it might easily appear as if, misled by the identity of the term "corporation,” we
were compering like to unlike. In the century which separated Hegsl from Mussolini Tiberal
capitalism ran its course from start to finish. In the Germany of 1841 -42 ( the presumed date
of Marx's voluminous draft) tiberal econemy had not vetl been born, while the corporative
experiments of the 1920s and 203 in Italy, Austria and some other countries, marked its end. in
Hegel's time the ancien régime still held sway and gilds had not vet been discarded in favour of a
competitive economy; in the era of Mussolini competitive economy itself was passing away and
was being repleced by new gild forms of industry. Cighteenth century gilds were of course based
on traditional handicrarts while twentieth century corporativism was using highly mechanised
plant. The revived corporations were now to serve as bastions of the new industrial feudalism
which was to hold monopoly of power over a helplass proletariat... Thus the two kinds of
corporations were certainly vastly dissmimilar both in regard to technical level and to
historicel function. Undoubtedly Marx's critigue of corporativism™ was based an entirely
differant grounds from those of the modern Marxist’s attack on fascist corporations.

Yel in one most important respect the position was analogous. Mow as then corporations

*|t was made available in Garmany only in 1932 by Landshut & Meyer.



formed part of an_industrisl system hostile to democracy. Both pre-liberal and post-1iberal
gilds were & form of industrial erganisation antagonistic to populer gover nment and well suited

to ohstruct its development , or to destroy it, If it slready existed. Marx in 1841 was inveighing
against corporativism in the name of democracy, end liberals as well &3 socialists ere fighting its

recrudescence today under the same banner. This circumstance may help foexplain the deep
insights opened up by Marx into the nature of fascism et a time when this sinister development
was still entirely beyond the horizon of the age.

Marx was 23 years old when he penned his notes on Hegel's epinions on the nature of the
State. He was al that time not yet a sociglist. Politicelly he was a Redical, passionately opposed
to the reactionary absolutism of the Prussien régime which denied a constitution to the people,
and detesting almost as much the sham constitutions of some German states with their
monarchical prerogatives, paternalistic police stete methods, and antiqueted Estates. These
anachronistic régimes were propped up by the influence of no less oulmoded gilds. Marx was,
therefore, equally emphatic in his advocacy of the popular vote and his denuncistion of
corporativism. Radical reform in the political sphere called for a similarly radical reform in
the economic sphere. No democratic paliticlan could accept the perpetuattcon of the outworn gild
organisation in industry.

This takes us straight to the point. The young Merx, though ctherwise still wrapped in
idealistic philosophy, was atready throughly “marxian” in this respect. He unhesitetingly stood
for progress, and preferred capitalism however "inhuman” to feudalism however "humane.”
Agains! Hegel's romantic "medievaiism” he pressed the claims of liberal capitalism in its most
undiluted form. (ndustrial life required free competitive markets, while political life was to
rest on free popular democracy.

As Marx recognised, such & development involved a complete separation of the political and
the econom ic sphere in society. Yet, so Marx beliewved, only {f economic individualism was
unhindered by corporative rules and regulstions, could public 1ife be founded on palitical
individualism and the people succeed in-achieving pawer in the State.

At this point Marx showed an almost prophetic insight. No one before him, and for a very
long time nene after him, had recognised the importance of the institutional separation of the
political and economic sphers in modern society. Such & separation is the true characteristic of
liberal capitalism. More than that, Marx did not fail to nete thet compared with medieval feudal
sociely, this represented an advance since it made the development of political democracy
possible. Later, when Marx became a socialist, he realised that political democracy was not
enough , but that democracy must be made to compose the whole of society including the econemic
sphere. [t was in respect to the latter that fascism attempted lo side-track human progress. For
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instead, fer from extending tha power of the democratic state to fndustry, fascism endeavoured to
extend the power of an autocratic industry aver the State, and thus destroy the very basis of
political democracy. Marx's analysis of the reactionary role of corporativism in his time,
foreshadowed a vits] aspect of the part played by fascist corporativism in our own time.

Hegel made no secret of his desire to justify the existing ‘constitutional’ position in Prussia,
though thet country actually possessed no constitution at &1l 1t was 8 sysiem of personal rdle of
the monarch slightly qualified by the existence of provincial Diets some of which had the right of
the purse in respect to traditionel taxes. Not even & National Diet was in being in Prussia. The
provincial Diets were of the most multifarious character. The Estates combined various forms of
representation, from personal participation as in the case of the feudal nobility to delegation by
corparations some of which were municipal, the great major-ity however , were vocat ional,
corrasponding to the gild organisatian of economic life. Mo suffrege of any kind, no
represeration of the citizen as such cbtained. The cry for a constitution raised by Liberals of all
shades ranged from the modest demand for a National Diet to the aboiition of the Estates altogether
and their replacement by & representative assembly elected by the citizens. i

Hegel's apologie for the status quo hinged on two points: ... Firstly, he defended the Estates
[and] argued that only 'representation’ through them had an ‘organic’ character and safeguarded
the unity of society; secondly he emphasised that the existing craft gilds or carporations offered
the anly natural basls for a ‘constitution’ {as he insisted on catling the state of affalrs in
Prussia).

Marx' critical commentary may be summed up as follows: 1) Hegel's medieval ideals are
contrary to the reality of modern society. Economic classes and po! ftical Estates were identical
ir the madieval State. Conseguently, no separate political and economic sphere exisied in society.
Under modern conditions the opposite is true. Economic life which is regulated by private
interest and al}-round competition hes become separate and distinct from the political sphere of
government. This mekes individuals, not clesses, the units of society and any organised body
claiming to represent the citizens must be elected by them in their capacity as individuals. Not
in the economic, but only in the politicel sphere can the whole of society be reunited. This is the
true meaning of democracy. Hegel, o Marx says, justly feels that the separation of economic life
from political life is an anomaly. Hawever, he does not insist on its resolution but puis up with
the semblgnce of a sofution,

In reality he simply preferred a constitution based on Estates to a constitution based on
representative institutions, Yet these latter meant a step in the right direction, beceuse they
ravealed openly. consistently, and without camoufisge the real conditien of affairs jn the madern
State. They have the advantege of making the anomaly patent. To Hegel's sham harmonism and
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