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HOW_AND #y* HISTORY 1§ RE-iRITTEN
vy
J. Re. Johnson

"It was agreed before the convention to publish the following discus-

~ sion article by comrade Johnson in the Internal Bulletin. Technical
difficulties made this impossible at the late date when it was submit-
ted. Comrade Johnson has made a special request that it be printed
now, even though the convention discussion is over. It is printed here,
along with a reply by comrade Gates, not in order to reopen the discus-

sion on the question but to terminate it. - Editor."

In the Scptember NI, I gove the following interprotation of Lenin's
passage on the transformation of an imperialist war into a war of national
emancipation. :

®Lenin is here taking as a precedent the French Revolutionary and Napo-
leonic wars. From 1793 to about 1807 rovolutionary France fought a progres-
sive war against monarchical and feudal Europe. About 1808, the progressive
German aristocracy and the bourgeoisic reorganized Germany, introducing the
reforms of the French Revolution (as far as was possiblc from above) in order
to frec the country from the imperialist domination of Napoleon. The war
thereupon changed its character, becoming, in its next stage on the part of
Germany, a progressive war of national emancipation." :

In the October issue of the NI, Comrade Gates snasvers me by writing
his own history of Germany.

1) Gates denies that there was a progressive German aristocracy under
Frederick IV.

Everyone knows the names of the battleships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau.
Every harxist theoretician should know that they are the names of the aris-
. tocrats who, despite their vocillations, did great work in mobilizing Ger-
many against Napoleon. Baron von Stein, the most famous of the aristocrats,
was responsible for the Edict of Emancipation, issued in 1807 and known to
every schoolboy. This Edict: "abolished the institution of serfdom through-
out Prussia from October 8, 1810. All distinctions affecting the tenure of
1and (nodble land, peasants' land, etc.) were also swept away, and the prin-
ciple of free trade in land was established forthwith. The same famous
adict also obrogated all class distinctions respecting occupations and callings
of any and every kind, thus striking another blow at the caste system which
had been so rigorous in Prussia." (Enc. Brit.)

Von Stein's reforms % -re directly inspired by the observations that
such reforms had increased the national strength of France. In turn, he in~
spired and sponsored von Eardenberg's civil reforms and von Gneisenau!s and
von Scharnhorst's reorganization of the army along national lines.

2) Gates asserts that the war of Germany against Napoleon in 1813 wes
not a war of nation2l emnncipation. Tarle says:
' %4
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By 1811 "the necwly . developed bourgeoisie was becoming o
force in all the lands conquored by Wapoleon or dependent
on him. Nothing could be don2 to crush the industrinl de-
velopment of the whole of wostern and 2 part of centrol
Germany, of Bohemie (as the Czech part of Austria was then
knowvn,) of Belgium, of portioans of Silesin.n*

"September 1813 came to on end indecisively, but both
Napolcon and the Allies desired 2 general battle before
winter. Germany was in a state of coatinued unrest. Volun-
teer guerilla detachments were orgeonized by the Jugenbund
and other patriotic associations. The youthful bourgeoi-~
sie, the student bodies of Prussia, Saxony, the states of
the Confederation of the Rhine and Westphalia, now began
to entertnin hopes of liborating themselves from the nlien
co:queror -~ and at the same time from surviving feudal-ab-
solutist conditions. Lt thnt moment they saw in Napoleon

~only a déspot." (p.324) '

'3) Gatecs concludes that Lenin, in the disputed passage "did not have in
mind the wars at the turn of the ninsteenth century, but the notional wars
ir middle and latter half ¢ that century.t '

This is a truly monstrous crror. On tho vary page on which he talks
about the transformation of impcrinlist war into nationnl war, Lenin says:

"4 national wor can be transformed into an imperialist

war, and vice versa. For exomple, the wars of the Great
French Revolution started as nntional wars and were such.
They 7ere revolutionary wars because they were waged in
defense of the Grent Revolution against a coclitio: of
counter-revolutionary monnrrchies. But after Napoleon

had created the French Empirc by subjugeting o number

of large, virile, long established national states of
Europe, the French national 7ars became imperialist wars,
which in their turn engendered wars for nrtional libera- .
tion agninst Hapoleon's imperialism." (italics in origimal).

