Against Imperialist War: Peace at
the Heart of the Revolution

Kate Hudson

The context for the Russian Revolution was the First World War,
rightly remembered as a war of indescribable suffering affecting very
large numbers of people. Millions died on the battlefields of Belgium
and northern France, fighting over inches of land. Young men who had
been seduced into volunteering for what at first seemed like a glamor-
ous and noble cause rapidly realised that the reality was very different.
The realities of trench warfare were grim: bullets, gas attacks, madness,
amputations, trench foot. Gradually the image of war changed to one of
great sadness, something that should never be repeated — the war to end
war. And it wasn’t only on the battlefield that suffering occurred. Mass
impoverishment, displacement, hunger, disease, all contributed to social
disruption and dislocation on an unprecedented scale. It was hardly sur-
prising that this war was the crucible of revolution, not only in Russia, but
also in Germany and Hungary. People sought an end to the hell in which
they were existing, and so turned to the political forces that offered an
end to war. Although the majority of the mass social-democratic parties
supported the war, the minority, revolutionary wing of left-wing poli-
tics, which became known as the communist movement, opposed it from
the start and articulated the feelings and aspirations of the most exploited
and suffering peoples. In Russia, the Bolsheviks offered Peace, Bread and
Land: everything that the Russian people wanted and desperately needed.
So from the war emerged powerful mass support for what became the
communist movement: a movement founded in its opposition to imperial-
ist war, for which peace remained from its very foundation central to its
vision and practice. Communism has always been caricatured by its oppo-
nents — certainly by the establishment and mainstream media throughout
the Cold War — as an aggressive and warmongering movement. But the
reality is that, even though it has used or backed armed force in the strug-
gle against fascism, or for national liberation, communists understand that
war is a disaster for ordinary people, whereas the ruling class sees it as
playing a necessary role for imperialism where people are expendable, or
necessary sacrifices, in the interests of capitalist expansion.
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But the great lesson of the First World War is that it should never have
happened. And it could have been prevented, if the mass social democratic
parties had opposed the war in 1914, as all their previous policies and dec-
larations stated that they would. International working-class solidarity
has always been a fundamental principle of the communist movement,
originating in Marx and Engels’s statement in the Communist Manifesto:

Communists everywhere support every revolutionary movement
against the existing social and political order of things ... Let the ruling
classes tremble at a communist revolution. The proletarians have
nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Working
men of all countries, unite!!

Essentially, workers have a bond with class not nation, and their alle-
giance and interest lies with international proletarian solidarity and not
with support for their national bourgeoisies. The origins of the communist
movement were to be found in defence of this principle against the major-
ity of the workers’ movement in the early part of the twentieth century.
During the years of the Second International, founded in 1889, all kinds
of debates developed, around reform and revolution, around participa-
tion of working-class parties in bourgeois governments — not an abstract
debate given the rise of the massive Marxist-based Social Democratic
Party in Germany. But by the end of the first decade of the twentieth
century, after a wave of increasing radicalisation which included the 1905
Russian Revolution and general strikes in Western Europe for universal
suffrage, divisions began to emerge within the Second International. The
declaration of war in August 1914 finally separated the revolutionaries,
such as V.I. Lenin in Russia and Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht in
Germany, from reformists such as Karl Kautsky.

The Second International tradition had been anti-militarist and inter-
nationalist, opposing the idea of workers providing cannon fodder for
bourgeois governments. As Marx said, workers do not have any fatherland
—bound to class not to nation: “Workers of the World Unite!” In the run-up
to the war there was massive opposition to the looming threat within
the movement. This including a unanimous declaration of the Socialist
International in 1912, afterwards referred to as the Basel Manifesto, that
they would oppose such a war and use it to bring about the downfall of
capitalism. But within hours of the war being launched, almost all socialist
parties had backed their own national war efforts. There were exceptions
to this, in the Balkans and Russia, and amongst tiny minorities in other
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countries. But the French Socialists and the German SPD backed the war,
even voting for war credits, as too did the Labour Party in Britain.

Of course there was opposition to the war from the start, even while
the majority of social democracy jumped on the patriotic bandwagon.
In the mainstream discourse about war, and particularly around the cen-
tenary of the First World War, we have finally seen recognition of the
courage of those who held conscientious objection to fighting in war and
suffered abuse and persecution as a result. Pacifism emerged as a political
factor after the war broke out in 1914, mostly in Britain and the US. But
it had long roots in previous developments, often with origins in religious
faith going back centuries. The doctrine of non-resistance, for example,
was developed by the Anabaptists and Mennonites of the reformation era,
originating in Netherlands and Switzerland in the sixteenth century. The
Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy was in this tradition of Christian non-resist-
ance, based on a literal acceptance of the New Testament, and a rejection
of western society; he saw war and the state as twin and fundamental evils.
A Christian anarchist, he took the inward spirit as his only guide. This
approach never took off in big way, but it influenced key individuals: most
significantly, Gandhi, who was influenced by Tolstoyan ideas, and whose
Satyagraha philosophy underpinned much non-violent direct action in the
peace movement in Britain after the Second World War.

