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Editorial 5

Editorial

In the wake of Karl Marx’s bicentenary, and the recent centennial com-
memorations of both the Great War and Russian Revolutions, Issue 54 of 
Socialist History serves as a retrospective on Marxism’s impact, legacy and 
possible future. This includes two articles, originally presented as papers 
at Socialist History’s ‘Echoes of Revolution’ conference in Norwich in 
February 2018; a set of observations on Marx and Marxism for the present 
day, and a symposium on the history of Trotskyism. What perhaps ties each 
of these contributions is the notion of Marxist thought and practice as lived 
experience and its, often ambiguous, relationship to mass mobilisation and 
popular Left-wing ideals.

Sara Sewell opens this discussion with an analysis of the ideological strug-
gle surrounding the celebration of May Day in early-interwar Germany. 
Following the forced suppression of the German revolutionary Left by 
Friedrich Ebert’s Social Democratic government in 1919, the newly estab-
lished Communist Party of Germany shifted its focus towards cultivating 
grass-root support among the urban proletariat. As Sewell’s article dem-
onstrates, throughout the early 1920s, May Day, already associated with 
radical protest, effectively morphed into a cultural continuation of the revo-
lutions of 1918 and 1919. Central to this was the overt contention over how 
the date should be perceived, once again reflecting the heightening division 
within the political Left and labour movements. While Communists advo-
cated for a day of workers’ militancy and revolutionary processions, their 
social democratic counterparts sought to define it as a leisurely celebration 
of working-class tradition and communal values. Of particular significance 
however, is Sewell’s anthropological assessment of Communist rituals and 
symbolic displays as a means of countering their opponents and politicis-
ing May Day as a Kampftag (‘fighting day’). Through this interdisciplinary 
approach, Sewell also demonstrates how a significant section of interwar 
Germany’s socialist rank and file sought to establish a sense of revolution-
ary identity through their own collective agency. This in turn, broadens our 
historical understanding beyond political parties and the personalities and 
actions of their leaders.

In the second article, Francis King offers a comprehensive evaluation of 
the short-lived Democratic Republic of Georgia that existed from 1918 to 
1921. Created in the aftermath of the Russian empire’s collapse in 1917, the 
DRG’s brief existence represented a unique moment in the history of socialist 
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6 Socialist History 54

governance. Georgia, located at the crossroads of Europe and Assia, south 
of the Caucasus Mountains on the Black Sea’s eastern coastline was recon-
stituted as an independent state that brought the world’s first ever elected 
social-democratic government to power in February 1919. Moreover, in 
contrast to the other short-lived ‘independent states’ that appeared across 
Imperial Russia’s fragmenting territory, the DRG proved far more robust as 
a political entity. Prior to a military invasion by Soviet Russia in February 
1921, the ruling Social Democratic Party of Georgia not only succeeded in 
stabilising its borders while quelling domestic unrest, but managed to resist 
external interferences. Nevertheless, in seeking to establish a viable sovereign 
state, the Social Democrats were obliged to substitute their internationalist 
principles for the localised practicalities of nation-building. This was further 
exacerbated by rising unrest among the DRG’s large ethnic minority com-
munities and a string of clashes along its borders which saw the government 
resort to secret diplomacy and repressive internal measures. Such practices, 
while consolidating the central government’s authority, also served to foster 
a nascent Georgian ethno-nationalism. In highlighting this gulf between 
ideological fidelity and political pragmatism, King challenges the post-1989 
tendency for characterising national revival as inherently anti-Left.

To mark Marx’s bicentenary, this issue brings together some reflections 
on Marx and Marxism. With the cultural, economic and political tenets of 
the post-Cold War neoliberal consensus now under direct challenge around 
the world, the contributors consider the relevance of Marx’s ideas as a guide 
to understanding history and society today.  

The final contribution is a symposium held in June 2018 on John Kelly’s 
recently published study Contemporary Trotskyism: Parties, Sects and Social 

Movements in Britain (Routledge, 2018). It comprises four review essays 
whose authors consider different aspects of Kelly’s assessment of British 
Trotskyism as a political movement since 1950. These include a general 
overview of the book by Mark Wickham-Jones; comments from Ian Birchall 
based on his own experiences as a former long-term member of the Socialist 
Workers Party; Madeleine Davis’s historical evaluation of Trotskyist 
engagement with, and divergence from, the ‘New Left’ since its concep-
tion in 1956; and Phil Burton-Cartledge’s observations on the relationship 
between Trotskyism and the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn. The sym-
posium concludes with an author’s response from Kelly who addresses the 
contributors’ questions on Trotskyism’s historical and current place in left-
wing British politics. 
  Samuel Foster

University of East Anglia
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Editorial 7

Forging a Revolutionary Community 
Through Ritual:

Communist May Days in Weimar Germany, 1919-1924

Sara Ann Sewell

Abstract

This article examines German communists’ efforts to construct a revolu-
tionary political culture during the Weimar Republic. It focuses on May 
Day rituals from 1919 until 1924 as a window to the nascent political 
culture of the German Communist Party (KPD). Employing anthropo-
logical methods, this paper demonstrates how communists attempted to 
appropriate the historic labour holiday and refashion it into ‘fighting day’ 
(Kampftag) by promoting a set of militant symbolic practices designed to 
forge a revolutionary community. By presenting themselves as a disciplined 
mass, celebrants played key roles in the militant dramaturgy, resulting in 
both an inward political conversion and an outward public display of revo-
lutionary commitment.

Keywords: May Day, communism, political culture, Weimar Republic

Introduction

‘With clenched fists and grinding teeth, the workers assemble once again on 
May First. This certainly is not going to be a holiday. It is not for pleas-
ure or dilly-dallying around’.1 With these words, communist leader Paul 
Frölich summ  ed up the German Communist Party’s (Kommunistische Partei 

Deutschlands, KPD) view on the international working-class holiday. It was 
a ‘fighting day’, a Kampftag – a day when communists were to parade their 
revolutionary stripes boldly in public. By advocating a militant demonstra-
tion, Frölich echoed calls for revolutionary protest that dated back to the 
labour holiday’s founding in the 1840s. Indeed, in Germany as elsewhere, 
May Day had had a long history of radical protest. At the same time, however, 
many labour activists in interwar Germany preferred a festive May Day, a 
celebratory holiday for the entire working-class family, filled with choral 
performances, gymnastic demonstrations, dancing, and beer drinking.2
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8 Socialist History 52

The communist May Day was born in an epoch of political strife. 
The Weimar Republic (1919-1933) came into existence on the heels of 
Germany’s defeat in the First World War. In October 1918, political turmoil 
erupted in a number of cities, culminating in the November Revolution 
on 8-9 November and the abdication of the Kaiser. In July 1919, the new 
government, harboured in the city of Weimar to escape revolutionary 
fire, promulgated a constitution and officially established the Republic. 
Nonetheless, violent revolutionary upheaval persisted through 1923. The 
far right launched failed coups: In March 1920, Wolfgang Kapp and Walther 
von Lüttwitz led paramilitaries in the so-called Kapp Putsch in Berlin, and 
on 8-9 November 1923, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party 
(Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Partei, NSDAP, Nazi Party) 
attempted its coup d’état in Munich. The far left also engaged in revolution-
ary activity in the first years of the Weimar Republic. In January 1919, the 
newly founded KPD launched its Spartacist Uprising in Berlin, meanwhile 
in Munich revolutionaries unsuccessfully struggled from November 1918 
through May 1919 to establish a socialist republic. In March 1921, commu-
nists in Saxony spearheaded a failed revolutionary insurrection. Finally, in 
the midst of the severe economic, social, and political turmoil of 1923, com-
munists battled in Saxony, Thuringia, Hamburg, and Munich. It was not 
until 1924 that the unrest subsided, and Germany entered an era of relative 
social, economic, and political stability, lasting through 1929.

This article examines communist culture in the first years of the Weimar 
Republic to investigate how communists constructed a political movement 
and culture to rally sympathisers to the communist movement and to dis-
tance themselves from their former political allies in the German Social 
Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD). It 
focuses on communist May Day rituals from 1919 until 1924 as a window 
into the KPD’s nascent political culture. As the consummate cultural 
expression of working-class politics, May Day marked the liturgical high-
point of the labour calendar. An examination of communist May Day 
rituals, symbols, and discourses in the early years of the Weimar Republic 
sheds light not only on how communists attempted to appropriate this 
holiday, but also on how they refashioned an array of cultural practices to 
cultivate a new revolutionary community amongst May Day celebrants 
during an era of acute political instability. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, May Day was the subject of significant scholarly 
attention, but by the 1990s, it had fallen off most historians’ agendas. As the 
field increasingly studied the historical record through discursive and cul-
tural practices beginning in the mid-1980s, labour’s high holiday was largely 
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Forging a Revolutionary Community Through Ritual 9

ignored.3 Employing anthropological methods, this article recasts the history 
of the communist movement during the first years of the Weimar Republic 
by examining the birth of its political culture through the lens of May Day 
rituals. Essential to this inquiry are approaches that investigate how May 
Day rituals established a sacred community or in the word of Victor Turner 
‘communitas’,4 how collective rites foster group identities,5 and how rank-
and-file communists played performative roles in May Day rituals.6

As heirs to the rich traditions of the German labour movement, Weimar 
communists built a political culture that relied heavily upon pre-war 
socialist cultural precedents. Amongst the most meaningful was May Day. 
During the Weimar Republic, communists sought to appropriate 1 May 
to stir working-class passion and protest. Assuming leadership of May 
Day, they reasoned, would legitimise their movement by connecting it to 
the rich heritage of German labour. At the same time, communists dis-
tanced themselves from many pre-war labour symbolic practices, as they 
laid the foundation for a militant culture. Communist culture was to be a 
fighting culture. May Day was a ‘Kampftag’, a revolutionary alternative to 
the SPD’s parade of ‘flowers and garlands’.7 During the early years of the 
Weimar Republic, communist May Day ceremonies were stamped with a 
militant tone, evident in the rhetoric, symbols, and rituals unfurled on May 
Day. Participants played key roles in the dramaturgy. By presenting them-
selves as a disciplined mass alongside their comrades, they helped to forge 
a revolutionary community through ritual. At the same time, communist 
May Day observances were instrumental in effecting participants’ political 
views. As they partook in the rituals, they publicly pronounced their com-
mitment to revolutionary politics and working-class struggle.

May Day 1919

The Weimar Republic’s first May Day was pivotal to the communist move-
ment’s construction of a martial political culture with a militant May Day. 
Already in 1919 communists instrumentalised the holiday to demonstrate 
their revolutionary potential and to denounce the SPD and the Weimar 
Republic itself. Decisive to the development of a militant communist May 
Day was the revolutionary struggle that took place in Bavaria following the 
collapse of the German Empire and the abdication of the Bavarian king, 
Ludwig III, in November 1918. Munich was overtaken by political unrest, 
which led to the establishment of a council movement under the leadership 
of playwright Ernst Toller of the Independent Social Democratic Party of 
Germany (Unabhängige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, USPD) 
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10 Socialist History 54

on 7 April 1919. By 12 April, a more radical faction, composed primarily of 
communists, seized control of Munich and established the Bavarian Soviet 
Republic. Meanwhile, counter-revolutionary forces organised to quash the 
fledgling Republic. On 1-2 May, the Ehrhardt Brigade, a division of the 
right-wing Free Corps (Freikorps), battled the Bavarian Red Army, brutally 
suppressing the revolution with support of the SPD-led Munich govern-
ment, which had retreated to Bamberg after the unrest had broken out. 
Deliberately attempting to avoid the creation of working-class martyrs on 
labour’s high holiday, the counter-revolutionary forces intended to move 
in on Munich on 2 May.8 However, after both sides executed hostages 
on 29-30 April, the counter-revolutionary forces rapidly descended on 
Munich on 1 May. The outcome was mass bloodshed, including the execu-
tion of over a thousand revolutionaries without trial.9 

For communists, May First in Munich was a signpost of future revolu-
tionary struggles. This was no workers’ holiday; it was a day to mount the 
barricades, as described by the local KPD organ:

The red flags do not blow on a day of joy; they blow in front of the 
battle lines of the working class. And our proletariat in Munich is again 
covered in the blood of its best, surrounded on all sides by the raging 
reaction….On May First, the Munich revolutionary proletariat made 
the highest sacrifice. As the harbinger of the Germans, of the interna-
tional revolution, it [the Munich proletariat] springs forward in struggle, 
conscious of its holy obligation. World day of battle! To the trenches! In 
struggle and death for communism!10

Although the Weimar government had recognised May Day as a national 
holiday in April 1919, seemingly representing a historic victory for the 
working classes, Weimar’s first May Day ended tragically. Instead of cel-
ebrating the victories of the November Revolution, Germany’s working 
classes were torn asunder.11 

The crushing of the revolutionary movement in Bavaria was a decisive 
bellwether in the deepening breach that characterised the working-class 
movement during the Weimar Republic. Since the first days of the Great 
War, German labour, ostensibly united under the umbrella of the SPD, 
had begun to fracture. The evolving fissure, which Carl Schorske cogently 
narrated in the 1950s, was rooted in both theoretical disagreements about 
labour strategy and a pressing debate about support for the state’s war 
effort.12 The result of this discord was the exodus of the SPD’s left wing, 
which founded two new political parties: the USPD in April 1917 and the 
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Forging a Revolutionary Community Through Ritual 11

KPD in December 1918. For communists, the break with the SPD became 
incontrovertible during the Spartacist Uprising in January 1919, when 
the KPD’s leaders, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, were assassi-
nated. Communists pinned the murders on the SPD brass in Berlin, ‘the 
henchmen of the Ebert-Scheidemann Government’, and thereafter, they 
relentlessly denounced the SPD leadership, who had ‘treacherously mur-
dered two of our best’.13 With the deaths of Luxemburg and Liebknecht, 
labour’s schism was permanently cemented.

While ideological and political disputes undergirded the fragmentation 
of Germany’s labour movement, the growing clash between social demo-
crats and communists also played itself out on cultural terrains. Indeed, 
from diverging visions of a socialist utopia to competing iconographic 
repertoires, social democrats and communists increasingly cultivated two 
separate political identities, replete with a host of ideologically fraught 
symbols and rites that they paraded in public. May Day, in particular, 
came not only to reflect, but more importantly, to contribute to the deep-
ening divide within German labour. While social democrats increasingly 
opted for sociability and festivity on May Day, communists saw it as an 
opportunity for militant protest. Labour activists were thus embroiled in a 
‘symbolic competition’ on May Day, espousing a different set of ritualistic 
practices to win the hearts of workers on labour’s ‘high holiday’.14 

These diverse perspectives about May Day were largely a reprise of a 
long-standing debate about the purpose and content of May Day that dated 
back to the end of the nineteenth century. Already in 1890, when German 
labour was granted the legal right of assembly with the lapsing of the 
Anti-Socialist Laws (Sozialistengesetze, 1878-1890), working-class leaders 
exercised caution on May Day. Asserting that mass protests and strikes 
would result in employer retaliation and political persecution, labour leaders 
called for open-air festivals, family excursions, and dances.15 As May Day 
grew in popularity amongst the working classes in Wilhlemine Germany, 
many SPD and trade union leaders encouraged festivity over protest. They 
especially opposed demands for a mass strike, for they worried about 
employer retribution, and their apprehension was certainly warranted, as 
employers routinely fired, blacklisted, or locked out workers who struck on 
1 May.16 Fearing that participation in a militant demonstration would result 
in severe personal financial difficulties, many workers concurred that May 
Day observances should not aggressively confront employers.17

One of the most significant consequences of the calls to moderate the 
observances was an easing of the revolutionary tenor, as festivity came 
to dominate the staging of May Day during the Kaiserreich. May Day 

Socialist History 54.indd   11Socialist History 54.indd   11 05/02/2019   15:37:3805/02/2019   15:37:38



12 Socialist History 54

increasingly took on a festive character, commencing with morning or after-
noon marches or even leisurely strolls with marchers donning their Sunday 
best and red carnations or red paper roses and often parading in silence. 
May Day activities typically included sporting competitions, hiking, 
bicycle riding, and games. The climax of the day was an evening assembly 
in an enclosed room bedecked in working-class slogans. These gatherings 
usually featured performances by working-class choirs, musicians, agitprop 
theatre troupes, comedians, and gymnasts. Dancing, drinking, and evening 
fireworks often rounded out the rites. Thus, by the turn of the twentieth 
century, May Day came to resemble a folk festival for the entire working-
class family, blending politics, socialising, entertainment, and festivity.18 

The increasingly festive atmosphere of labour’s antebellum May Day 
gatherings was a flashpoint for activists, however. While some preferred 
a tempered celebration, others charged that festivity was supplanting real 
activism on May Day.19 Critiquing the celebratory character of some May 
Days, SPD leader Franz Mehring summed up the diverging views in 1901: 

While some see it [May Day] as a sharp and powerful weapon, others 
are much more modest in their demands for May Day. For them, it is 
little more than a refreshing day of rest, so to speak, a big family party 
or just a cosy coffee-klatch for the working class.20

Some rank-and-file activists agreed.21 In 1890, for example, approximately 
100,000 workers struck, defying labour leaders’ calls for a more muted 
observance.22 Robert Schmidt, a member of the General Commission of 
the Trade Unions, summed up their position in 1905: ‘When we want to 
fight, we must decide it for ourselves and not the employer’.23 By 1910, 
Rosa Luxemburg, one of the fiercest advocates for a militant protest on 
May Day, called for ‘a powerful mass demonstration of the proletariat’s 
unified revolutionary will’.24

During the First World War, May Day demonstrations grew increasingly 
militant. Bedecked with red carnations and carrying banners inscribed with 
revolutionary slogans, hundreds of thousands of workers participated in 
May Day protest marches, even when they had to be nominally disguised 
as leisurely promenades due to the banning of open-air demonstrations.25 
The increasing gravity of the wartime May Day observances was evident in 
Berlin in 1916 when a massive demonstration took place. One participant 
described the scene:

As far as I can see, all the streets and side streets are full of surging, 
silently moving human beings; all moving in the direction where the 
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Forging a Revolutionary Community Through Ritual 13

May Day demonstration is to take place. These are men and women, 
mostly women. The men amongst them are mostly over fifty. Suddenly 
it becomes apparent to me that there are more children in the crowds 
than men and women together. As they march, I notice that I cannot 
see one in the crowd who has a smile on her or his face. Along the route 
no one is cheering them. I had never seen such immense crowds in the 
streets of Berlin ... The crowds move as though they are part of a funeral 
procession. They are all sad, very sad. I recognise a group of comrades in 
the crowd. I rush in and join them. Keep your mouth shut is the unwrit-
ten rule, and everyone seems to observe it strictly.

As the consummate expression of a radicalised working-class identity, such 
May Day processions represented a ‘triumphal public act of the proletar-
ian class’ in which the streets ‘had been re-conquered for the politics of 
the masses’, explains Gottfried Korff.26 Indeed, such mass demonstrations 
were a testament to the working classes’ capacity to seize public space, 
signalling a symbolic occupation of public spaces for at least one day. The 
apex of the 1916 demonstration was the speech by Karl Liebknecht in 
which he denounced Germany’s war effort:

Workers, comrades, and you, women of the people, let not this festi-
val of May, the second during the War, pass without protest against the 
Imperialist Slaughter. On the First of May, let millions of voices cry, 
“Down with the shameful crime of the extermination of peoples! Down 
with those responsible for the War!’‘27

Imploring the participants to condemn Germany’s participation in the 
War, Liebknecht viewed May Day as an opportunity to confront the gov-
ernment overtly. Shortly after he concluded, the demonstration turned 
violent, with mounted guards armed with whips reportedly attacking the 
demonstrators. By the end of the day, Liebknecht had been arrested, and 
he would remain in prison for the duration of the War.

The different perspectives on the character of May Day observances 
resulted in a perennial debate about the nature of May Day that grew 
increasingly strident during the Weimar years. The controversy was 
fomented by the ideological competition that characterised the Weimar 
polity. Fusing uncompromising ideologies and mass politics with a bitter 
dispute within German labour, Weimar’s working-class politics promoted 
conflicting political perspectives and practices that were exhibited on May 
Day. Such discord was already evident in April 1919 when the National 
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Assembly voted to make May Day a national holiday to represent the 
‘entire will of the nation [des Volkes]’.28 As a ruling partner in national, state, 
and local governments, the SPD had a clear stake in Weimar’s new politi-
cal arrangement, and it sought to appropriate May Day for the Republic 
as a testament to national reconciliation after months of revolutionary 
turmoil. Extoling the fact that the eight-hour day had been widely insti-
tuted with the founding of the Weimar Republic, the Trade Union General 
Commission proclaimed in 1919, ‘This year, May Day will be a victory 
celebration for the German workers’.29 Consistent with their pre-war 
stance, SPD and trade union leaders advocated a holiday emptied of its 
revolutionary tenor in a move that signalled a rather blatant co-optation of 
the holiday for political ends. Wilhelm Keil, an SPD leader from Stuttgart, 
summed up the political positions on May Day 1919:

What earlier had been a militant May Day – fought hard for, for decades, 
by many victims – now fell like ripe fruit into the workers’ laps. And 
this great achievement was celebrated like a festival – no longer some-
thing for which to struggle. The battle amongst working-class brothers 
would not allow it to be otherwise. As a result, the demonstrations on 
May First took on the unique flavour of a national holiday.30

Thus, with the founding of the Weimar Republic and the integration of 
labour into the German polity, the necessity of protest on May Day had 
abated, and for many labour leaders, May Day 1919 provided the opportu-
nity to celebrate a series of working-class victories. Standing in opposition, 
representatives from the KPD and the USPD voted against the institution-
alisation of May Day as a national holiday.31 For KPD leaders, a celebratory 
May Day was simply unseemly in the context of the violent struggles of 
1918-19, and they denounced the SPD for ‘celebrating May First on top 
of corpses’, including those of Luxemburg, Liebknecht, and all those who 
died during the revolutionary fighting.32 Not surprisingly, communists 
called for a day of protest in the radical tradition of German labour, and 
they opted out of the government-sponsored May Day observances, which 
they denounced as a ‘farce’.33

Despite the mounting ideological divide between the KPD and the SPD, 
there were occasions when communists urged labour unity on May Day. 
During eras of social and political upheaval, such as the 1923 hyperinfla-
tion and after the onset of the Depression in 1930, KPD leaders, at least 
nominally, invited social democrats and unionists to join ‘brotherly hands’ 
on May Day in a ‘common struggle to a common victory’ of the working 
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classes.34 It is reasonable to question KPD leaders’ sincerity about joint 
action, as SPD and union leaders certainly did, for by May Day 1924, 
KPD leaders were already castigating SPD and union leaders as ‘our worse 
enemy’ due to their ‘enormous treason’ against the working classes.35 One 
consequence of such antagonistic rhetoric was a growing divide within 
labour, including on May Day, as the two working-class parties held sep-
arate events with very different characters. Social democratic May Days 
were largely social and cultural celebrations for working-class families. 
SPD organisers emphasised the holiday’s folk roots, carving out public 
space for dancing, singing, and drinking, while discouraging radical politi-
cal activity.36 Some SPD May Days even adopted bourgeois cultural forms 
with stanzas of Verdi and Wagner ringing throughout the gatherings.37 

The Communist May Day

Emulating the more radical traditions of May Day protests   during the 
Kaiserreich, communist May Days were generally more martial in nature 
than their Social Democratic counterparts. Communist May Day activities 
typically began in the late morning with a stream of closed-rank proces-
sions from proletarian neighbourhoods to a central location, usually an 
open-air public space in the inner city. Carrying pictures of revolutionary 
heroes, posters and banners inscribed with political slogans, red flags, and 
Soviet flags, workers, sometimes with their families, paraded through city 
streets, reciting revolutionary chants and songs in unison. Alongside the 
marchers were floats adorned with an array of communist symbols and 
slogans, and at the front of many of the parades were children’s groups, 
marching together. Thousands, tens of thousands, and in some cities even 
hundreds of thousands of marchers converged in the city centre. The scene 
was a ‘forest of flags and banners towering over the heads’ of the masses.38 
The open-air demonstrations featured a variety of activities, including 
performances by musicians and working-class choirs. The highpoint was 
speeches by prominent KPD leaders, and the capstone to all May Day 
events was the collective singing of The Internationale. In many locales, 
communists also held evening ceremonies geared toward the entire work-
ing-class family and featuring speeches by par ty leaders. As they marched 
home, still often in disciplined formation, communists typically sang revo-
lutionary songs on the streets.39

A few elements of communist May Day observances stand out. First, 
the processions from working-class boroughs to the main demonstration 
field were instrumental in preparing participants psychically for the mass 
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gathering. These processions functioned as ‘rites of transition’. According 
to Arnold van Gennep, to gain entrée into the ritual domain, participants 
cross over a threshold through which they move into ritual space and time.40 
As workers took leave of the rhythms of everyday life through the ritual of 
the May Day neighbourhood parade, the processions served to move them 
from ordinary space and time to sacred space and time. Marchers left their 
everyday lives at home and entered the domain of the ritual, which had a 
self-transformative effect that created an anticipatory sense of excitement 
and prepared participants emotionally for the ritual’s climax, which was 
the mass open-air gathering in the city centre.

The convergence of thousands of marchers in the city centre created a 
mass spectacle, and this mass itself was one of the communist May Day’s 
most important symbols. In an effort to convey that the KPD enjoyed a 
mass following, party leaders orchestrated May Day rituals to showcase 
the cadre en masse. Rank-and-file communists, thus, were never merely 
spectators at the May Day events, for they were cast as essential perform-
ers in the rites. Since the 1890s, May Day observances had been shaped 
by the emerging age of mass politics, which was due in large measure to 
the growing practice of universal manhood suffrage in Western Europe. 
May Day thus was born in an epoch in which the electorate had signifi-
cantly increased, and with this expansion came new political organisations 
and new political practices. As George Mosse maintains, the nineteenth 
century saw the birth of mass movements, which necessitated ‘a new politi-
cal style’ to ‘transform the crowd into a political force’.41 Amongst the 
new political practices was the mass spectacle, which not only assembled 
disparate citizens into an ideological cohesive unit, but also called upon 
the masses to play key roles in the political dramaturgy. May Day marches 
provided the ideal rostrums to orchestrate the mass spectacle. Indeed, from 
the first labour May Days, participants themselves became ritualistic icons 
in the working-class theatre. Sporting their Sunday best and red flowers, 
they marched silently in step and sang in unison in a show of working-
class fraternity. No wonder then that one socialist newspaper advocated 
the construction of viewing mounds that would allow the celebrants to 
observe the mass procession of which they were integral components.42

Weimar communists similarly constructed May Day activities to show-
case the mass. Following the tradition of the pre-war labour movement, 
the KPD annually called for a massive show on May Day, such as this 1923 
summoning of workers: ‘On 1 May, you must prove through mass partici-
pation that you are ready and determined … to oppose your enemies’.43 In 
many cities, the KPD did indeed assemble tens of thousands and sometimes 
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hundreds of thousands of people.44 Descending upon the city centre, the 
masses were invoked as performers in a dramatic display of revolution-
ary power. In Berlin in 1921, for example, the mass huddled together on 
Alexanderplatz, as described by the KPD’s central organ, Die Rote Fahne: 
‘Soon the large square was so overflowing that some of the parades had to 
go onto the neighbouring streets. A beautiful scene, a colourful mass with 
blood-red flags and banners’.45 

Despite the emphasis on the mass as a single revolutionary body, com-
munist May Day rituals were also choreographed to arouse individual 
celebrants’ emotions. To transform the working classes into militant sol-
diers, communists reasoned, May Day celebrations should feature symbolic 
practices that unleash an outpouring of feelings. To this extent, communist 
May Days were consistent with pre-war labour rites that were replete with 
emotive rituals.46 Sociological scholarship provides an explanation for the 
inclusion of emotionally laden symbolic practices in political culture. As 
David Kertzer explains, it is the ‘dramatic character’ of the ritual that brings 
about physiological changes, including the arousal of emotions. ‘Ritual 
works through the senses to structure our sense of reality and our under-
standing of the world around us’.47 This structuring of one’s perceptions 
underscores the capacity of rituals to manage participants’ emotions, and 
this managing of emotions through ritualistic practice is an operation of 
power. ‘Emotional control is the real site of the exercise of power’, as William 
Reddy asserts. Politics, in other words, is ‘a process of determining who 
must repress as illegitimate’ or ‘who must foreground as valuable the feel-
ings and desires that come up for them in given contexts and relationships’.48 

Since the first labour May Days in the late nineteenth century, contem-
poraries had sought to construct a set of symbolic practices that would have 
a transcendental impact on participants. At the 1892 SPD Party Congress, 
Austrian leader Victor Adler spoke of the importance of imparting a 
‘religious feeling’ at May Day events.49 Scholars similarly underline the 
chiliastic features of May Day ritualistic practices during the Kaiserreich, 
as German labour sought to develop mass secular rites that represented an 
alternative to religious and nationalistic rituals. In doing so, labour para-
doxically integrated quasi-sacral elements into the festivities to satisfy the 
cadre’s desire to be members of a sacred community.50 Of particular note 
was labour’s language and iconography of the promise of a future socialist 
utopia, of deliverance, consummately represented by labour’s prominent 
use of the rising sun imagery. May Day celebrations especially provided the 
ideal forums to project a better world, as its discourses and iconographies 
attempted to appeal to the cadre’s longing for liberation.51 
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Communist May Days also provided opportunities to inspire celebrants 
to imagine a better socialist future. As August Thalheimer expressed in 
1921, May Day offered the promise of a better world: ‘With us, the new 
world order marches forward, and that is why the millions who don’t want 
to perish in chaos will march with us’.52 The prospect of a socialist para-
dise, however, was more than an abstract fantasy, for communists hailed 
the Soviet Union as a tangible alternative to capitalist society. In Russia, ‘a 
new life, a new order is being built – the communist order’, so described 
the KPD leadership on May Day 1921.53 The characterisation of the Soviet 
Union as a communist utopia was a central May Day motif during the 
entire Weimar Republic, as reaffirmed by the Comintern in 1924.

The Communist International shows you another way. Look at 
Russia. There, the majority of the people have shaken off the chains 
of bondage…. Take a look at May First in Russia. Proletarians of all 
countries! Communists throughout the entire world! On this day of 
proletarian-revolutionary reckoning, follow the well-travelled road and 
overcome the obstacles to reach our goals.54

Characterising the Soviet Union as a promised land, KPD leaders capital-
ised upon May Day to promise deliverance to the working classes. To this 
extent, the language of a better world after liberation from the ‘chains of 
bondage’ contained connotations of salvation, underscoring the sacral and 
emotive aspects of the communist May Day.

