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The Middle Class Today and Tomorrow: 

The New World of Soeialism 

W H A T will happen to the middle 
class under socialism? Today, 
this question need not be consid

ered from the purely theoretical viewpoint. 
W e already have the living example of the 
Soviet Union. W e know now from experi
ence that socialism actually does replace 
production for profit with production for the 
benefit of society. Economic activity in this 
new world is determined not by the profits 
of the capitalist, but by the needs of society. 
This results in the complete liberation of 
all the forces of production, of all the crea
tive and constructive impulses of man. 

T h e objective of socialism is the abolition 
of all classes and all class differences. For 
the purpose of establishing socialism, the 
big bourgeoisie is the first class to be elim
inated. T h e middle class and its individual 
members are absorbed into the unity of col
lective labor which is the basis of socialist 
life. As the new system advances upon 
the rising level of technique and production, 
the workers and farmers also disappear as 
classes, and we have the classless society of 
socialist citizens, each working in his own 
field toward the common goal. 

Socialism nationalizes the means of pro
duction and distribution, destroys the old 
capitalist state and replaces it with the state 
of the workers and farmers. In exceptional 
cases, members of the big bourgeoisie may 
accept and adapt themselves to the new 
social order. Thus, Vice-Commissar of W a r 
Kamenev was a general in the czarist army; 
and various Soviet enterprises contain man
agers who were formerly factory owners. 
But the exploiting bankers and manufac
turers must disappear as a class along with 
the capitalist system which produced them. 

T h e industrial workers, who are the dom
inant force in socialist economy and the 
socialist state, transform themselves while 
transforming society. In liberating themselves 
from capitalism, they liberate all other use
ful social groups, for they have no one 
under them to exploit. As general knowl
edge and technical skill become universal, 
and as all classes disappear, they, too, become 
socialist citizens instead of a separate class. 

In the village, socialism destroys the cap
italist foundation of classes through the in
dustrialization and collectivization of agri
culture. Under socialism, the gulf which 
separates the city from the country dis
appears; the farmer is no longer a farmer 
in the old sense. In the Soviet Union, the 
peasant, once a beast of burden, has climbed 
through industrialization and collectivization 
to higher living standards and to a higher 
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culture. Wi th our advanced technique, the 
American sharecropper would make even 
more rapid progress under socialism. The 
vague term "middle class" includes not an 
independent class, like the proletariat or the 
bourgeoisie, but those middle strata of the 
population of whom the non-exploiting 
farmers constitute a large part. For these 
farmers the dramatic rise of the Soviet peas
ant is an extraordinary object lesson in the 
ways of socialism. 

In this planned and unified social system 
the members of the middle class not only 
find their place, but they also find a life of 
security and growth impossible for them 
under capitalism. T h e old middle class of 
.small independent business men disappears as 
a social grouping and its individuals become 
absorbed in the collective economy of social
ism; the functional groups of the middle 
class become part of the new community of 
labor. 

In the Soviet Union, for example, former 
owner-managers of small enterprises have 
become employes either of the state or of 
the cooperatives. As employes, they are 
guaranteed and actually enjoy the funda
mental rights to work and to receive a secure 
income; they are free of the dependent rela
tions of capitalist industry; they have the 
security of an all-inclusive social-insurance 
system; they have increased leisure and the 
increase of personal freedom which leisure 
makes possible; they have constantly increas
ing living standards and the fullest access to 
art and culture. 

These enormous gains are most evident in 
the case of the functional groups of the 
middle class, primarily of the technological 
professions, such as engineers, chemists, archi
tects, physicists and economists; and of the 
service professions, such as doctors, dentists, 
writers, artists, newspapermen, actors and 
teachers. 

Under socialism, engineers, architects, 
scientists and technologists of various kinds 
hold an especially important place. Socialism 
can develop only on the basis of increased 
productivity, and the abolition of private 
profit abolishes all artificial limits to demand. 
As a result, effort is concentrated on the 
development of science and technique. Every 
facility is placed at the disposal of the tech
nological professions for growth and creative 
labor. 