Other conscientious objectors hailed from the Quakers, and they con-
tinue to play a powerful role in peace movements around the world, into
the twenty-first century. Founded by George Fox, they date back to the
English revolution in the mid-seventeenth century. They had much in
common with the Mennonites, but whereas the latter wanted to with-
draw from the world, the Quakers wanted to go out into it and reform it
and make it better. But not all pacifists were inspired by religious faith.
The Peace Societies, which dated back to the Napoleonic wars, were part
of a big reform movement which included anti-slavery, prison reform,
women’s rights and temperance. Committed to ‘promotion of permanent
and universal peace’, they aimed for peace treaties and international law
on peace, and for disarmament. They countered the glorification of war,
and argued against war being seen as a civilised thing to do.

But before the war, pacifism was largely seen as the preserve of eccentric
religious groups. That was changed by the introduction of conscription. In
previous centuries, the US and UK had resorted to compulsion at times of
need, but usually selective service. Commutation was a way out for people
who could afford to pay. Universal military service existed in France,
Germany and Russia from the second half of the nineteenth century, but
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was voluntary in Britain after 1860, and in US after the civil war. So in the
Britain of the First World War, the introduction of compulsory military
conscription for all able-bodied men was a shock.

That didn’t happen straightaway. In fact, in the early months of the
war, the army had difficulty in absorbing all the volunteers. But even-
tually the Liberals and Conservatives in parliament urged a measure of
conscription to deal with ‘slackers’ who weren’t doing their bit and it
was finally introduced in 1916. When the law was brought in, it included
provision for men to get exemption on the grounds of conscience, either
absolutely or into a non-combatant role in the forces. This was seen as an
important part of Britain’s religious and civil liberties and did not have to
be on the basis of religion. There was some attempt to reverse this at the
time of the German advance of April 1918, but it did not succeed. The
No-Conscription Fellowship (NCF) was the major pacifist organisation
of the First World War and it brought all the different groups together,
whether they opposed war on religious or political grounds. Many of its
members were put in jail; its members were very active, efficient and good
propagandists, although of course they were accused of being traitors
and supporting German militarism. During the course of the war, con-
scientious objection moved from being understood or practised primarily
on a religious basis to being a political act. A number of organisations
which are still active in the peace movement today, like Fellowship of
Reconciliation, or War Resisters” International, had their origins in, or as
a result of, the First World War.

Meanwhile, the revolutionary wing of the movement had begun to
organise itself. In September 1915, following a wave of working class
protests against the war, the Zimmerwald Conference was convened in
Switzerland. At this conference, the left from the Socialist International
agreed to a position of opposition to the war, although Lenin did not win
his position for turning the war into a civil war. It was at this time that
Lenin wrote and published the pamphlet Socialism and War, distributing
it to delegates at Zimmerwald. This outlined the arguments underlying his
position and exposed the ‘social chauvinists’, as he called those socialists
that backed the war:

the social-chauvinists are pursuing an anti-proletarian bourgeois
policy, for they are actually championing, not ‘defence of the father-
land’ in the sense of combating foreign oppression, but the ‘right” of
one or other of the ‘Great’ Powers to plunder colonies and to oppress
other nations. The social-chauvinists reiterate the bourgeois deception
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of the people that the war is being waged to protect the freedom and
existence of nations, thereby taking sides with the bourgeoisie against
the proletariat.?

In practice, this meant that the Bolsheviks turned themselves towards the
emerging revolutionary situation in Russia, where the people were facing
exceptionally harsh conditions, both inside and outside the army. Indeed,
as the war continued, morale in the Russian army fell to rock bottom. By
the end of 1915, eighty per cent of officers in the front line infantry had
been killed or wounded. There was over ninety per cent loss of original
troops in combat units, with eight to ten massive infusions of replacements.
Conditions were so bad and morale so low that there was a very high level
of surrender — it was a simple way to desert. By the middle of the war
there was an average of 400,000 casualties and desertions a month. By late
1916, Russia was facing economic breakdown and high inflation, the peas-
ants were withholding grain and meat, and the army was virtually starving.
At least a dozen mutinies took place in autumn 1916 with troops both
exhausted and rebellious. Bizarrely, Russia’s political leadership seemed
unable to understand the dangers. Soldiers wanted peace and they wanted
to go home. This made the Bolshevik slogan ‘Peace, bread and land’ very
attractive — it appealed to soldiers, workers and peasants. Indeed, it was an
inspired slogan which encapsulated the alliance that was necessary to bring
about a transformation of Russian society, and it succeeded in doing so.