Communists’ use of May Day observances to restructure celebrants’ 
emotional worlds was especially prominent in the rituals to honour fallen 
comrades. During the early years of the Weimar Republic, dead com-
rades took centre stage on May Day. Looming over all of the fallen were 
Luxemburg and Liebknecht whom May Day orators eulogised as the 
premier martyrs of the communist movement. Celebrants also remembered 
the dead of the 1919 revolution in Munich. KPD leaders called on support-
ers to honour the ‘victims of the revolution’ on May Day so that they ‘did 
not die in vain’.55 The dead heroes were to function as archetypes in the 
communist pantheon, for they had sacrificed everything for the struggle of 
the working classes. In recognition of their fallen comrades, May Day cel-
ebrants were urged to pay homage to the heroes by preparing themselves 
likewise ‘[i]n battle and death for communism!’56 Such language tapped 
into one of the founding myths of the communist movement and com-
munist culture: namely, that the struggle for the communist promised land 
would necessitate sacrifice, consummately expressed by Eugen Leviné in in 
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the midst of the Munich Revolution: ‘An honourable death and experience 
for the future is all we can salvage from the present situation’.57

Although it is reasonable to assume that celebrants’ emotional appercep-
tions during the May Day rites varied considerably, it is also evident that the 
KPD exercised emotional and political control over participants through 
ritualistic practices in order to project the image of a disciplined political 
army. The rank and file did indeed learn and follow the communist script, 
for the same rituals, symbols, and languages appeared and reappeared in 
May Day observances across Germany. Die Rote Fahne described the 
impact of the discipline in 1923 when 500,000 people assembled in Berlin’s 
Lustgarten: ‘Berlin’s workers marched in closed ranks, serious and disci-
plined to show the fascists that the red Berlin proletariat still lives, that it 
is determined to strike at the monarchist murdering gangs [who are] cruel 
to the core’.58 The celebrants’ performance of May Day ritualistic acts was 
decisive both to cultivate a regimented political community and to promote 
party discipline. To this extent, the KPD utilised cultural practices to teach 
members the correct political stance, and ample evidence exists to show 
that the celebrants readily sported uniforms, marched in cadence, and sang 
on cue on May Day, thus propagating revolutionary discipline themselves.

One of the most conspicuous ways that KPD leaders cultivated and 
projected a disciplined revolutionary cadre on May Day was through the 
promotion of wearing common attire. Since Germany’s first working-class 
May Days in the 1890s, dress had been an integral component of the mass 
spectacle. To showcase a united collective identity, workers donned their 
Sunday best, labour badges, red handkerchiefs, and red carnations in imita-
tion of the bourgeois dandy’s use of flowers as accessories.59 Throughout 
the Weimar years, KPD leaders likewise beseeched the cadre to continue the 
practice of sporting common clothing and emblems that represented revo-
lutionary values. However, by the early year of the Weimar Republic, men’s 
suits began to disappear on communist May Days, as the celebrants began 
to wear military-style clothing, including hats, trench coats, and boots. Such 
unified clothing underscored the fact that participants were hardly passive 
spectators on May Day; rather, they transformed themselves into disciplined 
revolutionary fighters, assuming prominent roles in the communist theatre.

Communists’ emphasis on discipline reflected a long-standing tradi-
tion amongst labour activists of demanding self-control on May Day.60 
Influenced by military models, the pre-war SPD, for example, had called 
for ‘sacred silence’ during the May Day procession as a sign of its growing 
potency and political maturity.61 KPD leaders similarly urged participants 
to conduct themselves with decorum and dignity on 1 May. Already in the 
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early 1920s, KPD leaders exhorted members to behave in a disciplined, 
militarised manner on May Day, as expressed by August Thalheimer: ‘May 
First must be a day of military review for the revolutionary vanguard of 
the proletariat in order to build new strength for the next struggle’, he 
declared.62 To project a serious revolutionary cadre, excessive alcohol 
consumption was especially discouraged. ‘Down with alcohol! Above all, 
get rid of the beer glass from the fist of the proletarians!’ party leaders 
urged. ‘The struggle for the freedom of the proletariat, for his own cause, 
needs clear, sober heads’.63 Criticising social democrats for hosting May 
Day celebrations filled with dancing and drinking, communists beseeched 
May Day marchers to exercise discipline and project seriousness as central 
motifs of the communist May Day dramaturgy.64

The many participatory rituals in the communist May Day underscore 
the ways in which ritual action was designed to effect celebrants’ belief 
systems. Above all, leaders choreographed the rituals and managed par-
ticipants’ emotions in order to instil in them a sense of revolutionary class 
consciousness. For Arnold van Gennep, ritualistic practices are instru-
mental in effecting the personal conversions of the celebrants. ‘Rites of 
transition’, in which participants detach themselves from their former social 
positions, prompt celebrants to perform ritualistic tasks as essential steps in 
the conversion process.65 Victor Adler, one of the most ardent proponents 
of a symbolic demonstration of proletarian power on May Day in the 1890s, 
understood the potency of rituals steeped in rousing content to bring about 
a transcendental experience in which working-class values ‘penetrated into 
the people’s consciousness’.66 Rosa Luxemburg similarly saw the capacity 
of a mass May Day demonstration to effect participants’ political views. 
In 1910, she argued that ‘the right to street demonstrations … should and 
must be fully exploited as the most excellent means of gathering the masses 
together, shaking them up, enlightening them, fulfilling them with a fighting 
spirit’. This, she continued, was ‘the best means to unfurl the power of the 
class-conscious working class before the eyes of the opponents’.67 

Weimar communists largely concurred with their predecessors about the 
ability of symbolic action to foster class consciousness. By actively partak-
ing in May Day participatory rituals, such as collective singing, celebrants 
ritualised expressions of working-class consciousness, and through such 
ritualised articulations, participants were either to undergo a political con-
version or to recommit themselves to the revolutionary movement on the 
public rostrum. To highlight the political function of communist ritualistic 
verbal expressions, KPD leaders routinely invoked devotional language, 
as exemplified in this 1924 appeal by the KPD’s youth organisation: 
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‘Demonstrate with us … with the hundreds of thousands, with the mil-
lions. [L]et this May Day demonstration be your vow to the revolution 
in which the communist youth fights ever more bravely’.68 Calling on 
celebrants to pledge themselves to revolutionary struggle alongside their 
fellow comrades, KPD leaders fashioned May Day practices as sacral oath 
ceremonies in which ritual subjects dedicated themselves to revolution 
publicly, with the intention of affecting celebrants’ political consciousness.

The inculcation of political ideology through ritual action was not 
merely an intellectual exercise, however. Indeed, symbolic practices, 
particularly ones that called on participants to express themselves ver-
bally, such as songs and cries that they uttered in unison, were designed 
to provoke deep emotional responses. To this extent, these ritualistic 
expressions were, to use William Reddy’s term, ‘emotives’, ‘instruments 
for directly changing, building, hiding, [or] intensifying emotions’, which 
have a self-transformative capacity.69 Communist May Day rituals were 
choreographed to stir political passions in order to intensify participants’ 
feelings, especially feelings of class belonging and revolutionary fra-
ternity. Prodding celebrants to showcase their political stripes on May 
Day through ritualistic expressions, KPD leaders attempted to engineer 
a political metamorphosis in which participants refashioned themselves 
into committed communist soldiers, effecting both an inward emotional 
conversion and an outward public display of the faith.

Such emotives of revolutionary commitment not only served to instil in 
celebrants a certain political consciousness, but they also helped to foster 
revolutionary solidarity. By gathering together thousands of people in a 
common public space in support of a revolutionary platform and convinc-
ing participants to perform revolutionary rituals, the communist movement 
nurtured a revolutionary community through symbolic practices. Scholars 
have long noted the importance of collective rites in the cultivation of 
group identity. Over one hundred years ago, Émile Durkheim proposed 
that collective rituals, particularly religious rites, serve to renew commit-
ment to a community:

There can be no society which does not feel the need of upholding and 
reaffirming at regular intervals the collective sentiments and the collec-
tive ideas which makes its unity and its personality. Now this moral 
remaking cannot be achieved except by the means of reunions, assem-
blies and meetings where the individuals, being closely united to one 
another, reaffirm in common their common sentiment; hence come cer-
emonies which do not differ from regular religious ceremonies . . .70
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While Durkheim focused on religious practices, he also acknowledged that 
secular rituals possessed the capacity to stabilise a community and reaf-
firm celebrants’ commitment to the community and its political values.71 
Collective ritual practices, in other words, help to forge an esprit de corps, as 
David Kertzer explains: ‘Ritual activity is not simply one possible way of cre-
ating group solidarity; it is a necessary way. Only by periodically assembling 
together and jointly participating in such symbolic action can the collective 
ideas and sentiments be propagated’.72 For Victor Turner, symbolic activities 
establish a sacred community or ‘communitas’ – more precisely ‘an ideologi-
cal communitas’ that offers ‘a utopian blueprint for the reform of society’. 
Critical to creating a sacred community are rituals that guide participants to 
withdraw symbolically from the ‘mainstream’ and to ‘seek the glow of the 
communitas amongst those with whom they share some cultural … feature 
[which] they take to be their most single mark of identity’.73

Since the end of the nineteenth century, socialist May Day observances 
had been instruments in building a working-class community that stood 
in opposition to the bourgeois order. Parading alongside their comrades in 
sacred silence, German workers showed themselves to be a united commu-
nity in the public sphere on May Day. This demonstration of working-class 
fraternity was an indispensible component of the May Day ritual, for it 
helped to integrate celebrants into the socialist community.74 

Weimar communists continued the tradition of fashioning May Day into 
a demonstration of revolutionary solidarity. Already in May 1919, the KPD 
called on workers to demonstrate on May Day in order ‘to save Germany, to 
save the revolution; then you save yourself, then you save your brothers; then 
unite with all of your brothers around the world’.75 The communist rhetoric 
of solidarity was reinforced on May Day with a host of participatory rituals 
designed to cultivate a sacred community. Amongst the most important were 
the wearing of common attire and communist emblems, marching in closed 
ranks, singing in unison, and collectively chanting revolutionary cries. The 
impact of the cultivation of solidarity through ritual was evident in Berlin 
in 1923, when, according to Die Rote Fahne, 25,000 men marching in lock-
step in a communist Hundertschaften brigade and all donning red armbands 
joined with 500,000 other demonstrators at the Lustgarten. 

These were not workers in suits, demonstrating on 1 May quietly and 
nicely (gemütlich) according to tradition or party discipline. Despite 
the mass, these were not the unorganised in a line surrendering. These 
were workers who understand the danger of fascism, who are ready to 
resist the fascist assault on workers, and who know that only with unity 

Socialist History 54.indd   22Socialist History 54.indd   22 05/02/2019   15:37:3805/02/2019   15:37:38



Forging a Revolutionary Community Through Ritual 23

and organization can the working class head off the [fascist] danger and 
bring about the victory of the proletariat.76

Through ritual action, including wearing similar attire and marching in 
closed ranks as a single revolutionary force, these men were transformed 
into communist soldiers, presenting themselves as part of a revolution-
ary community. By partaking in such rites, these men publicly articulated 
their commitment to the communist brotherhood, thus creating a common 
bond.

The Communist Kampftag 

Invoking an array of belligerent languages and rituals, communists fashioned 
May Day into a militant day of protest to build a revolutionary community 
through joint struggle. For centuries, May Day had been associated with con-
flict, especially the contest between the seasons, winter and summer. During 
the Kaiserreich, class struggle took centre stage in socialist May Day rhetoric. 
As Elizabeth Harvey maintains, the fashioning of the holiday into a day of 
international working-class revolution was May Day’s ‘most essential char-
tering myth’.77 Asserting that they had inherited the mantle of revolutionary 
struggle from the pre-war labour movement, Weimar communists made 
working-class struggle the centrepiece of the communist cultural liturgy, and 
they called on workers to flaunt their revolutionary stripes on May Day. 
The events of 1919, particularly the quelling of the Sparticist Uprising and 
the Munich Revolution along with the assassinations of Luxemburg and 
Liebknecht, provoked communists into constructing May Day into an occa-
sion for militant protest. ‘Keep it [May Day] as a day of struggle against the 
bourgeoisie and its henchmen’, Die Rote Fahne urged. ‘Keep it was a day of 
struggle for the German revolution, for world revolution’.78 Such rhetoric 
was re-invoked the following year. ‘On 1 May, the Communist Party calls 
German workers together, not to a victory party because first a complete 
victory must first be achieved through struggle’. Instead, Die Rote Fahne 
called on workers to assemble on May Day as a ‘revolutionary army, armed 
and ready for the new decisive battle’.79 According to communist logic, only 
through struggle could the working classes achieve liberation, as expressed in 
this 1921 appeal by the KPD leadership:

Workingmen and workingwomen! You have the choice either to slowly 
be strangled in the arms of the German and Entente bourgeoisie or to 
fight your way out of this two-fold exploitation and oppression. If you 
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stand together with the revolutionary vanguard, if you unite together in 
battle against poverty and oppression in a revolutionary resolute front 
against capitalism, you are strong enough to pave the road to freedom.80

Imploring workers to fight together against exploitation and oppression in 
order to attain liberation, such pleas were intended to tie the communist 
May Day to the radical traditions of mass protest on May Day. 

The KPD’s characterisation of May Day as a day of struggle under-
scored the fact that the communist May Day was to be a fighting day 
(Kampftag) – a day of militant protest in which celebrants were to make 
an aggressive mass public display of their commitment to revolutionary 
struggle. By portraying May Day as a ‘fighting day’, KPD leaders not only 
attempted to incite the rank and file to militant protest, but they also sought 
to draw a categorical distinction between the communist May Day and its 
social democratic counterpart. While the communist May Day was to be a 
‘fighting day’ in the radical tradition working-class struggle, KPD leaders 
berated SPD leaders for hosting a ‘social-democratic May Day stroll’, com-
plete with men wearing ‘coattails’.81 SPD May Days, accordingly, were 
‘holidays’ filled with dancing and drinking, so charged communists.82

In their advocacy of militant protest, communists invoked labour’s core 
historic demand on May Day: namely, the eight-hour workday. Tapping 
into the long tradition of advancing the eight-hour workday on May Day 
through mass protest marches and strikes, Weimar communists attempted 
to link their political agenda to the heritage of both the German and inter-
national labour movements by fomenting radicalism on May Day.83 At the 
birth of the Weimar Republic, German employers had widely recognised 
the eight-hour workday.84 However, on the heels of the 1923 hyperinfla-
tion, the eight-hour day began to be eroded as business owners challenged 
a host of labour agreements to which they had acquiesced under revolu-
tionary fire. As a consequence, by 1924 achieving the eight-hour workday 
topped the communist agenda once again.85 KPD leader Paul Frölich 
summed up the party’s stance in the days leading up to May Day 1924: 
‘The eight-hour day . . . was for us proof that we were on the march. It was 
the statement that we had removed the enemy. . . . The eight-hour day was 
taken from us and millions of us are without work, without wages, without 
a prospect for work and wages, and because of this, the brutal slavery of 
the workhouse threatens [us]’.86 Advocating the eight-hour workday, 
which had been labour’s preeminent demand since the days of the Second 
International (1889-1916), Weimar communists sought to link their vision 
of May Day to labour’s historic battles. The eight-hour workday, in other 
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words, was a tool to legitimise the communist movement and to summon 
sympathisers to mass protest on May Day. By challenging the demise of 
the eight-hour workday through a militant demonstration, communists 
hoped to stoke working-class struggle on May Day.

Complementing the promotion of a mass strike for the eight-hour 
workday was communist rhetoric that called on participants to demonstrate 
en masse on May Day. In the days leading up to May First, party publications 
were filled with incessant calls for militant protest. The communist May Day 
was to be a day to ‘exhibit the revolutionary army, the arming for the new 
and decisive battle’, declared Die Rote Fahne in 1920.87 May First was to ‘be 
a day of military review … for the revolutionary vanguard of the proletariat 
to build new strength for the next struggle’, so implored August Thalheimer 
in 1921. The ‘strongest troops’ were to man ‘their posts’ in order to signal to 
the bourgeoisie that ‘[w]e are coming again even stronger, more experienced, 
harder, battle tested, and our victory is certain…’88 ‘[O]n May First you must 
demonstrate your readiness to fight to show the exploiters that they should 
not think of oppressing you in bondage’, reiterated the party’s leadership 
in 1924.89 KPD iconography similarly promoted militancy on May Day, as 
seen in this sketch, published on the front page of the 1920 May First issue 
of Die Rote Fahne.

‘Zum 1. Mai!’ Die Rote Fahne: Zentralorgan der Kommunistischen 

Partei Deutschlands, 1 May 1920.

Shielded by a large red flag, the shirtless, muscular male communist soldier 
prepares to hurl a grenade at the capitalist enemy. He is the embodiment of 
a self-assertive, powerful working class that is prepared to do battle on May 
Day.
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The KPD’s continuous characterisation of May Day as a day of mass 
protest and revolutionary struggle might have appeared merely as hackneyed 
bombast, particularly from 1925 to 1929 when the Weimar Republic enjoyed 
relative social and political stability. However, the continuous repetition of 
bellicose rhetoric, already prominent in KPD propaganda in the first years 
of the Weimar Republic, laid the groundwork for violent protest when social 
conditions were not as favourable. Analogous to the pre-war labour move-
ment’s language of working-class struggle, Weimar communists’ militant 
discursive repertoire functioned as something more than hyperbole, for 
it did indeed cultivate a militant political culture that promoted violence. 
Thus, in 1924 when a number of municipalities banned open-air May Day 
demonstrations, numerous communists protested in defiance, and some of 
these protests turned violent. Demonstrations in Berlin and Saarbrücken, for 
instance, resulted in confrontations with the police in which protestors were 
both injured and arrested. In Hindenburg, Königsberg, and Gelsenkirchen, 
May Day demonstrations similarly resulted   in clashes with the police, but 
these also ended with the deaths of a number of demonstrators.90 

Such militancy bubbled up again in the final years of the Weimar 
Republic, culminating in ‘Bloody May’ (Blutmai) in 1929. Defying a ban on 
open-air demonstrations issued by the SPD Police President Karl Friedrich 
Zörgiebel in December  1928, activists took to the streets in Berlin’s work-
ing-class districts Neukölln and Wedding on 1 May. The police responded 
by declaring a state of siege and putting down the demonstrations with 
substantial force, leaving approximately 32 dead and 194 wounded after 
three days of battle. This event marked the fiercest street fighting in Berlin 
since 1919.91 Although the KPD did not organise this protest, communists 
saw May Day 1929 as a turning point. As expressed by Paul Frölich, ‘The 
bloody events of May cannot remain without consequences. The offensive 
of the social democratic leadership against revolutionary organisations is a 
preamble to a new political era’.92 The KPD’s rank and file echoed Frölich’s 
words: ‘The 33 dead raise themselves from the grave before your eyes and 
indict the social democratic hirelings of the capitalists. 33 dead was the 
price for the proletariat not having the right to demonstrate on 1 May. In 
1929, the demonstrating proletariat were left to be shot down. They call 
on us in 1930 to demonstrate without shame’.93 One of the consequences 
of May Day 1929 was the radicalisation of communists and sympathisers, 
and this radicalisation was often carried out on cultural terrains, includ-
ing on May Day. This photograph from the 1931 May Day demonstration 
in Berlin displays militant, uniformed male antifascist fighters with raised 
fists, marching and singing in martial formation.
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Antifascist men demonstrating in Berlin on Bülowplatz on 1 May 1931.
(SAPMO-BA, Berlin, Zentrales Parteiarchiv, Bild Y1-11838).

Aggressive in their stance, the young men convey that they are revolution-
ary soldiers. From the caps on their heads to their jackboots, they embody 
the militant communist hero of late Weimar who seizes the street on May 
Day in a powerful display of revolutionary commitment. Underlining such 
militant masculine visual representations was the belligerent public lan-
guage of the male troops. Typical of this rhetoric was the Rot Front der 

Jung Prolet’s response to the murders of five Communist Youths in Berlin 
in 1930: ‘We will answer these murders with “Revenge”! We will find 
the murderers of our young comrades and we will avenge their deaths’.94 
Certainly Germany’s deteriorating economic, social, and political condi-
tions in the early 1930s contributed the escalating radicalism on both the 
far left and far right. However, communist radicalism was also informed, 
in part, by a legacy of militant rhetoric and ritual that shaped not only its 
political agenda, but also its political culture, especially on May Day. In 
other words, when communists took to the barricades in the early 1930s, 
battling Nazis and other foes nearly every night in deadly confrontations, 
they tapped into a history of militancy that had been etched in communist 
consciousness already in the early years of the Weimar Republic. Even after 

Socialist History 54.indd   27Socialist History 54.indd   27 05/02/2019   15:37:3905/02/2019   15:37:39



28 Socialist History 54

the establishment of the Third Reich in January 1933, KPD leaders called 
on supporters to mass protest in the radical tradition of the working-class 
May Day:

On 1 May 1933, the German proletariat must prove that it is not 
defeated, that it does not stand behind the blood-stained swastika flag, 
that it remains true to the historic legend of the international workers’ 
day of struggle, that the political mass strike and a new class struggle 
start to be built with mass demonstrations on 1 May, that it is ready to 
march for the liberation of its class, for world revolution.95

Conclusion

In 1925, the national leadership of the Young Spartakus League (Jung 

Spartakus Bund, JSB) called on parents to bring their children to the com-
munist May Day events: ‘Working-class parents, make sure that your 
children don’t go to school on 1 May, but demonstrate together with you. 
The children want to be there when the workers take to the street. The 
children, too, want to carry the red flag’.96 With these words, the KPD 
signalled a significant shift in its overall organisation and its approach to 
May Day. Specifically, as Germany entered an era of relative stability after 
the nearly continuous political, social, and economic upheavals of the early 
Weimar Republic, the communist movement manoeuvred to respond to 
the changing environment. The time for revolution had waned, and as a 
result, the KPD reorganised itself. Amongst the most significant changes 
was an organisational overhaul known as ‘Into the Masses’ (Heran an 

die Massen), which was designed to transform the KPD from a revolu-
tionary party, dominated by militant male cadre, into a mass movement. 
At the heart of this shift was the creation of a host of ancillary organisa-
tions designed to broaden the party’s appeal. The KPD sought to attract 
all members of the working-class family by sponsoring an array of social 
organisations for fathers, mothers, and children, and inviting children to 
the May Day events was an integral tactic of the new orientation.97 

One consequence of this strategic shift was a dampening of militancy 
in the communist movement and its culture from 1925 to 1929. To appeal 
to women and to inculcate communist values into the next generation, the 
KPD softened its militant rhetoric and organisation. As the grande dame of 
Weimar communism, Clara Zetkin, maintained in 1926, a militaristic orien-
tation did not appeal to the majority of working-class women.98 The party’s 
new orientation influenced the character of the communist May Day, at 
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least for the time being. While KPD May Day rhetoric continued to stress 
the urgency of revolutionary struggle, in practice, communist May Day 
events came to resemble the festive celebrations of the SPD. However, after 
the ‘Bloody May’ of 1929 and the onset of the Depression in 1930, the com-
munist May Day returned to its militant roots, as the KPD called on the 
working classes to join together in closed ranks in a show of revolutionary 
commitment. In doing so, communists reactivated the May Day rituals and 
languages that were born during the first wave of revolutionary struggle 
in the early years of the Weimar Republic. Indeed, the original communist 
May Days provided later communists with a repertoire of militant rites and 
rhetoric that were once again unleashed in the final years of the Republic. 
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Improbable nationalists? 
Social democracy and national 
independence in Georgia 1918-1921

Francis King

Abstract:

The Democratic Republic of Georgia (1918-1921) had the world’s first ever 
elected social-democratic government. However, despite attempts then and 
later to present it as an exemplar of democratic socialism, the main tasks 
its leaders faced, in the context of post-imperial revolutionary chaos, were 
those of nation-building and consolidation. This necessarily led the state 
into conflict with its neighbours and national minorities, and to adopt a 
series of measures and compromises which both undermined the socialist 
aspects of the regime and fostered nationalism and even chauvinism, against 
the intentions and ideology of its rulers. This in turn weakened the regime, 
facilitating its eventual overthrow by the Red Army.

Keywords: Georgia, social democracy, Bolshevism, Zhordania

On 26 May 1918, Georgia, in Transcaucasia, declared its independence. 
Unlike many other ‘states’ which sprang up like mushrooms on the ter-
ritory of the disintegrating Russian empire, only to collapse again within 
weeks, the Democratic Republic of Georgia (DRG) showed signs of 
viability. It survived innumerable internal and external attempts to over-
throw it from 1918 until February 1921, when it finally succumbed to 
a massive invasion by the Red Army. Remarkably, this small, agrarian, 
economically underdeveloped country was led throughout this period 
by Marxists, social democrats aligned with the Russian Mensheviks, 
who had won – and retained throughout – the support of the greater 
part of the Georgian population. It had the first elected social-democratic 
government anywhere in the world. During this brief period of state 
independence, its social-democratic leaders made significant attempts at 
social, economic and democratic reform – against a background of con-
tinual conflict with their neighbours and their own national minorities, 
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a dislocated and declining economy, and a chaotic and often corrupt 
administration.

The Georgian story reverberated way beyond the Caucasus region, both 
at the time and afterwards. The DRG’s tense relations with Soviet Russia 
reflected and encapsulated the split in the world socialist movement into 
social democrats and communists. Like Soviet Russia, but on a much more 
modest scale, the DRG tried to mobilise and organise support for its cause 
within the international labour movement. Using their wide network of 
contacts in the parties of the former Second International, Georgia’s leaders 
tried to present their case to workers and activists abroad. The country 
became a cause célèbre for European social democracy, receiving visits in 
1920 from various socialist leaders. Karl Kautsky stayed several months 
and sang its praises in Georgia. A Social-Democratic Peasant Republic 
(1921). He stressed the DRG’s ‘democratic’ system, and claimed that ‘in 
comparison with the hell which Soviet Russia represents, Georgia appeared 
as a paradise’.1 The solidarity campaign did not cease with the Red Army 
takeover. Having escaped into exile in France, Georgia’s social-democratic 
leaders continued to press their cause, both in the Labour and Socialist 
International and more widely. 

In contrast, communist authors presented the DRG as internally tyran-
nical and externally obsequious to imperialism. Leon Trotsky’s Between 

Red and White (1922), largely a polemic against Kautsky, set the tone. The 
DRG, Trotsky claimed, was a ‘Menshevik terrorist regime’, which unlike 
Soviet Russia ‘aimed at preserving the institution of private property and the 
alliance with imperialism’.2 Georgia’s workers and peasants had overthrown 
it in a ‘Soviet revolution’, and the Red Army had merely provided fraternal 
assistance.3 In this way, two incompatible narratives around the DRG arose 
and developed from the 1920s onwards. The communist narrative stressed 
the struggles of the local Bolsheviks, and from the 1930s became merged with 
hagiographies of Georgian Bolsheviks like Joseph Stalin, Lavrenti Beria and 
Sergo Ordzhonikidze. In contrast, the social-democratic accounts, greatly 
supplemented by the memoirs of the participants themselves, merged seam-
lessly into an émigré narrative of Georgia’s national struggle for freedom 
and democracy against Muscovite imperialism.

These stories, however, lay largely dormant for decades, until Georgian 
nationalism gained political traction again as the USSR crumbled in the late 
1980s. Since then, the story of those three years of independence, ending with 
Georgia’s forcible reincorporation into the Russian fold, have become part 
of an officially-cultivated national mythology. In this new official version, 
the socialist aspects of the DRG are downplayed against the national ones. 
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Meanwhile, certain authors and scholars, mostly outside Georgia, have 
attempted to rediscover the DRG as a viable democratic socialist alternative 
to the horrors of Soviet rule. Eric Lee’s book The Experiment: Georgia’s 

Forgotten Revolution (2017) is the most recent contribution, and he spells 
out his political message clearly in the book’s peroration: ‘Look at the 
Georgian experiment. That was democratic socialism.’4

Although the democratic socialist ideology of the Georgian leaders played 
an important part in the DRG story, there were also other factors at work. 
The tragedy of the Georgian social democrats was that in 1918, contrary to 
their expectations and ideology, they found themselves leading a national, 
rather than a social revolution. This was not what they had intended. They 
had originally been the least nationalist political force in Georgia. As late as 
July 1918 they had still regarded themselves as an integral part of the Russian 
Social-Democratic Workers’ Party (RSDRP), a thoroughly international-
ist party which was well aware of the destructive and divisive potential of 
nationalism. Yet at the end of May they had already taken the decisive step 
in breaking Georgia away not only from Russia, but also from its immediate 
neighbours in Transcaucasia – Armenia and Azerbaijan. This article exam-
ines how the logic of events pushed Georgia’s social-democratic leadership 
towards a sometimes virulent nationalism, involving conflict with Georgia’s 
neighbours and own minorities. It shows how these nation-building efforts 
shaped, distorted and ultimately did much to derail the democratic and 
social aspects of their revolution.

Before 1917 – Georgian social democracy and national 

consciousness

A democratically-minded national intelligentsia began to develop in 
Georgia from the 1860s, and from the 1890s its younger generation, like 
many in Russia proper, had begun to embrace Marxism on a large scale. 
Although Georgia had little industry and had very few proletarians, 
Marxism offered several things for a small oppressed nation in Georgia’s 
position. Firstly, it was a modernising, European, ideology of progress 
which fitted the westward-looking orientation of the country’s intellectu-
als. Secondly, the democratic demands of social democracy, such as full legal 
and political equality and civil rights for all citizens offered an attractive 
vision of social justice for a small nation within Imperial Russia. Thirdly, 
social democracy proposed a concrete programme of political action for a 
democratic revolution. And fourthly, its perspective of equal rights for all 
nationalities within a democratised Russian state offered a way around the 
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pitfalls of straight ‘national independence’. Georgia’s geographical position 
sandwiched between Ottoman Turkey and Russia, and the complex ethnic 
patchwork of Georgia and the wider Caucasus region, meant that ‘inde-
pendence’ was not an easy option. Like the Jewish workers’ Bund in the 
west of the Russian empire, the social democrats in Georgia saw the success 
of the Russian revolutionary movement as a whole as the best guarantor of 
their own national liberation. Unlike the Bund, though, the Georgian social 
democrats strongly opposed any ethnic particularism within the party, 
which they saw as a recipe for disaster in the Caucasian context.5

The social-democratic circles in Georgia of the late 1890s, led by the 
authoritative Noe Zhordania, linked up with RSDRP not long after its 
formal foundation in 1898. After 1903, when RSDRP split into Bolshevik 
and Menshevik factions, most – but not all – Georgian members took the 
Menshevik side. They rejected the narrow organisational model for the 
party proposed by Lenin, because they saw a potential for a more open 
and inclusive party in Georgia – the anti-colonial, national, dimension 
of their struggle allowed them to mobilise broader strata of the popula-
tion than was possible in Russia. But they were only ‘Mensheviks’ in the 
all-Russia context. In Georgia itself, they pursued their own distinctive 
policies. Unlike most Russian Mensheviks, the Georgians actively involved 
themselves with the burgeoning peasant movement. In 1904, as one of the 
forerunners of the revolutionary wave which engulfed the Russian empire 
in 1905, peasants in the western Georgian district of Guria launched a mass 
uprising under the political guidance of the social democrats, and remained 
in control of the entire district until early 1906.6 Georgia as a whole was an 
active centre of the 1905 revolution – besides the peasant risings there were 
strikes and assassinations, and in September that year the social democrats 
in Tiflis (present-day Tbilisi) organised a coordinated bombing campaign 
against the barracks of the Cossack troops sent to crush the revolution.7 
Despite this, in November 1905 the helpless Imperial authorities in Tiflis 
found themselves obliged to appeal to the social democrats for help. As the 
revolutionary events were reaching their climax, there was a serious threat of 
intercommunal pogroms, and the local administration permitted the social 
democrats to mobilise armed workers in to help keep the peace.8 But as the 
revolution across Russia went down to defeat, an attempt at a general strike 
in Georgia in December 1905 was crushed, and martial law was imposed. 
Nonetheless, the social democrats had firmly established themselves as one 
of the leading political forces in Georgia. In all the elections to the newly-
created State Duma (parliament), no matter how far the Tsarist authorities 
tried to restrict or rig the franchise, there were social democrats elected from 
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Georgia. Two of these deputies, Nikolay Chkheidze and Iraklii Tsereteli, 
were among the most influential Menshevik leaders in Petrograd in 1917.

