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Ramsay MacDonald - Socialism and Society (1905)

Ramsay MacDonald  was the first Labour Prime
Minister and led the Labour administrations of
1924 and 1929-1931. His decision to dissolve the

Labour government in the financial crisis and serve as
Prime Minister in the Conservative dominated National
government of 1931-1935 and his status as leader of the
‘great betrayal’ has meant that labour historians overlook
his critical role  in developing the Labour Party as the
main opposition to the Conservatives and as
a party accepted by the electorate as ‘fit to
govern’. Political historians and theorists
also overlook MacDonald’s theoretical contri-
bution. MacDonald authored some sixteen
books, and edited the ILP’s Socialist Review,
which was the main theoretical journal of
English socialism both before and after the
First World War, as well as editing the ILP’s
Socialist Library of theoretical works by
European socialist thinkers. MacDonald
opposed the Boer War and the First World
War, in the latter case having to give up the
party leadership. He was a leading member
of the Second International. 

The illegitimate son of a Lossiemouth ploughman and
a farmworker, he was self taught. An active member of
the Fabian society in Bristol, before moving to London
and becoming active in the  ILP, the SDF and living in a
communal house  run by Davidson’s Fellowship of the
New Life. In the mid 1890s he became the ILP’s  leading
propagandist, before becoming secretary of the Labour
Representation Committee in 1900 and MP for Leicester
in 1906 under the Lib-Lab pact arrangement he had
negotiated with the Liberal chief whip, Herbert
Gladstone. He was chairman of the Parliamentary
Labour Party from 1911 to 1914 and from 1922 to 1931.
MacDonald was no Marxist but instead believed in the

organic development of a socialist society. He was a mod-
erate and opponent of syndicalism and direct action. He
was however a collectivist and supported the nationali-
sation of land and believed that capital should be owned
by the community and that production and distribution
required social organisation. He was also a strong sup-
porter of nationalist movements in the colonies and
wrote books on the empire and Indian nationalism. 

“Society in this country, with our free insti-
tutions and machinery which can respond to
the least impulse of the popular will so soon
as the people care to express themselves, pro-
gresses by an assimilation of ideas and cir-
cumstances. Individuals formulate ideas,
Society gradually assimilates them, and
gradually the assimilation shows its effect on
the social structure. The laws of organic
assimilation apply in a specially simple way
to our conditions, our politics and our par-
ties; and it is the operation of these non-
catastrophic and non-revolutionary laws
which today are causing social unsettlement
and are calling for political readjustment.

“One of the assumptions which bear of the fabric of
socialist thought and expectation is that as Society
approaches in its organisation to the Socialist condition,
the individual will respond to the moral responsibilities
which that condition will lay upon him. The individual is
in tune with his Society, and for that reason Socialism
can purify the gross, blundering thing today called indi-
vidualism into an impulse which will seek to express
itself and find its liberty in social conduct through service
to the community. Hence it is that the key idea to the
understanding of Socialism is not a wiping-out but a
transformation, not a re-creation but a fulfilment.”
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