SAMPLE BOOK REVIEW

(this book review was written by a graduate student a few years ago.  It examines Edmund Wilson, To The Finland Station: A Study in the Writing and Acting of History  (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1953)

I was prepared not to like this book before I had read a single page.  Perhaps I was bit dogmatic in what I thought “good” history should be, but I was nonetheless disconcerted by the fact that the book was written by a literary critic and was worried by the lack of such scholarly apparatus as footnotes and bibliography.  In one sense my fears were justified for I did discover what I feel to be serious methodological errors in Wilson’s work.  Yet, in another sense, the examination of Marx and Marxism in To The Finland Station was so thoughtful and articulate (although still misguided) that I could not dismiss the book as just another popular history.  The book is an odd mixture of insightful intellectual criticism and psychological banality.  It is the purpose of this review to illustrate the nature of this paradox.  But beyond this immediate goal, I will also attempt to outline Wilson’s view of history and demonstrate its relation with his unique way of examining the rise of socialism.

The most interesting section in the book is Part II.  In this section, Wilson traces the development of socialism from Babeuf through Marx and Engels—although the primary emphasis is on the latter two thinkers.  It is in the course of articulating this primary emphasis that Wilson is at his best.


Unlike many American authors who have attempted to analyze Marx and Marxism, Wilson is not totally blinded by an implacable hostility towards his subject.  In fact, in his conclusion Wilson implicitly seems to agree with the Marxist (or, in a larger sense, socialist) critique of bourgeois society:


….something more important remains that is common to all the great Marxists;


the desire to get rid of class privilege. . .the will to establish a society in which


the superior development of some is not paid for by the exploitation of others—


a society which will be homogeneous and co-operative as our commercial society


is not, and directed . . .by the conscious creative mind of its members. . .To 


accomplish such a task will require of us an unsleeping adaptive exercise of


reason and instinct combined.  (p. 484)


Yet Wilson is by no means a Marxist.  He accuses Marxism of being too rigid and founded on too many fallacious assumption to be able to bring about this glorious new society (hence his stress on the “adaptive exercise of reason and instinct”).  Specifically, his criticism of Marxist philosophy can be categorized under the following broad headings: (1) criticism of the Marxist dialectic; (2) the false analogy between bourgeois and proletarian revolutions: (3) false (or at least unproven) assumptions on human nature; and (4) the personal flaws of Marx and Engels.  Each of these categories will now be examined.


Wilson argues that the dialectic is nothing more than “a religious myth, disencumbered of divine personality and tied up with the history of mankind” (p. 194).  According to Wilson, Marx and Engels were not as “scientific” as they thought for, by making the dialectic the cornerstone of their thought, they carried a great deal of German idealism with them.  He claims that the “triad” that Marx adopted from Hegel was “simply the old Trinity, taken over from Christian theology” (p. 194).  And, Wilson asserts, as long as Marx continued to view the proletariat as the “chosen instrument of the Dialectic,” he assumed the agency of an “extra-human power” (p. 195).  This “extra-human power” was no longer God for Marx but rather History, moving under the power of the dialectic.  The victory of the proletariat was assured by this abstract force which moved history along its preordained course.

Wilson draws certain important conclusions from his observed weakness in Marxist thought.  He argues that the logic of the dialectic caused other Marxists, notably the German Social Democrats and the Russian Legal Marxists, to be content to sit back and let events run their course—confident that the final outcome was predetermined in their favor.  More importantly, Wilson argues that the Marxist dialectic lends itself to the “repression of the tyrant” (p. 197).  He bases this conclusion on two observations: (1) that the dialectic made it possible “to shift the human responsibility for thinking, for deciding, for acting” (p. 197) and (2) that Marx did not see the possibility for human happiness and brotherhood until the final synthesis in the progress of history.  Although both these observations are marred by Wilson’s illogical and strained analogies with Nazism, his basic premise (i.e., that the dialectic has a degree of ambiguity which has allowed for gross misinterpretations of Marxism) is intelligently worked out and should be carefully considered.

Another important point is Wilson’s assertion that Marx made an erroneous analogy when he attempted to ascertain the behavior of the working class during the future proletarian revolution by analyzing the actions of the bourgeoisie during its successful battles against feudalism between the 16th and 18th centuries.  Wilson states that the Western middle classes who overturned feudalism were “educated people, accustomed to administering property and experienced in public affairs” while the 19th century proletarians were “almost entirely devoid of any such experience and education” (p. 482).  Because of this false analogy, Wilson claims that Marx was unable to foresee that “when the poor and illiterate people of a modern industrial society first master advanced technique and improve their standard of living . . . .they tend to exhibit ambitions and tastes which Karl Marx would have regarded as bourgeois” (p. 482).  While it is probable that this tendency is no more than a temporary “buying off” of the proletariat by the bourgeoisie (and thus by no means the permanent road to true democracy that Wilson makes it out to be), his fundamental point is nonetheless provocative.