This is not ~ mistcke about "history." Gaotes says thot Lenin and Trotsky
"were mistaken" bocause he had not the slightest idea what Lenin and Trotsly
werce tolking ~bout. Gates has token n false politicnl position on the na-
tional question in Burope today. In order to defend this, he now has to prove
that Loanin was not writing ~bout the things thot Lerin snys he was triting
nbout. This is the vory root of our discussion, as I have insisted from the
very beginning (4pril §I). Once more, our basic theoretical structurc is
twisted and torn to fit false politics.

) I..
*Bonaparte by Eugene Tarle. ¥night Publicntions, 1937
[ 11111
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A JOENSON LEGEND

by

Albert Gates
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It is sad that Comrade Johnson thought it imperative to extend the
disputé on the Lenin quotation and the question of the "progressive German
aristocracy. Having erred in his appreciation of that whole historical per-
iod, he now persists in extending those erroneous views.

The dispute betwecen us was simple in itself and the issuves easily veri-
fiable by what was already printed. TFor cxample, Johnson objected to my ref-
erence to Lenin's writing in 1515 on the possibility of a new period of na-
tional wars in Europe. The quotation in dispute is repeated for the purpose
of refreshing memories. Lenin wrote: ‘

"It is highly improbably that this imperialist

. war of 1914-16 will be trensformed into a na-
tional war... devertheless, it cannot be said
that such a transformotion is impossible: if
the European prolctariat were to remain impotent
for another twenty years; if the present war were
to cnd in victories similar to thosc achieved by
Napoleon, in the subjugation of a number of vir-
ile nstional states; if imperialism outside of
Europe (primarily Amorican and Japancsa) were to
remain in power for another twenty ycars without
a transition to socialism, say, as a result of a
Japancse-Ar ~rican war, then a great n-tional war
in Europe would be possible. This means that
Europc would be thrown back for scveral decades.
This is improbable, But it is not impossible,
for to picture world history as advancing smooth-

" 1y and steadily without sometimes taking gigantic
strides backvard is undialectical, unscientific
and thoorctically wrong." (Emphasis in original -
1\-G’-) ’

Johnson denics that Lenin meant what was attributed to him by me. That
Lenin meant, says our historian, is something else, becausec hc was "taking as
a precedent the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars." (J.R.Johnson, NI,
October, 1943).

Then, says Johnson: "From 1793 to zbout 1807 revolutionary France fought
a progressive war against monarchical and feudal Europe. About 1808 the
progressive German aristocrocy and the bourgeoisie reorganized Germany, in-
troducing the reforms of the French revolution (as far as vas possible), in
order to freec the country from the imperinlist domination of Napoleon... the
war thereupon changed its character, becoming, in its next stage, on the part
of Germeny, a prozressive war of national emancipation."® (tionarchical and
feudal Europe fought a progressive war agoiast Nnpoleconl - A.G.) -

My objections to this kind of g elescoped history" warc several. ‘One,
that this was not history in that it did not aid to an understanding of, nor
did it characterize, Napolcon in his wars, other than to indicate that he

Was, a conquerer, 696
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Secondly, Germany was not n nation at that time but divided into sppar—
ate states, some allicd with Napoleon, others indepcndent, some allied to
Prussia, others in dcothkly opposition to 2nd 1n fear of Prussian rule under
King Frederick William IIT. :

Thirdly, that there was no "progressive German aristocracy," but that
this ruling class was "one of the most corrupt, rcactionary, bourbon-feudal
classcs on the continent.®

Fourth, that the reforms introduced into Prussia and the othor German
States were initiated by Napoleon and forced upon a recclcitrant absolutist
regime. Thnt these bourgeois reforms, reflcecting the rise of the now socisl
order, found favor among the weak, vacillating and cowardly bourgcoisies of
the independent Germon States who looked to Napoleon for aid in the strugele
against their feudal rulors. _

Fifth, that Johnson's dates are wrong. That in 1808, ¥apoleon had com-
plete sway over Prussin and a terror-stricken rcighing House, and even streng-
thencd his hold over the larzest German statc in 1810-11, after a pretcnse of
a stifuggle against him by r. .o militant ulemvnts of this decadent absolutist
regime.