The revolution against the Tsar in February 1917, led by bourgeois
forces, centrists and socialists, succeeded in overthrowing the imperial
leadership but made the mistake of not pulling out of the war. This was a
huge error, and the soldiers took matters into their own hands, with mass
desertions, mutinies and surrenders. In March 1917, 150,000 deserted —
people just went home. There were 700,000 desertions from January to
August 1917. Lenin came back to Russia in April 1917 and began to give
political leadership to the left, to build on this anti-war sentiment. This was
a time of political ferment, with many new members joining the Bolshevik
party. Soviets and workers’ councils were set up to run things following
the overthrow of the tsarist regime. And the peasants seized the land — a
massive spontaneous revolution. The Bolshevik approach united soldiers,
workers and peasants, rather than drawing distinctions or highlighting
differences of interest between them, aware that they were all linked to
the land within the recent past. By October, the Russian regime could not
continue — it was overthrown by the Bolsheviks and Russia came out of
the war, and continued its social revolution.
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The struggle continued for some years within Russia and its former
empire, to fully establish a new society, as hostile forces both internally
and externally fought to overthrow the revolution. But nevertheless, the
revolutionaries looked outside Russia too, to struggles going on in other
countries, to work with them to advance the revolution internationally.
Thus in March 1919, the Third, or Communist, International was formed,
to organise revolutionary anti-imperialist forces internationally. As its
founding manifesto stated:

Our task is to generalise the revolutionary experience of the working
class, to purge the movement of the corroding admixture of oppor-
tunism and social-patriotism, to unify the efforts of all genuinely
revolutionary parties of the world proletariat and thereby facilitate and
hasten the victory of the Communist revolution throughout the world.?

It was in the context of these developments that the communist movement
came to play a significant role in the development of, and support for, anti-
imperialist and anti-colonial struggles throughout the twentieth century.
International solidarity with national liberation struggles was established
as a linchpin of communist theory and practice and can be seen to con-
tinue within communist and other anti-capitalist left parties today. Again,
this position had its foundations in the works of Marx and Engels. In Das
Kapital Marx exposed the nature of the colonial policy of capitalism and
wrote that the emancipation of the working class was inseparable from
that of the enslaved colonial peoples. As he wrote in 1870, speaking of the
British in Ireland: ‘Any people which oppresses another people forges its
own chains’.* Both Marx and Engels urged the working class to oppose
every form of colonial expansion and colonial oppression.

The work of Lenin built upon this analysis, most notably with
Imperialism — the highest stage of capitalism, written in 1916 which
explained how the economic growth of the industrialised countries led
to them exporting capital to expand their development and profits, and
annexing other countries and subjugating millions of people in order
to do so. Lenin’s theory was particularly attractive because it gave a
proper explanation for the existence of the colonies, and exposed the
political and economic system under which people were exploited. It
rejected all explanations of imperialism based on racist ideas and notions
of the so-called white man’s burden, hanging over from the Victorian
pseudo-justification for imperialism. In particular, Lenin’s experience
and writings on the organisation of the revolutionary struggle and how
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to build alliances and with whom, were helpful in developing an effec-
tive movement to win independence. The Soviet Union and the countries
of Eastern Europe gave extensive support in numerous diverse ways to
many national liberation movements, and to post-colonial states, until
the collapse of the system.

The role of communists in the peace movement has also been signifi-
cant over the decades, while recognising its distinctive nature, compared
to pacifism. In fact Lenin was very critical of pacifism, saying: ‘Pacifism,
the preaching of peace in the abstract, is one of the means of duping the
working class. Under capitalism, particularly in its imperialist phase, wars
are inevitable’. Writing in early 1915, Lenin stressed the positive signifi-
cance of revolutionary wars, defending and liberating the proletariat, and
went on to say

At the present time, the propaganda of peace unaccompanied by a call
for revolutionary mass action can only sow illusions and demoralise
the proletariat, for it makes the proletariat believe that the bourgeoisie
is humane, and turns it into a plaything in the hands of the secret diplo-
macy of the belligerent countries.?

Reading this makes it easy to understand why the contribution of com-
munists, together with others who identify with the tradition of Lenin
and the Russian Revolution, tend to orientate towards opposing impe-
rialist war, rather than war per se, but nevertheless communists have
also played an important part in the struggle for peace more widely, and
continue to do so today, from opposing nuclear weapons, to working to
end the arms trade, to ending drone strikes. Communists and those who
share a common anti-imperialist worldview, have played a significant
role in the struggle for peace into the twenty-first century, both in Britain
and internationally, most notably in the great campaigns against the war
on Iraq and against subsequent wars and interventions in the Middle
East. In my experience, what they bring to the table is an understanding
of what is really going on in the world — the dynamics of imperialism
as they continue today, together with a commitment to building alli-
ances for change across society, and a willingness to work hard and take
action to achieve a peaceful and more just society. All these elements are
found in the way the early communists worked, through the First World
War and the Russian Revolution, and they continue to be effective — and
essential — today.
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