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Editorial 5

Editorial

In Socialist History Issue 55, our four contributors consider how the 
Revolutionary Left strove to adapt Marxist theory to differing national 
and transnational contexts. Beginning with Central Europe in the after-
math of the First World War, Mike Makin-Waite reassesses the short-lived 
Hungarian Soviet Republic’s place in the history of early Communist 
state-building. The founding of the Soviet Republic, that briefly ruled 
over the central and western portions of present-day Hungary from 
March to August 1919, mirrored that of its more famous Russian coun-
terpart: both came into existence after the old regime had been deposed 
by liberal reformists, whose own authority in turn rapidly disintegrated 
under a combination of escalating domestic and international pressures. 
Indeed, the dominant Party of Communists in Hungary, established in 
November 1918 by the ex-journalist Béla Kun, mainly consisted of former 
Austro-Hungarian soldiers who had been prisoners of war in Russia. 
The Hungarian Communists’ assumption of power occurred amidst a 
rising tide of regional violence that ultimately led to the collapse of their 
own regime. While previous scholarship attributes these failings to rural 
unrest and opposition from the Social Democratic Party, with whom the 
Communists governed in coalition, Makin-Waite argues that the Soviet 
Republic’s ultimate failure lay in its inability to resist the myriad external 
forces ranged against it. It faced military interventions by Czechoslovakia 
and Romania, and when Romanian troops occupied the Hungarian 
capital Budapest, the Soviet Republic fell. It had lasted just 133 days. The 
defeat of the Hungarian revolution had an enduring legacy in shaping the 
Comintern’s strategic mantra that communists must avoid contamination 
with social democracy at all costs.  

Nicholas Vrousalis addresses the radical German left’s efforts to 
resolve similar dilemmas during the revolution of 1918 to 1919, as it 
sought to replace Germany’s pre-war hybrid monarchical/parliamen-
tary system with democratic self-government, as set out in the German 
Social Democratic Party’s (SPD) ‘Erfurt Programme’ of 1891. In the 
days and weeks after the fall of the Kaiser, the SPD and the more radical 
Independents (USPD) attempted to articulate alternative models for 
the new German state. Vrousalis identifies a strong current in favour 
of a hybrid system of parliamentary democracy supported by a system 
of workers’ councils, which he terms ‘council Erfurtianism’. As the 
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6 Socialist History 55

revolution spread throughout Germany’s industrial centres in November 
1918, establishing such councils served as an ideological cornerstone for 
many of the leftist groups as they fought to wrest power from the central 
and state governments. However, growing sectarianism among these fac-
tions coupled with resurgent counterrevolutionary forces cut the ground 
from under ‘council Erfurtianism’, so that by 1920 it had been largely 
abandoned.

Charlie McGuire offers a differing perspective in his analysis of social-
ist political thinking in the context of the Irish struggle for independence 
from 1912 to 1923. In contrast to their British and continental European 
counterparts, Ireland’s socialist and labour movements were forced to 
navigate between competing political visions; the rise of nationalist agi-
tation represented the principal challenge, while left-wing opposition to 
direct rule from London was undermined by its inability to reach a con-
sensus over Ireland’s political future. As a consequence, Irish socialism 
failed to capitalise on its earlier potential to emerge as an alternative to 
republicanism and unionism, ensuring the marginalisation of socialism in 
Irish politics, north and south, in the postwar period.

In the final contribution, Gavin Bowd presents one case of how revolu-
tionary Marxism manifested as a transnational phenomenon in the cultural 
sphere. Central to this analysis is the life and work of the Australian-born 
communist writer Jack Lindsay, best known for his historical fiction set 
in ancient Rome and translation of various Latin poets. Bowd argues 
that Lindsay’s gradual shift towards the political left, culminating in 
him joining the Communist Party of Great Britain in 1936, was much 
shaped by his cultural engagement with Marxist artists and intellectuals 
in France. These interactions were a key influence in his own efforts to 
develop a form of communism more attuned to the social climate of inter-
war, wartime and Cold War England. Moreover, by framing Marxism in 
the context of Lindsay’s literary career, Bowd offers fresh insights into its 
application as a means of confronting social alienation alongside political 
and economic injustice.

 Samuel Foster
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Editorial 7

133 Days in 1919 

The Hungarian Soviet Republic, and how it shaped
the Comintern

Mike Makin-Waite

Abstract 

This article describes the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919. 
It considers the social base of Béla Kun’s government, the ways that the 
urban revolutionaries mishandled relationships with the peasantry, and 
the nature of the coalition between the communists and social demo-
crats. Reviewing a range of English language materials, key debates on 
1919 are revisited. The article argues that the demise of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic did not result from divisions on the left resulting from 
any ‘sabotage’ by social democrats or ‘excess’ by communists. Instead, 
it was primarily the strength of hostile Romanian and Czech armies, 
backed by France and Britain, which made the republic’s defeat inevi-
table. After noting some consequences of the fall of Kun’s government, 
a final section considers how the Communist International used the 
supposed ‘lessons of Hungary’ as a basis for opposing joint work with 
‘reformist’ social democrats during the early 1920s.

Key words: Budapest, Communist International, First World War, 
Hungarian Soviet Republic, Béla Kun, Georg Lukács

The war was lost. Germany had been defeated, and the multinational 
Austro-Hungarian Habsburg Empire was finished. In November 1918, 
Austria and Hungary separately signed peace agreements with the victo-
rious Entente. Each of the two countries declared themselves republics. 

Hungary’s new liberal government, led by Count Mihály Károlyi, 
recognised that the country would be shrunk and reshaped. The major 
Entente powers, Britain and France, supported territorial claims which 
their allies were making on ethnically mixed regions which had formed 
part of pre-war Hungary. Large areas were to be granted to the Kingdom 
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8 Socialist History 52

of Romania, and to two emerging states: the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 
and the Czechoslovakian republic. To confirm and secure their claims, 
Czechoslovakian troops occupied northern Hungary, and the Romanian 
army would annex Transylvania in January 1919.

Nevertheless, Károlyi hoped that the victorious allies might now 
treat Hungary as a potential friend. He was, after all, one of the few 
Hungarian politicians who had opposed the war, at first discreetly 
developing links with British and French diplomats in Switzerland, and 
openly arguing for peace since summer 1916. 