Sixth, thot the Zoly illiance of ietternich, vhich Prussia joined as a
subordlnate povér, as on a bandwagon, was a reactionary coalition of feudalism
and, finally, thot this wor therefore, "was not a war of national emancipation
as we understond it today."

'THE LENIN QUOTATION ..G..IM

Let us first settlc the question of the Lenin quotation. This is easily
disposed of and will permit us to roturn to the question of Prussia and Napo-
leon. Uhat Lenin moant is clear in the quotation when he says: "...if im-
perialism outside of Burope (primarily Lmerican and Japancsc) were to remain
in power for another twenty years without a transition to socialism, say,
as a rcsult of a Japanecse-imerican war, then a great notional war in Europe
would bc possible. This means that Europc would be thrown BACY for several
decades.." : ' ' )

I am fully acquainted with what Lenin wrote in this article., I kmow,
too, the quotation Johnson has referred to, dbut his reference has nothing
whatever to do with the dispute. When Lenin, in 1915, wrotc Ythrowm 3ACK
several dccades," he meant exnctly that. He 2iZ not me~n a dozen decades,
or a hundéred ycars; hc meant Useveral," three, four, or five. Hov is it pos-
siblc to extend "severczl decades" to f1t the art1f1C1a1 and schematic con-
cepts which Johnson holds? Only by cssertion and nothing else. This may
sound like quibbling, but acturlly vhat is involved is understeonding the whole
theory, prectice and the spirit of Lenin's concepts of the national question.

A "PI' RESSIVE" FEUD..L CLASS!

Let us rcturn to the "progressive German aristocracy" and Napoleon and
seec just vhaot it is Johnson says. First, why did Nopolcoa's war ceasc to be
progressive in 18077 Vhy not, 1808, or 1810, or 11?7 Did not the continua-
tion of his war also carry s 7ith it the contimued extension of boursgeois re-
forms on a feudal Europe? What made the German aristocracy "progressive in
1808, and not 1806~07 when they were warring Napoleon? Tas the German aris-
tocracy "progressive" vwhen it joined the black Holy .lliance? Jnd in 7hat
consisted its progrcssivencss, in reforms of a capit~list character, or 69
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merely its wars (therc were many within a short space of years) asninst Na-
poleon? Thesc questions are asked to indicate that Johnson's viszs on this
important period of European developmeat is utterly uzhistorical, and undi-
alectical.

When Johnson speaks of a "progressive German aristocracy" he is factual-
ly and therefore historicnlly wrong. Unloss... unless he means that there
were representatives of this class who were "progressive.' But this is some-
thing altogether diffcrent. .ictually, Johnson does not say this. Eo means
that the bourbon-feudal aristocracy was, as o class, progressive. Johnson is
often loosc and unprecise in his tch1“ology, but herv the idean is clear from
the impassioned defense he has written.

of his analysis?

Where docs he go for proof/ To the Eacyclopedia Britamnica, that w7ell-
known source book of marxism. .nd what do w2 learn? Namely, that Baron von
Stein anéd von Hardenburg were "opposition' members of their class advocating
military and civil reforms and reforms in land (abolition of serfdom, which
was already doomed by Napoleon). And then, he adds cnother important his-
torical fact: "Everyonc knOﬁs the names of the battleships, Scharnhorst and
Gneiscunau."® So what?