In Georgia itself between 1905 and 1917, even though the RSDRP as a 
party was illegal, social democrats remained active in education, co-oper-
atives, trade unions, journalism, and local administration. Their Duma 
representatives raised the profile of both Georgia and social democracy on 
the all-Russia level, and provided a legal, public face for social democracy 
which coexisted with the clandestine party organisation. Unlike many other 
Mensheviks in this period, the Georgian social democrats resisted the idea, 
then known as ‘liquidationism’, of dissolving their underground groups.9 
Their organisational strength allowed them to extend their influence more 
widely into Transcaucasia. Although social democracy remained very weak 
among the Muslim (largely Azeri) population while among the Armenians 
the nationalist Dashnaktsutiun party predominated, Tiflis was the multi-eth-
nic administrative centre of the whole region, and the social democrats were 
the only socialist current present among Georgians, Russians, Armenians 
and others. This greater reach put them in a very strong position, even with 
the massive decline in all revolutionary activity in the post-1905 years of 
reaction.

The experience of World War One on the Russo-Turkish front was dif-
ferent from that of Russia’s western front. Russia’s southern armies were 
quite successful, and most of the fighting took place on territory seized early 
on from the Ottomans. At the same time, following the large-scale Turkish 
massacres of Armenians in 1915, few people doubted what a successful 
Ottoman invasion would look like, at least, for the non-Muslim peoples in 
Transcaucasia. This very much shaped the local socialists’ perspectives on 
the war – an ‘internationalist’ abdication from the war may have made sense 
to some Russian Marxists looking across their western front to Germany, 
but on the southern front – for Georgians and particularly for Armenians 
– maintaining the front against the Turks pending a peace agreement was 
literally a matter of life and death.

Revolution breaks out

When the news of the fall of the autocracy reached the Caucasus in early 
March 1917, there was little doubt that the RSDRP would emerge as the 
dominant party, at least in Georgia. Noe Zhordania – then living in hiding 
in Tiflis – was summoned to the palace of the Vice-regent of the Caucasus, 
Grand Duke Nikolay Nikolaevich, to be told that the Grand Duke was relin-
quishing his powers and was confident that the social democrats would be 
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able to establish the necessary order.10 The end of tsarism, however, produced 
an explosion of all sorts of political and social activity across the Caucasus. 
In Georgia, as elsewhere on the periphery of the empire, both social and 
national claims were advanced, sometimes simultaneously. Nationalistically-
minded Georgians gravitated to the Georgian Party of Socialist-Federalists 
and the newly-formed National Democratic Party. But these were minority 
parties. The dominance of the RSDRP ensured that developments in Georgia 
were initially broadly in step with the all-Russia movement.

The all-Russia Provisional Government created a Transcaucasus 
Committee (OZAKOM), with local representatives, to replace the Tsarist 
vice-regency, while a network of soviets quickly formed across Georgia and 
other centres in Transcaucasia. The most important was the Tiflis Workers’ 
Soviet, founded in early March on the initiative of the Bolshevik Filipp 
Makharadze, but dominated throughout by Menshevik-oriented social 
democrats and chaired by Noe Zhordania.11 The soldiers garrisoned in 
Tiflis were organised in a separate soviet, dominated at first by the (all-Rus-
sia) Party of Socialist-Revolutionaries (SRs), but the two soviets organised a 
common presidium, again chaired by Zhordania. Although the Tiflis Soviet 
did not formally seek to usurp OZAKOM’s authority, it rapidly proved 
itself to be the most powerful organisation on the ground. The ruthlessness 
with which the dominant social democrats exercised their power locally was 
recalled by Zhordania later in his memoirs.

In the summer of 1917, there began to be mass robberies and other 
serious crimes. In response, the [Soviet] Executive Committee instituted 
courts-martial, and those found guilty were shot. From this time on the 
power of the Soviet of Workers’ Deputies was in fact confirmed, and 
all the highest institutions, for example OZAKOM, the city authorities 
and so on would turn to the Soviet to carry out various decisions. There 
were occasions where these decisions were not carried out, because we 
disagreed with them.12

The Tiflis soviet organisation remained Zhordania’s main power base 
throughout 1917 and for the first part of 1918, from which he guided the 
work of his comrades in state and other institutions, ensuring that his party 
dominated Georgian political life.13

The Bolshevik faction was so weak in Georgia that for the first two 
months after the fall of the Tsar, it attempted to work in common RSDRP 
organisations with the Menshevik-oriented majority, until political diver-
gences made this impossible to continue.14 The relative strength of the two 
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factions was reflected in the elections to the Tiflis City Duma at the end of 
July 1917, where they stood on separate lists: the (Menshevik) social demo-
crats gained 42 per cent of the vote, compared to just under 5.5 per cent for 
the Bolsheviks.15 Bolshevik support was stronger among ethnic Russians 
and certain other national minorities, and in the course of 1917 it grew par-
ticularly significantly among the soldiers of the Caucasus army. 

At this stage, between February and October 1917, the Georgian social 
democrats’ main political horizons were the Russian empire as a whole, 
rather than Transcaucasia or just Georgia. They envisaged national auton-
omy for Georgia within a democratic, parliamentary Russian republic, but 
the essential precondition for this was the transformation of Russia itself. 
The parties which oriented their politics to Georgia alone, such as the 
National Democrats and the Socialist-Federalists, remained much less influ-
ential. Vladimir Voytinsky, a Russian Menshevik propagandist for Georgian 
social democracy, could later claim, without too much exaggeration, that:

In 1917 Georgia was perhaps the only peripheral country where separa-
tist tendencies were unknown. Although imbued with the national spirit, 
its people remained not only fundamentally loyal to the Russian central 
authorities, but were also prepared to make the greatest sacrifices for the 
cause of the Russian revolution.16

In the first months of the revolution, the Mensheviks were the dominant 
force in both all-Russia and Georgian soviet politics. On the question of the 
war, they generally agreed that the front had to be held until a democratic 
peace could be secured. They looked forward to the election of an all-Russia 
Constituent Assembly, which alone would have the right to determine the 
future shape of the Russian empire. Moreover, Mensheviks from Georgia, 
notably Nikolay Chkheidze and Iraklii Tsereteli were playing leading polit-
ical roles in the Petrograd Soviet. From May 1917, Tsereteli also served as a 
minister in the Provisional Government, although at this stage his comrades 
in Tiflis disapproved of socialists joining coalitions with bourgeois parties.17

This relative harmony was, however, short-lived. In the course of 1917, 
a growing gulf developed between the well-organised and well-entrenched 
Georgian social democrats and their rapidly disintegrating comrades in 
Russia. As the political chaos in Petrograd worsened in early autumn 1917, 
the ineptitude and helplessness of the central Menshevik leadership became 
obvious to Zhordania, and he began to take the view that ‘the only way to 
save us is by strengthening local power’.18 The implications of this would 
only gradually become clear.
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Since March 1917, the new authorities at all levels, not least in Georgia, 
had been fully occupied trying to deal with the ever-worsening immedi-
ate problems they faced. Bigger decisions – in particular, land reform – had 
been put off until an all-Russia Constituent Assembly had been elected and 
convened, on the grounds that only such a body would have the authority 
and resources to resolve such questions. The Caucasus Regional Congress 
of Workers’ and Peasants’ Deputies in May 1917, for example, had adopted 
a detailed resolution on the agrarian question which mostly amounted to 
recommendations for the future Constituent Assembly.19 However, by 
the time the assembly elections were eventually held across the Russian 
empire, including Transcaucasia, in November 1917, the political context 
had changed fundamentally. The Provisional Government had already been 
overthrown, Lenin’s Bolsheviks had taken power in Petrograd in the name 
of the soviets, and had immediately issued far-reaching proclamations on 
peace and land reform. The tacit consensus that these questions would be 
the preserve of the Constituent Assembly had been broken. 

After October

It was the October Revolution which set the Georgian social democrats 
on the road to independence. Lenin had proclaimed ‘soviet power’ – but 
‘soviet power’ already existed in Georgia. Zhordania’s party controlled 
the most important soviets, as well as most state institutions on Georgian 
territory, and had no intention of recognising Lenin’s Council of People’s 
Commissars (Sovnarkom) in Petrograd as a legitimate ‘soviet government’. 
Like most non-Bolshevik forces across the empire, Zhordania’s party did 
not at first expect the Sovnarkom to last very long. At a combined meeting 
of the regional and Tiflis soviets on 26 October/8 November to consider 
the events in Petrograd, a Bolshevik motion welcoming the actions of the 
Petrograd Soviet was overwhelmingly defeated, with just 16 votes in favour, 
147 against, and five abstentions.20 A Bolshevik demand at the same meeting 
that all soviets in Georgia be reelected was also rebuffed without difficulty.21 
Following this failure in Tiflis, the Bolsheviks concentrated on organ-
ising and agitating among the soldiers in the garrisons and on the front. 
Meanwhile, in Baku, Azerbaijan, a boycott by other parties left the Baku 
Soviet in the hands of the Bolsheviks and Left Socialist Revolutionaries, led 
by the very capable Bolshevik Stepan Shaumyan.22 The struggle for power 
was far from over, and was about to enter a more violent phase.

The fall of the Russian Provisional Government meant that OZAKOM 
lost its raison d’être. On 15/28 November 1917 the political leaderships 
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in Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, none of which recognised Lenin’s 
government, voted to replace OZAKOM with a new Transcaucasian 
Commissariat. This was an unnatural coalition of, among others, Georgian 
social democrats, Armenian nationalist Dashnaks and Azerbaijani Islamic 
reformists from the Musavat party. Its brief was to take care of purely 
regional affairs until the all-Russia Constituent Assembly could convene, 
although one of its first acts went way beyond this remit – on 5/18 December 
1917 it approved an armistice concluded between the Russian and Ottoman 
commands on the southern front.23 In a memoir of the period written in 
1956, the veteran Georgian social democrat Grigol Uratazde argued that 
the creation of the commissariat marked the point when Transcaucasia ‘de 
facto split away from Russia’.24 That was not how Uratadze and his com-
rades presented it at the time – it was their Bolshevik rivals who denounced 
the formation of the commissariat as a ‘plan to separate Transcaucasia from 
Russia’ in cahoots with ‘Armenian, Georgian and Muslim chauvinists’.25

The commissariat, uniting nationalities and political forces with very dif-
ferent perspectives and interests, was inherently unstable, and was largely 
held together by the hegemonic position of the Georgian social democrats.26 
Although they had only two of the twelve commissars on this body, they 
held the two key positions – Evgeniy Gegechkori as chairman and foreign 
affairs commissar, and Akaki Chkhenkeli as internal affairs commissar. 
Chkhenkeli in particular would later use his position in the commissariat to 
advance purely Georgian national interests.

Georgia starts creating national institutions

Days after the formation of the Transcaucasian Commissariat, there was 
a large conference in Tiflis of representatives of political parties, social 
organisations and institutions, and national minorities in Georgia. On 
20 November/3 December 1917, this conference established a National 
Council of Georgia, chaired by Chkhenkeli.27 At first it had no formal insti-
tutional power, but over time, as the social democrats began to rely less on 
class organisations like the soviets, and as Transcaucasian structures faltered 
in 1918, the importance and competence of the National Council expanded.

From the outset, the question of defence was a key priority for the 
Georgian leaders. By the end of 1917 many Russian soldiers on the 
Caucasus front were very receptive to Bolshevik peace slogans, and even 
the more ‘patriotic’ among them had no interest in fighting to defend a 
quasi-independent Transcaucasia against the Ottomans. Attempts to form 
‘national’ regiments of locals towards the end of 1917 also failed: Bolshevik 
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anti-war agitation rapidly rendered these unfit for purpose.28 The armistice 
with Turkey meant that with the fighting apparently over, Russian soldiers 
abandoned the front positions. Discipline had broken down and Tiflis was 
host to large numbers of restive, Bolshevik-inclined soldiers. Many of them 
were from other parts of the empire and were keen to return home, but in 
the meantime they were actively participating in local political struggles. 
At the Second Regional Soldiers’ Soviet Congress in December 1917, they 
passed resolutions calling for ‘soviet power’ and undertaking to obey the 
authorities in Petrograd.29

To secure its position in Georgia, Zhordania’s party needed to disarm 
and remove these soldiers, and create an armed force of its own under its 
firm control. The latter task was entrusted to Valiko Dzhugeli, a young 
and very radical social democrat who had only recently defected from the 
Bolsheviks. On 29 November/12 December, with authorisation from the 
Tiflis Soviet, he led a poorly-armed band to take control of the Tiflis arsenal. 
The soldiers guarding it, disoriented by the fact that this takeover was at the 
behest of the Tiflis Soviet, offered little effective resistance. Along with the 
arsenal, Dzhugeli and his comrades also captured the local Bolshevik leaders 
Nikolay Kuznetsov and Kote Tsintsadze and delivered them to Zhordania, 
who released them.30 With their newly-acquired weapons, Dzhugeli organ-
ised and led the ‘People’s Guard’ – a paramilitary group answerable to the 
Tiflis Soviet and Noe Zhordania personally. This gave the Georgian social 
democrats a serious armed force for internal policing. It could resist and 
disarm Bolshevised soldiers, and deal with other disgruntled elements 
on Georgian territory. As Dzhugeli later boasted at the People’s Guard’s 
second anniversary celebration, ‘the seizure of the arsenal finally protected 
Tiflis against being sacked’ by marauding soldiers.31 The People’s Guard 
was to play a central – and fateful – role in Georgian politics between 1917 
and 1921.

Up to early January 1918, all the state-building efforts in Transcaucasia 
had been conceived as provisional measures, until the all-Russia Constituent 
Assembly could meet and devise new constitutional arrangements for the 
whole empire. This orientation towards the assembly was particularly 
strong in Georgia, given the all-Russia horizons of the dominant social-
democrats at that time. Consequently, the dispersal and abolition of the 
Constituent Assembly on 6/19 January 1918 by Lenin’s government in 
Petrograd destroyed the Georgian social democrats’ political road map. 
The future shape of Russia was more unclear than ever, and although the 
ceasefire with the Ottomans was still holding at this point, the ongoing dis-
integration of the Russian state and the southern front did not bode well. 
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In early 1918, even as the Georgian, Armenian and Azerbaijani leaderships 
were trying to secure their own positions politically, economically and mili-
tarily, they still felt the need to try to stick together – for the time being.

Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks were still keen to try to incorporate 
Transcaucasia into their fledgling Soviet state. Although they had been 
comprehensively out-manoeuvred in Georgia by their erstwhile RSDRP 
comrades by the end of 1917, the struggle for control and influence con-
tinued. On 16/29 December, Lenin had appointed Shaumyan ‘provisional 
extraordinary commissar for Caucasus affairs’,32 giving him the Petrograd 
government’s authority over any body, or group of soldiers, which chose to 
recognise it. The local Bolsheviks resisted all measures aimed at developing 
regional non-soviet state institutions. Consequently, they were vehemently 
opposed to the decision, in February 1918, to establish a regional legislature, 
the Transcaucasian Sejm, on the basis of the local Constituent Assembly 
results. Led by Shaumyan, the Bolsheviks organised a mass protest rally 
in Tiflis to coincide with the opening of the Sejm on 10/23 February 1918. 
Fearing that they planned to storm the parliament building and and seize 
power, the Tiflis authorities banned the demonstration. When the crowd 
refused a police order to disperse, Commissariat forces, supported by the 
People’s Guard, opened fire with machine guns. Speaking immediately after 
the event at the Tiflis Soviet, Zhordania claimed that he had been opposed 
to using force, but since the ‘regional authorities had deemed it necessary to 
arrest Shaumyan and Kuznetsov’,33 they had put the People’s Guard at the 
authorities’ disposal. He promised a commission would investigate thor-
oughly, although in his later memoirs he remarked that ‘we knew in advance 
that we would ignore its findings’.34 Shortly afterwards, the Bolshevik party 
was outlawed on Georgian territory. Unable to seize power in a frontal 
assault, and deprived of the chance to agitate openly, the Bolsheviks in 
Georgia went underground and sought to exploit any manifestations of 
unrest or discontent. These were never in short supply, not least among 
Georgia’s national minorities.

Ottoman pressure and Georgian independence

For the first two months of the Sejm’s existence, it continued to claim that 
Transcaucasia had not broken away from Russia, merely it did not recog-
nise the Bolsheviks as Russia’s legitimate rulers. This proved to be a costly 
fiction. From the time of the December ceasefire the Ottomans had been 
trying to nudge Transcaucasia towards declaring independence,35 hoping 
thereby to get a weak buffer state as a neighbour. Clinging to their imaginary 
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status as an integral part of Russia while refusing to recognise Bolshevik 
rule, the Transcaucasians had refused an Ottoman invitation to attend the 
Brest-Litovsk peace conference between the Bolshevik government and the 
Central Powers. Consequently, Lenin’s negotiators reached agreement with 
the Turks regarding the southern front without having to consult the locals. 
In the meantime, in February 1918 the Ottomans had found a pretext to 
break the ceasefire and start advancing across the now scarcely defended 
front line.

While a representative and therefore unwieldy Transcaucasian delegation 
was trying to negotiate with the Ottomans in March and April, it was pre-
sented with new demands that it accept the territorial concessions agreed at 
Brest-Litovsk and evacuate those mainly Armenian areas forthwith. When 
it tried to resist, the Turks advanced. Every new concession by the almost 
defenceless Transcaucasians was met with new demands by the Ottomans. 
To make things worse, the Azerbaijani leaders began to make it clear to 
the Georgians and Armenians that they had no further interest in fighting 
Turkey. They also began to push for Transcaucasia to declare its independ-
ence. 36

On 22 April 1918 the Sejm bowed to the inevitable and announced 
the creation of a ‘Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic’. But 
this unstable and unwanted formation could not withstand the relentless 
Ottoman pressure. Resumed peace talks at Batum in May 1918 found-
ered on the intransigence of the Ottoman delegation, and became instead, 
as Tadeusz Swietochowski out it, ‘a hub of behind-the-scenes maneu-
vring and intrigues’.37 One of the chief intriguers was the Georgian Akaki 
Chkhenkeli, ostensibly there as head of the Transcaucasian government, 
foreign minister and delegation leader. Sensing the futility of his official 
brief, with Armenia almost completely occupied and the Azerbaijani del-
egates at Batum welcoming Ottoman tutelage, Chkhenkeli opted instead 
to exploit the differences between Germany and Turkey on the future of 
Transcaucasia, and to preserve Georgia by cutting a deal with Germany. 
On 22 May he sent a confidential telegram from Batum to the National 
Council of Georgia in Tiflis, outlining his discussions with the German 
representative, General von Lossow. In effect, Chkhenkeli presented a fait 
accompli – he had agreed with von Lossow that Georgia would declare 
independence and immediately request German protection, which would 
be granted in the form of a contingent of German troops. Furthermore, 
in a foretaste of future developments, Chkhenkeli insisted that ‘Georgia’s 
independence shall be declared without listing its borders’, on the grounds 
that if some were listed and others not, that might constitute renunciation 
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of those territories. ‘These matters’, he continued, ‘shall be left to the confi-
dential actions of the Foreign Minister and an agreement with the German 
government’.38 He clearly relished the prospect of independence, ending his 
telegram ‘Who has ever created a state, without taking a risk?’, and citing 
Danton’s celebrated call for ‘audacity, audacity and more audacity still’.39

Some other Georgian social democrats, aware that seceding from 
Transcaucasia was being mooted but generally unaware of the secret diplo-
macy, were less enthusiastic. A discussion article published in the party’s 
Russian-language paper Bor’ba on 26 May, the very day the Sejm voted for 
its own dissolution, argued that a German-backed ‘independent Georgia’ 
would just be something ‘written on a scrap of paper’, that Georgia would 
be seen as ‘acting on the principle “sauve qui peut”’, and that it would create 
‘a deep chasm between the peoples of Transcaucasia’.40 These observations 
were prescient.

Independence declared

The coup de grâce to the Transcaucasian Federation was delivered, with 
characteristic aplomb, by Iraklii Tsereteli at the Sejm’s final session on 26 
May. ‘Does the Transcaucasian Republic still exist?’ he asked rhetorically, 
before addressing the Georgian nation: ‘At this moment you are alone, 
left to your own devices... Know that if you would defend your interests, 
you must create your own state...’.41 With only two dissenting votes, the 
Sejm abolished the Federation and itself. Later that day, in the same build-
ing, Zhordania opened a session of the Georgian National Council. He 
declared that ‘the new state of Georgia which is founded today will never 
act against the interests of any nation, any people, or any state ... no people 
inhabiting our country, or living outside its borders will ever experience 
distress, moral pain or offence at our hands...’.42 The session ended with 
the unanimous adoption of a seven-point declaration of independence. The 
National Council, supplemented with representatives of ethnic minorities, 
was now mandated to function as a Georgian parliament until a Georgian 
Constituent Assembly could be elected and convened, and it was to select 
a provisional government answerable to itself.43 The government, headed 
at first by the social democrat Noe Ramishvili, was a coalition of all the 
main Georgian political forces. The traditional social-democratic objections 
to coalition with non-socialist parties, expressed so forcefully a year previ-
ously, were forgotten.

The country’s long-established German minority seemed to welcome the 
turn of events: its paper Kaukasische Post led with a whimsical celebratory 
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piece ‘Hoch Georgia!!!’ depicting the country as Sleeping Beauty waking 
after being kissed by the (German?) prince.44 The paper was pleased that 
the social democrats had, at long last, come round to the position of the 
other Georgian national parties, abandoning the positions first of a ‘united 
Russian social-democratic front’, then of a ‘Transcaucasian democratic 
front’ to settle finally on a ‘united Georgian democratic front’.45

Such praise may have been embarrassing at first: in a letter to their Russian 
Menshevik comrades on 2 June 1918 the Georgians were almost apologetic 
about their conversion to the cause of independence: ‘We were simply for-
malising a position which had come about against our wishes and in spite of 
our efforts’.46 It was not until mid-July 1918 that they formally constituted 
themselves as a party separate from the RSDRP. But, having finally opted 
for independence, they set about organising it with gusto.

German military occupation limited this ‘independence’ but the occupi-
ers were not much concerned with Georgia’s internal politics. They were 
more interested in trying to exploit its mineral wealth – manganese ore and 
coal. Germany also aspired to gain control of the oilfields of Baku and the 
transportation networks to the Black Sea coast. In their turn, the Georgians 
were hoping for international recognition, protection against Turkey, a 
degree of internal stability and assistance in establishing favourable borders. 
Neither side really got what it wanted. The chaos within Georgia made 
effective exploitation of its resources difficult, although some shipments of 
manganese ore were sent to Germany. Georgia gained temporary recog-
nition from Germany in August, but this was based on a supplement to 
the Brest-Litovsk treaty, repudiated entirely after the fall of the Kaiser in 
November 1918.47 Nonetheless, on balance the Georgian social democrats 
considered their experience of German occupation to have been positive.48 

Land reform was the main measure of social redistribution attempted in 
Georgia in this early phase of independence. The legal basis had been estab-
lished on 20 March 1918 by the Transcaucasian Sejm, but no attempt was 
made to implement it anywhere except Georgia. The reform was scarcely 
socialist, nor was it economically rational – it involved giving small and 
medium peasants legal title to their land, confiscating any large estates and 
selling parcels of land to peasants – but its main aim was ‘to make the peas-
antry the impregnable rampart of the new republican regime’, as Voytinsky 
put it. 49 In this regard, the reform was partially successful, where it could be 
implemented. However, from the outset it met resistance – not only from 
former landowners, but also in places from mistrustful peasants. In summer 
1918 in the ethnically-Georgian Dusheti region the authorities faced a rural 
rising led by pro-Russia peasants who claimed Bolshevik affiliations; this 
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story repeated itself at intervals across Georgia. Only a minority of peas-
ants took part in these risings; overall the mass of the peasants had benefited 
from the land reform.50 But the food situation in the country remained dire 
– independence disrupted long-established trade and other links across the 
border with Russia. The country remained unable to feed itself without 
large-scale grain imports from the North Caucasus.

State-building

The main task of Georgia’s rulers after May 1918 was to build a Georgian 
state, and this both fuelled and made use of an upsurge in national senti-
ment. This mood helped them defend their country’s neutrality in the face of 
German pressure to conclude a military alliance.51 However, it also created 
an atmosphere which many non-Georgians perceived, not always unjustly, 
as rampant Georgian national chauvinism. One campaign was to ‘national-
ise’ the state apparatus – to convert Georgia from a province of the Russian 
empire, administered largely in Russian, into a state with its own national 
language, in which administration, education and so on was conducted in 
Georgian. This programme was pursued energetically from the outset. 

The capital, Tiflis, posed particular problems. It was not really a 
‘Georgian’ city. Under Russian rule it had been a cosmopolitan centre of 
trade and imperial administration, and its largest national group was the 
Armenians – up to 45 percent of the population. Additionally, as many 
Tiflis Armenians were engaged in trade, and owned significant property, 
they had long dominated local politics and the Tiflis city duma. As we shall 
see, by early 1919 the position had changed radically.

Russians made up the second largest group in Tiflis, and many of them 
had been employed in the administration.52 These people were the main 
group likely to be dismissed under the ‘nationalisation’ programme, which, 
as Grigol Uratadze later recalled, somewhat disingenuously, was ‘received 
by a certain part of the Russians living in Georgia with quite unjustified 
hostility’.53 Although the social democrats genuinely tried to involve other 
national groups within Georgia in the country’s political life, there was 
little real enthusiasm among these communities for the project of build-
ing a Georgian nation state. The disaffection of these minorities would be 
exploited by both White and Red forces seeking to reincorporate Georgia 
into the Russian state.

Any regime must try to maintain law and order, and amidst the poverty 
and chaos of war and revolution, this was not straightforward. Crime, 
banditry and mob justice were rife. State institutions were weak and not 

Socialist History 54.indd   49Socialist History 54.indd   49 05/02/2019   15:37:4005/02/2019   15:37:40



50 Socialist History 54

universally respected. Bolshevik organisations both on the periphery and 
underground in Georgia itself were also active, and local disturbances were 
frequently given a ‘Bolshevik’ colouration through the actions or claims 
of agitators. As both the regular police and army were under-resourced 
and overstretched, the task of maintaining order and security often fell to 
the social democrats’ own paramilitary force, Valiko Dzhugeli’s People’s 
Guard. A kind of cult around this body and its leader was officially fostered. 
The anniversary of its creation, 12 December, became a national holiday. 
Dzhugeli’s highly romanticised diary of his and his comrades’ exploits, as 
they travelled the country putting down rebellions and assisting the army at 
various front lines, was serialised in Bor’ba.54 The People’s Guard, Dzhugeli 
claimed, was ‘fundamentally honest and selfless’, permeated with ‘interna-
tionalism’ and generally expressed ‘human beauty and the magnificence of 
democracy’.55

It is unlikely that the targets of Dzhugeli’s punitive missions saw things 
that way. In relation to one of their early sorties, to repress the peasant 
rebellion in Dusheti, a Bor’ba editorial on 29 June 1918 urged the People’s 
Guard on to ‘merciless retribution against the traitors’, claiming that the 
‘Bolsheviks’ leading the rising were ‘acting hand in glove with agents of 
Black Hundred counterrevolution and Turkish emissaries’.56 Jean Loris-
Melikov, a French-Armenian born in Tiflis, observed of the guard: ‘It is well 
paid, and terrorises the population’.57 ‘Terror’ in Georgia was never a sys-
tematic part of the state-building process, but it was certainly deployed and 
officially enouraged on occasions – particularly against rebellious national 
minorities.

War against Armenia and Armenians

Akaki Chkhenkeli’s refusal to define the state border when independence 
was declared proved to be a recipe for inter-ethnic conflict in peripheral areas. 
Over Georgia’s southern border with Armenia, resentment at Georgia’s 
perceived self-preservation at the expense of Armenia in May 1918 was 
exacerbated by subsequent events. It was reported that 80,000 Armenian 
civilians from the Akhalkalaki region, fleeing before the Turkish advances 
in June 1918, were prevented from entering Georgian-held territory by 
Georgian troops and left to starve in the high mountains. Armenian sources 
estimated that 30,000 of them perished. A few months later, according to 
the same sources, 15,000 newly-arrived refugees were driven back across 
the border to be massacred by Turkish bands.58 There were also territorial 
disputes: in June 1918 Georgia occupied the northern part of the region of 
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Lori, securing the frontier against the Ottomans in this Armenian-majority 
area. Zhordania initially claimed this was a temporary measure, but before 
long Iraklii Tsereteli announced that northern Lori was sovereign Georgian 
territory.59 At the time, pressed by Ottoman forces, Armenia could do little 
about this, but by the autumn of 1918, as Georgia’s protector Germany 
faced defeat, Armenian irregulars, supported by the local population, 
started to fight the Georgians. By mid-December, Georgia and Armenia 
were at war. The conflict lasted two weeks before the new British occupiers, 
who had replaced the Germans, brokered a ceasefire starting at midnight on 
31 December 1918.60 Dzhugeli chronicled his brigade’s last frantic attempts 
to take the (Armenian) village of Bolnis-Khachin before the ceasefire began, 
so that it could ‘present our nation with a splendid New Year’s gift’.61

The war gave new impetus to both Georgian and Armenian national 
chauvinism. In Georgia, as Hovanassian observed, ‘the brunt of the war’ 
was borne by ‘the Armenians of Tiflis and the surrounding communi-
ties’.62 All Armenian civilians in the region were declared to be prisoners 
of war. In January 1919 some were rounded up and were paraded round 
the streets as if they were captured combatants.63 National and class resent-
ment combined in a systematic, semi-official campaign of arrests, looting 
and humiliation of Armenian civilians, particularly the bourgeoisie of 
the capital, whose property was expropriated wholesale in early 1919. 
Although the intense persecution of Armenians soon subsided, the subse-
quent municipal elections in Tiflis were boycotted by most of the Armenian 
and Russian inhabitants, thereby ensuring an ethnic Georgian majority on 
the council for the first time ever.64 The entire inglorious episode had given 
an additional fillip to the ‘nationalisation’ campaign.