Anticipating the political benefits that would come from a relatively 
‘lenient’ policy on the part of the Entente, Károlyi’s ministers talked 
of recognising the rights and identities of the substantial non-Magyar 
populations within Hungarian borders. Perhaps this would reduce the 
extent to which Hungary was dismembered? It would certainly be a 
new direction in the country’s political life, which had long centred on 
addressing the interests of Magyar Hungarians, who made up around 
forty per cent of the population, and had more recently also been 
shaped by middle-class Jews, who sought assimilation into mainstream 
Hungarian life. 

Károlyi also hoped to steer a course through the recurrent strikes 
and workers’ protests taking place in Budapest. Ready to repress ‘con-
frontational’ radicals, as previous Hungarian leaders had, Károlyi added 
new approaches, drawing in representatives from spans of the political 
spectrum which had previously been kept outside government. Social 
democrats accepted two ministerial portfolios in his government, in 
exchange for Károlyi’s commitment to substantially extend the right 
to vote. Such extension was long overdue. Suffrage had hitherto been 
linked to tax contribution levels: only those with money decided who 
sat in parliament and formed the government. In 1913, a mere eight per 
cent of the population had been entitled to vote. All of these were in 
the Magyar-dominated regions. This had confirmed the resentment of 
ethnic minorities: their claims for democratic rights and recognition as 
distinct ‘nations’ had developed through the nineteenth century, con-
tributing to the final crisis of the Habsburg empire.

An unexpected declaration

In January 1919, the social democrats doubled their representation in 
government. This followed divisive debates about how their party should 
respond to the rapidly deteriorating economic situation. Three strategies 
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133 Days in 1919 9

were considered: to campaign for a purely socialist government; to leave 
the Károlyi cabinet and go into opposition until new elections were held 
on the basis of extended suffrage; and the ‘compromise’ position, which 
was agreed, that social democrats would remain in the cabinet if Károlyi 
increased the number of seats which they held.1 

As so often with compromise positions, its supporters held diametri-
cally opposed reasons for supporting it. For some socialists, it reflected a 
shift to the left which created scope to meet the demands of workers and 
demobbed soldiers. Others felt that their increased representation meant 
that the multi-party government would now be better able to ‘manage’ 
these increasingly frustrated groups. 

The main consequence of the compromise was that the social demo-
crats were ever more associated with government policy – and therefore 
had less scope to oppose ongoing falls in living standards. This opened 
political space to their left. The newly-formed communists called public 
meetings about widely-held grievances, attracting large numbers; res-
olutions calling for immediate action were passed; people marched to 
the parliament building, where their angry petitions were politely but 
quietly received by some junior bureaucrat; and then they marched on to 
the communist party offices where an enthusiastic party leader ‘would 
greet them, endorse the justness of their cause, and exhort them not be 
satisfied with minor concessions but to carry on the fight to the bitter 
end’.2 

In February, Károlyi cracked down. When communists held a rally 
in front of the social democrat newspaper offices, fighting broke out, 
shots were fired, between four and eight people were killed, including 
policemen, and around sixty people were injured. That evening and the 
following day around one-hundred left-wingers, including most of the 
communists’ central committee, were arrested.

Meanwhile, Károlyi’s hope that his government would achieve 
respect at the international level was proving naïve. Entente negotia-
tors saw Hungary as a vanquished state. On 20 March 1919, following a 
further Romanian advance into Hungary, they made fresh and humili-
ating territorial demands, asking that ‘the facts on the ground’ be 
officially recognised. Károlyi had failed in his key ambition of defend-
ing Hungary’s territorial integrity. He judged his position untenable and 
resigned, seeing the social democrats as the only party now in a position 
to form a government. 

What happened next encouraged those who believed that the Bolshevik 
Revolution of October 1917 had been merely the first expression of a 
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10 Socialist History 55

revolutionary wave that would spread across Europe, and see radical 
socialists take power internationally. 

On 21 March 1919, the Hungarian Soviet Republic was declared. Most 
members of its governing council were from the left and the centre of the 
Social-democratic Party. But it was headed by Béla Kun, the leader of 
the Hungarian Communist Party, which had only been operating for 
a few months. Kun had been invited to take up this leading position 
during hurried negotiations which took place in the jail cell where he 
had been held since the big February demonstration.

This was the first time that any of Lenin’s followers had secured power 
outside the boundaries of the old Russian Tsarist empire: the so-called 
Soviet Republic in Alsace-Lorraine had been too grand a description 
of that desperate and localised initiative, which had only lasted a few 
days in November 1918; a soviet declared in Bratislava in December 1918 
was crushed by Czech troops within thirty-six hours; the Spartacist 
uprising in Berlin in January 1919 had suffered immediate defeat, with 
the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht; and the Bavarian 
Soviet Republic headed by Ernst Toller and Eugen Leviné was formed 
a couple of weeks after the Hungarian example, but proved unable to 
establish itself, and was brutally suppressed within a month.

In Hungary, however, and against considerable odds, the soviet forces 
held onto power well into the summer, consolidated and developed their 
government, and promoted a range of policies. 

Nevertheless, the powers ranged against it meant that Kun’s gov-
ernment could not survive for long. There was no respite from hostile 
military forces. The newly-formed Hungarian Red Army fought 
the Czechoslovakian and Romanian troops and sponsored a ‘Slovak 
Socialist Republic’ around the town of Prešov. But this lasted only for a 
few weeks until early July, when the soviet forces were routed. 

Romanians then invaded wider areas of eastern Hungary and, with 
French support, backed a counter-revolutionary administration in the 
southern city of Szeged. From here, Admiral Miklós Horthy formed 
a ‘National Army’, recruiting former Habsburg officers, and inciting 
young soldiers from rural backgrounds and non-Magyar border areas 
against the ‘red capital’. 

From late July, the Romanians pushed over the Tisza river. After five 
days of fierce fighting, the Red Army collapsed. Horthy encouraged Kun’s 
soldiers to withdraw, putting out propaganda claiming that he felt they were 
patriots who had only served Kun in order to defend Hungarian borders: 
now it was time for them to disassociate themselves from ‘the reds’. 
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133 Days in 1919 11

Soviet power crumbled: the Romanian army entered Budapest. The 
besieged Hungarian Soviet Republic had lasted 133 days: what were its 
co-ordinates, dynamics and legacies?

Statements of intent – and trouble in the countryside 

From the moment it formed, Kun’s government proclaimed progres-
sive policies. All industrial enterprises employing over twenty-five 
people: nationalised. Workers’ wages: raised. Piece work: abolished. The 
working week: limited to a maximum of 48 hours. Government schemes 
would ensure full employment, and generous social insurance payments 
for disabled people and the elderly. 

