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Longing for Friendship, Fearing Rivalry
Socialist Concepts of Egalitarian Love and its Pitfalls 

Caroline Arni, University of Bern, arni@soz.unibe.ch 
In the 1830ies Charles Fourier had a dream: “We will not hesitate any longer to recognize that woman is meant to be man’s counterbalance and not his servant. The masculine sex needs a rival and an emulating competitor. Where can we find such a competitor if not in the female sex?”
 To be sure, by calling for female rivalry with men, Fourier echoes the very down-to-earth claims for women’s civic equality at the time. But by framing these claims in terms rivalry, Fourier also playfully explores the scope of imagined relationships between women and men. And it is not just rivalry Fourier longs for but as well its flip side: friendship. As his dream evokes the mutual resonance of rivalry and friendship—which stems from what constitutes them both, namely the equality of those who engage as peers with each other and the world—Fourier articulates the core problem in the fabric of the heterosexual couple in modernity. It is this problem that proved particularly tricky when socialist concepts of an anti-bourgeois, egalitarian heterosexual relationship were put into practice. 
***

The dream of women and men joining in the same worldly endeavours was shared by a Swiss couple in the spring of 1908. In that year, Robert Grimm, a son of proletarian parents, leader of the Swiss labour movement as well as of the socialist party and future social-democratic statesman, married Rosa Reichesberg-Schlain, a Jewish Russian intellectual and Marxist. Eight years later they filed for divorce, both of them writing elaborate letters to their lawyers in justification of their desire to separate.

In his letter to his lawyer, Robert Grimm reported that he first met Rosa Grimm, when she was divorcing her former husband, Jovel Reichesberg: “Seeing her in despair I directed the woman to work as a healing factor. My high estimation of the intelligence and intellectual skills of Ms. Reichesberg led me to propose that she move to Basel where she could work as an activist in the labor movement. Since, at the time, I had a position in the movement there, I could easily help her to do so. During the repeated conversations we had, I developed a deep sympathy for the unhappy woman. I was happy to see her respond to these feelings. I did so not just as a human being but also as the young partisan I was. I had been deprived of anything beyond an elementary education. Yet, my position in the labour movement begged for more than the idealism that animated me and the education I brought with me.”
 

Robert Grimm describes an encounter involving two persons who become reciprocally reliant on each other: Rosa, lost in despair, was in need of the practical Robert, while he, as a worker hungry for education, depended on her knowledge and intellect. This well balanced union of mutual support corresponded to the envisioned design of the relationship, as Robert was looking not for a devoted wife, but for a comrade-in-arms: “What more could I have wished for […] than a companion whom I expected not just to respond to feelings of human sympathy, but to share with me a life of intellectual community and practical work, a work in which we could both be completely absorbed, in which we could find inner satisfaction and which assured us, at the same time, the firm hope of serving well the movement to which we both adhered, by putting our heart and soul in it.” Such an alliance realizes the political pact of intellectuals and workers by joining Marxist theory to proletarian life conditions. Furthermore, it embodies a socialist and feminist alternative to “bourgeois marriage,” discarding male domination as well as a gendered division of labour. The relationship envisioned by Robert was not the one of a husband-master and his submissive wife—which was the model about to be inscribed in Swiss marital law at the time. 

However, Robert Grimm’s meticulously crafted narrative of balanced reciprocity tilts before it is even told. It does so in the initial passage of his letter: “Analyzing my then relationship with Frau Dr. Reichesberg, I have come to realize that I was predominantly animated by a feeling of pity for the woman who was in despair, a human sentiment for an unhappy person whose desperate condition gave reason to fear the worst.” Here occurs a crucial twist: By identifying his original feeling for Rosa as pity, Robert trivializes the emotional origin of a marriage that was otherwise conceived in terms of love. Moreover, by presenting her as being suicidal he depicts Rosa as being more dependent on him than vice-versa, namely in an existential sense. Finally, by referring to Rosa almost exclusively as a woman or a person and by identifying his sentiment for her as a generic human sentiment, Robert de-personalizes the one who should become his wife. Hence, in his account, the origin of the marriage turns out to be banal (pity), unilateral (she needs him) and unrelated to Rosa as an individual person. 
In her account of the marriage, Rosa Grimm reacts directly to this narrative: “So he starts brooding […], and arrives at the conclusion that his original feeling for me was probably just pity. One can allege whatever pleases oneself, yet the facts speak a different language. His affection was frenzied passion. No caress was tender enough, no word was sufficient to express his feelings.”
 Here it is not compassion but passion that drove Robert into the relationship. Such passion is distinct from compassion, but neither is it really about the personality of the other. While compassion denotes a generic feeling for a generic human, passion refers to a solipsistic sentiment. As an excessive feeling, passion is as deficient as compassion because it is unable to found a relationship of two individuals that would build upon the reciprocal recognition of the other’s distinctive personality. Robert, Rosa writes, “knows well passion, yet he does not know love […]. Take this as evidence: he does not have a single intimate friend.” In her view, only love could have accomplished the relationship envisioned by both: an “intimate friendship” which she describes as the “sharing of thoughts, impressions, written lines.” In analogy to friendship among men, such a framing of the marital relationship would transcend the “bourgeois” marriage model which Rosa, in her journalistic work, depicted with acid scorn. It would do so by building upon the distinctive personality of the other. Asked by the judge why she married Robert, Rosa answered: “He was neither especially attractive nor famous nor known … I married him for love, because of his personality. What other reason could I have had?” 
Such was the promise of love/marriage as friendship for a socialist feminist like Rosa Grimm: If heterosexual intimacy acquires its most accomplished form in a kind of love that generates friendship analogous to friendly bonds among men, then it becomes a medium where female individuality can be recognized—against the predominant social and symbolic order that tended to conflate individual women with the female type and justified inequality on that grounds. 
However, such a relationship proved to be insupportable for Robert Grimm which can be seen in the way he crafts his narration. This very narration has to be understood as an emotional and intellectual ‘liberation’ from the relationship. By describing his original feeling for his soon-to-be wife as pity, Robert writes himself out of the emotional origin of the marriage, liberating himself from emotional entanglement. This is followed by liberation from intellectual dependency. Robert writes: “During the years of our marriage, I became more autonomous in my thinking and judgment. No longer was I the young, naïve worker who was impressed by the mere fact of somebody having a higher education. Things depend also on how this person practices usury with what she possesses. While my judgment became more and more independent, conflicts between the two of us proliferated.” As years went by, Robert could do without Rosa’s intellectual skills and became an equal to his wife in the sphere of education. Interestingly, this intellectual emancipation he does not present as an acquisition of intellectual equity. Instead, his henceforth well trained intelligence makes him prevail over his wife as he can now judge the objective value of her intellectual capital. Since he is no longer easily impressed, so the story goes, he discovers that she practices usury, trying to realize an exploitative, indecently high profit on her capital. Considering the fact that Rosa was Jewish, one might guess that Robert evoked an anti-Semitic stereotype easily at hand at the time. Even if we ignore this possibility, the display of his intellectual pre-eminence leads to a devaluation of Rosa’s moral character, given the meaning “exploitation” has in the discourse of a socialist.