What Johnson is saying and proving is that there were members of this
venal ruling class who wer~ "progressive." But that is rezlly not so strange.
All classes develop Mopposition groups' and have their "freaks." They are
present in every socinl order and many exnmples of this fact can be cited.
Yes, ever. the prolctarist has its "bourgecois apostles."” But, to deduce fron
the existence of Von Steoin and von Hardenburg, and Scharnhorst anl Gneisenau,
(why not Clausewitz?), that the feudal-bourbon ruling class was a prosressiwe
aristocracy, is to fly in the face of history.

There were good and practical reasons for the actions of thesc "progres-
sives". Whatever "progressive measures" they championed and introcuced hnve
to be examined in order to deternine exactly whnt it was they proposed, vhy
they championed them, and their aims. In order to exu1ﬁ1g n§ *f ict
within the German aristocracy, to ezplain the existence ot ai 1%anfh'oppos1-
tionists", it is necessary to understand the role of Napoleon and his impact
upon the European states.

It will be scen then, that Stein and Hardenburg, were appointecs of the
Hohenzollern King, for thc purpose of preparing Prussia for a new war 7ith
Napoleon. The reforms they championed were copiei from Napoleo: and the reas-
on behind their actions was the recognition that unless they enacted these re-
forms it woull be impossible to organize for war against the French dictator.
Yes, arry reforms were necessnry; lazd reforms were necessary, civil reforms
vere necessary. Stein and Hardenburg werc for these. They even drew up the
new decrces. Some were actually anzounced as edicts. But few, if any, werce
carried out,

The samc Encyclopedia which *ohnson citel could have shown hin that.

And not only that, but at the same time the utter lacl of unity in Prussia,
the cornflicts bbtwcun the aristocracy and the new bourscoisie, bet-ecen the
aristocracy -and Stein, bet. >a Stein and Earderburg. Othcrwisc, Johnson rust
conclude that rmeasures for.nlly taken and rot -ppliod, and even those enacted
and applied, especially in military nffairs, wers the beginnings of the rise
of the capitalist order in Prussia ond this was accomplished by the aristoc-
racyl This is what Johnson is saying. What he should have snil was siuple.
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Nanely, that the pressures . Napoleon led to the rise of oppositionists in
the ruling class who wanted to ratch Napolcoats strength with "French re-
forns" but without the overall social purposes as those which actunted Napo-
leon as the representative of the Froach bourgeoisic,

LS BISTORIC..L ROLS OT MAPOLEON

One cannot understand this history without o kmowledzo of the historical
rolc of Nepoloon. The "Little Corpsral" was a product of the French revolu-
tion but not its Jocobin representative. He was the asent of the poworful
Freach bourgeoisic and hic representod its intercests on the Continent ageinst
feudnlism. His movament, even as he, was full of contradictions. His con-
tradictions notwithstanding, the fact that he overreached hivself, has noth-
ing whatever to do with tha essential role he played in the strugzle against
the Romonoff's, the Hohenzollerns ond the Hapsburgs. The strugsle was a con-
plicated onc. His conquests not orly engendered national wars (Spain against
hin, Poland with him), but & feudal-reactionary ~lliance under iicttcernich
(Austria, Prussia and Russia) azainst hin and the gains of the French Revelu-
tion. Within this conflict, was the strugele against the rmain competitor of
Bourgeois France, nancly, Bourgeois Tngland. Each sought the subordination
"of tho Continent to their bourgeois ainst ind how con one possibly consider
the wars on thé Continent without once moking reference to this quintessen-
tial factor which lay behind the conflicting alliances? Yet Napoleonts his-
torical role was assessed long ago. Marx wrote in the 18th Brumaire that:

B ;‘:\,,‘:;.L“g,»»‘%g,":;}‘;‘o,.,‘_-,,; A T e ) e

n,... Napoleoz brought about, within France, the
conditions under whicl: alone free competition
could develop, the partitioned lands be ezploit-

~ ed, the nat!-n's unshackled powers of industrial
production .2 utilized; while, beyond the French
frontier, he swept away everywhere the establish-
nment of feudality, so far as resquisite, to furnish
the bourgeois social system of France with fit
surroundings of the Zuropcan Continent, and such
as were in kecpinz with the tizcs.W