Wider reforms would include improved health services, and the 
socialisation of all houses and apartments in Budapest and other 
big cities. Accommodation would be allocated on the basis of need. 
Furniture in all the houses and apartments now requisitioned was liable 
to be redistributed.

Symbolic and material steps would add impetus to the country’s 
modernisation: feudal titles were to be abolished. Church property was 
to be confiscated.

But declarations do not amount to effective politics. Most of these poli-
cies were hardly implemented, and certainly not in any consistent way. The 
social basis to deliver Kun’s radical programme did not yet actually exist.

The Hungarian Soviet Republic faced a chaotic economic and politi-
cal situation. As in many revolutionary situations, the change of political 
power at national level had resulted from dynamics and decisions in 
the big city. Both Károlyi’s government and then the Soviet Republic 
expressed the fact that urban political forces had become increasingly 
important, as compared to parties and movements in the countryside. 
The urban character of the communist party was particularly marked: 
it ‘never succeeded in extending its organisation beyond Budapest, two 
other major cities, and the mining districts’.3

Kun’s failure to win support in the countryside created major chal-
lenges. Budapest had grown rapidly, and other industrial centres were 
developing. But it was still the case that over sixty per cent of Hungarians 
were peasants. Around a quarter of these owned small to medium sized 
plots. Around forty per cent of peasants (i.e. around twenty-five per cent 
of the national population) were agricultural labourers who owned no 
land, but earned a very modest and irregular living as wage labourers on 
large estates or for richer farmers.
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After the war ended, and as Károlyi took over government, a ‘real 
peasant revolt [had] swept across the country. The first riots were … 
started by the starving local population … but they were soon joined 
by the masses of soldiers coming home armed from the fronts’.4 The 
Hungarian soviet government’s response was a plan to confiscate and 
nationalise the nobility’s large estates, and to create agricultural co-
operatives. Existing estate managers, bailiffs and agronomists would be 
kept on, their ‘bourgeois’ expertise seen as being necessary to maintain 
agricultural production. 

The relatively smaller holdings of well-off peasants were, however, to 
be spared from nationalisation, an apparently ‘moderate’ policy adopted 
on the basis that the priority was for these to continue producing food 
which would then be requisitioned for consumption in Budapest and 
other urban areas. A period of uncertainty about the size of holdings 
that would be nationalised and those that would be spared had the effect 
of alienating many ‘middling’ peasants and farmers. 

Kun’s agrarian policies held little appeal for poorer peasants. They 
had long hoped for redistribution of land – the transfer of property from 
the nobility and richer land owners to themselves. The effect of such 
transfers would have been to break up rural agricultural systems into 
lots of new, privately owned, small farms. The socialists and commu-
nists now in government were opposed to such a move on the basis that 
such changes in ownership and organisation would disrupt agricultural 
production in the short term, and in the longer term create a ‘petty bour-
geois’ basis for opposition to the regime. 

The bitter reaction of agricultural labourers is illustrated in a letter 
which some labourers from Újszász sent to the Commissariat of 
Agriculture. ‘We almost begin to think that the old order was better 
than the present one, for we and our children all got employed in those 
years, but now there is no place to work at all ... Do what we have long 
been yearning for: give each landless man a plot of 10 - 15 yokes and … 
we shall be the true followers of the present regime’.5 

In the absence of land redistribution, a large proportion of peasant 
farmers and sharecroppers simply refused to deliver food to Budapest, 
and they took steps to sabotage Kun’s policies. Supplies reduced further: 
soldiers and workers who had initially welcomed soviet power contin-
ued to go hungry. 

In response, soviet officials attempted to enforce government policies 
through quasi-military action. ‘Lenin Boys’ kitted out in paramilitary-
style black leather went to rural areas to requisition food directly, and 
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133 Days in 1919 13

sought out ‘counter-revolutionaries’ who were actually or supposedly 
blocking co-operation with the government. An estimated 600 people 
were killed in the resulting ‘Red Terror’. The situation escalated. Scores 
of villages rose in arms against the government. By June, there were 
counter-revolutionary uprisings from the Danube to the Tisza.

Adding a layer of further difficulty to this direct rebellion, the rela-
tively small number of activists from radical agrarian movements based 
in the provinces who had declared their support for revolutionary change 
turned out to be far from straightforward supporters of Kun. Their 
movements had grown up separately from the social-democratic organi-
sations and trade unions. Now they formed themselves into an ‘agrarian 
opposition’ within soviet structures.6 Making up around seventy out 
of the 348 delegates who gathered at the first National Congress of 
Councils in June 1919, they combined a kind of ultra-leftist egalitarian-
ism with resentment against the supposedly privileged position of the 
urban proletariat in the new dispensation. 

The major problems of generating food and responding to rural 
opposition were exacerbated by wider economic breakdown, and a crisis 
of confidence in the value and use of money. Different forms of cur-
rency were in circulation. There were old ‘blue money’ bank notes, from 
Austro-Hungarian days. Then there was ‘white’ money, printed during 
Károlyi’s rule. Now the revolutionary government began printing its 
own ‘white money’, which was printed only on one side of the note. 
Fiscal dislocation resulted from the fact that many stores and vendors 
would only accept the defunct monarchy’s ‘blue money’. 

A cultural revolution? 

The one area where the soviet authorities were able to act on their ideas 
was cultural life, particularly in Budapest. Georg Lukács, the son of one 
the city’s richest bankers, and already internationally known as a literary 
critic and philosopher, had joined the Communist Party in December 
1918. He was appointed deputy commissar for education, with responsi-
bility for music, theatre, literature and the visual arts. A framework for 
‘revolutionary culture’ was quickly established. ‘Bourgeois’ newspapers 
were banned. Publishing firms and theatres were nationalised. 

Lukács’s educational reform programme included significant pay 
increases for teachers; free breakfasts for all school pupils; a curricu-
lum promoting science, socialism and sex education, which would be 
provided without requiring parental authority; the abolition of religious 
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instruction; and the use of Hungarian folk tales in lessons for younger 
children. (These were amongst the new policies that were unevenly 
implemented: much of the period of Kun’s rule coincided with school 
holidays).