Every honest observer has been amazed at 
the expansion and progress of science and 
technology in the Soviet Union. But this 
is nothing to be amazed at. These advances 
are inherent in socialism. The moment you 

relieve production from its capitalist burdens, 
the moment you coordinate and plan and 
push economy to higher and higher levels, 
that moment the scientist and technologist 
becomes an honored and indispensable man. 
Under capitalism today, the professional is 
the victim of salary cuts and unemployment; 
he is thrown into the street because he can 
no longer bring the capitalist profit. Big 
Business, caught in a crisis of its own mak
ing, retards science, suppresses inventions, 
withholds means for research. T h e vast 
possibilities of modern science are frustrated 
by a system which can no longer make 
progress. In the Soviet Union there has 
been a striking increase in the number of 
scientists and scientific institutions, in dis
covery and invention, in the collaboration 
between the workers a t the factory bench 
and the scientist in the laboratory. 

Moreover, under socialism economy be
comes more and more a matter of organiza
tion, management and supervision. And 
these functions are divested of the charac
teristics which mark them under the exploi
tation of capitalism. T h e work of the econ
omist, the accountant, the manager, the 
chemist, the physicist, the architect, the en
gineer, is encouraged as a form of produc
tive social labor. T h a t is why there has 
been so great an increase in the number of 
these professionals in the U.S.S.R. 

This is equally true of the service pro
fessions. In the Soviet Union the doctor 
and the dentist have security and prestige 
and opportunity for free development because 
medicine is socialized. Under capitalism 
there are a few rich doctors who multiply 
the visits of their patients and encourage 
operations because these mean profit. There 
are patent-medicine rackets so rich that no 
one succeeds in stopping them. There are 
a mass of doctors who are poor because the 
workers do not get sufficient wages to take 
care of their health, and millions who need 
medical attention but have no money for it. 
In the socialist society of the Soviet Union 
the doctor is paid by the state to keep his 
patients well. His income is the same 
whether he performs ten operations or none. 
This places the emphasis upon socialized 
preventive medicine—equally good for the 
patient, the doctor, and society as a whole. 

The remarkable growth of education and 
of the arts in the Soviet Union is also 
inherent in the socialist system. The bour
geois ideal of property as the chief expres
sion of the personality is replaced by the 
socialist idea of creative cultural lahor. 
Knowledge, art and culture in general be-
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come not the property of a privileged caste, 
but an integral part of the whole of life 
and of all the people. Hence the increase 
in the number of schools, newspapers, thea
ters, cultural clubs which is so striking a 
feature of Soviet life. Socialism moves to
ward universal knowledge, toward the en
lightenment of the whole community. This 
means not only security for the educator, the 
artist, the actor, the newspaperman; it also 
means something equally important for the 
so-called service professions—the opportun
ity for the fullest self-expression and the 
highest development of their creative func
tions. 

Under socialism, the problem of the use
ful, functional groups in the middle class is 
relatively simple. Somewhat more compli
cated is the position of the small business
man. Representing an outmoded form of 
production and distribution, he must make a 
special effort to adapt himself to the new 
social order. But once he realizes that his 
interests are with socialism rather than cap
italism, his place in the new order offers 
him many advantages over his old status. 
At present he is crushed by monopoly cap
ital; he pays high taxes, is squeezed to the 
wall by the trusts and the chain stores; his 
business is ruined by the reduction in the 
income and the living standards of his cus
tomers, the workers, farmers and profes
sionals. His typical lot in the crisis is 
bankruptcy or unendurable debt. 

The small businessmen may be divided 
roughly into two categories. They are 
either small independent producers with 
sweatshops that have no machines; or dis
tributors like the small storekeeper. The 
small producers who own and manage their 
small enterprises, work themselves and some
times employ a few workers. In the Soviet 
Union such people joined producers' co
operatives. Instead of having ten small in
dividual producers on ten adjacent blocks, 
these men got together and established one 
cooperative shop in which all ten worked. 
They received machinery and raw materials 
from the socialist state on a preferential 
basis. They got concessions in taxes. In 
this way, they developed a more efficient and 
more productive organization than the ten 
little shops which they formerly had. Above 
all, they had economic security and the op
portunity to advance their economic lot be
cause they were relieved of the burden of 
competition. In this way the small producer 
eventually entered the cooperative system, or 
became an employe often in the highly paid 
managerial personnel of a state large-scale 
factory. 