Actually, the preceding argument is just one part of Wilson’s larger attack on Marx’s concept of human nature.  The author begins this critical investigation with the question, “Why should we suppose that man’s brutal and selfish impulses will all evaporate with a socialist dictatorship?” (p. 303).  He responds that, outside of Engels’ The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (which Wilson claims did not adequately explain how man’s good nature gave rise to “bad” class societies), neither Engels nor Marx ever really addressed the problem of human nature is a scientific fashion.  Instead, they fell back on “utopian” theories of human rights to justify their position: i.e., class society is “bad” because it destroys the natural bond between men and “prevents recognition of those rights which are common to all human beings” (p. 305).  Therefore, with the victory of the proletariat and the establishment of a classless society, man will once again be “good” since each individual’s basic rights as human beings will be universally recognized and respected.  

However, Wilson asserts that there is no proof that human rights exist.  And since their existence cannot be “scientifically” grounded, one can only convince others of the reality of human rights by means which are, in the final analysis, emotional and moral.  This is, Wilson argues, what Marx did.


The implications of Wilson’s argument are crucial.  There is nothing substantial to demonstrate that man will act any differently in a socialist society than he does under capitalism.  Thus Marx is asking his followers to perform an act of faith—to believe that a classless society will return man to his good state despite the fact that there can never be any solid evidence (outside the actual occurrence of a proletarian revolution) to show that this will really be the case.  And Wilson argues that it has not been the case; one need only look at Stalinist Russia, he says, to see his point.

Wilson’s argument about human nature is certainly not foolproof (after all, American democracy, which he holds so dear, is also based on a doctrine of human rights) but, as with his previous two criticisms of Marxism, it is a provocative observation and therefore should provide for interesting dialogues.  However, all of Wilson’s arguments are negatively affected by his continual harping on the personal and psychological characteristics of his subjects.  For example, in his discussion of the use of emotional and moral persuasion in convincing others of the class basis of human nature, Wilson states that Marx was able to do it so well because he was a Jew.  In another example, Wilson goes into details more benefiting a Hollywood gossip columnist than an intellectual historian regarding the lives of Marx’s daughters and Engels’ relationship with the Burns sisters.


Nor is Wilson’s fascination with personal and psychological details limited to the lives of Marx and Engels: he argues that Lenin was different from the typical Russian revolutionary because his “German blood” caused him to act with “solidity and efficiency and diligence” (p. 372).  The lesser lights of socialism are also forced to submit to his psychological/gossip method of analysis.  Thus we learn all the details of Lasalle’s relationship with the Countess Hatzfeldt.  We are also treated to Wilson’s theory that Bakunin’s impotence was the result of guilt caused by his incestuous love of his sister.  And, of course, we hear every single aspect of the neuroses of Saint-Simon, Enfantin, and Fourier,


My emphasis on Wilson’s obsession with the personal lives of his subjects is not mere nit-picking.  His stress on the personal is tied to his view of history: to Wilson, the history of socialism is the chronicle of individuals who have attempted to make it perform according to (and have identified it with) their will.  According to Wilson, bourgeois thinkers were unable to link their revolution with the movement of history and, in the end, sunk into relativism and moral anarchy (not to mention poor writing style).  Socialists, on the other hand, were able to make this connection (with the help of Marx) and therefore increasingly saw themselves as agents of the progressive movement of history.  Lenin was the crowning point in this process which had its origins with Vico and his assertion that “the social world was certainly the work of man” (p. 467).  Since history is the story of special individuals, it follows that Wilson should delve into every detail of their private lives in order to ascertain the factors which influenced their behavior.  Since every individual is unique, there must be unique personal influences which make socialists want to identify with and shape the course of history.  


Wilson does not recognize that history is much more than the thoughts and actions of a handful of individuals.  Marxism would be a sterile intellectual debating topic if it did not speak to the reality of millions of people.  The Russian Revolution was not just the work of Lenin or Trotsky—rather, it was the inevitable result of an outmoded, corrupt, and oppressive regime trying to keep a rapidly changing society in check.  Individual intellectual thought reflects the changes in society; society does not change significantly because of the thought of a few intellectuals.

Edmund Wilson, by viewing history only in terms of a few outstanding individuals, is thus unable to understand why socialism has gripped the imaginations and intellects of so many people.  He is able to score a few intellectual points here and there, but he is much more often bogged down in a swamp of trivial personal details.  His narrow concentration on “great thinkers” blinds him to the fact that socialism was more than an idea.  It corresponded to the real complaints and needs of a growing proportion of the European population.
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