Outside the schools, there was a wider drive to promote learning and 
literacy, alongside promoting hygiene and cleanliness: public baths were 
made more accessible, and alcohol consumption discouraged (an attempt 
to outlaw it proved impractical). Lukács ‘decreed the transfer of books 
from personal libraries to a central public library with branches in each 
district of Budapest. In addition, he drew up plans for mobile libraries 
for the remote villages and farms’.7 

Paintings by Monet, Renoir, Cézanne, El Greco, Botticelli, Rembrandt 
and many others were taken from the apartments of Budapest’s wealthy, 
and in June 1919 there was an ‘art for the masses’ exhibition comprising 
confiscated masterpieces.8 Admission was free for trade unionists, and 
the workers were treated to guided tours and seminars. (This initiative 
involved persuading Kun to hold off for a while on his plan to sell the 
requisitioned works for hard currency). 

Visual arts were also taken into the streets. Government orders and 
declarations were publicised through remarkable modernist poster art. 
For May Day 1919, buildings and hoardings in Budapest were painted 
red (the paint was bought in Vienna with hard currency). There were 
also public poetry readings and ‘Cubist-Expressionist street theatre’. 

In the established theatres and opera houses, the Internationale was 
played before performances. Free and cheap tickets were distributed to 
trade unionists for productions of Verdi’s Otello, and plays by Gogol, 
Ibsen and Shaw. Many workers visited their city’s ornate cultural venues 
for the first time. But perhaps Lukács’s initiative was not received in 
the way that he hoped. The joke circulated that Béla Kun was about 
to forbid applause in the National Theatre during performances of 
Commissar Lukács’s beloved classics – lest the clapping awaken the pro-
letarian audience. 

Let’s work together 

How had the Hungarian communists come to power? The party was 
merely a few months old, and its thirty-two-year-old leader Béla Kun 
was not well known. Furthermore, although it had quickly won support 
from many Budapest workers as a combative force, the party was not 
rooted in domestic political dynamics.
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133 Days in 1919 15

It had in fact been initially formed on Russian soil. Bolsheviks had 
engaged a significant proportion of the Hungarian prisoners of war 
who had been captured by the Tsarist army and put to work as forced 
labourers.9 Some of the Hungarians had been social democrats or trade 
union activists before becoming unwilling conscripts for the Austro-
Hungarian military. Others had become radicalised as a result of their 
war experience, forming social-democratic committees and Marxist dis-
cussion groups even before Bolshevik cadres connected with them.

In this way, the origins of the Hungarian party were very differ-
ent than other European communist parties, most of which would be 
established through an organisational split of ‘revolutionaries’ from 
‘reformist’ social democrats. 

During the autumn of 1918, a couple of hundred Hungarian com-
munists filtered back from their training in Russia, briefed to connect to 
the labour movement and to identify potential new recruits. They were 
well received by militants in Budapest’s industrial workforce: there was 
an appetite for radical opposition to Károlyi’s government, which was 
failing to deliver food supplies. Many factory employees, unemployed 
workers, and disabled war veterans signed up. More generally, the 
returning radicals connected to the ‘vague’ but ‘immense’ expectations 
of social change which the Bolshevik revolution had inspired amongst 
the ‘war-weary peoples of east central Europe’: ‘many ordinary people 
[in the crumbling Austro-Hungarian empire] looked hopefully in 1918 
to the Russian “example” and the “wind from the east”’.10 

As the numbers of ‘domestic’ recruits grew, the Communist Party 
of Hungary was formally re-established in Budapest on 24 November 
1918. It called for the overthrow of Károlyi’s government, criticised 
the social democrats for participating in it, and recruited a significant 
number of left-wing socialists. Some of these immediately declared their 
move to Kun’s party: others did not yet divulge their new allegiance, 
formally remaining in social democrat ranks so as to influence subse-
quent developments. 

Alongside its drive to recruit workers and left socialists, the 
Communist Party attracted some radical intellectuals from networks 
around the modernising journals Huszadik Század (Twentieth Century) 
and Nyugat (West), the student-based ‘Galileo Circle’, and the overlap-
ping Budapest discussion groups run by disaffected young artists and 
reform-minded thinkers. These included the ‘Bembe Circle’, in which 
the future Communist International economist Eugen Varga was prom-
inent, and Lukács’s ‘Sunday Circle’. Within a few months, some of 
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these newly-minted Marxist intellectuals would hold positions in the 
soviet government, serving alongside much more experienced socialist 
activists. 

Social democrats, in fact, were more numerous in Kun’s government 
than communists. When, in mid-June 1919, a joint congress fused the 
two organisations as the ‘Party of Hungarian Socialist-Communist 
Workers’, the communists only had the support of between sixty and 
ninety delegates out of 327 – and many of these communist activists 
had themselves been social democrats until a few months before. This 
reflected the fact that, though it had grown rapidly during the winter 
of 1918-19, Communist Party membership remained relatively small, 
having perhaps reached 10,000 at the time Kun took over as national 
leader.

His relatively small base of support was also expressed in the fact 
that, although he chaired the Revolutionary Governing Council, Kun 
was initially the only member of his party amongst the twelve leading 
commissars. It was actually social democrats who had taken the initia-
tive to set up this council and declare the Soviet Republic. As Károlyi’s 
government floundered in March 1919, social democrats had visited Kun 
in jail to negotiate a joint approach to taking over state power. Though 
Kun recognised that the social democrats had greater support, he sug-
gested that the Soviet Republic be set up on the basis of the communist 
party’s programme: he was surprised, and pleased, when this was agreed. 

The fact that these developments were being steered by social demo-
crats generated some misgivings back in Russia. When Kun excitedly 
informed Lenin of the pact he had agreed, the Bolshevik leader was 
‘somewhat sceptical’. ‘Lenin asked Kun what guarantees he had that 
communist ideas and principles would triumph in the coalition. “Be 
assured, comrade Lenin”, responded Kun, “that I am a follower of Marx 
and Lenin”. Lenin’s laconic response [was] “this is not an answer”’.11 
Failing to take the hint, Kun could declare a few days later that ‘my per-
sonal influence on the revolutionary council is such that it assures the 
proletarian dictatorship: the masses are behind me!’12 

In fact, the confused and fast-moving social dynamics following the 
end of the First World War made it hard to assess levels of support for 
different political leaders and groups. In November 1918, workers, sol-
diers and students marched together in mass demonstrations supporting 
Károlyi as he had come to power. Within these movements, only the 
social democrats had any kind of mass organisation, able to mobilise 
support.13
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Though Károlyi’s government formally drew its authority from the 
National Council, led by progressive intellectuals, radical clergymen 
and the leaders of liberal and social democrat parties, the only organisa-
tion in Budapest really capable of co-ordinated effective action was the 
Workers’ Council, which was controlled by the social democrats. There 
was also a more radical Soldiers’ Council, led by some ambitious junior 
officers and a maverick socialist who would soon join the communists, 
József Pogány. 

