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In Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World (1966), Barrington Moore, Jr. aims to identify those features which underlie all paths to modernity.  Approaching his work with a Marxist lens, he finds that historical relationships between landed elites and those who worked the land have been central in determining the paths both to democratic societies and to totalitarian regimes in the modern industrial world.  Moore identifies three general routes from pre-industrial society to modernity: bourgeois revolutions; revolution from above (or the “capitalist reactionary form,” which leads to fascism); and communism.  


The first route emerged from the Puritan Revolution in England, the French Revolution, and the American Civil War.  The major feature of this route is the development of groups with an “independent economic base, which attacks obstacles to a democratic version of capitalism that have been inherited from the past” (xxi).  The landed upper classes comprised an important part of this tide or were “swept aside” by it.  The same was true of peasants.  Either their “political efforts” harmonized with those “toward political democracy” or they were disregarded (either because capitalism ended peasant society or because, as in the case of the United States, there was no peasant society to begin with).  In any case, he finds that commercial agriculture was a prerequisite to a successful democratic path and that the bourgeoisie were indispensable to the development of modern democratic systems.  In those cases where the commercial elite worked closely with the central government, industrialization emerged quite easily.  However, the prospects for democracy increased where the elite operated  independently of the central government (417).  


The path to fascism emerged where the “bourgeois impulse” was relatively weak.  Moore cites Germany and Japan as “the obvious cases” of this route (xxi).  Industrialists and other commercialists relied on the ruling classes, which originated largely as landed elites to forge an economic and political environment conducive to modern industrialism and “under the auspices of a semi-parliamentary regime” (xxii).  Thus capitalism took root, both industrially and agriculturally, and opened the door to capitalist society, “[b]ut it did so without a popular revolutionary upheaval” (433).  The result was dictatorship that repressed speech and thought domestically and that sought to conquer societies abroad.  


Moore discusses the third route to modernity, communism, through his study of China and Russia.  There, agrarian bureaucracies severely impeded commercial and industrial development.  A large peasant population existed well into the modern period.  As modernity encroached upon that level of society, it responded with revolution, overthrowing the old regime and instituting a communist system.  Ultimately, the results of that revolution harmed the masses in whose name it developed.  


Moore's comparative approach generates an array of provocative questions—so many, in fact, that it is difficult to know where to begin.  Perhaps it is best to start where the author sits: at an elite American university during the 1960s, amid the tumult of the Civil Rights Movement and an escalating war in Vietnam.  Considering his descriptions of regime development across the globe over the previous few centuries, it is not unreasonable to ascribe to this study an investigation of the meaning and trajectory of American democracy.  What does one make, for example, of the preceding century of brutality and oppression waged against African Americans, whose freedom the Civil War was supposed to have secured?  Why was the United States again engaged in conflict in Southeast Asia, this time apparently replacing another Western occupier?  Held in the light of comparative historical analysis, such questions lead to broader inquiries about the variability and overlap between the governmental categories Moore discusses, and they point to the important theme of violence in the making of the modern world.  


To the latter issue, Moore takes a Weberian stance.  He argues that violence underwrote the transition to modernity and democracy and that much of the violence arose in agrarian problems that produced revolution.  And while he asserts the need to ask for explanations of change, he also insists on the importance of inquiring about reasons behind “social inertia” that go beyond the merely cultural (485).  To be sure, he asks about the role of education and indoctrination in making social continuity possible, but he also makes it impossible to deny the central role of violence in maintaining modern liberal society.     


 In the foreword to the 1993 edition of Social Origins, Edward Friedman and James C. Scott ask whether Moore's perspective suggests that in a postmodern era the historical weight of fascism will increase (xv).  This question persists as an implicit theme throughout the book.  For example, in locating “fascist symptoms” during a moment of extremism in Russia just after 1905, Moore explains that although fascism arises as a response to the “strains of advancing industrialism,” it may do so “independently of a specific social and cultural background” and may “have many roots in agrarian life” (445).  Fascism, he writes, “is inconceivable without democracy,” or the growing political importance of the masses; and it relies on violence (447).  


His account of the American Civil War brings the question home.  He asks whether the development of industrial capitalism resulted from the Civil War, and whether or not plantation slavery was an obstacle to industrial capitalism.  Citing pre-1945 Japan and Germany, Moore reminds us that industrial capitalism can take root where democratic goals appear more important than they actually are (152).  One wonders where or whether the process ends.  In the period after the Civil War, American industrial growth coincided with increased military involvement overseas.  In addition to the brutality endured by African Americans, particularly in the early decades of the twentieth century, repression at home targeted labor organizers, activists, and pacifists.  An era of conservative reaction stretched into the Cold War, of which Moore had a clear view.  Among the most important lessons of Moore's comparative approach is that we can not afford to rely on pat definitions for social and political phenomena.  Explanations of both change and continuity that stand alone—without reference to the complexity and variety of paths that concern the arrival at modernity—suffer from a myopia that Moore begins to correct.      