T h e producers' cooperatives do not divide 
their income equally. Under socialism, such 
incomes, like the wages of the industrial 
workers, depend on the individual's output. 
But there is every incentive and every op
portunity for the individual to improve his 
abilities, to increase his output. Prices are 
regulated by the socialist state, and there 
are no profits in the capitalist sense. As 

Soviet citizens, the members of the coopera
tives are entitled to all the social benefits of 
the socialist system; but they also have their 
own social insurance, their own hospitals, 
club rooms, reading rooms, cultural organ
izations. Moreover, there is an All-Union 
Organization of Producers' Cooperatives. In 
this way members of the former middle 
class have advantages they never enjoyed 
under capitalism. Instead of being an iso
lated, helpless little businessman, with no 
real voice in the national economy or the 
affairs of state, the former small producer 
is now a member of a powerful organization 
with tremendous economic, social and politi
cal influence. His interests are represented 
in the general interests of the socialist society 
of which he is a citizen. 

The second group of small businessmen, 
the distributors — owners of grocery and 
clothing stores, for example—enter the con
sumers' cooperatives. Socialism abolishes all 
private trade. T h e chain stores, like the 
A. & P., would be taken over by society on 
a national scale; the small stores would be 
organized^ into consumers' cooperatives. 

Under capitalism, the small store owner 
exploits his employes and has sharp conflicts 
with them; the need for profit compels him 
to take advantage of the consumer, too. He 
competes fiercely with his rivals and either 
gobbles them up or they gobble him up. He 
is insecure; he may be wiped out by the 
"business cycle," or taken over by the chain 
stores or closed by the banks that hold his 
mortgage. He loses money because of chang
ing fashions artificially introduced by the 
big manufacturers. Health, accident and 
death in the family are solely his private 
concern; he pays for them when he can, 
or goes without them when the "business 
cycle" drives him into poverty and bank
ruptcy. In short, he is a lamb among the 
wolves of capitalism. 

Under socialism, the same man enters a 
consumers' cooperative. He is freed of the 
insane struggle for profit. He neither ex
ploits nor is exploited; he has neither fierce 
competitors nor trusts to devour him. Capi
talism has been abolished and planned econ
omy introduced, hence no crises to ruin him. 
There are no artificially induced changes 
in style for private profit, hence no loss on 
stocks. He has the benefits of social insur
ance, socialized medicine, art and culture, 
both from the state and from his own con
sumers' cooperative. In short, he is a crea
tive, secure citizen in a socialist society. 

Apart from these economic advantages, 
the sections of the middle class have much 
to gain socially and politically from social
ism. T h e dictatorship of the proletariat 
ceases to be a bugaboo when its real nature 
is grasped. T h e capitalists established a 
dictatorship in order to destroy outmoded 
feudal relations and to establish a new social 
order. Today they maintain their power 
and profits by a dictatorship which represses 
the workers, farmers and lower middle 
classes. The proletariat establishes a dicta

torship in order to destroy capitalism and 
inaugurate socialism. 

I t is a dictatorship of ninety-nine percent 
of the people over the one percent which 
exploited them. But socialism itself stimu
lates the forces which eventually make the 
dictatorship superfluous. Already the Sec
ond Five Year Plan, which terminates in 
1937) has set the goal of abolishing those 
factors which create classes and class differ
ences. This means that the workers, farm
ers and functional groups of the former 
middle class are to be merged into a higher 
and freer unity of socialist creative labor. 
In this way, the dictatorship is steadily 
modified until in time it disappears alto
gether. According to Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb, democracy is more widespread and 
more actual in the U.S.S.R. than anywhere 
else in the world. In the long run, the so
cialist state will be replaced by the self-
governing community of labor, and there 
will be communism. 

T h e Soviet Union is the first stage in the 
world-wide socialist society; and socialism is 
the first stage toward communism. Under 
socialism there are no classes and no class 
differences; but there still exist differences 
between mental and manual labor and dif
ferences in income based on ability and out
put; and the state exists. Under commun
ism there will be no distinction between 
mental and manual labor; income will be 
based on the rule: from each according to 
his ability, to each according to his needs; 
and the state, in the phrase of Engels, will 
"wither away." 