This was not so much a situation of ‘dual power’ as an ambiguous 
and unstable one, in which leading social democrats intended to make 
good use of the results of their long years of hard work building up the 
labour movement. The first socialist associations had been formed in 
1868: mutual aid organisations for those living in ‘grim factory-suburbs 
and tenement blocks’ which had sprung ‘up round the city as labour 
flocked in from the land’ during years of rapid industrialisation.14 

As the proportion of Hungarians working in industry increased 
from seven per cent in 1880 to eighteen per cent in 1910, socialist trade 
unionists led illegal but successful strikes, held the first social-demo-
cratic party congress in 1890, and put up candidates for election in 
spite of highly restrictive franchise rules. By 1900, the party had 72,000 
members, with affiliated unions representing well over 100,000 further 
workers. At the time the war ended in 1918, social democrats led around 
a million organised workers through the trade unions, with around 
200,000 actual party members. Given their history and strength, why 
did the social democrats now want to work with communists, whose 
party was around one-twentieth of their size? 

For the left socialists, a move towards coalition was politically ‘com-
fortable’: their programme was substantially similar to the policies 
promoted by the communists.

For the centrists, pragmatic considerations prevailed. As it became 
clear that Károlyi’s government was going to fall, and that power would 
‘bounce’ in the direction of the social democrats, they feared the pros-
pect of their party governing alone. 

One option for avoiding such a difficult prospect was put forward 
by a key right winger in the party, Ernő Garami. He proposed simply 
withdrawing from any ambition to govern and leaving the communists 
to make a mess of things. But most centrist social democrats felt that 
their responsibilities both to their class and their country meant that 
they should take up government. 

That said, given the difficulties that Károlyi had faced in government, 
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these centrist members saw the need to engage positively with the forces 
to their left. At a meeting of social democrat leaders on the morning of 
21 March, it was ‘understood that a socialist government opposed by 
the communists would have no chance of survival. The power of the 
Communist Party was growing day by day, even though most of the 
communist leaders were still in jail’.15

On the basis of this recognition, the social democrats accepted 
Károlyi’s invitation to take over the existing institutions of state power, 
and then incorporated the communists into their governing project so 
as to avoid the risk of ongoing and growing radical opposition from 
the left. This history means that Kun’s government cannot be consid-
ered as actually ‘soviet’ in the sense of taking the form of a significant 
workers’ council movement which had overthrown or displaced the old 
‘bourgeois’ state machinery. There had not actually been any wide-
spread social movement which created institutions of direct democracy 
for people to self-manage local districts or factories. Kun’s government 
rested on the support of the Budapest Workers’ Council in the sense that 
this served as a kind of popular sounding-board to test the proposals 
of politicians who were managing established structures. Even though 
this forum – like Pogány’s Soldiers’ Council – was becoming more 
and more radical in its mood and proclamations as the Revolutionary 
Governing Council was formed, it remained under the control of the 
social democrats. 

For some social democrats, the declaration of the ‘Soviet Republic’ 
may have set an ambition. For others, the reason the government took 
the soviet name was to claim that the most radical possible settlement 
had already been achieved: no further, more radical, shift was now pos-
sible. Amongst the republic’s leaders, only Kun appeared to believe that 
the declaration was itself a way of conjuring the reality. 

National and ethnic issues 

The most pressing issues facing the new government related to national 
security, and this also explains why the social democrats sought to co-opt 
Kun and his followers. In the chaos and crisis of March 1919, leading 
social democrats judged that the only chance of retaining Hungary as 
an integral and viable state depended on the maximum possible national 
solidarity. Whoever succeeded Károlyi would have to mobilise workers 
for defensive war, and most socialists saw that they would have to work 
with the communists to do this. They did not have the stomach or the 
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resources to fight domestic enemies at the same time as defending the 
country against Romanian and Czechoslovak invaders.

There may also have been a strategic hope that having communists at 
the head of a coalition government might open up the possibility of mili-
tary help from Trotsky’s troops. The national interests of Hungary led 
to some social democrats envisaging an alliance with ‘the only fighting 
opponent of the Entente, Soviet Russia’. These strategists ‘believed that 
the price of Russian help would be the offer of at least a share of power to 
the communists’.16 By setting up a coalition, the prospect of ‘brotherly 
aid from the Russian army’ would be increased. 

The new government made other pitches for support and solidarity. 
Kun called on the Vienna Workers’ Council to stage a coup, set up a 
soviet government, and establish an internationalist military alliance 
with Hungary. Austrian social democrats turned down this invitation 
– but Viennese communists acted in line with Kun’s exhortations. They 
called their attempt to storm the Austrian Parliament building on 18 
April an ‘insurrection’. It was really a riotous demonstration, immedi-
ately crushed by the police and social-democratic militia. 

The extent to which Kun’s Hungarian government could mobilise 
support was further limited by the national and ethnic issues which it 
inherited. Kun’s government failed to attract non-Magyar activists in 
any sizeable numbers: their long years of exclusion from Hungarian 
political life meant that emerging political leaders from the national 
minorities were hardly likely to take up roles running the country in 
such turbulent and disputed times. 

Those few Serbian and Romanian social democrats who did operate 
within the framework of the Hungarian Soviet Republic represented 
only small fragments of the bigger Serbian and Romanian parties.17 Most 
Serbian and Romanian left-wingers who had been based within the old 
Hungarian borders focussed on the immediate likelihood that their 
regions were going to be incorporated into Yugoslavia or the Romanian 
kingdom: they looked to the prospect of pursuing their political agendas 
within the framework of those states, not within Hungary. June’s so-
called Slovak Socialist Republic was a function of the fighting being led 
by Magyars around the receding Hungarian borders, rather than being 
an authentically Slovak creation.