Social democrats in power

Crisis management and war necessarily took up a large part of the govern-
ment’s attention and an even bigger part of the state’s resources. Nonetheless, 
a start was made on various modernising reforms. As part of the nation-
alisation process, the network of primary schools was expanded rapidly, 
with education in Georgian. Voytinsky claimed that by 1920 there were 
more than 2000 primary schools in the country, twice the pre-revolutionary 
figure.65 Tiflis University, the first in the Caucasus, was founded in January 
1918. The network of public libraries expanded. There were initiatives in 
adult education, public health, and progressive labour legislation. Some of 
the largest economic assets, notably the mining sector, were either national-
ised or subjected to a state trade monopoly. These sorts of measures helped 
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ensure that, despite the economic ruin and other problems, the social demo-
crats remained genuinely popular – at least among the ethnic Georgians. The 
elections to the Constituent Assembly of Georgia, held in February 1919, 
gave the social democrats a landslide victory. Their party list gained 408,541 
votes, compared with 33,630 for the Socialists-Federalists, 30,128 for the 
National Democrats and 21,453 for the Socialist-Revolutionaries. Of the 
130 seats in the new assembly, the social democrats initially held 109.66 The 
Bolsheviks remained illegal and ineligible to stand, so any sympathy they 
may have had was not recorded. Moreover, as only citizens were eligible 
to vote, national minorities residing in Georgia were probably underrep-
resented, although the social democrats had representatives of all the major 
nationalities on their party list.67 

The assembly did not hurry to perform its primary task and draw up a 
constitution – it only finally adopted one on 21 February 1921, by which 
time Georgia had already been invaded on several fronts by the Red Army 
and the DRG had just days to live.68 Instead, the assembly served from 
March 1919 to February 1921 as the republic’s parliament, to which the gov-
ernment (exclusively social-democratic after March 1919) was answerable.

Georgia’s economic situation was disastrous thoughout the period of 
independence. State finances in particular were catastrophic – in the first 
year of independence total state revenue only covered about a third of state 
expenditure.69 The needs of defence and the transition costs of independ-
ence greatly increased demands on the treasury while tax receipts fell and 
subventions from Russia stopped entirely. Soviet Russia had many similar 
problems, and it is instructive to compare the authorities’ approaches to 
tackling them. Both states resorted to printing money to cover state expend-
iture, and in both cases the result was runaway inflation. However, the task 
of national consolidation pursued by Zhordania’s government meant that it 
did not follow the Bolshevik practice of unleashing internal civil war against 
‘class enemies’ and rely on requisitioning to mobilise resources to anything 
like the same extent as in Russia. The actions against the Tiflis Armenians in 
early 1919 was not part of a broader campaign of forcible expropriation of 
individual property.

One undesirable consequence of the political and economic chaos across 
Transcaucasia was a concentration of people in the big cities, particularly 
Tiflis. Jean Loris-Melikov observed:

As Tiflis fills with Georgians from all parts of the country, the Georgian 
countryside empties [...] Provincial life seems to be dead; production is 
two times lower than it was under the Russian regime.70
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In response to extreme overcrowding and food shortages in Tiflis, in 
November 1919 the government announced draconian measures to expel 
unemployed internal and foreign migrants from the city within two weeks. 
Foreign nationals without business in Tiflis were to leave the republic, 
jobless Georgians were to return to their place of registration. All resi-
dents had to register to prove their right to live there, and any landlords 
or employers who connived at circumventing these measures would them-
selves be expelled.71 Subsequent notices in the press outlined further harsh 
measures against non-compliance. By prioritising the removal of non-
Georgians, the ‘unloading’ of Tiflis in late 1919 could contribute towards 
the city’s ‘nationalisation’.

Conflict on the northern border – Abkhazia, Ossetia and the 

annexation of Sochi

Georgia’s northern border with the Russian North Caucasus was turbulent 
throughout the DRG’s existence. At different times on that border there 
were White armies who hoped to reconquer Transcaucasia, Bolsheviks who 
wanted to Sovietise it, as well as various local armed bands. In September 
1918, in a counteroffensive against Bolshevik forces moving down the Black 
Sea coast, Georgian troops advanced north-westwards through Abkhazia 
and occupied the Russian town of Sochi. Although there were few ethnic 
Georgians in the region, the DRG sent government minister Evgeniy 
Gegechkori there to secure support for a Georgian annexation of the area. 
Although he succeeded in getting resolutions of support from local social-
ists, in the meantime the White armies had arrived there. Gegechkori failed 
to convince the White generals to accept this loss of Russian territory, and 
Georgia had to surrender it.72

Zhordania’s government was generally hostile to General Denikin’s 
White armies. This caused friction during the British occupation in 1919-
1920, since the British were committed to the White side in the civil 
war, and were unsympathetic to Georgia’s pretensions to statehood. In 
early 1919 the Georgians had to bow to British demands and permit the 
transit of a small number of White troops. Bolshevik propagandists, keen 
to denounce the Georgians’ ‘staunch support of all the White Guards’,73 
tried to use this episode as proof, but the documents they provided did not 
make a compelling case.74 For the Georgian social democrats, the Whites 
represented counterrevolution, monarchist reaction and Russian imperial-
ism. Dzhugeli’s diary entries for April 1919, when it looked as though his 
People’s Guard would be fighting Denikin’s forces, showed much more 
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enthusiasm for that fight than for most others.75 At the same time, it was 
necessary to deal and treat with the White administrations across the border 
on a daily basis, both commercially and politically. Fighters in the Russian 
civil war to the north would sometimes seek refuge on Georgian terri-
tory, or try to invade in hot pursuit. One way the Georgians attempted to 
secure part of their northern border in September 1919 was by sponsor-
ing an anti-White rising in Chechnya and Dagestan by the United Mejlis 
of the Mountain-dwelling Peoples of the Caucasus. A prominent Muslim 
Menshevik from Vladikavkaz, Ahmed Tsalikov, produced the newspaper 
of this Mejlis, Vol’nyy gorets [Free Mountain-dweller] on the government 
presses in Tiflis in 1919 and 1920.76 In their own backyard, the Georgians 
were playing power politics.

Besides ethnic Georgians, Armenians and Russians, there were other 
national groups on the territory claimed by Georgia – the Abkhazis on 
the north-west coast around Sukhumi, the Ossetians in the north, and the 
Adjarians in the south west around Batumi. All these groups had differ-
ent political orientations from the Georgians proper; the Abkhazis and 
Ossetians spoke completely different languages, and many Adjarians were 
Muslims. Bolshevism was relatively stronger among the Abkhaz and in 
Batumi.

In the case of Abkhazia, which had voluntarily joined with Georgia in 
June 1918, the DRG made efforts to organise genuine local autonomy for 
the region. However, throughout this period both Bolsheviks and White 
forces were also active in the area. The Whites provided an alternative pole 
of attraction for nervous Abkhazi landowners, while Bolshevik organisers 
fomented peasant discontent over the slow pace of land reform. Abkhazia 
remained restive, but most of the time Georgia’s tussles with Abkhazia were 
political rather than military.77

South Ossetia was a different case – no real autonomy was ever negoti-
ated, and the repression was brutal. A rising was organised there by the 
local Bolsheviks to coincide with the Red Army invasion of Azerbaijan 
in April-May 1920, when they anticipated that the Red forces would then 
sweep through Georgia. Lenin and Stalin attempted to call the rising off, 
but the locals persisted, and by the end of May had declared ‘Soviet power’ 
across South Ossetia.78 Dzhugeli dubbed this episode the ‘South Ossetian 
Vendée’, and insisted ‘these traitors must be punished severely’.79 The main 
tactic of his forces in crushing the rising was to burn down entire villages 
believed to support the rising and drive their inhabitants out into the moun-
tains. He observed, with malicious satisfaction: ‘They will be cold there. 
Very cold!’80 The suppression of the rising was followed by widespread 
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ethnic cleansing, in which all Ossetians who could not positively prove their 
loyalty were driven across the border into North Ossetia, in Russia. This 
ensured enthusiastic Ossetian participation in the Red Army’s overthrow of 
the social-democratic government a few months later, in February 1921.81 
The memory of Georgian brutality in that campaign is kept alive in South 
Ossetia to this day.

International recognition

From the outset DRG’s leaders craved international recognition, which 
they hoped would underpin its separate existence. German recognition in 
1918 had ended after Germany’s defeat, and the British occupation forces 
who replaced the Germans at the end of 1918 backed the Whites’ ambition 
of reconstituting the Russian empire. By 1920 the situation had changed. 
The Whites were heading for defeat, and the British were leaving, finally 
abandoning Batumi in September. The main threat now was Soviet Russia 
to the north. At the end of April the Red Army had invaded and occu-
pied Azerbaijan, mainly to secure the Baku oilfields for Russia. DRG 
forces rebuffed an attempt by the Red Army to press on into Georgia, 
and an attempt at a rising by the Tiflis Bolsheviks on 2 May was crushed 
by the People’s Guard. Soviet Russia, militarily overstretched by its war 
with Poland at that time, decided to postpone its plans to reannex Georgia 
and conclude a treaty instead. On 7 May 1920, unknown to the Tiflis 
Bolsheviks, Grigol Uratadze was in Moscow negotiating a treaty in which 
Russia renounced any claims on Georgia and recognised its independence 
and borders. In a secret clause, the DRG undertook to legalise the activities 
of the Communist Party in Georgia.82

The treaty with Russia was a mixed blessing for the DRG. A large, well-
staffed Russian embassy was established in Tiflis which served as a centre 
for local Bolshevik organisation. At the same time, it became easier for the 
Georgians to monitor the local Bolsheviks and arrest any who attempted to 
overthrow the state. Russian recognition was however a precursor to wider 
recognition by the major European powers in January 1921.

As noted above, Georgia was also keen for recognition by the main 
workers’ parties of Europe, and hosted a high-powered delegation of social-
ist leaders in late 1920, in a mirror image of the burgeoning political tourism 
to Soviet Russia. Karl Kautsky stayed for several months, and there were 
shorter visits from other leaders, including Ramsay MacDonald in October. 
Their reports were all most enthusiastic. MacDonald told the Manchester 

Guardian that
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Georgia is a most productive country. Its wine is of a very high quality. 
The country is prosperous on the whole, and there is plenty to eat.83

He also assured his readers that there was ‘complete liberty of opinion’, and 
that ‘Bolshevik propaganda [...] is not interfered with’.84

Kautsky wrote a detailed pamphlet: Georgia. A Social-Democratic 

Peasant Republic (1921), which, just like foreign admirers’ accounts of visits 
to Soviet Russia of the time, almost completely failed to find any faults with 
his hosts. He paid almost no attention to the national question, or to any 
of the repressive measures to which the DRG government had resorted at 
different times. Overall, Kautsky’s presentation of the DRG as a social-
democratic success story and ‘the antithesis to Bolshevism’,85 had more to 
do with his struggle against the communists in Germany than with the reali-
ties of life in Georgia. 

However, Kautsky was quite right to point out that the revolt which 
precipitated the Red Army invasion in February 1921 was not a rising of 
the Tiflis proletariat, which remained generally loyal to the government, 
but of ‘remote villages’.86 The Bolsheviks had failed to foment a genuine 
workers’ rising to which the Red Army could provide ‘fraternal assistance’, 
so they had to make do with a peasant revolt. It was a bitter irony that the 
area which revolted on 11 February 1921 was the Armenian-majority Lori 
district, which Georgia had annexed and fought to retain in the summer 
of 1918. Armenia, which had been taken over by Soviet Russia just weeks 
before, at the end of November 1920 in a carve-up with Turkey, now served 
as a bridgehead in an invasion which in five weeks had reconquered Georgia 
for Russia. The consolidation of the Georgian nation would continue over 
the next seven decades, but within the framework of the Georgian Soviet 
Socialist Republic.

Democratic socialism – or nation-building?

Georgia’s social-democratic leaders were serious Marxists who understood 
socialist internationalism very well. But the character of a regime is not 
determined by the good intentions of its leaders alone. The DRG was con-
structed, in the face of ongoing internal and external hostility, by thousands 
of ordinary Georgians who cared little for the niceties of social democracy 
but were keen to build, serve and defend a Georgian national state. In this 
situation, it is scarcely surprising that many observers noticed an atmos-
phere of national chauvinism pervading independent Georgia. One of the 
most scathing, the British journalist C. E. Bechhofer, who was there in late 
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1919, denounced it as ‘a classic example of an imperialist “small nation”’, 
adding that ‘in territory-snatching outside and bureaucratic tyranny inside, 
its chauvinism was beyond all bounds’.87 Jean Loris-Melikov remarked on 
petty acts like the removal of all signage in Russian or Armenian in Tiflis,88 
and even Ramsay MacDonald noted that ‘the Georgians are intensely anti-
Bolshevik and also anti-Russian’.89 As for the Armenian Mikael Varandian, 
his bitter verdict was that ‘in theory, Georgian social democracy has always 
professed the purest internationalism, but in reality, it has followed crudely 
nationalist policies’.90

Could it have been otherwise? It had never been the intention of the 
Georgian social democrats to lead an independence movement. But it is 
easy to see how circumstances, their own commitment to democracy, and 
their willingness to shoulder their responsibilities as elected representa-
tives of their nation led them into that position. Unfortunately, in many 
respects they were thereby, as Loris-Melikov observed at the time, ‘van-
quished by the nationalism of the petty bourgeoisie’.91 It was not evil intent 
but the logic of their situation which led them into secret diplomacy with 
Imperial Germany and Turkey at the expense of the Armenians, border 
wars with their neighbours over slivers of territory, and conflict with their 
own national minorities – all of which fostered the sort of chauvinism 
that the social democrats had struggled against for most of their political 
lives. The task of building a nation state amidst war, ruin and ethnic strife 
has a logic of its own – one which is difficult to combine with proletarian 
internationalism. 
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Contemporary Trotskyism: 
A Symposium

Mark Wickham-Jones

The long history of British Trotskyism remains central to any wider 
understanding of contemporary left-wing politics in the United 
Kingdom. In August 2016, during Owen Smith’s challenge to Jeremy 
Corbyn, press reports recorded Tom Watson, Labour’s deputy leader 
complaining that Trotskyist entryists had returned to Labour, seeking 
to shape its outlook in a radical direction. The implication of his argu-
ment was that under such circumstances, a Corbyn victory would be, 
in some sense, illegitimate. Two years later, at Labour’s 2018 confer-
ence in Liverpool – where Militant, an entryist group within Labour, 
had controlled the city council in the 1980s – the shadow equalities 
secretary Dawn Butler praised the Trotskyist group. Strikingly, nearly 
half of Labour’s constituency delegates at the Liverpool conference 
voted for a motion that would have made it harder to expel people 
from the party. 

Yet, scholars and commentators have frequently neglected Trotskyist 
parties, despite their endurance on the British left. The two largest con-
temporary parties were both founded around 1950. The Socialist Workers 
Party (SWP), began life as the Socialist Review Group, became the 
International Socialists, and then finally, in 1977, the SWP. The Socialist 
Party has an equally complex history as the Revolutionary Socialist League 
gave way to Militant before adopting its current status in the early 1990s. 
Academics, with a few notable exceptions, have focused their attention far 
more upon the Labour Party (numerous histories and monographs), the 
Communist Party of Great Britain (with a six-volume history), and the 
trade union movement more generally. 

As well as longevity, these groups are characterised, among other fea-
tures, by their divergent interpretations of Trotsky’s doctrine, their small 
but ardent memberships, and several significant interventions in the politics 
of the wider labour movement and other campaigning bodies. Rectifying 
such neglect, John Kelly’s new monograph, Contemporary Trotskyism: 

Parties, Sects and Social Movements in Britain, offers a forensic analysis 
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of these parties. In turn, he examines their history, their ideological posi-
tions, their electioneering and their campaigns. 

In June 2018, the Labour Movements Group of the Political Studies 
Association held a workshop at Queen Mary, University of London, 
organised by Mark Wickham-Jones, to examine Kelly’s arguments. In 
the contributions to this symposium, Madeleine Davis discusses the 
complex relationship between Trotskyism and the New Left, and Phil 
Burton-Cartledge looks at the reactions of the Trotskyist press to Jeremy 
Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour Party, while Ian Birchall offers a long-
time activist’s perspective about the issues raised by Kelly. In turn, Kelly 
offers a brief response to their commentaries. The symposium begins with 
an overview from Wickham-Jones. 
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John Kelly’s Contemporary Trotskyism

Mark Wickham-Jones

John Kelly, Contemporary Trotskyism: Parties, Sects and Social Movements 

in Britain, Routledge, Abingdon, 2018, 296 pp., ISBN: 9781138943810, 
£29.99 (pbk); ISBN: 9781138943797, £110.00 (hbk)

Meticulously researched, judiciously worded, and carefully structured, 
John Kelly’s Contemporary Trotskyism provides a compelling account 
of the politics and organisation of the movement in England and Wales 
over the last seventy years or so. From a comprehensive overview of 
Trotskyist parties since 1950 (and, in particular, a thorough summary of 
the fragmentation and repeated splits that have dogged such groupings), 
he goes on to examine, among other issues, the movement’s doctrinal 
foundations, its membership structures, and its electoral performance as 
well as its impact on trade unions and on a variety of social movements. 
This analysis is located within a framework of parties, sects and social 
movements: broadly put, Kelly’s overall argument is that Trotskyist 
groupings represent hybrid organisations – though they are not quite 
political parties in the sense the term is usually deployed in orthodox 
political science, they represent more than simple sects, and frequently 
they have made important contributions to social movements. At the 
same time, on-going disputes, many reflecting contradictory impulses 
in Trotskyist doctrine, have led to a series of bitter sectarian clashes that 
have frequently paralysed the movement’s development. What analy-
sis of capitalist development should such a party offer? Should it work 
within existing political forces on the left (most obviously through 
entryism into the British Labour Party)? What status should economic 
struggles and trade union work be given within its programme? In his 
conclusion, Kelly weighs up the balance sheet, checking several suc-
cesses (especially the impact on social movements such as the Anti-Nazi 
League and the Stop the War Coalition) against the movement’s failures 
(its repetitive, incorrect predictions of capitalist collapse and its persis-
tent sectarian character). 

There is much in this analysis that is both informative and persua-
sive. The depth of research is extremely impressive as Kelly has gone 
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to considerable lengths unearthing archival data, interviewing members 
of Trotskyist organisations, and digging out obscure and quite possibly 
short-lived publications and newspapers. Such material gives his argu-
ments a robustness lacking in much scholarship. Take the membership 
of Trotskyist groupings. Remorselessly, he details the difficulties of 
recruiting and retaining new participants across the sector. Sustained 
enrolment can result in little impact as members leave as fast as they join 
up. In fact, conventional political science does not pay enough atten-
tion to the ‘revolving door’ of party membership and does not grasp the 
manner in which recruits join a political organisation, only to lose inter-
est and move on, often pretty swiftly. There is relatively little data on the 
topic. Parties are happy to take credit for any growth in membership but 
tend to report net figures (or the overall total). We do not know much 
about how long members stay in a political party. In three years, in the 
early 1990s, nearly 50 per cent of Labour members left the party, offset 
by a similar number joining.1 In 2015, Tom Baldwin, a close adviser to 
Ed Miliband, reported that around two-thirds of Labour’s members had 
departed since 2010.2 

Kelly’s data suggests the duration of membership in Trotskyist organi-
sations is for an even shorter period. Of course, the demands that such 
organisations make of their members in terms of commitments (news-
paper sales and so on) makes this unsurprising. It must be clear to new 
members pretty quickly what is expected of them and they will soon make 
a decision accordingly whether to exit or to stay for the duration.

At the same time, however, there are several issues to be explored 
regarding Kelly’s analysis of British Trotskyism. In part, these issues 
reflect the inevitable constraints of wordage and the need to ensure the 
complexities of the book’s arguments remain accessible to readers (some-
thing Kelly does admirably given the plethora of abbreviations and the 
range of material he is handling). Nonetheless, the structure of Kelly’s 
account and the emphases of his analysis have consequences for the con-
clusions that he reaches. One issue concerns the focus of the volume. 
Early on, and rather at odds with his title and its use of ‘British’, Kelly 
indicates that he is concerned with Trotskyism in England and Wales, and 
specifically not in Northern Ireland and Scotland. He continues to use the 
adjective British but argues that the ‘political traditions, party and elec-
toral systems and political institutions of both places [Northern Ireland 
and Scotland] are sufficiently different’ to justify such a decision (p5). 
For Northern Ireland, the choice is reasonable – though it would have 
been interesting to have offered some brief observations on the matter. 
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For Scotland, though the decision is potentially problematic. Many of the 
groupings under discussion exist nationally across Britain. Focusing on 
England and Wales means some developments go unaddressed. A couple 
of references are made to Scotland in terms of the split within Militant but 
they are not followed up. The decision to focus on England and Wales 
leads to the paradox that groups elsewhere in Europe are covered in the 
various appendixes but not those of Northern Ireland and Scotland (Irish 
groups are detailed).

It is in electoral politics that Kelly’s decision to neglect Scotland 
has the most significant consequence, as it is there, in terms of Britain, 
that Trotskyist organisations achieved their greatest triumphs. In 1991, 
a split in Militant led to the formation of Scottish Militant Labour, 
building on the work of the Anti-Poll Tax Federation. Briefly, during 
1992-1995, it did well electorally, holding four seats on Glasgow City 
Council (where it came close to becoming the official opposition to the 
Labour ruling group) and two on Strathclyde Region.3 Its interventions 
in local electoral contests may have cost Labour some seats by dividing 
the left’s vote. Scottish Militant Labour then played a part in the forma-
tion of the Scottish Socialist Party which in turn took six seats in the 
elections to the Scottish parliament at Holyrood in 2003. Here, Kelly’s 
decision to focus on England and Wales looks problematic to the extent 
he does not discuss Trotskyism’s success (albeit short-lived). Several 
factors can be identified: the capacity to build on social movements 
(the campaign against the poll tax and the Stop the War Coalition), the 
ability to make inroads into a volatile urban working-class electorate 
(one that was already shaken up by a nationalist party), and the impor-
tance of a charismatic leader in the form of Tommy Sheridan. For the 
Scottish parliamentary elections, the proportionality of the electoral 
system obviously helped (all candidates were elected on the list) but 
in local elections in the 1990s, Scottish Militant Labour had won seats 
under a first past the post ballot. 

Kelly’s framework focuses on the extent to which Trotskyist groupings 
can be considered as either political parties, or sects or social movements 
(a theme that he returns to at several points). But what motivates the par-
ticipants in these organisations? The problem here lies not so much with 
the framework but the assumption underpinning the question of what 
drives individual involvement. 

Early on, Kelly notes the potential problem with too stark a concep-
tion of rationality in the electoral sphere. Nevertheless, the assumption 
underlining the analysis appears to be one of instrumental, goal-oriented 
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behaviour in which actors seek to achieve some sort of manifest outcome. 
For example, Kelly talks of ‘organisational logics’ that appear to guide 
participants (p15). This conception raises the difficulty that members are 
either rational but consistently making miscalculations in their decision 
making (that is, a form of wishful thinking) or that they are irrational in 
seeking something they know they cannot achieve but persist in doing 
without altering their behaviours. I take the point that at times some sort 
of breakthrough in far-left politics appeared plausible in the British arena, 
most notably perhaps in the industrial disputes that engulfed Edward 
Heath’s Conservative administration between 1970 and 1974. But such 
struggles did not occur across the post-war period and even such successes 
are some way from representing a breakthrough. An alternative concep-
tion of motivation would be to examine the possibility that participation 
in Trotskyist groups was less focused on outcomes and more aligned to 
what rational choice theorists term in-process or participative benefits. 
From such a perspective, involvement in Trotskyist groups might be 
understood as either a way of life or as a statement of identity as much 
as an attempt to attain a particular goal (the classic position is articulated 
by Albert Hirschman in Shifting Involvements).4 Reading Kelly’s text, I 
found myself wondering how often participation should be understood 
in terms either of norms or of a more generalised ethos (that is, as a set of 
cultural practices that shape decision-making). 

To take the framework offered by Henry Drucker in his classic 1979 
study of Labour politics, much of British Trotskyism focuses understand-
ably enough on doctrinal issues.5 Trotskyist activists have a view of the 
party as a vanguard-based, semi-secret organisation through which power 
will be won without straightforward recourse to elections. Doctrinal issues 
are clearly important in such sectarian groupings (and go some way to 
explaining factional disputes). But such activists also have a sense of their 
politics as making a statement about their way of life, guided by habits, 
traditions and norms. So Trotskyist politics are not just about being in a 
sect (with a focus on doctrine) but also about who members interact with, 
the activities that they take part in, the values evidenced in their everyday 
choices, and so on. This point does not challenge Kelly’s core argument 
about hybrid organisations. But it does question the emphasis on quasi-
rationality as apparently underpinning participation at all times. It also 
has one important consequence for the account of membership recruit-
ment offered by Kelly. He focuses on unions, students, the Labour Party, 
and other left-wing groups. I wondered what part ‘inheritance’ played 
in recruitment, especially among the most active participants. Are those 
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born into Trotskyist politics more likely to adopt the norms surrounding 
such an outlook? 

My last point concerns the apparent successes of Trotskyism as mapped 
out in the conclusion to the volume. Kelly notes the impact that such 
groups have had on social movements and on some trade unions as well 
as their capacity to shape discussion of Marxism, especially in universities 
(though often they do so, as he indicates, in a rather crude manner). But 
interestingly, two other successes that he identifies – the development of 
a Trotskyist intelligentsia and the influence of these groups upon Labour 
politics – receive little discussion in the book. He mentions New Left 

Review at this point but there is no analysis of the role that Trotskyism 
has played in the journal’s history.6 Perhaps more significantly, there is 
little appraisal of the relationship between Trotskyist groupings and the 
Labour Party. Of course, the focus for such an account would be upon 
Militant and its impact on Labour during the 1970s and 1980s, especially 
in Liverpool, a topic that could have easily overwhelmed the volume. But 
the issue of entryism and Militant’s impact on Labour politics is an impor-
tant matter which shaped Labour politics in fundamental ways between 
1982 and 1991. Moreover, much of the existing literature is rather per-
sonal in its focus.7 In the case of Liverpool, a moribund political party 
in a decaying and deprived city proved to be an all too easy target for 
members of Militant. They were able to target Labour Party wards with 
low memberships, take control of them, and so secure a web of influence 
across Liverpool city politics. Militant was able to caucus and dominate 
the district party, elevating it into the key decision-making forum for 
Labour in Liverpool. Militant enjoyed other successes elsewhere, taking 
over constituency parties and Labour Party Young Socialists. Even once 
Labour sought to reassert control, considerable resources were expended 
in supervising the internal procedures of the party, ensuring that member-
ships were validated and checking that the party’s increasingly complex 
rulebook was upheld. 

After some years of prevarication, following the Underhill report into 
entryism in 1977, Labour’s National Executive Committee finally decided 
to take action against Militant in 1982.8 But designing a non-prejudicial 
and fair process by which the organisation’s members might be expelled 
proved difficult. After all, Militant claimed not to exist, so there was no 
clear definition as to what membership of it entailed. Two barristers, 
Derry Irvine and Anthony Blair, gave counsel (it was the latter’s first 
intervention in national party politics) and recommended a tough line by 
which those with significant and clearly defined links with Militant could 
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be excluded from the party. The stance was too strong for a divided NEC 
that focused, in the first instance, on expelling the editorial board of the 
Militant newspaper.

After the 1983 general election, however, many perceived that Militant 
still posed a problem to Labour. At the 1985 conference, Neil Kinnock 
launched his acerbic attack on the Militant-inspired manoeuvrings of 
the Liverpool council. His speech was followed by an NEC investiga-
tion which proved to be a turning point. The district Labour Party was 
suspended, and a new procedure was adopted nationally with which to 
eject the party members who broke the rules. Kelly touches briefly on 
these matters, arguing that a ‘small but growing number’ from Militant 
were expelled (p63). Between 1987 and 1997, Labour’s new National 
Constitutional Committee met regularly and considered over 400 cases. 
We do not know the exact numbers relating to Militant but it seems likely 
that until 1991 well over half concerned alleged membership of Militant 
(case no 147, reported in 1990, was that of Tommy Sheridan – charges 
proven). The result was a string of expulsions (of course, the party had 
expelled dissidents in the past). 

As late as 1996, the party was still ejecting members of Militant. In 
1988, the party adopted a controversial statement, Democratic Socialist 

Aims and Values, not as a response to the need to compete with a 
Thatcherite Conservative Party in electoral terms, but in order to provide 
the definition by which Militant could be ejected. Labour made other 
important organisational changes in this period. It centralised it mem-
bership processes through the creation of a national database. Although 
it encouraged membership recruitment, it sidelined the influence that 
grassroots members might have, focusing for a time on a more socially 
orientated party. Moreover, Militant’s activities played a part in dividing 
the Labour left in the 1980s, as different strategies emerged as to how to 
respond to such an organisation. The 1986 NEC enquiry into Liverpool 
politics had significant consequences for the party to the extent it shaped 
a major fissure among members of Labour’s left, some of whom on the 
investigating committee sided with the majority wanting to take action 
while others (Margaret Beckett and Audrey Wise) produced a dissent-
ing minority report.9 In some ways, Labour was as defined in the 1980s 
and early 1990s by its struggle against Militant as it was by its attempt to 
catch-up with the electorally dominant Conservatives. Kelly touches on 
this at a few points but, given the depth of research he has undertaken, a 
chapter focused on entryism would have provided a significant addition to 
an already outstanding book. 

Socialist History 54.indd   68Socialist History 54.indd   68 05/02/2019   15:37:4105/02/2019   15:37:41



John Kelly’s Contemporary Trotskyism 69

Notes

 1 See Hugh Pemberton and Mark Wickham-Jones, ‘Labour’s lost grassroots: 
the rise and fall of party membership,’ British Politics, vol. 8, no. 2, 2012, 
pp181-206.

 2 Tom Baldwin, ‘I am not voting for Jeremy Corbyn but Labour must learn 
from him’, Financial Times, 13 August 2015.

 3 John MacCalman, ‘The age-old power struggle flares again,’ Glasgow 

Herald, 16 December 1993, p17.
 4 See Albert Hirschman, Shifting Involvements Private Interests and Public 

Action, Princeton NJ, 1978.
 5 See Henry Drucker, Doctrine and Ethos in the Labour Party, London, 1979.
 6 See Paul Blackledge, Perry Anderson, Marxism and the New Left, London, 

2004; Duncan Thompson, Pessimism of the Intellect? A history of New Left 

Review, London, 2007.
 7 See, for example, Michael Crick, Militant, London, 2016; John Golding, 

Hammer of the Left, London, 2003, and Peter Kilfoyle, Left Behind: Lessons 

from Labour’s Heartland, London, 2000.
 8 Mark Wickham-Jones, ‘Militants on the Mersey,’ Times Literary Supplement, 

14 September 2001, p27.
 9 Labour Party National Executive Committee, Investigation into the 

Liverpool District Labour Party. National Executive Committee Majority 

and Minority Reports, London, 1986.

Socialist History 54.indd   69Socialist History 54.indd   69 05/02/2019   15:37:4105/02/2019   15:37:41



70 Socialist History 54

Trotskyism and the New Left 

Madeleine Davis

John Kelly’s excellent study argues that while the British Trotskyist 
groups have been extremely unsuccessful in fulfilling their stated aims, 
principally building a mass revolutionary party, their main impact has 
come through involvement in wider social or political movements. This 
involvement has taken forms that have varied at different times and 
between the groups, from entryism within the Labour Party, to acting 
as junior partners in broader social movements in which Trotskyists 
might be competing for influence with other groups, to helping create 
and sustain movements in which they acquire a dominant influence, and 
finally to the creation of ‘front’ organisations exclusively controlled by 
a specific Trotskyist group. A related set of arguments made in relation 
to this Trotskyist involvement with social movements is that any success 
within the latter has not translated into membership gain or electoral 
success, has tended to be achieved at the costs of downplaying doctrine, 
and that these movements have often been a bridge out of, as well as into, 
Trotskyism. 