T h e Soviet Union has been cited as an 
example because it is the first socialist state 
in the world. T h e United States, despite 
its technical advances, will naturally learn 
from Soviet experience, whose main outlines 
are generally applicable. But a socialist 
America would start with certain advantages. 
I t took the Soviet Union years of heroic 
effort to achieve the industrial and technical 
base indispensible for socialism. T h a t base 
already exists in the United States. W e 
also have an adequate supply of skilled labor 
and trained professionals to operate the ex
isting industries, laboratories, and institu
tions at their maximum capacity. More
over, America's workers, farmers and profes
sionals are learning from the Soviet Union's 
experience. They have seen that socialism 
"works." Consequently, our professional 
and intellectual workers, as distinguished 
from the old Russian intelligentsia, can enter 
the socialist system at once and with greater 
understanding. Finally, a large part of our 
middle class has been proletarianized by the 
crisis. I t understands more and more that 
its way out is not fascism, but socialism. If 
the professionals and technologists and 
teachers and writers cooperate with the 
workers and the farmers in establishing the 
new order, we have every facility for a rapid 
advance toward a socialist America where 
civilization can reach heights hitherto un
dreamed of in this country. 
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REVIEW AND COMMENT 

Books the Middle Class Reads 

1 •; 
H E reading public as a whole, as
suming that the literate population 
above the age of ten all reads some-

i thing, totals 90 millions. Discounting over-
1 lappings, 40 million of them buy newspapers, 
130 million buy magazines, 26 million read 
I books drawn from the public libraries, be
tween two or three millions rent their books 
and from two to five hundred thousand 
buy them. 

Such studies as the I.ynds' Middletoivn 
would indicate that the majority of public-
library users are workers and their children. 
Observation would indicate that rental libra
ries are patronized chiefly by the women of 
the middle and lower sections of the middle 
classes—the housewives in the residential sec
tions, and the various grades of clerks in the 
business districts. As a group the middle-
class reads fewer books than its educational 
advantages and its supposed influence in 
American life would call for, and this applies 
generally to its apathetic participation in the 
cultural life of the country. 
I I think it might safely be said that where 
there is book ownership there is book influ
ence. In the Soviet Union, for example, 
books hold a high place and there, in spite 
of the immense expansion of public-library 
facilities, there has been a simultaneous ex
pansion of personal book-ownership. In the 
IJnited States there has been a simultaneous 
shrinkage of both. Here the movies and 
tjie radio are usually held responsible for 
tjie limited circulation of books, but the 
niovies and the radio flourish equally in the 
Sjaviet Union. T h e causes lie deeper. 

I More important as factors are the pre
vailing insecurity of life, the prevalent cyn
icism, which keeps reading a diversion rather 
than an activity, the drastic drop in average 
income, which automatically takes book pur
chasing out of the range of most people and 
the demoralization of family life. In a stable 
arid comfortable home a library is a desirable 
fixture, but for the relative nomads that 
Americans have become it is a burden. Books 
arp high-priced because of the small market 
for them; and the high price reciprocally 
liriiits the market. Since the depression the 
ne^er-Iarge total of book publishers has de
creased by about a fifth, while discharges of 
workers by the survivors have further reduced 
the personnel of the industry. 

pThe influence of books, however, remains 
substantial. While the reading circles, ly-
ceums and literary societies that were once 
a feature of American social life have de
clined, books have preserved their prestige. 
I t j remains the form in which substantial 
literary reputations are made, partly because 

of their relative permanence as contrasted 
with periodical literature, still more because 
the apparatus of book reviewing, which even 
the Hearst press considered a desirable cir
culation feature, adds to their influence. A 
best seller that has found 100,000 purchasers 
probably reaches through private borrowing 
and the two kinds of library circulation, a 
million readers and may be read about by 
several millions more in book review col
umns and articles. The reputations thus 
made are. bought by the big magazines and 
Hollywood and in that way come to exert 
some influence. HoUs^wood's treatment of 
It Can't Happen Here indicates how little 
range that influence is given, when it threat
ens to have any political effect. Commer
cialized literature, in turn, has far more 
effect upon the writer, no matter how cele
brated, than the celebrated writer has upon 
it. Most of the hired, high-class writers are 
speedily leveled down to the HolljTvood and 
Lorimer standard and made innocuous. 