Kun’s government also faced further destabilisation as its opponents 
mobilised anti-Semitism, which had been largely unspoken in the decade 
before the First World War. But now latent resentment that Jewish 
people had moved into leading political roles, particularly on the left 
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and the centre, was talked up. Ignoring the fact that the vast majority of 
people who supported Kun’s government were not Jewish, the make-up 
of the Revolutionary Government Council was presented as ‘proof’ that 
Kun’s colleagues could not have the real interests of Hungary at their 
heart. (Of the forty-five people who served on this council at differ-
ent times, mostly intellectuals from middle class backgrounds, between 
thirty and thirty-four were Jewish or from Jewish backgrounds. This 
fact was used by reactionaries to promote the ‘fake news’ trope of 
‘Judeo-Bolshevism’).18

Given how isolated and beleaguered they were, it is remarkable that 
the new government held out for as long as it did. Their forces suffered 
sustained military assault, particularly from the Romanians, who were 
supported by French generals and ‘advisors’. Such effective international 
support as Kun did receive was not from Lenin’s Russia, the Austrian 
left or Slovakian revolutionaries, but from Italy: they sold guns and 
ammunition to Kun, motivated by rivalry with Yugoslavia.

Kun was inconsistent as a military leader. His initial call for workers 
to form the Hungarian Red Army as a purely proletarian body did not 
generate the number of volunteers he expected. In a series of stages, 
he came to recognise the need for tactical alliances in order to defend 
the geographical base for the revolution. This process went along with 
the growing resolve of the social democrats to rein in what they saw 
as counter-productive excesses. At the end of April 1919, for example, 
the ‘Lenin Boys’ were effectively dissolved, and their leaders transferred 
into military posts. 

The following month, the Red Army received a further and unex-
pected fillip when some conservative former Imperial officers joined its 
ranks. They saw Kun’s forces as the only hope of holding the country’s 
shrinking borders: their prime motivation was nationalist resentment 
against Romania. After all, it had only been one year before, in May 1918, 
that Romania had been surrounded by German, Austro-Hungarian and 
Turkish troops, and forced to drop out of the war. It had re-joined the 
First World War just one day before the armistice in November 1918, so 
as to be included amongst the victorious allied forces, and here it was 
now moving into Hungary!

Here, then, was another irony for Kun: a communist in power because 
of socialist strategising, and the leader of an internationalist party who 
drew crucial military support from nationalists focussed on defending 
Hungary’s territorial integrity. In order to justify the military struggle 
he was leading in Marxist terms, Kun described what was essentially a 

Socialist History 55.indd   20Socialist History 55.indd   20 13/05/2019   22:42:1413/05/2019   22:42:14



133 Days in 1919 21

patriotic defensive effort as ‘a war of national liberation from Entente 
imperialism’.

Aftermath 

Whatever the political content of the attempt to defend the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic, it was clear by the end of July that it would suffer 
military defeat at the hands of the advancing Romanians. At the final 
meeting of the Budapest Workers’ Council, on 1 August 1919, Kun 
‘admitted that it would be proper to make a last stand on the barri-
cades, but saw no meaning in this without mass support’.19 Kun, Varga, 
and other leading communists escaped to Vienna in a special train the 
following day. 

Kun ordered Lukács to remain behind with the twenty-five-year-old 
Ottó Korvin so as build up an underground communist organisation 
to operate during the repression which was inevitably coming. In the 
circumstances, this was an impossible mission, and Lukács formed the 
view that Kun had set them up for capture and ‘martyrdom’.20 

Within days, Korvin was indeed arrested and would be executed by 
the end of the year. Lukács hid in the studio of the photographer Olga 
Máté. After weeks spent in jeopardy, the rebellious banker’s son accepted 
his father’s help to save his life. For a ‘large’ sum of money, an officer 
in the British army delegation to Budapest agreed to smuggle Lukács to 
safety, driving him to the Austrian border in a military staff car. 

Before long, a ‘White Terror’ was launched. Communist and socialist 
organisations were declared illegal. From late 1919 into the early 1920s, at 
least 5,000 left-wingers, trade unionists and Jews were brutally tortured 
and killed. These included most leaders of the ‘agrarian opposition’, who 
did not have connections or money allowing them to flee to Austria. A 
further 75,000 radicals were imprisoned and tens of thousands fled into 
exile. Amongst the exiles were figures who would later make a signifi-
cant contribution to European and American cultural life. 

As the Romanian troops began to withdraw in autumn 1919, Horthy 
took the opportunity to establish his rule as ‘regent’. He would stay in 
power until October 1944.

In Vienna, Kun spent time in Austrian custody, facing calls that he 
be extradited back to Hungary. In 1920, he was instead granted passage 
to Russia and served as a Comintern official, working in particular with 
Zinoviev: Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin all distrusted him. Kun became a 
military commander in the civil war, and in November 1920 ordered 
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the execution of over 10,000 ‘White’ and Makhnovite captives in the 
Crimea. Many were shot, others were drowned in the sea. Apart from 
being horrifically brutal, this act was judged to be wasteful: many of the 
prisoners might have been ‘turned’ to become useful Red Army fight-
ers. Some of his Comintern comrades judged that Kun was ‘a fool trying 
to make up for the Hungarian Red Army’s poor showing in 1919 by 
a senseless massacre’.21 Only Zinoviev’s support prevented Kun being 
demoted: he then tasked the Hungarian with a role in ‘bolshevising’ the 
German Communist Party. Kun helped instigate the ‘March action’, 
a 1921 insurrectionary adventure in the Saxony-Anhalt region which 
failed disastrously, setting back the German revolutionaries. 

Other Hungarian communists, in their scattered exile, formed them-
selves into different tendencies. Sharp and sustained differences and 
debates took shape from the beginning of the 1920s. For a while, Lukács 
was amongst those continuing to claim that the seizure of power by the 
proletariat was on the immediate agenda in every imperialist country. 
His writings offered theoretical justification for armed anti-capital-
ist putsches on the model of the ‘March action’. These should, it was 
argued, be undertaken even if the working class was not in an immedi-
ately revolutionary mood, as ‘offensive’ and ‘partial’ initiatives would 
serve to ‘awaken the masses’.22 As Perry Anderson has noted, this stance 
amounted to ignoring ‘the problem of the concrete preconditions for a 
revolutionary situation by abstractly affirming the revolutionary char-
acter of the time’.23

Before long, though, Lukács became part of an opposition within 
Hungarian communism led by the pragmatic trade union leader Jenö 
Landler, now based in Vienna, who ‘simply concerned himself with 
the practical possibilities of reviving the Hungarian movement’.24 This 
tendency held that Kun and his methods of leadership bore signifi-
cant responsibility for the demise of the Soviet Republic. Lukács now 
reflected that the conditions in which they had attempted to make a 
revolution were very different to those which had been present in Russia 
in 1917. He also began focussing on the importance of raising the ‘cul-
tural level’ of workers, which needed to be sufficiently developed before 
revolutionary attempts could hope to succeed: his interest in developing 
Marxist theory to take proper account of ‘subjectivity’ developed from 
this period of learning from defeat. By the end of the 1920s, following a 
series of buffeting interactions with Comintern leaders, Lukács would be 
anticipating Popular Front politics by arguing that Hungarian workers 
should form alliances with others in order to work for democratic gains, 
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ending Horthy’s tyranny being a more immediate priority than any 
‘socialist’ programme.