Although not itself ‘qualifying’ as a social movement in quite the 
same sense as those the book discusses, I would argue that the post-1956 
British New Left has also been to some extent a vector for Trotskyist 
influence, as well as a competitor to it in terms of acting as an alternative, 
non-party, pole of attraction for Marxists and socialists. The book touches 
on this relationship when discussing the intellectual achievements of the 
Trotskyist movement, mentioning Perry Anderson’s sometime Trotskyist 
leanings in particular and the role of New Left Review (NLR) under his 
editorship. It seems to me that building on and extending that brief insight 
into Trotskyism’s relationship to New Leftism might also be relevant to 
the analysis in other areas. 

It is important to be clear that by New Leftism I mean not only the 
intellectual production of the main journals and key figures, but also a 
diffuse current of activism that, while intermittent and taking no firm 
organisational shape, was more persistent and significant than is usually 
recognised.1 The relationship between Trotskyism and New Leftism 
has been complex and variable, not least because neither strand is itself 
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homogeneous. Clearly, the ideological differences within New Leftism, 
which neither achieved nor sought full ideological cohesion nor attempted 
to impose any kind of ‘line’ on those who identified with it, are certainly 
larger than those within the Trotskyist movement, notwithstanding the 
latter’s fissiparousness. At a general level, we may say that this relation-
ship has been one of considerable animosity but also of considerable 
overlap. In an obvious sense, New Leftism and Trotskyism in Britain have 
operated in the same basic political space – a space neither social demo-
cratic nor Stalinist. Some of the most cogent and persistent left critique of 
the intellectual New Left has come from Trotskyist quarters, but at the 
same time there has been considerable traffic between the two strands. 
At certain points we can even speak of a Trotskyist section of the New 
Left (or a New Left section of Trotskyism?), with the closest relation-
ship perhaps being at the point when several editors of NLR were active 
members of the International Marxist Group. 

In a longer perspective, however, what has demarcated the New Left 
fairly sharply at most times from the Trotskyist groups has been its delib-
erate avoidance of those tendencies of doctrinairism and its associated 
sectarian hostilities noted by Kelly as key shortcomings, as well as its rejec-
tion of most forms of organisational and ideological discipline. It has been 
something of a staple of Trotskyist critique of New Leftists, that in doing 
this they at the same time consigned themselves to political irrelevance, a 
talking shop for intellectuals which, lacking any vehicle for the translation 
of ideas into effective practice, inevitably falls into some variant of ‘left-
reformism’. Such criticism, however, risks misunderstanding the nature of 
New Left and largely ignores its self-conception as engaged in an expan-
sive and expressive form of cultural politics for which William Morris and 
Gramsci, rather than Lenin and Trotsky, are key sources. 

Moments of engagement 

At the inception of the New Left in 1956, Edward Thompson described 
Trotskyism as an anti-Stalinism that nevertheless carried over ‘the same 
false conceptual framework and attitudes—the same economic behaviour-
ism, cult of the elite, moral nihilism …’2 His failure to engage with the 
longstanding Trotskyist critique of Stalinism has sometimes been noted 
as a source of weakness of his ideas about socialist humanism. The incom-
pleteness of his and John Saville’s break with Stalinism, is also a fairly 
well worn theme in Trotskyist commentary on New Leftism.3 There is 
certainly something in these critiques, but at the same time, it seems clear 
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that in the particular context of the immediate post 1956 moment respect-
ful engagement was unlikely. 

The moment of exodus from the CPGB helped produce the New Left 
but was also an opportunity that British Trotskyists were keen to exploit. 
At the turn of 1956-7 a loose movement calling itself Socialist Forum 
organised conferences, meetings and a journal ‘Forum’ (edited by Michael 
Segal and Royden Harrison) with the idea of generating space and ideas 
for the ex-CP left to regroup. The Forum movement hosted interactions 
between those who would go on to be active in the New Left and some 
of those, like Peter Fryer, the Daily Worker correspondent whose reports 
on the Hungarian uprising had been suppressed by the party, who had 
or would join Trotskyist organisations. The most successful recruiter in 
this general ferment was Gerry Healy’s Club, who with Fryer produced 
the Newsletter in 1957, before renaming the organisation the Socialist 
Labour League (SLL) in 1959 (at around the point Fryer left). Early New 
Left hostility to Trotskyism was in part a carry-over of the routine and 
vituperative anti-Trotskyism of the Stalin era, but it was also shaped 
by the particular characteristics of Healy and his apparatus. Thompson 
advised Lawrence Daly, the ex-CP miners’ leader who stood in the 1959 
general election as an independent candidate for his Reasoner-inspired 
Fife Socialist League, strongly against accepting money and support from 
Healy’s group when it was apparently offered with ‘no strings attached’. 
Healy’s group, said Thompson, ‘feels no loyalty to the movements with 
which they associate or with the working people’, ‘hate the CP more than 
capitalism’ and espoused an industrial strategy of ‘simple bull at a gate 
militancy’. He warned, ‘if you let the Healy-type organisation into your 
mining villages, you will look forward to ten years of war: CP and Trot 
will be tearing the union apart’.4

Aside from a few skirmishes with the SLL, the published New Reasoner 
evinced little interest in Trotskyism. However, there was cordial private 
correspondence between Thompson and Raymond Challinor about the 
significance of Trotsky’s writings,5 and within the New Left, including 
among the group that produced Universities and Left Review, there was 
some interest in the work of Trotsky biographer Isaac Deutscher. At this 
moment of engagement, then, it seems that it was the Healyites rather than 
Trotskyism per se that aroused the strongest animosity within the New 
Left. 

The relative diversification of Trotskyism that took place at the turn of 
the decade into the 1960s produced some more productive engagements. 
Important contributions were made within the New Left by people 
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associated with one or other of the Trotskyist groups, and there were 
many examples of productive joint working around specific initiatives and 
in the broader political activities in which the New Left was involved (it 
should though be noted that since the organisational structure of the New 
Left was extremely diffuse and indeterminate, such joint working would 
have been difficult to prevent, and assessing its effects is also somewhat 
difficult). 

There were, for example, close relations between the New Reasoner 
group and the Nottingham-based circle around Ken Coates that would go 
on to form the International Group and later the IMG. In the mid-1960s, 
following the decline of the network of New Left clubs, Ralph Miliband, 
Coates and Tony Topham collaborated in establishing Centres for Socialist 
Education, aimed at labour movement activists, which morphed gradually 
into the Institute for Workers’ Control (IWC) from 1968 onwards. Trade 
union and worker education and industrial democracy were thus areas 
where New Leftists and Trotskyists worked together, as of course was the 
better known Vietnam Solidarity Campaign. 

In relation to the International Socialists/Socialist Workers Party (IS/
SWP) strand, Peter Sedgwick was a contemporary and friend of Raphael 
Samuel, and active in the Oxford Socialist Club that produced Universities 

and Left Review. The two maintained friendly and productive relations 
during the period of Sedgwick’s involvement in the Socialist Review 
Group and then the IS from 1962. Sedgwick, though remaining person-
ally close to several prominent New Leftists, would become much more 
critical of the direction taken by NLR under Anderson – indeed the idea 
of ‘two New Lefts’ separated by that transition owes much to a piece of 
his with that title, and to its splendidly caustic depiction of the new NLR 
team as ‘an olympian autogestion of roving postgraduates’.6 Sedgwick also 
wrote a savage but very funny parody of the early Andersonian style as 
‘Pseud Left Review’.7 

However, by the later 1960s Anderson himself and NLR had developed 
what Tom Nairn once described to me as their own brand of ‘ethereal 
Trotskyism’ that for a time (1968 through to the late 1970s) influenced 
the positions of NLR quite heavily.8 Though NLR never described itself 
as a Trotskyist journal nor threw in its lot with the International Marxist 
Group (IMG), several of its key editors, including Robin Blackburn and 
Tariq Ali, were members. Indeed, the extent of the influence of Trotskyism 
became a major bone of contention within NLR: several of the editorial 
splits and mass resignations that occurred at various times were related to 
this, though not always in a direct way.
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Some of those disagreements replayed an earlier split on the editorial 
board of the Black Dwarf. Founded in 1968 by a group that included 
Clive Goodwin, Tariq Ali, Christopher Logue, Fred Halliday, Sheila 
Rowbotham and Anthony Barnett, this originally declared itself to be 
a ‘non-sectarian’ paper, attempting to articulate a revolutionary social-
ist perspective without deference to party lines or doctrinal orthodoxies. 
However, this model ended abruptly when the IMG-linked editors includ-
ing Tariq Ali secured alternative funding and decamped to found Red Mole 
as an official IMG paper. Some of those left behind, including Halliday 
and Barnett, went on to produce 7 Days from 1971-2.9

Researching 7 Days, I recently came across a memo written by Fred 
Halliday when he was editing the paper. Headed ‘why we should not call 
ourselves non-sectarian’, it shows very interestingly the difficulty the non-
Trotskyist revolutionary Marxist end of the New Left had in delineating 
their own perspective clearly but also why they thought it was important 
to do so. Halliday: ‘it is all very well to scoff at CP/IS/SLL/IMG et al, but 
they exist and have a practice. Until we do too, and are strong we have 
nothing to offer their members in this respect’. He continued:

Also non-sectarian suggests a lack of clear line. If we reply that we do 
have a line then we are open to the criticism of saying that while our 
line is principled everyone else’s is sectarian. We have to argue that we 
do have a clear line, but that it is distinguished from sectarian posi-
tions not by being less clear, but by allowing more disagreement and by 
being more responsive to new political and cultural developments … 10 

‘Non-sectarian’, as Halliday pointed out, was a category that was 
negatively defined but failed to resolve three issues that persistently con-
founded the New Left – relations with other groups, the question of how 
to arrive at principled positions, and organisation. 

It was Ralph Miliband who most persistently raised the problem of 
political organisation within the New Left. Convinced that party organ-
isation was ultimately necessary for socialist advance, and cognisant of 
the limitations of ‘labourism’, Miliband rejected the revolutionism of the 
smaller left parties as of limited relevance to British conditions, and as 
the root of their ‘sectarianism, dogmatism, adventurism and authoritari-
anism’.11 Yet he also recognised the organising capacities of the Trotskyist 
groups, and during the 1980’s purges of Militant from the Labour Party 
under Neil Kinnock, wrote a draft piece for the Guardian titled ‘In defence 
of the hard left’. In it, he argued that ‘despite allowing slogans rather than 
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hard thought to rule their conduct’, the so called ‘hard left’, had neverthe-
less provided the most resolute opposition to Thatcher: ‘taken as a whole, 
it is the socialist left, the activists, the militants who best incarnate the 
spirit of resistance to the injustices, the waste, the inhuman priorities, the 
exploitation and manipulation which are intrinsic to a social system whose 
dynamic is profit and greed’.12 And he also recognised that the impact of 
the smaller left groups had been ‘many sided and out of proportion to 
their actual membership’. For Miliband, what was required was a new 
formation, ‘free from the manifold shortcomings of existing organisations 
and able to draw together people from such organisations as well as people 
who are now politically homeless’.13 No such formation materialised, 
though Miliband’s ‘Moving On’ essay stands, alongside Perry Anderson’s 
(pre-IMG) essay ‘Problems of Socialist Strategy’ (1965) as one of the most 
important New Left attempts to clarify the strategic dilemmas facing 
British socialists. Here, the obvious major difference between Trotskyist 
and New Left outlooks lies in the latter’s commitment to attempting to 
overcome or rethink the reform v revolution dichotomy, its rejection of 
(in Miliband’s words) both ‘crass parliamentarism’ and ‘straightforward 
revolutionism of the Leninist kind’.14

Culture and ethos

So far, taking my cue from Kelly’s arguments about the political record of 
Trotskyism and its influence within broader movements, I have focused 
my discussion on areas of practical collaboration and joint initiative. To 
close, I would like to return to the New Left critique of Trotskyism and 
pick up on Mark Wickham-Jones’ well-made point about the impor-
tance of ethos. The essence of the distinction between New Leftism 
and Trotskyism is to be found less in the area of doctrinal or ideologi-
cal differentiation (though important divergences do clearly exist) and 
more around issues of strategy, of organisational structures and political 
culture. Major aspects of the ethos, the internal cultures and the practices 
of the Trotskyist organisations, in particular the relentlessness of their 
emphasis on party building and doctrinal orthodoxy, have been anathema 
to most New Leftists, who have tended to view these groups as producing 
a dangerously sclerosed, uncreative and essentially authoritarian politics 
wedded to a revolutionary model unsuited to British conditions. Related 
to this has been the persistence of a highly centralised political culture, apt 
to adopt a cynical and opportunistic approach to those involved in other 
social movements or left groups. Even when working with and apparently 
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tolerant of critiques offered by ‘partner’ movements and organisations, 
the ‘centre’ of the Trotskyist organisation seems often to remain largely 
untouched by criticism of its beliefs and practices. 

Some of the most effective and well-known critiques of this style of 
left politics have come from socialist feminists, though it is often also 
evident in the more or less bitter recollections of those who have passed 
through and out of the Trotskyist organisations. Revisiting Beyond the 

Fragments, I found it interesting that Sheila Rowbotham (ex-IS) and 
Hilary Wainwright (ex-IMG), while in no sense exempting the male-
dominated New Left from their critique, also noted its importance for 
their own intellectual and political development. Sheila Rowbotham drew 
a sharp distinction between the politics of the early New Left and those 
of the Trotskyist groups, and her critique is discussed in Kelly’s book 
when considering the failure of the Trotskyist groups to connect with the 
women’s and gay movements. The New Left, Rowbotham says, had a feel 
for the affective, emotional and experiential dimensions of socialist com-
mitment, where the Trotskyist groups and their self-styled professional 
revolutionaries dealt in the currency of objective certainties, training and 
discipline.15 One issue on which I would thus have welcomed more reflec-
tion is the apparent inability of the Trotskyist groups to take seriously 
these affective and experiential dimensions of politics. This, one suspects, 
must be a major factor in their inability to engage productively with 
women’s and gay liberation, but seems likely also to have restricted their 
appeal more generally. 

Trotskyism and the New Left have both played key roles in sustaining 
radical politics in Britain, both extra-Parliamentary and within sections of 
the Labour Party and movement. Today, as a new wave of young activists 
rediscovers and remakes socialist politics, their histories, and the history 
of their engagement, seem freshly relevant. 
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An Activist’s Perspective

Ian Birchall

My qualifi cation for contributing to this discussion is that I have been a 
long-term Trotskyist activist – until 2013, I was a member of the Socialist 
Workers Party (SWP) and its predecessors for some fi fty years. (In that 
sense I am thus an exhibit rather than a commentator.) I have set out my 
reasons for leaving the SWP elsewhere.1 But I do not feel any guilt for my 
political past; I have not become an anti-revolutionary renegade. On the 
contrary, my shock and anger at the events which led to my resignation 
derived precisely from a sense that they were a betrayal of everything I 
had fought for over the preceding fi fty years, and I continue to take a 
positive view of my time as a Trotskyist activist.

In general, I think that John Kelly has written a very useful book. It is 
a work of considerable erudition – he has studied the documents of over 
twenty Trotskyist organisations – plus around thirty more that are now 
defunct. (For my part it was as much as I could manage to read the Internal 

Bulletins of my own organisation.) Even where critical his analysis is gen-
erally fair and balanced – there is no denunciation or sneering. So I simply 
want to pick up three of his arguments and make some qualifications.

Kelly refers to the period from the 1960s to the 1980s as the ‘Golden 
Age’ of Trotskyism.2 As one who came into political activity at the 
beginning of this period (I started in 1959 with CND, Anti-Apartheid 
and canvassing for the Labour Party), I feel he misses something of the 
historical context of this period. In Britain the early seventies saw some 
remarkable events. In 1972 solidarity action by Birmingham engineering 
workers at Saltley ensured a victory for the miners’ strike. Then widespread 
threats of industrial action won the release of five imprisoned dockers (the 
Pentonville Five) through the intervention of an obscure legal figure called 
the Official Solicitor. I remember seeing this on the television in a pub in 
Hull – never before or since have I had such a clear sense that our side had 
won, albeit temporarily. Then in 1974 further action by miners brought 
down Edward Heath’s Conservative government.

And all this in a turbulent international context. Kelly refers to the 
student protests in France in 1968 – but there was also a strike by ten 
million workers, the biggest general strike in human history. There 
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followed the ‘hot autumn’ in Italy, the defeat of the world’s strongest mil-
itary power in Vietnam, the Portuguese Revolution and the crisis in Spain 
at the end of the Franco regime. And, to remind us how high the stakes 
were, the Chilean coup.

In that period a revolutionary perspective looked very plausible. Now I 
know that in retrospect historians can argue that we overestimated things, 
that the world system was never under serious threat. But we don’t live 
our lives in retrospect. To those of us who experienced those years revolu-
tionary socialism was not an unreasonable or unrealistic option.

What is of course true is that after about 1979 we should have made a 
much more extensive reconsideration, in terms of both analysis and forms 
of organisation. The SWP explained the situation in terms of a ‘downturn’ 
in struggle; this was I think correct, and it enabled us to hold the organi-
sation together when other groupings were in crisis. But we expected the 
downturn to be relatively brief. Kelly quotes Alex Callinicos as saying 
‘...the upturn never came. And to some extent we’re still debating why it 
hasn’t come’.3 He was right – though I don’t know how much ‘debating’ 
of the issue the SWP has done. I think it would be fair to say that all of us 
failed to think through the consequences of the end of the ‘Golden Age’.

Kelly notes, correctly, that no Trotskyists have made a revolution – but 
gives us credit for our role in launching and organising various impor-
tant campaigns that had a real influence on the political mainstream – the 
Vietnam Solidarity Campaign (VSC), the Anti-Nazi League (ANL), the 
Anti-Poll Tax Federation and Stop the War.4 The Anti-Poll Tax Federation 
put an end to the poll tax – and to Thatcher. I would argue that, but for 
the ANL, the National Front might have broken through into the political 
mainstream – as its fellow organisations did in France and other European 
countries. But this leaves a question which Kelly doesn’t ask. Why did these 
initiatives come from the Trotskyists – rather than, say, the Labour left or 
the Communist Party, both of which were bigger than the Trotskyists? In 
the case of both the VSC and the ANL, these initiatives from the far left 
were in competition with, and eventually overtook less radical bodies initi-
ated by the CP and Labour left – the British Council for Peace in Vietnam 
and CARF – the Campaign Against Racism and Fascism. I would argue 
that it was because the Trotskyist left rejected working through the insti-
tutions of the state and was committed to politics from below that it was 
more successful in launching such campaigns.

Secondly, Kelly argues that the Trotskyist organisations actually 
lost members through participation in united front campaigns. I am a 
little sceptical. Firstly, as Kelly acknowledges, membership figures are 
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extremely problematical. (Joseph Choonara of the SWP acknowledges 
this in his review of Kelly’s book.5) Personally, I think any member-
ship figures emanating from the SWP from the 1980s onwards should be 
treated with extreme caution, if not outright disbelief. Secondly – and this 
is merely an impression, but might be worth further research – when I 
was a national speaker for the SWP and visited branches all around the 
country, I used to ask members I met when and why they had joined 
the party. My recollection is that almost all referred to activity in united 
fronts – ANL, miners’ strike, poll tax, various anti-war campaigns. I think 
in qualitative, rather than purely quantitative terms, it was the various 
campaigns which recruited and developed a key cadre of members, rather 
than the abstract case for revolution, which they picked up later. It’s also 
worth looking at Celia Hughes’ research in Young Lives on   the Left and 
the way she shows how people became revolutionaries in the 1960s, with 
the particular importance of Vietnam.6

Thirdly, I think Kelly is quite right to point to the very deep sectarian-
ism which has blighted the Trotskyist left. He gives various examples of 
small organisations claiming to be the only authentic Trotskyists, dismiss-
ing all their rivals as ‘sects’, ‘pseudo-lefts’ etc., etc.7 Peter Sedgwick made 
an acute critique of this style of politics:

The task of socialist theory has too often been conceived as one of 
establishing an Apostolic succession from the ideas of certain revered 
forerunners to those of their (usually self-enthroned) successors in the 
present day. Part of this task naturally consists of casting documentary 
doubt upon the validity of rival ideological orders.8

In the more extreme cases I think gentle mockery is the only valid 
response. But I think this is something which goes back to the very roots 
of Trotskyism. I remain a great admirer of Trotsky as one of the major 
Marxist thinkers of the twentieth century. I deplore the attempts to dis-
parage him by the likes of Robert Service.9 But Kelly is right to speak 
of Trotsky being ‘arrogant’ – though it is hard to imagine how a more 
modest man would have survived the appalling isolation and persecution 
Trotsky suffered in the 1930s.10 Pierre Broué has argued that Trotsky was 
a great original thinker who was pushed back into defensiveness by the 
circumstances of his defeat.11 Certainly he was suspicious of independent 
thinkers – Victor Serge and Alfred and Marguerite Rosmer never joined 
the Fourth International. And Trotsky’s followers have copied his defen-
siveness at a time when there has been far less justification for it.

Socialist History 54.indd   80Socialist History 54.indd   80 05/02/2019   15:37:4105/02/2019   15:37:41



An Activist’s Perspective 81

Kelly is right when he notes that ‘splits are common, fusions are rare’.12 
Such unity moves as have taken place have had poor results. What would 
be positive would be a greater recognition that no one tendency has a 
monopoly of truth, that various organisations have made a contribution 
to spreading socialist ideas, and that fraternal cooperation and construc-
tive debate might advance the goals that all profess to share. I have to say 
that in the short term I am not very optimistic.

Kelly is of course correct to insist that Trotskyists have not made the 
revolution, and while history always has some surprises in store, it seems 
unlikely that we shall see revolutionary change in the near future. But 
equally, it seems implausible that human history will continue indefinitely 
without any changes more dramatic than shifts in the parliamentary arith-
metic. Sooner or later there are likely to be explosions involving radical 
transformations of social institutions and mass popular action. Such 
explosions could be legitimately described as ‘revolutions’, even though 
they will bear little resemblance to Russia in 1917. However, it should be 
added that the most likely cause of social upheaval in the coming century 
will be climate change (which may lead to the rise of an anti-immigration 
far right and even to nuclear war), and the outcome, in Rosa Luxemburg’s 
terms, will be barbarism rather than socialism.

Yet Trotskyism may carry forward something to a future which we 
can only dimly foresee. At its best (which all too often it has not been) 
Trotskyism has embodied the principles of what Hal Draper, in a remark-
able pamphlet, called ‘socialism from below’, the belief that socialism, if 
it is to be achieved, will be the result of the self-activity, self-organisation 
and self-emancipation of ordinary working people through mass action, 
and not through relying passively on elected representatives or on lib-
eration by ‘progressive’ armies.13 The struggle for human liberation will 
undoubtedly continue, perhaps even beyond massive environmental 
disaster, and ‘socialism from below’ will remain relevant. If Trotskyism, 
despite its frequent absurdities, has played a small part in carrying forward 
that tradition, then it deserves its place in history.

Notes

 1 Ian Birchall, ‘So sad (to watch a good party go bad)’, http://grimanddim.
org/political-writings/2014-so-sad/.

 2 John Kelly, Contemporary Trotskyism, p40. 
 3 Ibid., p67. 
 4 Ibid., pp201-202.
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Trotskyism and Corbynism

Phil Burton-Cartledge

In my contribution here, I want to address an absence in John Kelly’s book: 
the relationship that the principal organisations of British Trotskyism have, 
or have tried to establish, with the mass movement that enabled Jeremy 
Corbyn’s unexpected election as leader of the Labour Party. As Corbynism 
articulates an emergent class politics and Trotskyism in all its variants explic-
itly bases itself on the revolutionary realisation of proletarian interests, it is 
natural it should want to influence, engage with and recruit from this new 
wave of left wing politicisation.1 However, Corbynism represents more 
than an opportunity: it is a threat as well. Traditional Trotskyist recruitment 
offers a pitch that none but other Trotskyist and far left parties present: a 
clear, worked out class-based analysis of the world, one that has tended to 
recruit either from trade union activists where a class analysis makes imme-
diate, visceral sense, or from young people (particularly students) alienated 
by establishment politics and open to radical ideas. Corbynism with its 
class-based anti-austerity narrative, mass-levels of support, deep penetra-
tion of the trade union movement and significant and oft-noted appeal to 
young people, has the potential of severely curtailing British Trotskyism – 
an existential crisis cannot be ruled out. 

In this analysis, I concentrate on the two largest, long-lived, and most 
visible of Britain’s Trotskyist organisations – the Socialist Party, formerly 
Militant (SP), and the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and their response to 
the Corbyn phenomenon. I begin with Trotskyism’s historic analysis of 
the Labour Party. This was the view that it came into being and has largely 
remained a ‘bourgeois workers’ party. This concept is derived from Vladimir 
Lenin’s August 1920 speech on the affiliation of the infant Communist Party 
to Labour, which he argued in favour of, at the same time as noting that 

whether or not a party is really a political party of the workers does not 
depend solely upon a membership of workers but also upon the men (sic) 
that lead it, and the content of its actions and its political tactics. Only 
this latter outlook determines whether we really have before us a politi-
cal party of the proletariat. Regarded from this, the only correct, point of 
view, the Labour Party is a thoroughly bourgeois party, because, although 
made up of workers, it is led by reactionaries, and the worst kind of reac-
tionaries at that, who act quite in the spirit of the bourgeoisie.2
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As far as Trotskyism was concerned, the sociological composition of 
Labour is dominated by but in tension with the pro-capitalist political 
positions taken up by the party leadership. In practice it meant developing 
strategies for overcoming working class loyalty to a party that was anything 
but loyal to their own class interests, up to and including semi-clandestine 
‘entry work’ in the party.

This is the position the SWP has remained wedded to, even though its 
practice has varied between entry work, independent non-electoral activity, 
standing in elections as part of different alliances of left groupings (Socialist 
Alliance, Respect, Trade Unionist and Socialist Coalition), and back again 
to an emphasis on street and trade union campaigning. For its part, the SP 
formally abandoned the bourgeois workers’ party thesis when, under its 
previous guise as Militant, it disengaged from Labour entry work between 
1992 and 1994. Since then, as far as the SP were concerned, the main strate-
gic task for class struggle leftism has been the foundation of a new workers’ 
party given that Labour had become a bourgeois party no different in kind 
from the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats.

As Corbynism emerged from developments within the Labour Party 
as a response to its 2015 general election defeat, it could appear as a con-
firmation of the bourgeois workers’ party thesis and therefore disproves 
the SP’s position. Setting aside this question, I am interested in exploring 
whether such theoretical difference between the SWP and SP have informed 
different approaches to Corbynism by looking at the period between the 
beginning of the 2015 general election and developments subsequent to the 
2017 general election, in which Labour confounded expectations and defied 
polling forecasts. All statements I use were taken from Socialist Worker and 
The Socialist, respective the weekly papers of the SWP and the SP.

In the immediate aftermath of the 2015 Labour defeat and the initial emer-
gence of leadership candidates, The Socialist (3 June 2015) argued the choice 
on offer underlined the need for a new party and argued that affiliated sup-
porters, which were later utilised by the Corbyn campaign, were a ‘complete 
negation of the history of the Labour Party’. The Socialist Worker (16 May) 
was similarly sceptical, observing that all of the (likely) candidates were from 
Labour’s right and there was little indication that the party’s politics were 
about to change course. The attitude of both papers conditioned their initial 
coverage of the leadership contest. Once Jeremy Corbyn was on the leader-
ship ballot, The Socialist (24 June) offered supportive words but concluded 
there was no ‘realistic prospect of the left gaining control of the Labour 
Party’. Later on in the same issue, on the prospects of the Corbyn campaign 
transforming Labour in a leftward direction, it argued that this would ‘foster 
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illusions’. However, as the summer wore on the SP’s position shifted in 
line with the increasingly obvious outcome of the election. In the 29 July 
edition, they acknowledged the popularity of Corbyn’s anti-austerity stand, 
accepted that he could win the leadership and suggested this would mean, in 
effect, a new workers’ party had formed. This was reiterated in the 19 August 
issue and on 9 September, the SP again suggested that what had happened to 
Labour represented the emergence of a new party. 

Meanwhile, Socialist Worker struck a more skeptical tone. Reporting 
Corbyn’s entry into the leadership election (16 June), they argued that 
resistance to government policy would come from outside the party, regard-
less of who the Labour leader was. On 30 June, the paper explained to its 
readers that Labour, as a constitutional party, was governed by the rhythms 
of the electoral cycle and therefore could not be a vehicle for social struggle. 
This was repeated in the 21 July issue, arguing the party was fundamentally 
compromised and observing on 4 August that ‘many of the thousands of 
Corbyn campaigners won’t want to be limited by a project that looks to 
maintaining the unity within the Labour Party’. By the 15 September issue, 
the SWP were welcoming Corbyn’s victory, writing that ‘socialist politics 
and a challenge to austerity can win a mass audience’, but suggesting that 
this had to be channeled into activity outside of Parliament.

Come the summer of 2016, Corbyn faced the first significant and organ-
ised challenge to his authority as Labour leader. In the aftermath of the 
European Union referendum, Corbyn confronted a mass resignation from 
his shadow cabinet and a no confidence vote in him by the Parliamentary 
Labour Party. This failed but the summer was spent embroiled in a second 
leadership election, with Owen Smith as his challenger. Socialist Worker’s 
coverage emphasised the importance of defending Corbyn against the attacks 
from the right. In the 29 June 2016 edition of the paper, they argued that 
Corbyn’s strength lay in the mass movement that had grown around him, 
but concluded that a successful defence required a mobilisation reaching 
into workplaces and the streets, one not restricted to party meetings. Again, 
by 23 August, the contest appeared a foregone conclusion. Socialist Worker 

counseled that re-electing Corbyn was not enough: ‘We need action now 
against the Tory attacks that threaten the NHS and other vital services’. By 
20 September, in a ‘Letter to a Jeremy Corbyn supporter’, it wrote ‘I’m very 
excited by developments in Labour, but I’m not joining the party. It is still 
centered on elections, and the union leaders have a huge say in what happens’. 

In contrast to the rhetorical distance the SWP tried to maintain between 
itself and Corbynism, the SP coverage in this election was marked by 
explicit attempts to engage with the movement. On 29 June, The Socialist 
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argued for a labour movement conference open to the whole left, while 
criticising the Corbyn supporters’ group Momentum for excluding SP 
members from its organisation. On 6 July, they analysed the Labour right, 
suggesting they lack a real social base: In its absence, there was no need for 
the left to compromise with them. On 27 July, it reiterated that Labour 
had effectively become a struggle of two parties in the same organisa-
tion in which there was no room for compromise. By 28 September, the 
paper proffered advice to the movement about what should be done next. 
This included no concessions, mandatory reselection (of MPs), and a re-
emphasis on anti-austerity politics. It also announced that the SP’s Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition, a socialist alliance which included the 
Rail, Maritime and Transport union and the SWP, would be seeking affili-
ation to the Labour Party. Therefore, there has been a divergence. The 
SWP approach stood back from the struggle while offering rhetorical 
support, and the SP position sought entry into and participation in the 
new movement.

