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The immense successes obtained by industrial civilization has created the
belief that, in the near future, happiness will be produced automatically for
everybody. ... The leaders of the contemporary world are pushed towards
optimism by economic forces. ... The optimist in politics is an inconstant and
even dangerous man, because he takes no account of the great difficulties
presented by his projects; these projects seem to him to possess a force of
their own, which tends to bring about their realization all the more easily as
they are, in his opinion, destined to produce the happiest results. He
frequently thinks that small reforms in the political constitution, and, above
all, in the personnel of government, will be sufficient to direct social
development in such a way as to mitigate those evils of the contemporary
world which seem so harsh to the sensitive mind. ...

[M]en who are participating in a great social movement always picture their
coming action as a battle in which their cause is certain to triumph. These
constructions, knowledge of which is so important for historians, I propose to
call myths; the syndicalist “general strike” and Marx’s catastrophic revolution
are such myths. ...

As long as there are no myths accepted by the masses, one may go on talking
of revolts indefinitely, without ever provoking any revolutionary movement;
this is what gives such importance to the general strike and renders it so
odious to socialists who are afraid of a revolution; they do all they can to
shake the confidence felt by the workers in the preparations they are making
for the revolution; and in order to succeed in this they cast ridicule on the idea
of the general strike — the only idea that could have any value as a motive
force. ...

[Revolutionary myths make it] possible to understand the activity, the feelings
and the ideas of the masses preparing themselves to enter on a decisive
struggle; the myths are not descriptions of things, but expressions of a
determination to act. ... Whilst contemporary myths lead men to prepare
themselves for a combat which will destroy the existing state of things, the
effect of Utopias has always been to direct men’s minds towards reforms
which can be brought about by patching up the existing system ... A myth
cannot be refuted, since it is, at bottom, identical with the convictions of a
group ...



The myth must be judged as a means of acting on the present; any attempt to
discuss how far it can be taken literally as future history is devoid of sense. It
is the myth in its entirety which is alone important: its parts of interest in so far
as they bring out the main ideas. ...

The conception of the general strike, engendered by the practice of violent
strikes, admits the conception of an irrevocable overthrow. There is something
terrifying in this which will appear more and more terrifying as violence takes
a greater place in the mind of the proletariat. But, in undertaking a serious,
formidable, and sublime work, Socialists raise themselves above our frivolous
society and make themselves worthy of pointing out new roads to the world.