The Comintern’s conditions 

Judgements about the reasons for the defeat of the Hungarian Soviet 
Republic shaped early decisions of the Communist International. At its 
Second Congress, which convened over 200 delegates in Petrograd and 
Moscow in July and August 1920, the Hungarian events of 1919 were 
cited as evidence that communists should never share power with social 
democrats. The ‘chief lesson’ of the failed attempt to establish working 
class rule was taken to be that ‘real revolutionaries must not co-operate 
with socialist traitors’.25

The Comintern line was that social dynamics were creating revolu-
tionary situations across Europe. The new communist parties needed to 
prepare for decisive confrontations. The defeat of the Budapest revolu-
tionaries should not demoralise the comrades, so long as they drew the 
correct lessons. The Hungarian failure could be explained by the treason 
of the social democrats, as the preamble to the ‘Twenty-One Conditions’ 
for Comintern membership made clear: ‘the alliance between the 
Hungarian communists and the so-called “left” social democrats cost 
the Hungarian proletariat dearly’.26

These ‘Twenty-One conditions’ became the tool to stop left-wing 
social-democratic organisations joining the Comintern: the Italian 
Socialist Party was blocked from implementing its 1919 congress deci-
sion to affiliate. The conditions were also used to encourage radical 
left-wingers who wished to join the communist movement to split away 
from their ‘reformist’ comrades. At the Halle convention of Germany’s 
Independent Social-democratic Party of Germany in October 1920, 
the overwhelming majority of delegates agreed to the Comintern’s 
conditions.27 This was a key moment in the process through which revo-
lutionary former social democrats fused with radicals who had survived 
the 1919 Spartacist rising in order to form the large German Communist 
Party. Three months later, the Italian Communist Party was formed 
after a split within the Italian Socialist Party at the Livorno Congress: 
the young Mátyás Rákosi, who had been a commissar under Kun, was 
the Comintern’s representative there. 

It is true that there had been different positions and tendencies within 
the Hungarian Soviet Republic – between the social democrats and the 
communists, and, often more sharply, between different and shifting 
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groupings of members of each of the parties. But t he Comintern judge-
ments of 1920 were an exercise in ‘reading back’ into the previous year 
a set of firm distinctions that had not seemed so clear-cut at the time. 
Disagreements between the two parties which had worked together 
in Budapest were exaggerated after the event. ‘For contemporaries, 
including the leaders, [the] distinction between socialism and commu-
nism was not as clear as it is to us … Historians and memoirists [later] 
portrayed communism in 1919 not as it was but as it would become, 
and projected a later ideological split [back] into a period when it did 
not yet exist’.28

This misrepresentation was all the more possible because it was not 
only the communists who now had an interest in drawing a sharp dis-
tinction between themselves and their former partners. Socialists of 
different hues had their own reasons for emphasising past disagree-
ments – and for exaggerating the extent to which Hungarian Soviet 
policy was determined by communists. The communist explanations 
that social-democratic ‘treason’ had undermined the soviet government 
were matched by socialist arguments that Kun’s extremism and dogma-
tism had made defeat inevitable. For some social democrats, making the 
claim ‘that they had played only secondary roles in the Soviet Republic 
[meant they] could return to Horthy’s Hungary and take up “respect-
able” positions’.29 

There were, no doubt, many problems with the policies promoted 
jointly and separately by communist and social democrat commissars 
between March and August 1919. But the fundamental reasons for the 
government’s fall lay in the Entente’s requirement to see a regime in 
Budapest which recognised and respected their dominance, and their 
determination to allow Entente allies to take territorial advantage of the 
Austro-Hungarian defeat.

Nevertheless, the Comintern asserted that the key ‘lesson’ of 
Hungary was that communists and social democrats should never 
work in genuine partnership or alliance. Hostility to ‘reformists’ was 
proclaimed a fundamental value for revolutionaries. In this way, a self-
serving rationalisation of the defeat of an unlikely government which 
had formed in unusual and conflicted circumstances, as the Austro-
Hungarian Empire collapsed, was elevated into a general principle for 
radical left-wingers and promoted across a range of entirely different 
international situations.
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Erfurt plus Councils

The Distinctive Relevance of the German Revolution 
of 1918-19

Nicholas Vrousalis

Abstract 

This paper defends the idea that the only feasible and desirable alter-
native to bourgeois democracy in 1918 Germany was a parliamentary 
democracy supported by workers’ councils. This alternative, which 
I will call council Erfurtianism, blazed a trail of political possibility 
from late November 1918 to the summer of 1920 that was eminently 
desirable and politically accessible to the German revolutionary left. 
Council Erfurtianism was consistently undermined by the leadership 
of the majority social democrats, with some help from the far left. A 
mixture of sectarianism and mistrust made revolutionary compromise 
impossible and elevated the ‘parliament vs councils’ polarity from a sec-
ondary strategic issue, into a supreme question of (putative) principle. 
That sectarianism also accounted for two failed attempts to rekindle the 
revolutionary fire: the pro-socialisation strikes of March 1919 and the 
strike that ended the Kapp putsch, one year later. 

Key words: German revolution, workers’ councils, Arthur Rosenberg, 
Max Adler, Karl Kautsky, Rudolf Hilferding, Räterepublik, Weimar 
Republic

The German revolution of November 1918 promised a double liberation: 
from the shackles of Prussian militarism, on the one hand, and from 
those material buttresses of militarism, the ‘great German industrialists’, 
on the other. The revolution, in other words, promised communism, that 
tiny item insinuated into the agenda of world history by the October 
revolution.

Communism, in general, is the extension of democratic self-gov-
ernment to every area of social life, especially the economy. The signal 
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contribution of the German revolution was the invention of a strategy 
uniquely suited to the transition towards communism. Variously called 
‘revolutionary reformism’ or ‘revolutionary social democracy’, the 
strategy is more aptly called council Erfurtianism. It is summed up in 
the thesis that the only feasible and desirable alternative to bourgeois 
democracy in 1918 Germany was a parliamentary democracy sup-
ported by workers’ councils. ‘Erfurtianism’, because it was based on the 
democratic-parliamentary traditions of the Erfurt Programme – the ide-
ological centrepiece of pre-war German social democracy – and ‘council 
Erfurtianism’, because it advocated worker control of industry through 
the councils forged during the revolution of 1918.