This difference comes out even more into the open in the coverage around 
the 2017 general election. Under the headline ‘Tories Out!’ The Socialist (19 
April) argued that the snap election could go disastrously wrong for the 
Conservatives and the Labour right who had long argued Corbyn was an 
electoral albatross. This was reiterated in the 3 May edition, which argued 
that anti-austerity politics could effectively challenge the government who, 
at that point, enjoyed a significant polling lead. On 31 May, The Socialist 

claimed to have been ‘an active participant in the campaign to elect a Jeremy 
Corbyn-led Labour government’ while arguing, similarly to the SWP, for 
the mobilisation of a mass movement outside of Parliament. Socialist Worker 

(18 April) also argued that the snap election offered an opportunity to 
remove Theresa May and suggested uncompromising slogans such as ‘for 
the NHS, not Trident missiles’. On 25 June under the headline ‘Don’t sit 
on the sidelines – let’s kick out Theresa May and fight for an alternative’, 
Socialist Worker stated that it was ‘for a vote for Labour on 8 June’, con-
cluding that while elections are important ‘struggle matters more’. The first 
interesting point here is that the diverging impression given by both organi-
sations is maintained: the SWP appear interested but separate, emphasising 
the importance of politics outside of electoral politics – a position consistent 
not just with their attitude to Corbynism, but also with their turn away from 
elections. The SP on the other hand are keen to maintain an impression of 
engagement, though their actual participation in Labour’s election campaign 
is unclear. A second point concerns a subtle difference in rhetoric. As we have 
seen, the SWP had no difficulty in calling for a vote for Labour. For the SP’s 
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coverage, their vote recommendations stopped short of a blanket endorse-
ment and preferred formulations that emphasised the party’s support for 
Jeremy Corbyn and a Corbyn-led government, almost as if it was trying to 
separate out an endorsement of Corbyn from support for Labour. Neither, 
despite this, did the party explicitly recommend its readers vote for Corbyn 
and/or Labour, preferring a series of alternative formulations, such as, on 3 
May, ‘left policies … if promoted strongly and convincingly, could reach and 
inspire enough people to bring down the Tories’. 

In conclusion, I would argue that both organisations adopted orienta-
tions that were seemingly at odds with their established theoretical positions 
on the Labour Party. For the SP, despite their regarding Labour as a bour-
geois party and having their theory disproved by the eruption of Corbynism 
from within, they ultimately disregarded their position of twenty plus 
years. It showed an appreciation of the importance of the struggle within 
Labour (combined with mobilisation outside of it) and offered any Corbyn-
supporting readers advice about the sorts of issues they should take up 
vis a vis the Labour right. It also made the argument for broadening out 
Corbynism to include all the anti-cuts forces that, unsurprisingly, would 
include the Socialist Party. However, the SP pointedly called for support 
for Corbyn, not Labour, nor did it explicitly call for a Labour vote. The 
SWP, on the other hand, retained the bourgeois workers’ party approach, 
meaning, on paper at least, that they were alive to the possibility of develop-
ments within Labour evolving in a left wing direction. However, the SWP 
consistently assumed an abstract orientation towards Corbynism. It offered 
no practical advice on internal battles in the party and repeatedly emphasised 
street and movement politics above a more hands-on approach.

To conclude, the SP’s coverage has been demonstrative of an organisa-
tion trying to intervene in and influence the course of Corbynism while the 
SWP appears to have been more concerned with their usual practice. The 
former adopted a strategic line while the latter appeared to be content to note 
Corbynism’s existence but carry on as normal. Which orientation will prove 
successful in preserving their organisations and recruiting the next genera-
tion of activists remains to be seen.

Notes

 1 See Phil Burton-Cartledge, ‘Class Politics and the Revenge of the Future’, in 
Mark Perryman (ed.) The Corbyn Effect, London, 2017, pp162-176.

 2 Vladimir Lenin ‘Speech on Affiliation to the British Labour Party’, (1920) on 
www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1920/jul/x03.htm
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The Vicissitudes of Contemporary 
Trotskyism

John Kelly

Contributors to this symposium have raised a host of important questions 
about the British Trotskyist movement, not least in regard to its difficult 
relations with other organisations and movements, most notably the New 
Left and the Labour Party. In the case of the ‘New Left’, a set of groupings 
and publications that emerged in part out of the Communist Party crisis in 
1956, Davis notes that some New Leftists were sympathetic to Trotskyism 
and a small number even joined the International Marxist Group, such as 
Ken Coates in the early 1960s and Tariq Ali and Robin Blackburn a few 
years later. Yet for all the shared antipathy to Stalinism and social democ-
racy alike between the New Left and the early 1960s Trotskyist movement, 
the dominant New Left intellectuals – Anderson, Hall, Miliband, Saville 
and Thompson – remained too open-minded, and too eager to rethink 
Marxist certitudes ever to fit comfortably within the increasingly doctri-
naire world of British Trotskyism. For example, the desire by Miliband 
and others to re-examine the relevance of the reform vs revolution dichot-
omy had no place in the Trotskyist worldview and for many Trotskyists 
merely constituted another species of ‘revisionism’. It is true that a handful 
of intellectuals, such as Perry Anderson, flourished in the interstices of 
Trotskyism and New Leftism, producing historical and political essays of 
unparalleled quality and originality.1 But these were the exceptions and 
despite the rapid membership increase of the Trotskyist movement in the 
1970s, its doctrinairism, Leninist organisational forms and its increasingly 
fissiparous tendencies all served to diminish its attractions for New Leftists.

On the other hand, Ian Birchall is right to argue that Trotskyist groups 
were quite successful at recruiting from social movements such as the Anti-
Nazi League (ANL) in contrast to the largely negative picture portrayed 
in my book. In retrospect it would have been helpful to distinguish more 
sharply between stocks and flows of membership. In the case of the SWP 
for example, its stock of membership was above 4,000 when it launched 
the ANL in 1977 but below 4,000 two years later. Ian argues from his own 
experience that many people did join the SWP from the ANL, yet the 
overall figures imply that that this inward flow of recruits was insufficient 
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to offset membership losses caused by other events and circumstances 
(and the same point can be made about the Militant Tendency and the 
Anti-Poll Tax Federation).

Ian also notes that the Trotskyist movement in the 1960s and 1970s 
attracted many young people because of its powerful critique of capital-
ism, its antipathy to the Labour and Communist parties and its seeming 
penchant for direct action. This attractive power was understated in the 
book although the evidence suggests that it has waned considerably in 
recent years: the Trotskyist movement today is hardly any bigger than ten 
years ago, at the start of the great financial crash (and my own observations 
at recent large meetings suggest it is also an ageing movement). Recent 
figures for gross and net recruitment into the SWP imply a substantial 
membership turnover, as the annual numbers of recruits and resignations 
are almost identical. Quite why turnover levels are so high is an interest-
ing and important issue, raised by Wickham-Jones, and although the book 
mentions the issue it does not explore in any depth people’s reasons for 
joining and remaining in Trotskyist groups. 

Smaller organisations suffer lower rates of turnover but also experience 
lower rates of recruitment because the explicitly high demands of member-
ship – papers sales, meetings and substantial financial contributions – deter 
almost everyone. Larger groups, such as the SWP and the Socialist Party, 
make fewer demands on members and yet their turnover rates remain 
high, a puzzling fact that suggests we need more evidence both about the 
recruitment process and about people’s motives for joining. Surveying 
current members of Trotskyist groups might prove insuperably difficult 
but the thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of ex-members might prove 
to be a more amenable (and a larger) sample. Another neglected issue in 
the area of recruitment is the extent to which sons and daughters follow 
their parents into the Trotskyist movement. The phenomenon has been 
well documented in the communist movement, through examples such as 
the economist Sam Aaronovitch and his son David as well as the former 
General Secretary Gordon McLennan and his son Gregor.2 Within the 
Trotskyist movement there are some well-known examples, e.g. Tony 
Cliff and his children Anna and Donny Gluckstein and Peter Taaffe and 
his daughter Nancy and there are some well-documented crossovers from 
communism to Trotskyism, most notably Jean Kerrigan who joined the 
Socialist Labour League in the early 1960s despite her father then being 
the CP National Industrial Organiser. Nonetheless we have no systematic 
data on the degree to which the children of Trotskyist militants follow 
their parents into the movement. 
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Two other issues that might have received more attention in the book 
are the relationship between Trotskyists and the Labour Party and the role 
of the Trotskyist movement in Scotland (discussed by Mark Wickham-
Jones and Phil Burton-Cartledge). There are references throughout 
the book to the Militant Tendency and its growing presence inside the 
Labour Party, so that by the late 1980s it could boast three MPs, control 
of Liverpool City Council, a membership of around 8,000 and a staff 
complement larger than that of its parent body. Here, on the face of it, 
was a supremely successful example of the strategy of long-term, deep 
entry into a social democratic organisation. Yet within just a few years 
the Militant Tendency had split in two and the combined membership of 
its two fragments was little more than 1,000. Trotsky himself had always 
been sceptical of entrism as anything other than a short-term tactic, a 
membership raid into a host organisation that would rapidly culminate in 
expulsion or quitting. The contradiction at the heart of strategic entrism is 
that the growing success of the Trotskyists generates powerful incentives 
for the host party to expel them. Yet undeterred by this experience, there 
are now currently several Trotskyist groups practising entrism inside the 
Labour Party (the AWL, Red Flag, Socialist Action and Socialist Appeal). 
Presumably they hope that the leftist leadership of Corbyn will be less 
hostile than previous Labour leaderships but this seems a whimsical idea 
given that the expulsion of the Militant newspaper editorial board in 1983 
began under the leftist Labour leader Michael Foot. Corbyn’s ascendancy 
to the Labour Party leadership has created acute problems for the Socialist 
Party (less so for the SWP) because it appeared to contradict its dismissal 
of Labour as a thoroughly bourgeois party and to call into question its 
campaign for a new workers party. Whilst the book noted the Socialist 
Party volte face on the nature of the Labour Party, Burton-Cartledge is 
right to push the argument further and suggest that the Corbyn phenom-
enon poses a profound, even an existential, threat to the SP’s raison d’être.

The track record of Trotskyism in Scotland on the other hand, appears 
to have been far more promising at least in the years after the poll tax 
protests under the charismatic leadership of Tommy Sheridan. Scottish 
Militant Labour joined with several other organisations to create the 
Scottish Socialist Alliance and then shortly afterwards formed the Scottish 
Socialist Party (SSP). By 2007 it counted 6 MSPs in the Scottish Parliament 
(including Sheridan) under a proportional representation electoral system. 
Yet the role of Trotskyism in these developments is problematic: the SSP 
was launched as a broad left party and its leadership fell out with Peter 
Taaffe and the Socialist Party leaders in England and Wales. A few years 
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later the SSP also severed its links with Taaffe’s Fourth International, 
the Committee for a Workers International.3 In other parts of Scotland, 
Trotskyist groups also succumbed to splits so the movement there is now 
very weak. Whether an additional chapter on Scotland would have added 
significantly to the picture of splits, divisions and weakness is unclear, 
although for the period of the 1990s the English-Scottish contrast might 
have been illuminating.

Notes

 1 See, for example, Perry Anderson, In the Tracks of Historical Materialism, 
London, 1983; and Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism, 

(rev edition), London, 1984.
 2 For other examples, see Phil Cohen, ed., Children of the Revolution: 

Communist Childhood in Cold War Britain, London, 1997.
 3 See Gregor Gall, Tommy Sheridan: From Hero to Zero?, Cardiff, 2011.
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Marx at 200: notes and comments

We have just seen the 200th anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth. Properly 
evaluating his significance over the last two centuries would require a 
range of volumes far surpassing the contents of the British Library – and 
the bicentenary was indeed marked by a flurry of new books, including 
major biographies by Gareth Stedman Jones and Jonathan Sperber; fresh 
overviews of the man and his influence by Sven-Eric Liedman and by 
Gregory Claeys; and useful and accessible commentaries on Marx’s writ-
ings, including David Harvey’s companion to all three volumes of Capital.

To add to the discussion, Socialist History asked a few of our contribu-
tors and friends for perspectives and comments. We invited observations 
on the extent to which Marxism remains useful as a guide to history and 
a method of historical analysis; its validity in critiquing capitalism; and 
its effectiveness as a guide to political action. Comments we received also 
considered how far the theorising and developments in Marx’s name since 
the mid-nineteenth century still have relevance for present times.

Neil Davidson: two broad transitions and three key concepts

The question of Marxism’s usefulness as an approach or guide to history 
and a method of historical analysis is often taken as raising a further issue 
– the extent to which the historical ‘grand narrative’ of Marx and Engels 
which hinged on a progressive sequence of modes of production has 
survived.

In fact, it is not clear to me that Marx and Engels’ approach did involve 
‘a progressive sequence of modes of production’; this seems to involve a 
misreading of the 1859 ‘Preface’, where Marx does indeed provide a list 
of modes of production. He is not suggesting, however, that every society 
is destined to undergo domination by all of these modes of production in 
sequence. It is rather an attempt to establish: 1) the order in which these 
various modes appeared historically; and 2) that each successive mode 
involves a more complex set of relationships the further each is removed 
from pre-class society.  

The actual process of historical development would suggest that there 
have only been two major transitions to date. The first was the original 
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transition from primitive communism to three forms of pre-capitalist 
society. (For the record, in my view the only useful way in which the 
concept of the ‘Asiatic Mode’ can be deployed is as the category encapsu-
lating all the intervening stages between primitive communism and these 
first class-differentiated societies.)  In most cases – ranging from India and 
China to Mexico and Peru – these involved what is now usually known 
as the tributary mode of production, where peasants were exploited by 
a highly centralised bureaucratic state. In a much more geographically 
limited number of cases confined to Western and Central Europe, the 
mode of production was feudal, where peasants were exploited by indi-
vidual local lords or sometimes collectively by the Catholic Church. And 
in an even more restricted number of cases, the first class-differentiated 
societies were based on the slave mode of production, which emerged 
organically only in the Greek city-states and under the Roman Empire, 
although the latter imposed it ‘from outside’ on some conquered territo-
ries. There were obviously overlaps and varied ‘articulations’ across these 
modes, but the only case in which there appears to be a direct succession 
from one to another is where the slave societies of Southern Europe made 
a prolonged (c. 500 years) transition to feudalism; but again, it is impor-
tant to note that many feudal societies, particularly in the British Isles and 
Scandinavia, feudalism emerged directly out of primitive communism.

The second transition was from feudalism to capitalism, which was 
obviously a far more geographically restricted process. Marx and Engels 
were not (or at least, not necessarily) saying that capitalism could only 
emerge in areas dominated by feudalism; given that there are relatively 
few numbers of ways in which exploitation can take place, a system based 
on wage labour was bound to occur to existing or potential ruling classes 
at some point. Their argument seems to have been more that particular 
conditions under feudalism, notably the relative weakness of the central 
state, enabled a greater possibility (not certainty) of capitalism becoming 
the dominant mode. Ironically then, it is an aspect of Western European 
backwardness, compared to, for example, China, which provided the con-
ditions for capitalism to initially flourish in the West.

What Marx and Engels seem to be suggesting is that what is usually 
referred to as ‘the development of the productive forces’ (which people 
undertake for a number of reasons, but always to increase the productiv-
ity of labour) provides the conditions of possibility for a new system to 
emerge, not that it is inevitable or even intentional. 

As far as historical analysis is concerned, three concepts used by Marx 
seem to be of particular value.  One is mediated  totality. I take this to 
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mean that societies function as wholes, and cannot be broken down into 
‘economy’, ‘politics’, ‘culture’ etc. – and in so far as it is sometimes neces-
sary to do so for analytical purposes, it always has to be remembered that 
discussion of any individual aspect is only valid to the extent that it does 
so while situating that aspect within the totality. In this sense Marxism 
is superior to Weberian or other approaches which treat academic disci-
plinary specialisations (‘economics’, ‘sociology’. ‘psychology’, etc) as if 
they actually corresponded to real divisions in the world. The concept 
of mediated totality involves more than simply affirming that the differ-
ent aspects of social life are related to each other, a position from which 
few people would dissent. Instead,  Marx argued that there were three 
different forms of human practice, which together explain how socie-
ties emerge, develop and transform themselves. The most fundamental 
form of human practice involves those activities which bring together 
natural and technological capacities and qualities into directly producing 
and reproducing human existence. These activities in turn entail (or set 
the ‘conditions of possibility’ or ‘conditions of existence’ for) the social 
relationships of cooperation, exploitation and conflict within which they 
take place. These in turn entail those institutions – of which the states-
system is fundamental – and ideologies by which these relationships are 
justified, defended and challenged.

The second concept is contradiction. Often assumed to be a piece of 
Hegelian mystification unwisely retained by Marx and Engels, contradic-
tion is a perfectly materialist notion if understood as a characteristic of 
those mediated totalities we call societies. For Marx and Engels it seems 
to have three aspects. 

The first relates to class, but in two ways: the horizontal conflict and 
competition between members of the same exploiting class for power 
and advantage; and the vertical struggle between exploiting and exploited 
classes which may – depending on which classes are involved – also poten-
tially lead to a new form of society. These are contradictions because, 
even though they are potentially destructive of society, these conflicts and 
struggles are also integral to it. 

The second aspect of contradiction is the developmental limit imposed 
by each mode of production on itself; in other words, each mode of 
production compels certain forms of behaviour, but these, although ines-
capable for their functioning, also undermine their existence. This is most 
obviously the case in relation to capitalism, not only in regular crises of 
overproduction, but in catastrophic climate change which may make, not 
just capitalism, but civilisation itself impossible.
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The third aspect mainly applies to capitalism and is the way in which any 
technological or social advance which can potentially benefit the majority 
of people, will, within capitalist relations of production, be turned against 
them: robots which could be used to reduce the working week instead 
create unemployment or – most obviously given the recent controversies 
about Facebook – media which enhance our capacity to communicate are 
also used to spy on us and subject us to targeted propaganda.

The third concept is the idea that future possibilities are contained 
within present realities. In other words, the very possibility of socialism 
depends on the prior existence of capitalism, to both produce the mate-
rial conditions for sustaining a society of free and equal human beings, 
and a social force – the working class – capable of bringing it about. One 
implication of this is that Marxism has a tragic understanding of history. 
The horrors which accompanied – or perhaps it would be better to say, 
which constituted – its emergence and rise to dominance were inescap-
able, perhaps as late as the final decades of Marx’ and Engels’ own lives. 
The alternatives to this involve either rejecting the idea that there are any 
material prerequisites for socialism at all, so that the eras of Spartacus, 
John Ball, Gerrard Winstanley or Gracchus Babeuf were all equally pro-
pitious for the advent of a classless society, or arguing that the levels of 
violence and destruction unleashed by capitalism have been so extreme 
that it would have been preferable for the tributary and feudal systems to 
have persisted. In comparison, Marxism seems to be, as Perry Anderson 
once remarked, a kind of common sense.

Emile Chabal: progress and perfectibility

Rather than discuss Marx and Engels themselves, I think it would be 
useful to put Marxism more broadly in its nineteenth century context as a 
way of reflecting on its continued validity (or otherwise).

To put it very simply, Marx and Engels’s theories – and the ‘Marxism’ 
to which they gave rise – belong to a cluster of extremely powerful and 
persuasive nineteenth-century European ideologies. Marxism thus needs 
to be understood as being in dynamic conversation with at least two other 
contemporaneous ideologies: liberalism and conservatism. The former 
celebrated the power of rationality, while the latter celebrated the value 
of hierarchy. Marx and Engels’s theories were designed to transcend the 
perceived limitations of these ideologies. Conservatism, in their eyes, 
was little more than the feudal ruling classes attempting to reassert their 
authority; and, of course, the liberalism of the 1832 Reform Act or the 
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constitutional revolutions of 1848 was merely the ideology that under-
pinned the capitalist system. 

There is little to be gained analytically in the comparison with con-
servatism: in almost every context, Marxism and conservatism have been 
diametrically opposed ideologies in form and in substance (although 
there are important historical questions to be asked about how Marxists 
have conceptualised conservatism in different places and times). There 
are, however, interesting parallels to be drawn between liberalism and 
Marxism. In particular, what I find striking is how both of these ideolo-
gies relied on a strong notion of progress and human perfectibility. 

The importance of progress to Marxism is now well-established. 
Whatever the exact pattern of historical development Marx and Engels 
are said to have posited, Marxists have always believed in the forward 
motion of history. In almost all variants of Marxist theory, there is a move 
from ‘primitive’ forms of social organisation, through capitalism, and 
out towards socialism or communism. Whether the transitions between 
these stages happen in a particular order or entail violent revolutionary 
transformation has been the subject of intense debate, but the direction 
of travel is unambiguous. Moreover, the reference to ‘history’ is not just 
a theoretical problem. It has also often given Marxist-inspired revolution-
aries energy and enthusiasm. It is one thing to sacrifice oneself for a just 

cause; it is quite another to sacrifice oneself for history. 
It should be noted that the Marxist interpretation of history is not 

unique in its strong belief in progress: similar ideas can be found in liberal 
theories of social development, including Auguste Comte’s sociology or 
Walt Rostow’s ‘stage’ theory of economic development. This is a reminder 
that Marxism and liberalism have joint origins in the progressive revolu-
tions of the late-18th century and a new desire on the part of a progressive 
elite to give meaning to processes of historical change.

This brings me to the second core tenet of Marxist thinking: the per-
fectibility of the human being. Already, the claim to be able to improve 
humanity was at the heart of Marx’s early writings and the Communist 

Manifesto, and it became increasingly important to revolutionary move-
ments inspired by Marxism from the Paris Commune, through the 
Bolshevik Revolution, and into the wave of post-war non-Western revo-
lutions. Obviously, this desire to ‘improve’ humanity goes back before 
Marx to the French Revolution and beyond. But Marxism (along with 
liberalism) became a major ideological vehicle for these ideas in the 
nineteenth-century. 

Still today, there is a widespread sense amongst Marxist groups, which 
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otherwise do not agree on very much, that historical progress and indi-
vidual improvement are necessary parts of their worldview. The same is 
true of liberals and, more recently, neo-liberalism. The key difference is 
that, while many (neo-)liberals would talk about perfectibility in terms of 
‘enlightenment’ or ‘freedom’, Marxists would almost certainly prefer the 
term ‘emancipation’.

Ruth Kinna: self-liberation and hope

It is true that Marxism belongs to a cluster of powerful nineteenth-century 
ideologies and that it should be understood as being in dynamic conver-
sation with liberalism and conservatism. I think it’s worth noting more 
specifically that Marxism emerged from a fluid socialist and radical milieu: 
those involved in the nineteenth century discussions included anarchists, 
mutualists, syndicalists and feminists, and many others.

It’s interesting to consider the argument that notions of human per-
fectibility and historical progress are the heart of Marxism. Anarchists 
associated the thesis of perfectibility with Rousseau rather than Marx, and 
they argued that the doctrine opened the door to judgments about the 
general good that would inevitably tend towards forms of social domi-
nation. Socialists in the First International disagreed about most things 
but they universally subscribed to the idea of self-liberation. The task of 
emancipation was one for the workers themselves. Even after the collapse 
of the International, the concept remained the watchword for revolution-
ary socialists on both sides of the ‘authoritarian’ / ‘anti-authoritarian’ 
divide. Subsequent arguments tended to revolve around the organisation 
required to facilitate this, not the principle itself.

The idea of progress is also contentious. This idea was much debated in 
the nineteenth century and it remains problematic. There are at least two 
kinds of objection. One is that the concern to assess or evaluate progress 
tends to narrow the focus of analysis. Feminists, postcolonial and critical 
race theorists have long argued this point. 

The second kind of objection is that the notion of progression priori-
tises the realities of the present over the possibilities for the future. It’s 
possible to think about the iniquities of the present and the desirability 
of their alteration without rejecting the idea that there are any material 
prerequisites for socialism. When William Morris entered into his fic-
tionalised debate with John Ball, he made precisely this point: the men 
of Kent were doomed to fail because history was not ‘ripe’ for their 
victory. Nevertheless, their aspirations (as Morris understood them) for 
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the transformation of labour through art were timeless. It might take 
another (and another ... ) generation to deliver on their hope but success 
turned on willing that change, pushing the material conditions that social-
ism required and not letting the future be shaped or moulded by current 
realities.

Mike Makin-Waite: questions and starting points

One issue raised in evaluating Marx and Marxism is how far Marx’s work 
can be considered as a unitary and coherent whole. The same question 
applies to an even greater extent to ‘Marxism’ which, of course, is not the 
same thing as Marx’s work.

Related discussions concern the degree to which Marx made a really 
new start in the understanding of social phenomena. Several recent books 
emphasise how much Marx shared with the general intellectual culture of 
his time, insisting that he be understood primarily as a nineteenth-century 
thinker. Some such arguments properly locate Marx in historical context. 
But others are an attempt to ‘keep him in his place’, in the sense of posi-
tioning him safely in situations and issues which we are all supposed to 
have moved beyond, so as to deny his continuing relevance.

Some assessments of Marx’s work see certain works and periods as 
particularly authoritative: an example is Louis Althusser’s concept of 
an ‘epistemological break’ between the Hegelian-inflected humanism of 
‘early Marx’ and the mature ‘science’ of Das Kapital. Others acknowledge 
the shifting emphases across Marx’s career, but insist that insights from his 
youthful Left Hegelian days about such problems as ‘alienation’ contin-
ued to recur in his work to the end.

The ‘Marxism’ which was invented, codified and popularised by Engels, 
Kautsky and others, and which shaped late nineteenth-century social-
democracy was set out in simpler terms. As Donald Sassoon describes 
it in One Hundred Years of Socialism, three key positions provided the 
basis for the Second International’s confident campaigning, and sustained 
the justified angers and positive hopes of the growing working-class 
movement: the conviction that the present capitalist system was unfair 
and wasteful; the belief that history proceeded through stages; and a view 
that members of the ‘labouring proletariat’ shared fundamentally similar 
experiences and interests, whatever differences of nationality and identity 
might exist between them.

Such straightforward principles proved insufficient to guide the move-
ment to success. Nineteenth-century socialists grappled with challenging 
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issues of strategy and theory which expressed real and practical difficul-
ties. Then the crisis of the First World War led to the major split within 
socialism between revolutionary communists and ‘reformist’ social-
democrats: further splits and divergences followed. For most of Marx’s 
twentieth-century followers, arguments about what Marxism ‘was’, and 
what political actions and consequences followed, were aimed at reas-
sembling and orientating a coherent, unified movement. Criticisms and 
celebrations of the Soviet Union’s record were part of these debates.

Looking back over the history of the defeated communist movement, 
and at Trotskyism, Eurocommunism, and across ‘Western Marxism’, it is 
striking that Marx has shaped varied fields of thought and practice which 
have been complex, uneven, contradictory and incomplete.

This is not the result of people misunderstanding the great teacher or 
losing ‘the way’ which had been set out clearly by Marx. There were many 
gaps, inconsistencies and unresolved tensions in his work: this became the 
basis for multiple interpretations, as well as explaining the richness of 
Marxist theoretical debate.

To focus on one issue – the question of democracy. There are many 
examples of Marx insisting on the importance and relevance of democratic 
rights: this reflects how socialism was a key motor of democratic advance, 
and the fact that the movement needed suffrage, elections, and freedom of 
speech and assembly as the context within which to promote programmes 
for radical economic and social change. 

But there were also times when Marx’s scorn of the limitations and 
hypocrisy of bourgeois and liberal democratic politicians seemed to 
suggest ambivalence towards – or even disdain for – democratic principles 
themselves. This is not to express frustration that Marx did not join eve-
rything up in a neat and complete system, and it is certainly not to ‘blame’ 
Marx for the later shallowings, mashings and rejections of democratic 
process that distorted, undermined and discredited the achievements of 
communists in power. It is to state that his work gives us questions and 
starting points, rather than answers and authority.

Graham Taylor: openness and dialogue

In the 1990s and 2000s,  there was a period when it looked as if Marxism 
might be wholly discredited. There was talk of ‘historic defeat’ and this 
mood was not dispelled until the economic voracity Marx said was integral 
to capitalist accumulation led, once the Soviet Bloc had been digested, to 
the resumption of imperialist wars (2001-); to the marketisation of public 
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services not yet privatised (2003-); and to an extension of deregulation to 
the point of severe capitalist crisis (2008-). 

At the time of the 2008 financial crash, Private Eye had a cover featur-
ing Marx’s grave in Highgate cemetery with his statue’s speech bubble 
saying ‘I told you so!’ Many other journals and magazines considered 
whether Marx’s theories were vindicated by the economic crisis which 
was apparent in that year, and even more so by the long period of austerity 
which has followed. 

Matters are not, however, as simple as they seem. The Marxism which 
was, arguably, vindicated in 2008 was not ‘Leninist’ Marxism with its array 
of vanguard parties and all-knowing theoreticians, nor the self-justifying 
official ideologies of state-planned socialism.

It was a much more ‘open’ Marxism, developing the thinking of what 
Kolakowski called the ‘Golden Age’ of Marxism, before the rise of Stalin. 
We should continue to see this ‘classical’ (pre-1928) Marxism as a real 
resource for progressive politics, in company with the heretical panoply 
of ‘Western Marxism’, including Eurocommunism, which had contested 
orthodoxy from the late 1950s to the 1980s. I call all of these traditions 
‘open’ Marxism because, unlike orthodoxy, they were forms of Marxism 
which developed in productive dialogue with non-Marxist figures; for 
example, Kant and Hegel from history, and contemporaries such as Croce 
and Freud.

Is Marxism still a useful and important guide to historical analysis? 
Yes – provided that by Marxism is meant not just the writings of Marx, 
Engels and Lenin but many other subsequent theoreticians and politi-
cians, including Bernstein, Kautsky, Jaurès, Luxemburg, Kollontai, Bauer, 
Bloch, Lukacs, Gramsci, Marcuse, Adorno and Habermas. Further, 
Marxism will have to extend a more serious respect to those who accepted 
Marxist analysis but rejected a central-state direction in favour of co-oper-
atives, such as Hardie (a follower of Bernstein), and to those who accepted 
Marxist analysis but believed it was compatible with a religious or nation-
alist component, such as Cardenal and Mandela. In other words, an 
effective application of Marxism in the 21st century will have to embrace 
figures who confronted the historical limitations of dogmatic Marxism: 
its historical failure to give sufficient attention to ethics, culture, religion, 
nation, aesthetics, the environment, the emancipation of women. Without 
the full integration of such themes and priorities, Marxism will no longer 
be plausible as an analytical tool for the study of history.
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Kevin Morgan, International Communism and the Cult of the Individual: 

Leaders. Tribunes and Martyrs under Lenin and Stalin, Palgrave Macmillan, 
Basingstoke, 2017; xii + 363 pp.; ISBN: 9781349953370, £19.50, pbk.