After the'1806-07 war and defeat of Prussia, Tarle in his celcbrated
. Napoleon, wrote: :

"Here was a collision of two differsnt social-economic
wars of life, of two different governmental regines,

of two different nilitary orsanizations and tactical
methods, conditioned by two wholly diffeorcnt social
systens. A servile, industrially backsard faudal-
absolutist orier cane in conflict with a state which
had expericenced the profound bourgeois revolution - 2
revolution which hal destroyed all the traces of feud-""r
alisr: ~ and wes now covning with a rapidly erowing con-
dition of industrialisn. At the head of Prussia was

a king who boastcd of beinsz the first noble and land=-
owner of Brandenburg; at the head of Frnnce twas a
dictator who coansciously endeavored to develop an
autoromous national state of mighty industrial and
agrarian stature, basel on the principle of private
ownershin... e have alrcady spoken of the organiza-
tion of Napolecon's arry. The Prussian army faiti-
fully =mirrored the servile structurc of the state.,!
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DEVELOPMINT OF THE STRUGGLE

Isn't it obvious that what Steih and Hardenburg wanted werc some of the
reforme of Napoleon in order to mcke nossible a strusgle axeinst hin in de-
fenso of the feudal-absolutist orier? But even the limited aims of Steirn and
Hardenburg were not the aims of the "progressive Geraan aristocracy." Its
nomentary concessions to those oppositionists wore not of long duration. The
battles for bourgcois rofor = in Prussia, as in tho other Ger:man states verc
to extend through 1830, 1848 ond finally culainate in tho struzgle for neotion-
a2l unification of the Ger:man states in 1870.

In the interests of the French bourgeosic, Nopoleonts wars of conguest
took a sharp turn toward the subjuzation of Zurope, in the interest of thot
one powerful state, to anable it to fend off the rivalry of England. In
scekinr the organization of the Continent against Tngland, Japoléeon made or
sought to make, "colonies" of many Europern nations and states. These en-
gendered all kinds of wars against hin. .. national war in Spain? Yes, In
Italy? Partially. They -rere raally wars of sepcrate states for enancipntion
and 2ot wars for the n~tidmel uaification of Italy. That strugsle dil not
eorie until the 50's and 60's., 'In this period, it was still o struggle over
who will deninatce these separate states, sustria or France.

How about Russia? Tas its wars against Napoleon, national wars? 1In
1805% That would be nonsense. It was port of the feudnl coalition (Prussia
feared to Join-it thon). egainst Napoleon when Napoleon was nowhore ncar Russia.
During the invasion of Russia? Johnson savs, yes. The new Stalinist his-
torians say, yes. But the Marxists, as rcepresented by Tarle, have denied that
it vas a national war. Says Tarle: "It is clear that if the Spanish guer-
illa warfarc ight justifiably be called 2~ national war, it would be inpos-
sible to apply this tern to any Russian niovonent in the war of 1812.t

I thinlk it was Riazenov who referred to them as "so-cnlled national
wars.!

Tas the Foly Alliance under Metternich (uniting Prussia, Austria, Russia,
and joined by England) o movement of naticnal emancipatio=? Only in a very
limited scnse and then it ¢ :1d be apnlicd perhaps only to Prussia. This was
a war of foudal absolutism against the new order in FBurope, secking the re-
_tention of its owm power and the restoration of the Bourbon royalty in France
against the "rabble."

Certainly eonquest engenders the desire for emancipation. But having
said that, it is necessary to understand the historieal peoriod, the concrete
as 7ell as the abstract, the cbb and fluvw of class conflict, of ains, of
alliances, ctc. Therc is more to the question than meres guns and powder.
And here is vher:e Johnson makes his grectest errors. His views are unhis-
torical, undialectical and, therefore, wifarxist. This is neither the tine
nor place to complctely evaluate the nistaricel perind before 1815, but enough
has bee: stated to indicate that Johnso:z is ¢ff on a tanzent.