This remarkable narrative leap from intellectual dependence to intellectual and moral pre-eminence can be interpreted as an attempt to foreclose the rivalry which necessarily appeared when Robert caught up with Rosa. At the beginning of the narrative, Robert’s educational inferiority suspended the rivalry which, in any case, was balanced by Rosa’s emotional dependency and his own emotional detachment. Now rivalry was foreclosed by the assertion of his intellectual and moral pre-eminence. And the foreclosure of rivalry precludes what would necessarily correspond with the design of marriage as friendship: equality. Indeed, equality is never allowed to emerge from and to be realized in Robert Grimm’s narrative. 

This, however, is not due to the quasi-natural patriarchalism often ascribed to male socialists by scholars. What then makes Robert Grimm’s ‘liberation’ and the construction of pre-eminence necessary or even inevitable? What creates the urgency to avoid equality and the rivalry that goes with it, even if, to do so, the loving friendship between two partisans has to be sacrificed? 

To answer this question, the analysis of the marriage has to be linked to its political context. The years between 1908 and 1916 were not only the years of the Grimm marriage. They coincided with a period of intense political conflict in Switzerland during which the socialist movement radicalized its positions under the leadership of Robert Grimm. The aggressive and militant tone of political conflict in this period stressed the masculinity of politics and political leadership.
 Robert’s role as a socialist leader at once defined and depended upon his masculinity. However, this very masculinity was endangered in intimacy, threatened by the design of his marriage: The anti-bourgeois concept of a relation of two equals engaged in the same work undermines what, since the 18th century, counts as the foundation of masculinity: men’s individual autonomy and their substantial difference from women.
 While masculinity defined in such terms was institutionally and symbolically secured in the legally codified “bourgeois” model of marriage— which differentiated between women and men by establishing “separate spheres” and unequally distributing economic and power resources—that was not the case in the design of an egalitarian relationship. 
Against this background, Robert Grimm’s account of his marriage can be interpreted as a twofold reaction to threatened masculinity. What I have discerned as an emotional liberation attempts to resolve the tension between emotional dependency in an intimate relationship, on the one hand, and male identity identified through autonomy, on the other hand. What I have discerned as an intellectual liberation seeks to resolve the tension between heterosexual rivalry, on the one hand, and male identity achieved through a fundamental difference from women, on the other hand. 
***

While the idea of love/marriage as friendship constitutes a promising way of modelling heterosexual relations to those who aspire to an egalitarian mode of intimacy, the spectre of rivalry haunts those who do not share that aspiration—and those who are not prepared or equipped to take into account its full implication. However, as friendship and rivalry both root in the equality of those who, as friends, share thoughts, impressions, written lines and who, as rivals, are engaged in the same practical work of serving the movement, they cannot be separated. And such was the exquisite provocation of Fourier’s daydream: He stated the equality of the sexes by dreaming aloud the coming into being of the dark sister/brother of friendship: rivalry. If women are acknowledged as equals they can be friends but they can become rivals, too. 
� Charles Fourier, Vers la liberté en amour, Textes choisis et présentés par Daniel Guérin. Paris 1975 [1808-1835], p. 223.


� Letter of Robert Grimm to Roland Brüstlein, cited in Robert Grimm’s plaint, October 11, 1916, Staatsarchiv Bern, Bez. Bern B 3457, 167/16. 


� Letter of Rosa Grimm to Boris Lifschitz, cited in Rosa Grimm’s statement of defense, November 15, 1916, Staatsarchiv Bern, Bez. Bern B 3457, 167/16. 


� For this context see: Bernard Degen, “Robert Grimm (1881–1958). Ein pragmatischer Schweizer Marxist”, in: Lebensbilder europäischer Sozialdemokraten des 20. Jahrhunderts, edited by Otfried Dankelman, Wien 1995, pp. 187-201; Erich Gruner / Hermann Dommer, Arbeiterschaft und Wirtschaft in der Schweiz 1880–1914, Bd. 3, Zuerich 1988; Lynn Blattmann / Irène Meier (eds), Männerbund und Bundesstaat. Über die politische Kultur der Schweiz, Zuerich 1998. 


� Joan Scott, Only Paradoxes to Offer. French Feminists and the Rights of Man, Cambridge Mass. 1996.