In exploring the phenomenon of the ‘cult of the individual’ in an interna-
tional perspective, Kevin Morgan’s latest work is a significant, and very 
engaging, addition to the historiography of the international communist 
movement. In it Morgan looks at the multi-purpose role of the personality 
cult in different time periods – within the 1917-1953 remit set by Morgan 
himself – and across different national perspectives and case studies. In 
doing this has produced perhaps the first truly international study of the 
‘cult of the individual’. Furthermore, by examining various figures – some 
clearly defined ‘leaders’, others with more abstract roles within the move-
ment – across this period, Morgan successfully moves the debate on from 
one looked at through the prism of Lenin and Stalin, to encompass the 
wider role of the personality cult within the communist movement.

It is on the variation of the ‘personality cult’ that Morgan’s work really 
succeeds. In defining the ‘cult of the individual’ as either ‘integrating’ or 
‘enkindling’, Morgan is able to demonstrate how this phenomenon was 
much more nuanced than a simple devotion towards individuals such as 
Stalin. Furthermore, this definition allows Morgan to explore the idea 
through the lens of a number of individuals, which serves to add further 
breadth and depth to this study. The ‘integration cult’, as Morgan argues, 
sought to draw to together a population ‘already in some sense won for 
communism’ – for example a territorial area or political party. Individuals 
considered ‘integrating’ included Stalin, most obviously, but also those 
who held official leadership positions such as the CPGB’s Harry Pollitt, 
CPA’s Jack Miles and the KPD’s Ernst Thälmann. An ‘enkindling’ cult 
figure – the ‘martyrs and tribunes’ of communism – on the other hand was 
someone used by the movement to draw people perhaps less receptive to 
communism, or not yet under the authority of the party, into its sphere of 
influence. Individuals such as the Spanish communist, Dolores Ibárruri (la 

Pasionaria), or the CPGB’s William Gallacher played this role. These were 
open and unashamed communists and communist party members, who also 
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had a wider reach as stalwarts of the labour movement and struggle beyond 
activism within their respective communist parties. Of course as Morgan 
also shows in this study these ‘integrating’ and ‘enkindling’ figures can in 
some cases be one and the same. A case in point is that of the Bulgarian 
communist Georgi Dimitrov, defendant at the Reichstag Fire Trial and 
leader of the Communist International, who began as an ‘enkindling’ figure 
that could reach out beyond the ranks of the Comintern, and ended his 
career as a the leader of post-war Bulgaria – very much an ‘integrating’ cult 
figure. What Morgan shows clearly throughout this work is that the ‘cult of 
personality’ was multifaceted and in many ways fluid and interchangeable 
dependent on the period and mood of the movement.

Beyond the ‘integrating’ and ‘enkindling’ debate, Morgan’s study is valu-
able in the extent to which it discusses the ‘cult of personality’ in great detail. 
Of particular interest to me were Morgan’s discussions on the difference 
between the ‘communist martyr’ and the ‘victim’ – Dimitrov and Thälmann 
for example, the latter who took on fascism, suffered, but ultimately won, 
and the other who appeared to simply suffer; visual and literary representa-
tions of the ‘personality cult’ and the ‘impossible biography’ – the notion of 
writing a biographical account that both suits the individual and their wider 
image; and of the ‘cult of the party veteran’ – Lenin, Rosa Luxembourg, 
Thomas Mann – and its importance in creating a sense that there was a 
direct line of succession between these ‘veterans’ and the movement of the 
moment. These examples, and indeed the others Morgan uses, serve to show 
the nuanced nature of the ‘cult of the individual’ to not only show devotion 
to an individual, but to create legitimacy for the communist movement.

While Morgan’s study only examines the ‘personality cult’ between 1917 
and 1956, his work shows that there is a real potential in examining the 
phenomenon beyond the death of Stalin and Nikita Khrushchev’s ‘secret 
speech’ in 1956. Furthermore, there is scope in expanding the study to 
China, North Korea and the wider world beyond Europe and America. 
What makes Morgan’s work significant is not simply the contents of the 
study and his new approach to the issue, but the fact that it leads a way 
in further scholarship on the subject of the ‘cult of personality’. One 
now hopes that Morgan’s International Communism and the Cult of the 

Individual is the first word on this subject, not the last. 

Lewis Young

(Independent scholar)
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Mike Makin-Waite, Communism and Democracy. History Debates and 

Potentials, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 2017; vii + 296 pp.; ISBN: 
9781910448762, £18.00, pbk.

This highly readable and stimulating book is an absolute must for all those 
engaged in the endeavour to chart a socialist route out of the neo-liberal 
quagmire. It is, however, overwhelmingly a work of history with some 
concluding reflections about the choices that now confront us. The central 
theme is the constantly shifting relationship – sometimes close, sometimes 
tense and distant – between the twin struggles for democracy and socialism.

Makin-Waite’s analysis begins with the Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution from which both liberal democratic and socialist movements 
took their inspiration. Despite tensions between the two down to the early 
twentieth century they progressed in reasonable harmony. Liberals and 
socialists alike assumed both a natural equality and equality before the law 
and shared a commitment to the defence and extension of democratic rights. 
However Marx and Engels, whilst engaging with and supporting struggles 
for the extension of democracy, also felt liberal democracy fell short because 
it lacked a class understanding of the basis of political power and could not 
deliver on its promise as long as the economy was ‘left outside of democratic 
politics’. The founders of Marxism left to their successors no clearly worked 
out theory of democracy whilst their sketchy conception of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat which would replace the class rule of the bourgeoisie en 
route to Communism was to prove a two edged sword, readily gutted of 
its democratic content. Marxism where it achieved state power, observes 
Makin-Waite ‘became a rejection of liberalism rather than an attempt to 
realise it more fully’ (p55). A revolution carried out in the name of a small 
and increasingly disaffected proletariat, fearful of counter revolution, gave a 
profound push towards centralised and authoritarian practices justified by 
a reified and abstract claim that government by the soviets was inherently 
more democratic than what Lenin described as ‘ordinary bourgeois democ-
racy’ (p100). The Bolsheviks dispensed with the constituent assembly in 
which they were a minority and by the end of 1922 other political parties 
had been shut down. The newly emergent communist parties of the West 
also adopted an attitude of disdain towards bourgeois democracy and the 
inadequate reformism of social democratic parties. 

The remainder of Makin-Waite’s historical account is devoted to a 
delineation of the stages by which this posture, ultimately fatal for com-
munist regimes, was abandoned and then reversed. The process began fairly 
abruptly with Hitler’s assumption of power in 1933, itself facilitated by 
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divisions on the left, and the decision of the Comintern two years later to 
promote the widest unity of all the democratic forces opposed to fascism. 
This rapidly bore fruit with the election of the popular front government 
in France the following year. The communist parties of France and Italy 
emerged from the war against Nazi Germany with sufficient support to 
put them on the threshold of power. In 1946 the French Communist leader 
became deputy premier in the French socialist-led government. 

The renewed attachment to pluralist politics was not of course repli-
cated in the Soviet Union nor those countries which fell within its sphere 
of influence in the post-war settlement. During the Cold War the Stalinist 
regime, more murderous and isolated than ever, used its military power to 
crush movements for political or economic reform in Hungary (1956) and 
Czechoslovakia (1968). But the Soviet Union itself could not in the end resist 
pressure for change as the centrally planned economic system, despite its 
prodigious success in raising the living standards and education of the people, 
had changed little in some respects since the 1930s and proved increasingly 
inadequate in more complex times. Khrushchev’s exposure of Stalin’s crimes 
in 1956 was accompanied by some measures of economic liberalisation and 
decentralisation but, according to Makin-Waite, his fall from power in 1964 
may be attributed to a resistant bureaucracy. Lack of democracy became a 
significant block on further economic progress. When Gorbachev tackled 
the problem head on in the late 1980s with his policies of perestroika and 
glasnost they led not to a reformed socialism but to its demise.

During the decades leading up to the dissolution of the Soviet Union 
European communist parties not only came to terms with fact that without 
democracy socialism made little sense but developed a conception of revolu-
tion as a process rather than a possibly violent upheaval. The dissemination 
of Gramsci’s ideas, delayed until the early 1970s, played a crucial part, par-
ticularly his view that in advanced capitalist countries it was necessary to 
conduct a long ‘war of position’ and achieve a struggle for cultural hegemony 
prior to any revolutionary rupture; through the extension of democracy to 
the whole of civil society the aim should be to establish a progressive democ-
racy. The state itself was now seen as a site of conflict with the possibility of 
gradually opening it up for the general good and not simply as an instrument 
of repression. Appropriately enough it was the Italian Communist Party, 
following a Eurocommunist strategy that came closest to achieving power. 
It was widely recognised as competent and uncorrupted in its management 
of the great ‘red belt’ of central Italy and the projected historic compromise 
with the Christian Democrats seemed on the verge of success when Aldo 
Moro was murdered by the Red Brigades in May 1978.
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By the time that Makin-Waite turns to contemplate the future pros-
pects for socialism the case for the indispensability of democratic practice 
to both the struggle for socialism and its survival has been well made. He 
concurs with Nicos Poulantzas that ‘the essential problem of the demo-
cratic road to socialism’ was to find ways to ‘radically transform the state in 
such a manner that extension and deepening of political freedoms and the 
institutions of representative democracy are combined with the unfurling 
of forms of direct democracy and the mushrooming of self-management 
bodies’ (p220). In order to avoid the economic and environmental catastro-
phe which looms on the horizon we should be prepared for a long process 
of constructing alliances, generating support for alternative social institu-
tions and policies, ‘making capitalism human until maybe it isn’t capitalism’ 
(Judith Shapiro cited p281). 

Such a brief summary of Makin-Waite’s historical analysis and his strate-
gic prescriptions cannot do justice to the nuances and caveats with which he 
presents both – and there are many. He observes, for instance, that commu-
nist impatience with bourgeois democracy can in part be understood by the 
latter’s repeated failures and timidity; the middle class failure to stand up to 
the forces of reaction in the upheavals of 1848 greatly irritated Marx whilst 
the way in which social democratic parties fell in behind the war policies of 
their respective powers in 1914 dismayed Lenin who also had to cope with 
the Russians liberals’ seeming inability to dispense with autocracy. Makin-
Waite further acknowledges the force of the criticism that Eurocommunist 
parties became little more than left wing social democratic parties, which 
in the Italian case ‘ did come to mean a self-defeating accommodation with 
reality’ (p215). His sharp critique of Soviet-style communism is tempered 
by his understanding of the circumstances which gave rise to it. The reader 
is reminded that the Russian Revolution was carried through in the midst 
of crisis and war and, contrary to subsequent endeavours to bestow on it a 
revolutionary coherence, followed a fairly chaotic path. The pressure and 
meddling of the capitalist countries from 1917 onwards, 1939-46 excepted, 
is also given due weight. Some of the most interesting pages are devoted 
to the brutal, American backed, overthrow of the Popular Unity govern-
ment in Chile in 1973. This had a significant effect in reinforcing the Italian 
Communist Party’s view that only the patient creation of a hegemonic 
block of democratic forces would suffice to defeat American efforts to stop 
them coming to power. Strategic options for the left were at the same time 
much reduced by the erosion of the traditional foundations of working class 
movements and the sapping of their cohesion and identity. Individualism 
and consumerism took hold backed up by the establishment of international 
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organisations designed to stabilise the capitalist world. The demise of the 
Soviet Union not only left the field free for them but also took off the table 
a means, in Pablo Neruda’s words, of ‘comparing possibilities’ (p235).

Yet it is a great virtue of this study that it makes clear, whatever the 
objective constraints and explanations, that critical choices were also made 
from amongst available possibilities and then sometimes, given the theo-
logical propensities of Marxist discourse, transformed into eternal truths. 
Thus the Menshevik option of a slower staged transition to socialism via a 
bourgeois revolution was consciously rejected; the resultant revolution was 
then taken as a universal paradigm despite the fact that Lenin himself justi-
fied it in terms of Russian peculiarities. In 1968 the Soviet Union decided to 
invade Czechoslovakia destroying what was possibly the last opportunity 
to create a democratic socialist regime in Eastern Europe. None of these 
things, which all had enduring consequences, were strictly speaking neces-
sary even if historically explicable. Hindsight some will say is wonderful, 
but too often perhaps a different path might have been taken had other 
voices prevailed. ‘Social production without democracy’, Kautsky warned 
in April 1917, ‘could become a most oppressive bond’. (p90) Makin-Waite’s 
thought provoking study reminds us not only of the wisdom of these words 
but of the fact that, though we make our history in conditions not of our 
choosing, it is nonetheless ours to make. 

David Parker

Doug Enaa Greene, Communist Insurgent: Blanqui’s Politics of Revolution, 
Haymarket Books, Chicago, 2017; 292 pp.; ISBN: 9781608464722, $19.00, 
pbk.

In this short book, Doug Enaa Greene seeks to examine the life and thought 
of the nineteenth century French revolutionary figure, Louis-Auguste 
Blanqui (1805-1881). In an epilogue he outlines the political evolution of his 
followers after his death and in an appendix he gives us a valuable account 
of how Marxists viewed this important figure who could be described as a 
revolutionary but not a Marxist. At the risk of oversimplifying, the essen-
tial difference is that Blanqui was an organiser of conspiracies led by an 
enlightened few whereas Marxist revolutionaries had a greater sense of the 
underlying forces that shaped social change. Blanqui believed that an elite 
would bring the working class to a more just society (the nature of which 
he thought could be created after the overthrow of the oppressors) whereas 
the followers of Marx saw the proletariat as the basis of the revolution. As 
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Engels put it, Blanqui had ‘neither socialist theory nor definite practical 
proposals for social reform’ (p153 – all references are to the work under 
review). Greene is not afraid to confront the suggestion of some radicals and 
anti-communists that the Great October Socialist Revolution was merely 
‘a Leninist minority coup’ (p155). Lenin himself disposed of this argu-
ment by stating that the revolution depended not on a conspiracy but on an 
‘advanced class’ (p156) deriving its power from ‘a revolutionary upsurge of 
the people’ and finding itself at a ‘turning-point’ in history’. 

This is quite damning and suggests that Blanquism was a revolution-
ary dead end. Indeed, in the book’s epilogue, which precedes the appendix 
and is entitled ‘The Fate of Blanquism’, Greene describes the evolution of 
the party in the 1880s. It was drawn to the populist Boulanger who led a 
movement accurately described as ‘anti-Semitic, populist and nationalist’ 
(p144). In 1888, the Blanquist movement split with a majority choosing to 
align themselves with Boulanger’s views while the minority went on to be 
absorbed into the socialist/communist mainstream. While Greene’s focus is 
understandably on the minority which remained on the left of politics, nev-
ertheless it could have been useful to have looked a little more closely at the 
majority who were happy to embrace the right-wing pre-Fascist ideologies 
of the early twentieth century. Was there anything in Blanqui’s thinking 
and practice that might have predisposed them to such an evolution? It is 
a question that is all the more urgent in the current political climate where 
populism is again on the rise.

Greene is at his strongest when dealing with Blanqui as an insurgent and 
when examining his place in the left wing movements of his own and sub-
sequent times. Indeed, the appendix will be of considerable value to anyone 
seeking a succinct account of a complicated series of relationships and influ-
ences. Here Greene demonstrates mastery of his sources and produces a line 
of argument that is most convincing.

Unfortunately, the rest of the book does not uniformly demonstrate 
these strengths. I have a number of reservations. There is at times a lack of 
precision defining terms. For example on page 6, Greene tells us that ‘The 
sansculottes were not a single class but composed of a bourgeois minority 
– artisans, shopkeepers, merchants and workers’. However, on page 9, he 
says: ‘For the sansculottes, peasants, and workers, the revolution enabled 
them to articulate their own radical demands’. In the first quotation, the 
workers are part of the category ‘sansculottes’, whereas in the second, they 
are separate. It is important to be clear about this, not just because the read-
ership may not necessarily be familiar with the term ‘sansculottes’ and may 
not know why these particular people were so called, but also because, as 
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we have seen above, the workers are at the heart of what constitutes for 
Marxists the revolutionary movement. The workers are not a subcategory 
of a ‘bourgeois minority’. Matters are not helped when we read on page 97: 
‘The Blanquist understanding of the working class was still influenced by 
the experience of Jacobinism as the most oppressed class of the people’. 

There are numerous such slips and infelicities throughout the book and 
the first chapter is particularly weak in this respect. On page 9, we read: 
‘The emperor’s armies marched across Europe, where they abolished feu-
dalism and spread the revolution on their bayonets’. On page 48, we have 
‘the legitimacy of the count [sic] to judge him’. On page 100, Greene writes 
of ‘the brilliant medical student, Dr. Albert Regnard’.

The mastery that Greene demonstrates at the end of the book seems to be 
absent and in general his account of the historical background needs to be 
treated with a certain wariness. The account of Blanqui’s education needs to 
be further developed in order to clarify the precise nature of the relationship 
between the Institution Massin and the Lycée Charlemagne. Chronology 
can be confusing or disjointed. The events of the last days of the second 
empire is laid out on page 110 but not in their temporal order – and it is 
hard to see why this is being done. There is a tendency to repeat certain 
names instead of using pronouns as happens on page 49: ‘Blanqui’s impris-
onment at Fontrevaud was especially hard since he was separated from his 
family. Even though Blanqui was kept isolated in prison, he was allowed 
to assemble a small library on topics ranging from history to physiology 
to economics’. These infelicities may be the result of time pressures or of 
the constraints imposed by word limits. In any event, if there is a second 
edition, the opportunity should be taken for some revision. 

Such errors are frequent and, while annoying, can be addressed. Of 
greater concern is the misogyny of the following passage: ‘Due to his 
Girondin and Napoleonic past, Jean Dominique [Blanqui’s father] was dis-
missed by the Bourbons, reversing the family’s fortunes. The Blanquis were 
saved from destitution when Sophie [Blanqui’s mother] inherited an estate – 
the chateau de Grand Mont in Aunay-sous-Auneau. After Sophie carelessly 
indulged in shopping for jewellery in the shops of Paris, the Blanquis nearly 
lost their second chance’. The assumption that a woman has no right to her 
own property is of its time and here goes unchallenged. It is accepted that 
her rights are subsumed into those of the patriarchal family. Furthermore, 
the use of the phrase ‘indulged in shopping for jewellery’ seems to tap into 
stereotypes of our own era and the adverb ‘carelessly’ cannot be other than 
condemnatory. However, it might have been more appropriate for Greene 
to have examined the context rather than rush to judgment. The times 
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were turbulent and jewellery represented portable wealth. They were what 
people took with them when the needed to flee for their safety. Could it not 
be that Sophie was being prudent? 

John McCann

Chris Holmsted Larsen, Den Folkekaere Stalinist. En biografi om Carl 

Madsen, Gylendal, Copenhagen, 2017, 544 pp; ISBN 9788702220353, 350 
DKK, hbk.

Carl Madsen was born in 1903 into a conservative, religious home in north-
ern Jutland, in a milieu of big farms or smallholdings. His background was 
middle class, both parents were teachers. At 15, sick of school, he worked 
on a couple of farms. At 16, he enrolled at grammar school, leaving 3 years 
later to study law. In Copenhagen he became involved in student politics, 
at first social democratic; but in December 1928 he joined DKP (the Danish 
CP), where he imbibed the sectarian Stalinism of the time which he never 
abandoned.

Qualifying as a lawyer that year, also marrying, he became a civil servant 
auditing accounts, being shifted from ministry to ministry. He gained 
employment as a lawyer also, fitting it in somehow. DKP entrusted him 
with defending the Moscow Trials which, later in life, after Khrushchev’s 
‘secret speech’ he still defended as ‘clearing out a 5th column’, only conced-
ing that some excesses had occurred. As a lawyer, his speciality defending 
the ‘little man’, was in challenging the legal system and bringing its faults 
into the public realm; thus even when he lost, he had made a case for change. 
He defended International Brigade volunteers. There was a ferment of 
radical ideas across the board at the time and Madsen became prominent in 
the cultural sphere, too.

Denmark was occupied by Nazi Germany on 9 April 1940, but DKP 
remained legal. Following the line of the Hitler-Stalin Pact, Britain and 
France were the aggressive imperialist powers, while Germany was a benign 
one – not an easy line to defend. However, on 23 June 1941, a day after the 
Axis attack on the Soviet Union, Madsen was arrested. DKP’s preparations 
for illegality had not been good enough. The Germans were after 66 leading 
DKPers, but the Danish police obligingly arrested 339 in all. 150 of them 
ended up in Stutthof Concentration Camp near Danzig; 22 of them did not 
survive incarceration.

The social democrat-led government ignored the constitution and retro-
actively adopted a law to justify it and parliament revoked the immunity of 
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the 3 DKP MPs. Most of those arrested were moved to Horserød intern-
ment camp. Out of 300-400 most were communists, and around 100 had 
been International Brigaders. Madsen operated as a barrack-room lawyer. 
In summer 1942, a few leading DKPers escaped.

By mid-1943, the Axis powers were in retreat and resistance activity 
increased in Denmark. In August strikes and disturbances broke out in 
major towns. Government ministers had agreed that the introduction of 
the death penalty and an enactment of special laws regarding Danish Jews 
were unacceptable. The Germans insisted on the former so the govern-
ment resigned and the country was under military emergency rule from 29 
August 1943. As a result Horserød came under German control but in the 
confusion 95 succeeded in escaping, Madsen among them.

The Freedom Council of representatives of resistance organisations was 
set up that September. Madsen had a role of preparing cases against traitors, 
war-profiteers, etc. The aim was to go after the big fish not the minnows. 
Liberation came on 4 May 1945, and around 30,000 were arrested at first, 
Madsen became an Extraordinary Prosecutor representing the resistance 
movement.

A government was formed in which DKP had ministers, but it was a 
coalition of the resistance and collaborators – the Prime Minister was the 
social democrat Vilhelm Buhl, who had called for the public to denounce 
saboteurs, etc. Due to the prestige won by the DKP in the resistance, and 
demands from workplaces for one workers’ party, the social-democrats 
engaged in negotiations for unity but by August broke them off. DKP’s 
cosying up to the social democrats made it willing to compromise and not 
be as firm as Madsen over the trials, where he met with obstruction from 
politicians and civil servants. The contracting firm WTK, whose founder 
was president of the Employers’ Federation, had done a lot of work for the 
Nazis, but it had been agreed by the government. Madsen was prevented 
access to documents, officials obstructed him and eventually the case was 
shelved. Efforts to try war profiteers, politicians, judges or police, came to 
nothing, a great bitterness was created in those who had struggled, suffered, 
and lost family – particularly Madsen.

The first post-war general election on 30 October 1945 saw DKP gain 
eighteen MPs, but at the expense of social democracy, resulting in a Liberal 
government. During the Cold War DKP lost support, ending up with no 
MPs by 1960. Madsen became a defence lawyer again in 1949, specialising in 
controversial cases which he politicised and thus created a new public aware-
ness. He represented GDR interests in Denmark from the 1960s, helping its 
legitimisation campaign and that of exposing Nazis in top posts in the West.
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Communism had made its greatest impact in the cultural sphere, the 
author writes, and by the 1960s attitudes were changing, DKP authors, 
Madsen included, were creating the narrative of the occupation and of the 
resistance, which would permeate the left from the late 1960s. He won a 
new audience among the ’68 generation of radical leftists, who tended to 
by-pass DKP, which by its moderation, parliamentary fixation, and links 
to the East Bloc, was unattractive. An anti-imperialist mood was afoot, par-
ticularly over the barbarous US war in Vietnam. DKP was involved in a 
moderate anti-war campaign, not in the militant solidarity movement, and 
even expelled those members who set it up.

In his books, Madsen criticised the legal system; and would name those 
involved in collaboration with the Nazis, welcoming the chance of a libel 
action, in order to publicise his accusations in the media. On 27 April 1968, 
violence erupted outside the US embassy when police roughly went about 
removing demonstrators, with fifty arrests. Ten were charged with serious 
offences and were defended by Madsen and two other barristers. The trial 
began on 14 August 1968 and lasted until 17 June 1969 – Madsen wanted to 
call 137 witnesses. Imperialism, capitalism, the legal system, including the 
police, as well as US warfare, which Madsen compared to nazi crimes, were 
all flayed, in a show directed by him. Eventually, the judge closed the show, 
refusing to hear the last thirty-seven witnesses. Two defendants were found 
not guilty, the others given mild sentences. Madsen had become a hero on 
the left, his book on the trial a classic.

After a heart attack in 1970, Madsen reduced his legal activity and con-
centrated on historical matters: the case of Richard Jensen and his comrades, 
and the German communists and Jews handed over to the Gestapo by the 
Danish authorities. Jensen – a key figure in ‘Out of the Night’ by Dan 
Valtin, a mix of fact and fiction – had links to the Comintern’s sabotage 
network led by ex-KPD Reichstag deputy Ernst Wollweber. Upon being 
found guilty of bombing two trawlers built for Spain in July 1941, Jensen 
received a sixteen year sentence, six other DKPers were sentenced, thirteen 
were not guilty but interned anyway. DKP expelled them and denounced 
them as provocateurs, etc. The case had been brought under Gestapo pres-
sure. Madsen regretted the way DKP had boycotted the ‘bombers’ in 
Horserød. By reopening Jensen’s case he hoped to get at the archives. It 
seemed to be going well but Jensen died on 29 October 1974. The author 
found that British intelligence was still watching Jensen’s home in the 1950s.

Madsen became more critical of DKP’s leadership over the drift right-
wards, and those who had led it into coalition with collaborators, unity talks, 
and hence sidelined it post-1945. The leadership feared skeletons coming 
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out of the cupboard. His research in the GDR also created problems. He 
found dirt on the social democrats and the authorities over communists and 
Jews being sent back to the Gestapo. Konrad Blenkle, a KPD CC member, 
was one who was sent back and executed. It later turned out that the SED 
had kept back lots of dirt – Madsen only got crumbs – as some KPDers had 
since become non-persons, and, crucially, Denmark was recognising the 
GDR on 1 January 1973. Madsen ‘s book made his point. However, East 
Bloc editions of his books always met with problems. He had to remove 
references to Auschwitz, sanitary towels, and Polish CPers he had housed, 
owing to the latter having been murdered, not by the Nazis, but by the 
NKVD when Stalin liquidated (literally) the Polish CP.

Stronger and public criticism of DKP’s development led to Madsen’s 
expulsion in mid-1975. In spite of cancer, he took on the defence of the 
inhabitants of Christiania, the alternative life-style ‘free city’, once a mili-
tary facility, threatened with eviction. Madsen won, the Defence Ministry 
could not evict the Christiania citizens. The case then went to the High 
Court; and on 2 February 1978 it determined that parliament decides the 
use of state property, not the courts. Legally the case was lost but as usual 
politically it was won. The government immediately changed tack and 
Christiania could stay – and it is still there. Madsen endeared himself to a 
broader range of people. He died 4 months later. His funeral was attended 
by over 500 people, but DKP’s leaders stayed away.

Madsen wrote only one of the three volumes of memoirs he had planned. 
After his death his wife found a half-finished second volume, but, sick of 
the feud with DKP, she dumped it. This biography gives us an account of 
the man and his deeds, including the negative traits I have not mentioned. 
Madsen was a remarkable figure who developed a form of legal combat to 
defend the little man. This book does him justice and is simply superb.

Mike Jones

Chester

Hamish MacGibbon, Maverick Spy: Stalin’s Super-Agent in World War II, 
I. B. Tauris, London, 2017; 288 pp.; ISBN: 9781784537739, £20.00, hbk.

Historical works come in many different forms: the more externalist 
account of events/periods, investigative journalism and, playing an increas-
ingly important role, the personal narrative of those directly involved. 

This book just cannot be categorised in this way, combining as it does the 
strengths of all three approaches into a most compelling form. The reader is 
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gripped by the remarkable nature of this story as it unfolds, helped by the 
author’s dramatic form – the use of pointers, often at the end of chapters, 
gesturing towards what is about to unfold, or to an individual’s later reap-
pearance in another role. These devices artfully weave the narrative together. 

The author was driven to write this memoir of his father as he gath-
ered evidence from extensive scholarly research and interviews with those 
immediately involved. This gives the book one further quality – that of the 
gripping detective story.

Hamish MacGibbon’s father, James MacGibbon revealed, towards the 
end of his life, that he had been a spy during the Second World War, provid-
ing vital information on German and British war plans to the Russians. As 
the narrative develops, there is a gathering recognition of its importance to 
the Soviet victory, a turning point in the war.

This was, then, a juncture in history of world historical importance. 
We are presented with a particular man, whose very specific character and 
socio-cultural context placed him in just the right place at just the right time. 
His moment came ... and he grasped it. 

James MacGibbon came from a financially comfortable and eccentric 
family. Narrowly escaping a life in ‘the motor trade’ as initially planned, 
he found his metier in publishing (the book gives much fascinating detail 
of the publishing world at that time). Like many of his generation he was 
really quite unaware of the gathering storm in Europe that is until two key 
events brought it home. Firstly, living for a while in Germany (Berlin at 
time still being seen as the centre of European intellectual/cultural life) he 
witnessed the escalation of hatred of the Jews and the burning of books after 
the Reichstag fire: ‘Culturally he was a changed man. Subconsciously the 
visit began a sea change in political perspective’. 

The other critical fundamental influence was the Spanish Civil war. 
The author, in the space of one chapter, provides a masterly overview of 
the war, a distillation of his extensive scholarly reading, a scholarliness he 
wears lightly. MacGibbon tells us that the British Navy blocked the entry 
of armaments destined to support the republicans whilst military support 
for Mussolini and Hitler ‘poured in unhindered’. He movingly records this 
spirt of working class solidarity, many joining the International Brigade, 
contrasting the impressive war monuments, of our urban landscapes with 
the modest memorials (fifty-five in all) to those fallen in this cause, mostly 
working class. We are reminded of the support of the church for the fascists, 
a particularly zealous faction informing their flock that they ‘would have 
one year less in purgatory for every red killed’.

James MacGibbon and his wife Jean were, like many of his class and 
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generation, deeply affected by the lack of any adequate response from the 
major political parties. At Whitestone Pond in Hampstead, James and Jean 
heard a speaker who, at last, made sense of these world events. He was 
a Communist and so they took out a subscription to the Daily Worker. 
Subsequently they both joined the Party – again like many of their back-
ground and generation. These middle class communists, because the British 
Party was comparatively so small, had a disproportionately large impor-
tance within the British movement as a whole. 

James’s army life started in the fusiliers but he was soon transferred to the 
Intelligence Corps. However, there was, naturally enough, concern about 
his relationship with the Communist Party (his house had been searched by 
MI5). He was asked to confirm by the recruiting officer that he was ‘with 
us’, they ‘shook on it’, and that was that! 

The German invasion of Russia was a turning point not only in the 
war but in this particular narrative. Many thought that, like elsewhere in 
Europe, the Russians would not hold out for long. But when it became 
clear that this belief was ill-founded, it remained general opinion that the 
Russians would be defeated; this was not, as one might imagine, accom-
panied necessarily by despair but rather, in many quarters, by a dark 
optimism. Given the deep ambivalence of having the Russians as Allies, 
many thought that the best result would be a Russian defeat, but one that 
would take long enough to wear down the German army. It was decided 
to withhold from the Russians all the intelligence coming from the Enigma 
decodings of German war plans.