T h e book business is a peculiarly ambig
uous one. Its position in the reading trades 
is analogous in some respects to that of the 
subsidized opera company and symphony or
chestra in the music field. But, with the 
exception of the University publishers, it op
erates without a subsidy and exists frankly 
on the profit incentive. If there were no 
market for books of some literary preten
sion they would not be published, and our 
book publishers would have little compunc
tion about putting between book covers the 
same stuff dealt in by Hearst, Macfa.dden 
and Lorimer. Where it turns out to be 
profitable, as in the fiction provided for the 
circulating libraries, it is done cheerfully 
enough. Book publishers are checked by 
the persistent taste for good writing and for 
better than standardized thinking, and by 
the existence of a corps of about a thousand 
book reviewers, many of them writers them
selves, who exercise a professional standard 
of judgment high enough, at any rate, to 
help keep publishing somewhere within reach 
of literature. For that reason publishers' 
lists are spotty. I t is possible for the same 
publisher, in the same year, to bring out an 
unquestioned masterpiece like Doughty's 
Travels in Arabia Deserta^ and Warner 
Fabian's Flaming Youth. T o the book-pub
lisher's great annoyance, his readers' taste 
cannot be standardized in the editorial offices 
as it is in the periodical press. Books are 
therefore a more responsive and accurate 
register of current taste and opinion than 
the periodical press where, it might be said, 
the organs of thought and choice have been 
carefully defunctionalized. A study of best 

sellers over a period of years would there
fore be of value. 

Such a list was prepared and interpreted 
in a recent article in T h e Saturday Review 
of Literature, by Frederick Lewis Allen, 
author of Only Yesterday. M r . Allen noted 
that the prosperity and self-satisfaction of 
America at the turn of the century was re
flected in the smug security of its best-selling 
fiction. 

About 1905 a questioning note appeared. 
Among the best sellers were Edith Wharton's 
The House of Mirth which indicted the 
shallowness of upper-class life, and Winston 
Churchill's Coniston, an unflattering pic
ture of New England politics. Until 1917, 
through what M r . Allen nicely describes as 
"the sugary years," when literary sweets 
were consumed in great quantity, some boob 
dealing realistically with American life 
managed to come to the top. By 1919 the 
sale of non-fiction had grown to such a 
point that its best sellers were also listed. 
Taste in books generally had by that time 
broadened out to a point where it seemed 
to indicate that the American reading public 
had arrived at what might be called its age 
of maturity. 

Tha t is M r . Allen's opinion. He notes 
the tendency toward escape-seeking; he note? 
the decline in religious authority and freer 
sexual attitudes. T h e optimistic conclusions 
he draws from what he seems to regard as 
a liberation of the spirit of inquiry, a broad
ening of interests, and a rise in the level 
of taste seem to me unwarranted. In my 
own interpretation I will not limit myself 
to the top best sellers, but to all books which 
exerted influence. In this respect the books 
of Sherwood Anderson though they did not 
reach the top rungs, and books like Speng-
ler's The Decline of the West, were more 
important than the pacemakers. 

T h e interest in escape books was even 
more noticeable in non-fiction than in fiction. 
Travel books like White Shadows of the 
South Seas and still more, Keyserling's 
The Travel Diary of a Philosopher which 
wafted the reader away in spiritual as well 
as geographical distance, showed that people 
felt insecure in America and that from any 
concept of a good life it had become unin
habitable. T h e fact that this taste appeared 
coincidentally with the emigration of in
tellectuals, some of whom, including San-
tayana, Eliot, Pound, H.D. , and Laura 
Riding have never returned, is signiiieant. 

T h e interest in international affairs and 
in general political and economic problems 
had a special character. T h e world war 
had ended the myth of American isolation; 
Americans felt dragged into .the stream of 
history and wanted to know -vvhere this cur
rent was taking them. T h e questioning that 
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