If there was this "prosressive German aristoeracy", then vhat 4id it
nmalte of NWapoleon? In 1806-07? Or 18087 Or 1810-11?7 Or in the wor against
the Hely slliance? : :

Which was progressive, Napoleon, or ifetteraich, or England, cor none of
thoso forces? ‘ias Tzar Alexander of Russia, a lea'er in the Holy Alliance,
also head of the "preogressive Russion aristocracy?t  And ietternich the
leader of the "progressive Austrian aristocracy? was the strug-le of Prussia,
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a struggle for its national ermancipotion, also a fight for the emancipation
of all the Ger:na states, includinz those allie. with Napolcon? Vas it for
the znatiocnal wnification of all Germony? I yes, vas this carried on under
the leadersh:ip ¢f the feulal Hohenzollora fanily?

There are the questioas which Jchnson's views roquire hin to ansver in
the affirmative. A4nd are e to accept this as liarxism? .4s Lenints position
on the National question?

TLRLE'S VIZWS OF TH.T STRUGSLSE

Then Johnson says that in 1811 (nct about 1808) the newly doveloping
bourgecisie was beconins a force in 21l the lands ccnquered by Napoleon,
he is correct. But Zoes this squarc with his nain thesis? Not at 2ll. The
rising bourrcecisie was for Napolecn and turned ¢a hi: only when their inde-
pendent intcrests conflicted with those of the Freack bourgenisie. But the
nevly developing bourgecisie was to cxperience another fifty years cf strug-
gle against the "prozressive Gerran aristocracy" in Prussia, and its ab-
solutist relatives in other countrics, bafeore the bourgeris revclution was
achicved. Of course, I Zeny tha existeacz of a progressive German aristoc-
racy, Stein and Hardenburg, Scharnhorst and Guneisenou, notwithstandinz. I
have already quoted froa Tarle. Listen again to his writing on the period in-
nediately preceding Hapoleon's second séizure of Prussias

"Confusion and irritction reignel among the Prus-
sian nobility and amonz a2 section of the niddle
class. The '-ing was nccused of covardice, Haug-
witz of tre -nery. The ncbility loathed Napcleon
not so much with a national as with a closs hatred.
They resarded him as the destroyer cf aancient,
feudal conditions - of thet existence which fos-
tered landowners and serfs. A port of the Prus-
sian tradinz class was alarmed at Hanoleoats en-
ergy in erectin: tariff and other walls between
his voessal possessions and Prussin. ith grave
concerin it watched the deliberate manner with
which he instituted ieasures to the advartagze

of French manufacturers.”

Elsewhere, Tarle writes:

yes and how could the Freach peasant arny for-
get that its Enperor hol issucd qut of Revolu-
tionary rarks, wken it witnessed with its own
eyes that serfs had ceased beins serfs anld that
the nobility no loncer dared to huniliate then
without fear of reprisal, as wos the ruls in the
days of the Beurbons. Instinctively, they lmow
that cutside of the borlers of Franco, in the
Burope he was ccnguering, their lealer was ful-
filling the aics of roevoluticn, rather than
countaer-revolution.”

‘that happened in the course of Japolecn's coanquest is quite another
story and study. But it can be easily scen why I wreto thot the wars acainst
Napolcon werc not wars of ":intional emencipation as ¢ understand it today."
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This was not Lenin's concept either, because Johnson's quotation from him oa
the Napoleonic wars.precedes in order riy reference to Lenin. Isntt it clear
that if Lenin had reference tc that period in European history that he, vho
was always precise in his uriting, especially of o polenical char~cter,
would hove said sc3 He weill hot have eaid cxactly, “thrown B..CK several
decades." :

If this discussion scens to have geno far afield, then, of course, I

5 feel entirely blanmeless, for its origins are tc be found in Johnson!s contri-
¢ butions tc the discussion and his unconsilered mutilation of history. 3But

if it serves as an incentive for comrades to study this extreuely interesting
and irmortant pericd of the histcrical develcpment of capitalisn, then it will
have been worth the effort.

* % ok ok
March, 1944
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