This is the crucial moment when James walks onto the world historical 
stage. He could not accept the cynical decision to sacrifice our Allies in 
this way and soon met with intermediaries of Soviet Intelligence. So started 
the life of agent ‘Dolly’ who, for the rest of the war, secretly handed on 
vital information to the Russians. This included information about German 
battle plans and also of operation ‘Overlord’ (the D-day landings). There is 
a photo of the 1943 meeting of Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin accompanied 
by the author’s musing that Stalin seemed to be in a particularly jovial mood 
perhaps as, unbeknownst to the others, he already had notice of what was 
being secretly planned by the British. James channelled information firstly 
from London and subsequently during his posting in Washington.

By a near miraculous coincidence Svetlana Chervonnaya, a Russian 
historian, was carrying out her own research on Soviet war intelligence 
at the same time as the author, thus leading her, quite independently, to 
James MacGibbon. Careful scrutiny of the research by Chapman Pincher 
and Chervonnaya confirmed that the agent sending information from 
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Washington, code named ‘Milord’, and ‘Dolly’ almost certainly were one 
and the same – James MacGibbon.

Despite attempts to recruit him, James had no more to do with Soviet 
Intelligence after the war. He was, however, kept under close surveillance 
by MI5 who installed taps in his home. The surveillance records give a very 
vivid insight into MI5’s ways of working. MacGibbon’s narrative here com-
bines a Le Carré story with occasional features of an Ealing comedy (vital 
documents blown out of the window by a gust of wind, the darkly comic 
surveillance note of Jean entering the room appearing like ‘Lady MacBeth’ 
(sic)).

The account of James’s subsequent interrogation makes an extraordi-
narily compelling read. He managed to give nothing away to one of MI5’s 
most skilful interrogators (it was he that broke Fuchs). James’s life, unlike 
the famous spies of that era (such as the ‘Cambridge Five’), was not domi-
nated by his espionage activities and he had no links to anyone else or other 
organisations. He was indeed a real maverick. 

The author informs us that James, a keen sailor, rejected all buoyancy 
aids. This seems to be entirely in character and acts as a fitting metaphor. 
He was of course very careful as regards his mission and was calmly con-
fident that he was doing the right thing; he seemed to require no support 
from others apart from Jean. From one perspective this may have seemed 
foolhardy, but as we look back now we can see that it was an inner strength, 
a lack of conventionality, that made it possible for him to carry this work 
through, thus making a vital contribution to the outcome of the war. It is a 
story that needed to be told not only for itself but for what it illuminates, 
with its combination of broad sweep and careful detail, about the world at 
that particular time. 

This book will be of interest to a very wide readership – scholars will 
find much important historical record, whilst those whose interest is less aca-
demic will find here an extraordinary story told with passion. I can only echo 
the words of Patrick Wright – ‘a brilliant and moving voyage of discovery’.

David Bell

Enrique Moradiellos, Franco: Anatomy of a Dictator, I. B. Tauris, London, 
2018; 264 pp.; ISBN: 9781784539429, £20.00, hbk.

Much was written on Franco during his dictatorship, and much of this was 
hagiography or propaganda as the  regime churned out constant reminders 
of El Caudillo. His enemies wondered how this goggle-eyed charmless man 
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could cling to power, despite his collusion with Nazi Germany, obsolete 
ideology, and failing economic policies. Even so, Franco has not been short 
of scholarly biographers, and anglophones have been particularly well-
served by Paul Preston’s very comprehensive Franco: A Biography (1993). 
Enrique Moradiellos justifies this new study on two grounds: first, the wish 
of so many in Spain today, especially its youth, and the political centre and 
centre-right, to observe ‘the pact of forgetfulness’ on the civil war and the 
years of hunger and decades of mediocrity that followed; and secondly 
the need for a short, synoptic and essentially interpretive critique, with a 
greater focus on the nature of Franquismo and the state it created. The book 
is divided into three overlapping sections, with half covering the man in ‘a 
basic biography’, and the remainder divided between historiographies of 
‘The Caudillo’, and ‘The Regime’. 

Francisco Franco was born in Galicia in 1892 into a lower middle-
class family. He would have followed the family tradition into the navy 
had the fleet not been diminished in size and prestige after the humiliating 
Spanish-American war. How different Spain might have been without that 
war. Naval officers are usually the most conservative element of the armed 
forces, but tend to be less likely to intervene in politics. You cannot ring 
the presidential palace with ships. So young Francisco joined the army, and 
soaked up the anti-modernist Catholic nationalism and the nostalgia for 
Spain’s ancient greatness that went with it. In its Moroccan pocket-colony, 
where the inept Spanish army struggled to beat the Rifs in a long and savage 
war, Franco made his name as a ruthless, brave, and effective soldier who 
saw a chance to forge the soul of Spain anew, playing conquistador in the 
heel-tap of a once vast empire. Moradiellos regards the essential Franco as 
an ‘Africanista’. Morocco led to rapid promotion, and Franco became the 
youngest of Spain’s 800 generals. With a reputation to lose, he acquired his 
notorious caution. Promotion also confirmed his politicisation and led him 
to the conviction that he had the answer to Spain’s problems. In July 1936, 
he was an eager member of the military conspiracy against the Popular 
Front government.

It was late September 1936 before Franco was appointed Generalissimo. 
Other candidates for leadership of the revolt had fallen away in an unlikely 
series of events that Franco regarded as providential. When the expected 
capture of Madrid failed to materialise in November, the Generalissimo 
decided to pursue a grinding war of attrition. With superior resources he 
reckoned he was bound to win, and a slow attrition would ensure the elimi-
nation or abject defeat of his enemies. From the wreckage it would be easier 
to rebuild the kind of Spain he wanted. The major deficiency in this book is 
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that it does not explain adequately how such a genuinely pious man could 
be so pitiless towards his own people, leaving the reader to surmise that the 
ferocity stemmed from a combination of his ‘Africanismo’, his medieval 
Catholicism, and his horror of the modern world.

Whether Spain was to be fascist or traditional-authoritarian has been a 
source of endless debate. Was Franco a Mussolini or a Piłsudski? Moradiellos 
is in no doubt that Franco was a traditional, Tridentine Catholic, with a fear 
of liberals, Jews, and Freemasons as much as Communists. But up to 1945 he 
believed in Fascism as the path to a new order, and wanted to join Germany 
in the war in June 1940 in return for Gibraltar, slices of French north Africa, 
and food, fuel, and arms. At that point Hitler calculated that destitute Spain 
would be a liability. When the two met at Hendaye in October, their posi-
tions were reversed. Hitler wanted Spanish help to take Gibraltar, while 
Franco was having doubts after the Battle of Britain, and though he still 
expected an eventual German victory and wished to be part of it, he felt he 
could not join the war as long as Spain’s wheat and oil supplies, together 
with the Canary Islands, were at the mercy of the Royal Navy.

Franco’s prospects were looking grim in 1945. Britain, France, and the 
United States expressed the hope that democracy would be restored in 
Spain. Hunger was a constant reality for millions of Spaniards, and Franco’s 
autarkic policies were not working. Even among his own followers, Franco 
enjoyed a limited level of popularity. What saved him was his ability to turn 
a regime founded on the civil war victory into Franquismo, and a conviction 
among the victors that Franquismo was impossible without Franco. Their 
survival was wrapped up with his. Then came the Cold War and the willing-
ness of the United States to enlist Spain. Finally, with rehabilitation, came 
an opening up of the economy to international trade, something Franco 
accepted with regret. Moradiellos is particularly sharp on the nature of the 
regime, and explaining how it was able to adapt to evolving circumstances 
while giving the impression, through the unchanging and ever-present 
Caudillo, that it remained the same. However, the regional dimension, with 
its Basque and Catalan nationalisms, is neglected. 

Scholars divide on periodisation of Franquismo, and the characterisa-
tion of its chronology. Moradiellos reviews a variety of models. Most agree 
that Fascism, or Falangism, yielded to a traditional authoritarianism after 
1945 – which Moradiellos sees as driven by Franco’s version of Catholic 
corporatism – and then, from 1957, the foundation year of the European 
Economic Community, a controlled modernisation under the tutelage of 
technocrats drawn from Opus Dei. Finally, from about 1970, the regime 
prepared for the succession. The relatively peaceful transition to democracy 
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is explained by the exhaustion and disintegration of Franquismo long before 
the demise of the man himself. 

In this fair and objective account, Moradiellos is not harsh on Franco. 
Neither is he complimentary. He does acknowledge that Franco brought 
Spain an unusually long period of stability, and eventually introduced a 
process of modernisation. Yet the origins of the regime in civil war and the 
destruction of democracy always denied it a legitimacy and Franco’s aching 
mediocrity meant that it had a strong vision of the past and a capacity to 
muddle through the present, but no future. Today, most Spaniards want to 
forget it and erase the memory of its leader.

Franco: Anatomy of a Dictator is an easy and compelling read. Wonderfully 
concise and engaging, it succeeds in offering an excellent introduction for 
the novice, and an insightful synopsis for the specialist.

Emmet O’Connor,

Ulster University

Emmet O’Connor, Derry Labour in the Age of Agitation, 1889-1923, 2: 

Larkinism and syndicalism, Maynooth Studies in Local History, Four 
Courts Press, Dublin, 2016; 68 pp.; ISBN: 9781846826115, £8.99, pbk.

This slim volume forms the second part of a series published by the National 
University of Ireland at Maynooth’s Studies in Local History and Four 
Courts Press. It is an enterprise that has produced some excellent studies 
over the years, many of them the fruits of a unique Masters programme 
in local history at Maynooth. This particular series however, was commis-
sioned especially to allow the premier labour historian in Ireland, Emmet 
O’Connor, to produce a two volume study of the labour movement in the 
city he has lived for almost thirty years. The result is a fine-grained and 
thoughtful analysis packed Tardis-like into two small books, the first of 
which covered the years 1889 to 1906. This volume takes up Dr O’Connor’s 
specialist subject of famed Irish labour leader ‘Big Jim’ Larkin and traces his 
influence in and involvement with Derry in the years 1907 to 1914. It then 
discusses the challenges brought about by the First World War before con-
cluding with a focus on Derry’s experience of republican socialism in the 
tumultuous years of the Anglo-Irish war. 

Derry, or Londonderry as it is also known, is a unique place in many 
ways. An overwhelmingly Catholic and nationalist city with a majority 
female workforce, shoehorned into the new Northern Ireland state at its 
inception very much against the popular will of the populace, it occupied 
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a strange liminal space between two states. It was its actual physical loca-
tion however, that O’Connor, like others, has suggested provided limited 
opportunities for industrial investment and development. This peripheral-
ity was something nurtured rather than natural, particularly when in the 
years after partition the locus of power, political and economic, increasingly 
resided in Belfast and the surrounding area. Trade unions and trade union 
activity nevertheless became the convenient scapegoat, as O’Connor out-
lines, for any lack of investment, closures and lay-offs that took place over 
the years, a mythology that many Derry workers even appeared to believe 
themselves.

In the years before Jim Larkin made his appearance in Derry as a rep-
resentative ostensibly of the National Union of Dock Labourers (NUDL) 
and began his characteristically flamboyant campaigning, local trade unions 
were, O’Connor argues, largely ‘treading water’ and not generally very effec-
tive. He notes that scabs were regularly and easily hired. However, this does 
seem to have been a feature even after Larkin had come and gone, no doubt 
related to the persistently high male unemployment in the city. Incidentally, 
this consistent feature of Derry’s economy is a matter which could use-
fully have been discussed further in the book. Either way, Larkinism made 
no great advances in Derry and failed ultimately to break the hold of the 
British-based amalgamateds. The Irish Transport and General Workers 
Union (ITGWU) which appeared in 1909 as the Irish-based alternative, was 
never able successfully to get a foothold. Much of this was down to the 
reluctance of the dock labour force to embrace Larkinism. This in turn was 
part of a wider battle in the North between the ITGWU and the NUDL 
over property and assets, a battle which Larkin fought mostly from a base in 
the south and resoundingly lost. One possible explanation for this, beyond 
the clearly British-oriented nature of much of trade unionism in the North, 
is that the NUDL in particular, as O’Connor points out, was as much an 
Irish as a British union in its leadership and membership, in spite of being 
‘British-based’. Even James O’Connor Kessack, the NUDL organiser who 
replaced Larkin and whom O’Connor identifies as a Scot, scarcely saw 
himself as simply that. Undoubtedly sectarian politics held sway but these 
do not appear to have spiked Larkin’s chances of success in Derry as much 
as they did in Belfast. O’Connor notes there had always been a delicate 
balance among local Protestant and Catholic trade union figures, which had 
endeavoured to keep politics and religion out of the labour movement as 
much as possible. Local leaders like James McCarron and William McNulty 
nevertheless expressed support for Home Rule and the Irish Parliamentary 
Party of John Redmond and tried their best to steer the Irish Trades Union 
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Congress (ITUC) away from any moves towards the creation of an Irish 
Labour Party.

The advent of the First World War brought investment and development 
to Derry as it did to many other places and solidified the idea that the city’s 
labour movement was indelibly bound to British fortunes and futures. The 
British-based ‘amalgamateds’, like the National Amalgamated Union of 
Labour (NAUL), saw increases in their membership in both shipbuilding 
and the local distillery as both industries, like the shirt manufacturers, saw 
exponential growth and successes in wage struggles. The rise in the number 
of strike days was quite remarkable. As O’Connor notes, the pattern of 
industrial disputes mirrored developments in collective bargaining which 
saw considerable advances in living standards for some workers, though 
unsurprisingly those most tied to the war economy. O’Connor does an 
excellent job here of building the context for the final chapter of the book on 
the slump of 1920 to 1923. Against the backdrop of the nationwide nation-
alist militancy of the Anglo-Irish War and economic woes brought on by 
the crisis in over-production, opportunities arose for the appearance and 
development of a socialist republicanism in Derry. There is some fascinat-
ing work on the appearance and activism of famed IRA leader and ITGWU 
organiser Peadar O’Donnell in Derry from 1919 which in many ways re-
writes the formerly dismissive accounts of his time in the city. As O’Connor 
admits however, Derry’s experience with what he badges as syndicalism did 
not involve soviets, factory occupations, radical newspapers or triumphal-
ist ‘red flaggery’, it merely echoed ‘the zeitgeist with sympathetic action 
and efforts at promoting a working-class counter-culture’. In this sense it 
is probably fair to question how far O’Donnell’s activism and successes for 
the ITGWU and a more clearly republican position for sections of the dock 
labour force and certain other groups of workers can be seen as syndicalist 
at all? In the final analysis this is probably less important than the fact that 
the amalgamateds seemed to offer a more appealing path for most Derry 
workers than anyone else. This was especially the case after partition when, 
as O’Connor acidly observes in his conclusion, ‘the result was a brittle unity 
across the confessional divide at the expense of sugar-coating sectarianism 
with a veneer of class rhetoric, a trade unionism policed by a self-selecting 
oligarchy of officials, a provincial movement whose highest objective was to 
track cross-channel wage levels, and a dysfunctional Labour politics unable 
to gain a lasting traction’.

Máirtín Ó Catháin

University of Central Lancashire
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David Parker, ed., Letters of Solidarity and Friendship: Czechoslovakia, 

1968-1971, Bacquier Books, Meltham, 2017; 338 pp.; ISBN: 9781526206039, 
£14.99, pbk.

David Parker’s Letters of Solidarity and Friendship – a collection of letters 
between his father, Leslie Parker, and a distinguished Czechoslovakian 
doctor, Paul Zalud – is both a useful historical source in its own right, and 
an engaging study of how a friendship can transcend all boundaries.

The starting point of these, and indeed their relationship, was a letter 
from Zalud, published in The Times just before the Soviet Union’s crushing 
of the Prague Spring in August 1968. Zalud’s critical comments spurred an 
enraged Leslie Parker, a member of the Communist Party of Great Britain, 
to write to Zalud personally, criticising him as a counter-revolutionary 
and stooge of the Western capitalist interests. David Parker states that this 
attack on Zalud – which Parker senior later apologised for – has always 
been something of a mystery to him. Was it because – due to Leslie’s poor 
eyesight – to the fact that it had been read out to him, thus causing Parker 
senior to miss something in its written form? Or perhaps, as Parker senior 
told his son, it was because Zalud had chosen the Times as his publisher of 
choice – when he could have picked a more apt publication in the form of 
the Morning Star? This is a mystery that is unlikely ever to be fully resolved, 
but these letters at least help the reader grasp the mind set of these two indi-
viduals – separated by an Iron Curtain but otherwise so very similar; two 
Communist (ex- in the case of Zalud, and semi-retired in the case of Parker) 
activists but both independently minded and struggling to come to terms 
with the crises facing the international communist movement.

The text is not an academic study of ‘party life’ or of the Prague Spring 
and its aftermath, but rather an intimate portrait of two people’s lives, 
thoughts and feelings throughout a short window of time. Other than an 
introduction and a concluding section of reflections, much of this book is 
simply the collected letters of Parker senior and Zalud, written to each other 
over a period of about three years (1968-1971). As David Parker states, there 
is logic behind this. Leslie Parker and Paul Zalud never met in person, and 
nor did they converse in any form other than through letters. This then was 
the only medium through which they could form their friendship; without 
any prior knowledge or ability to engage in face-to-face conversation. They 
embarked on their friendship blind, and for the reader and to read these 
letters in this way – devoid of much context or background of the individu-
als – is to in some way share the journey of Leslie and Paul. 

The collection forms a useful anthology of sources that will no doubt be 

Socialist History 54.indd   121Socialist History 54.indd   121 05/02/2019   15:37:4305/02/2019   15:37:43



122 Socialist History 54

used extensively by scholars of the Prague Spring and the subsequent inter-
national response to it. Furthermore, these letters provide further insight 
into the mind of CPGB members and activists at the height of the Cold War. 
This was a period of intense internal debate and reflection about the future 
direction of the CPGB in the wake of de-Stalinisation, and within this text 
then we can get a deeper understanding of the thoughts and opinions of 
many root and branch members of the communist movement at a time when 
the ideology they subscribed to was being challenged from many quarters, 
including within their own ranks. These letters were until their publication 
here, unseen, and the opening of any archival material that can further shed 
light on the thoughts of CPGB members is to be welcomed. For historians of 
the CPGB, this collection of letters will no doubt be read with great interest. 

As previously stated, however, Letters of Solidarity and Friendship is not 
an academic text by any means. Yet this is one of its greatest strengths. The 
explanatory footnotes Parker uses throughout this work are not so much to 
be distracting, but enough to provide the reader with a general understanding 
of the who, where and what. As a result, it is highly accessible as a text. Laid 
out in an epistolary format, Parker’s collection could be easily appreciated as 
a work of literature, enjoyed by the average lay-reader, as much as it would 
be enjoyed by historians well-versed in Cold War or Communist history. 
Letters of Solidarity and Friendship is an intimate portrayal of a friendship 
formed through letters, and over a political dispute. This was clearly a labour 
of love for David Parker, and it shows through the way he sensitively dealt 
with the source material, only correcting minor issues and leaving them in 
their original form as much as he could. As a collection of sources, this book 
is a useful trove of letters for historians and scholars, but it is as a story of two 
men brought together over their concerns for the future, and how it would 
be shaped, that this work is best read.

Lewis Young

Independent Scholar

David Peace, Red or Dead, Faber & Faber, London, 2013; 736 pp.; ISBN 
9780571309047, £40.00, hbk.

Remembering the legendary Bill Shankly – a first division England football 
manager who had a reputation as a socialist – is like a fairy tale today. Red or 

Dead is the story of the rise of Liverpool Football Club from the backwater 
of second division status to become the most consistently successful English 
team. It is the story of the man who made it happen by inspiring players 
with his own dogged determination and refusal to concede to directors and 
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anyone who did not share his vision; it is the story of a manager who won 
adulation, some claim a god-like status – among the club’s fans because he 
made them feel so good about their team’s winning ways. He told them 
repeatedly he managed the club for ‘the People’.

David Peace’s story is a fictionalised account, told mostly in the present 
tense, of the appointment of Shankly in 1959 through fifteen seasons of hard 
fought footballing success to the day in 1974 when, aged sixty, he resigned 
when Liverpool stood poised for even greater victories. During that time, 
Shankly had driven his team to three League titles, two FA cup triumphs, 
three Charity Shields and the UEFA cup, all the time espousing a message 
of solidarity with the common man. In retirement, the managers of the team 
to which he had brought such greatness never welcomed him back to the 
hallowed turf. Eight years after his retirement, Shankly died. 

In 784 games during the time Shankly managed them, Liverpool won 
408 matches and drew 198; they lost 178 (23 per cent). Only three European 
games were lost at Anfield. Peace recounts that when the team lost a match, 
Shankly would go home and clean the oven and kitchen to clear his head. 
His conclusions about winning and losing were stark: ‘First is first, second 
is nowhere.’ 

Throughout this book, Peace tells the stories of these matches – won 
and lost – goals scored and conceded, players who excelled, along with the 
numbers of people who attended the games, home and away, and links 
them to positions in the League tables at each stage. The minute by minute 
accounts of team Liverpool matches will be a great talking point for diehard 
fans as they recall those momentous days of the 1960s and 70s.

He was a master at the psychology of raising a team from defeat in one 
match, to play to their strengths and go on the pitch when they had been 
written off as losers, determined to win. As he said often, football was his 
life. Training and hard work were central to his strategy and he expected 
everyone, players and coaching staff and ground staff and young trainees, 
to match his work ethic. He attended matches almost every night of his 
working life to watch how new players and other up and coming managers 
and teams were performing. 

Shankly, early on in his Liverpool manager’s career, initiated a strat-
egy of encouraging local schoolboys on Merseyside to come and train at 
Liverpool’s grounds, to give every lad an opportunity to display his talent. 
In this way, the club and its manager and trainers would have the chance to 
help them achieve their dreams of one day pulling on that famed red jersey. 

Nowadays other famous teams have sports initiatives that reach out to 
young people in their areas, to encourage them to play sports and develop 
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healthy lifestyles. But they are run at arm’s length and rarely provide direct 
opportunities for young people to meet and compete with team players and 
coaches. Today’s top players are an overpaid elite whose lives of unabashed 
luxury are equalled only by the idle rich fund managers, investment bankers 
and media moguls who populate private boxes at matches but have no real 
interest in the sport.

The nature of football has been fundamentally changed by the huge 
investments directed at teams in the top leagues; supporters are welcomed 
to pay the high gate fees, buy costly replica shirts and merchandise, but are 
rarely welcomed to train and display their skills. 

The stories that surround Shankly have resonance today for some of 
us; how he stopped the team bus to give a lift to supporters and made the 
players share their sandwiches with the hungry travellers, how he would 
readily referee a match for local children who knocked on his door, and 
give them the bus fare home if they needed it. He lived in and was part of 
his local community.

For others, Peace’s breathless recounting of the stages of how the leg-
endary manager transformed a backwater team to world class winners, is a 
study in the pursuit and achievement of excellence, from rescuing the pitch 
to building a team that could carry all before them. 

William Shankly was born into a poor home in the Ayrshire mining 
village of Glenbuck near Glasgow in 1913. He was the second youngest 
child in a family of 10, with four brothers and five sisters. All the brothers 
played football at professional level, following their uncles who both became 
club managers or directors. The reasons why so many of these young men 
from pit villages became footballers rather than go down the mines to work 
require little imagination. The pay was better and the dangers less and the 
inspiration to wear a club jersey – with the hope of playing for Scotland – is 
what drove eighteen-year-old Shankly when he signed for Carlisle in 1932.

But the determination with which he led Liverpool FC, that was forged 
from the life of a boy born into a Scottish pit village. He identified himself 
as a socialist because of the community where he was born and raised. And 
he knew what it took to become a winner because he had a family history of 
men who had played and succeeded in football.

Today the story of Bill Shankly still resonates because his approach to 
football, to the winning and losing, to the life of the game, has been all but 
lost. Now the major clubs are defined by their profits, and the race to top 
League positions help to win bigger gates and more profit. In fact, Red or 

Dead and Peace’s story is how a conservative board of directors focussed 
on making a profit and ensuring bigger gates, had inadvertently managed 
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to hire a visionary in the form of Bill Shankly to manage their club. The 
changes he persuaded them to make were not won easily, and they resisted 
every step of the way.

Sarah Quilty

Roger Spalding, Narratives of Delusion in the Political Practice of the 

Labour Left 1931-1945, Cambridge Scholars Press, Newcastle, 2018; 244 
pp.; ISBN 9781527505520, £61.99, hbk.

Spalding seeks to challenge the historiography of the Labour Left in the 
period between the crisis of 1931 and the end of the Second World War. The 
title of the work declares Spalding’s revisionism, His basic argument is that 
the advocates of Labour leftism in this period were deluded. Spalding’s title 
refers to political practice. However, while many of the earlier studies focus 
on political practice, the focus of Spalding’s work is actually the writings 
of three Labour activists, rather than their political practice. Moreover, his 
choice is a little curious. Cripps is perhaps an obvious choice as the leader 
of the Socialist League, but rather than choose leaders of the ILP such as 
Maxton, Brailsford or Brockway, or leading theoreticians of the labour Left 
such as Strachey, Wise or Laski, Spalding chooses two individuals who were 
not theoreticians or had leading political roles in the pre-war period, but 
two left journalists – Bevan and Foot. Even more strangely, the chapter 
on Foot precedes that of his mentor (and biographical subject Bevan). 
Bevan and Foot in both pre-war and the wartime periods were in effect 
critics rather than leaders. Only Cripps was to have a significant political 
role in the period, as opponent of the Labour leadership, and then of the 
Wartime Coalition. Both Bevan and Foot were to have more significant 
roles in political life after 1945, and in Foot’s case not till much later where 
he was perhaps the most effective demonstration of the failure to transition 
from critical journalist to political leader. But those trajectories are beyond 
Spalding’s timescale. There is another curious context for Spalding’s work: 
It was clearly intended to demonstrate that it was delusional for the Labour 
left to believe they could take the leadership of the party. This fails to 
acknowledge, that Wilson took the Labour party leadership from a leftist 
background, and as demonstrated by Bew’s recent biography, Attlee was 
a much more committed socialist than is generally acknowledged, while 
Spalding’s thesis has been most explicitly controverted by Corbyn and 
McDonnell’s capture of the Labour Party, even if they have not as yet suc-
ceeded in taking the Labour party into power.
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Spalding focuses on the extent to which Cripps, Bevan and Foot were 
Marxists. He concludes that they were not true Marxists. Perhaps this is not 
too surprising, given none of the three claimed to be, unlike Strachey and 
Laski who both promoted Marxism at least in their pre-war writings. In 
the early chapters in the book, Spalding traces the transition of the Labour 
left from supporting the United Front of 1934-37, in effect an alliance of 
the Labour left and the Communist Party, with the relatively insignificant 
ILP somewhat uncomfortable between the two, and the Popular Front of 
1938-39, where the alliance was extended to include progressive Liberals 
and even dissident Conservatives who opposed appeasement with Hitler 
and wanted to bring down the Chamberlain government. By focusing on 
the Labour left, Spalding perhaps understates the role of the Communist 
Party in initiating both movements, but also the extent to which an essential 
working class-based alliance for the replacement of capitalism by a system 
in which the workers controlled production and the financial system, was 
superseded by what was in effect an alliance of middle-class intellectuals 
against the Government.

Cripps was a left Christian socialist, rather than a Marxist. Spalding 
focuses on what he sees as Cripps’ legalistic and mechanistic approach but 
also recognises his Christian moral-based ideology (p84). He nevertheless 
recognises that Cripps’s distinction between the productive activity and 
unproductive activity is based on a moral position rather than derived from 
the Marxist notion of the class struggle (p95). It was this perspective that 
was to guide Cripps in his role as Chancellor of the Exchequer in Attlee’s 
post-war administration. Spalding comments (p99) that Cripps turned to 
the Labour Party when he became convinced of the impotence of religious 
organisations. He was, however, paternalistic and had little belief in working 
class self-management. He was a believer in the leadership of technicians 
and experts as much as were the Fabian Webbs. Spalding is correct in noting 
that by 1943 Cripps had moved away from a view that production and ser-
vices must be nationalised, to a view that the economic controls exercised 
in the war could be effectively used by the state after the war, and the self-
sacrifice of the population and the social unity generated a new framework 
for democratic governance.

The study of Foot focuses on his journalism, pointing to his trajec-
tory from liberal pacifism to a form of radical patriotism. Spalding devotes 
considerable attention to Foot’s chapter in the 1934 edited essays pub-
lished as Young Oxford and War in 1934, when Foot was still a student 
and in fact President of the Oxford University Liberal Club. It should be 
remembered that Foot was only twenty-seven when he contributed to the 
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anti-appeasement polemic – Guilty Men. For most of the intervening period, 
he worked for Beaverbrook’s Evening Standard. He was unsuccessful par-
liamentary candidate for Labour for Monmouth at the age of twenty-two. 
I am surprised at the attention given to Foot. As Spalding recognises, Foot 
was to remain throughout his career inspired more by eighteenth century 
radicalism than by socialism, as his obsession with Hazlitt demonstrated. 
I tend to agree with Spalding that ‘Foot’s windy, quote strewn rhetoric’ 
hardly represented the ‘red flame of socialist courage’ (p122). As his later 
career showed, Foot was totally incapable of either political leadership or 
effectively running a Government department. He was of course a noted 
parliamentarian, in the sense that the House of Commons could be seen as 
an extension of the Oxford Union debating chamber. 

Spalding’s third subject is Aneurin Bevan. This chapter is based mainly 
on Bevan’s speeches in parliament and articles in Tribune as Bevan only 
wrote one substantive political work – In Place of Fear, which was not 
published until 1951, that is discounting his polemical Why not Trust the 

Tories?. Spalding focuses on how Bevan’s rhetoric was also grounded in 
the British radical tradition of the Levellers and the Putney debate rather 
than in Marxist socialism. Much of the chapter focuses on Foot’s interpreta-
tion of Bevan so it is sometimes difficult to separate the follower from the 
mentor and the biographer from the subject but Foot and Spalding are prob-
ably correct that Bevan was moving away from his early Marxism (and the 
Marxism of the South Wales coalfield) as early as 1921 (p145). Both in the 
pre-war period and during the wartime coalition administration, Bevan’s 
reputation was as an oppositionist, rather than as theorist or even political 
activist and organiser. After the war, Bevan was to become first a successful 
minister in terms of his role in creating the NHS and the post-war housing 
programme, before become the frontman for the Bevanite group which 
was to include a cohort of prospective political leaders including the suc-
cessful Harold Wilson and the less successful Foot. I’m not convinced that 
Spalding’s close reading of Bevan’s pre-war journalism necessarily helps us 
to understand Bevan’s later career. I am also not persuaded that, in contrast 
with Cripps, either Bevan or Foot had a significant influence on the direc-
tion of the pre-war political left. The volume nevertheless makes interesting 
reading, though the concluding chapter which seeks to relate the pre-war 
experience to the Corbynite Labour Party is perhaps a mistake. There are 
some lessons from history but the current political context of the left in 
Britain is somewhat different from that of the 1930s.

Duncan Bowie

UCL
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