This essay offers a defence of council Erfurtianism. It argues for three 
claims. First, council Erfurtianism charted a trail of political possibil-
ity from late November 1918 to the summer of 1920 that was eminently 
desirable and politically accessible to the German revolutionary left. 
Indeed, as the first few weeks of the revolution demonstrated, it was 
the only revolutionary strategy with some chance of success. Second, 
the commitment to council Erfurtianism was shared by the revolu-
tion’s centre as well as by some on the left. Third, council Erfurtianism 
was consistently undermined by the leadership of the majority social 
democrats, with some help from the far left. A mixture of sectarianism 
and mistrust made revolutionary compromise impossible and elevated 
the ‘parliament vs councils’ polarity from a secondary strategic issue, 
into a supreme question of (putative) principle. That sectarianism also 
accounted for two failed attempts to rekindle the revolutionary fire: the 
pro-socialisation strikes of March 1919 and the magisterial strike that 
ended the Kapp putsch, one year later.

I. Background 

The centrepiece of the early politics of the Social Democratic Party 
of Germany (SPD), up until the onset of World War I, was its 1891 
Erfurt Programme.1 Vigorously elaborated by Karl Kautsky, ‘the pope 
of Marxism’, the programme advocated the conquest of state power 
through parliamentary and trade union struggle. It agitated for the full 
panoply of democratic liberties, and for proportional representation, 
biennial parliaments, the universal election of civil servants, secular and 
free general education, a national militia, and an eight-hour working day.

The First World War shattered the organisational unity of German 
social democracy: in April 1917, the SPD divided over the extension 
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of war credits, which led to a left breakaway, and the creation of the 
USPD (Independent Social Democratic Party). Despite this, the Erfurt 
Programme continued to shape the strategic vision of both parties. 
According to that vision, the dictatorship of the proletariat meant 
preservation and extension of democratic rights into the economy, 
beyond the limits circumscribed by capitalist rule over market and 
workplace. It was only after the Bolsheviks had taken power in Russia 
in November 1917 that some left factions of the USPD began to ques-
tion the main tenets of Erfurtianism, agitating for socialist revolution 
on the Russian model.

Egalitarian, ephemeral, mercurial, introverted, and vigorously mili-
tant, the USPD encompassed a wide range of currents of the German 
revolutionary left.2 The party’s main shop-floor organisation was the 
Berlin shop stewards. This was a group of radical metalworkers, led 
by Richard Müller and Ernst Däumig. The shop stewards were largely 
responsible for the mass strikes against Karl Liebknecht’s imprisonment 
in 1916, against food rationing in 1917, and against the war in January 
1918. In establishing the strike committees of early 1918, the shop stew-
ards also laid the foundation for what was to become, in November 
1918, the Executive Council (Vollzugrat) of the Berlin workers’ and sol-
diers’ councils.

The German revolution was sparked by spontaneous synergy between 
these revolutionary workers and radicalised soldiers. Following the Kiel 
sailors’ mutiny of 3 November, workers’ and soldiers’ councils began 
spreading all over Germany; railways carried the revolutionary fire to 
every corner of the country. On 7 November, Kurt Eisner, the leader 
of the Bavarian USPD, seized power in Munich, putting an end to the 
hundred-year reign of the Bavarian kings and the eight-hundred-year 
reign of the Wittelsbach dynasty. After the Kaiser’s abdication on 9 
November, power fell into the hands of the Berlin Executive Council. 
Max von Baden, the interim Chancellor, anointed Friedrich Ebert, the 
SPD leader, new Reich Chancellor.

II. The Erfurtian moment

The November revolution was animated by Erfurtianism, coupled with 
the idea of workers’ control over industry. This provided a potential basis 
for its lasting victory. The revolution’s Erfurtian spirit can be illustrated 
by three pivotal events. 

On 9 November 1918, the soldiers and workers became de facto 
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rulers of Germany. They had put an end to the world war, they con-
trolled the guns and factories of the world’s most industrialised 
economy, they carried the aspirations of social democracy: all power 
had passed to the workers’ and soldiers’ councils. Against this back-
ground, the revolution’s first Erfurtian moment was the spontaneous 
decision to delegate executive authority to a Provisional Government 
of Peoples’ Representatives. On 10 November, about 3,000 workers and 
soldiers from Greater Berlin gathered at Circus Busch, in the centre 
of Berlin, to decide the future of the revolution. They set themselves 
two tasks: to smash Prussian Junker militarism and to socialise the 
economy. The anti-militarism task meant doing away with the imperial 
High Command – Hindenburg, Ludendorff, Groener, and their ilk – 
while establishing democratic control over the army. The socialisation 
task meant dispossessing the great industrialists – Hugenberg, Stinnes, 
Siemens, Thyssen – while extending worker control to every nook and 
cranny of the economy. 

Significantly, the Circus Busch meeting advanced one means for the 
achievement of these ends: socialist unity.3 This was shorthand for the 
democratic-parliamentarian traditions of the Erfurt programme. It fol-
lowed that the relationship between democracy and communism was 
not an instrumental, eggs-to-omelette affair. Rather, the November rev-
olution aimed at the extension of democratic ends – essentially, worker 
control of the economy – by Erfurtian means.

The Circus Busch delegates appointed an Executive Council, led by 
Richard Müller, composed of fourteen workers and fourteen soldiers. 
They also appointed a Provisional Government, led by Ebert, composed 
of three SPD and three USPD members. One of them, Barth, represented 
the USPD Left; Dittmann and Haase represented the USPD Right. The 
meeting affirmed that all political power lay with workers’ and soldiers’ 
councils and expressed a commitment to rapid socialisation of indus-
try. At the same time, however, Germany was under siege; its straggling 
army was barely holding together; its enemies were demanding annex-
ations and indemnities; its population was on the verge of starvation. 
Adding to the uncertainty, there was a crisis in revolutionary authority: 
who controlled the state administration, the police, and the army? The 
Berlin Executive, despite temporarily possessing sovereign power, pos-
sessed neither de jure nor de facto authority beyond Greater Berlin. It 
followed that an all-German congress of councils would have to replace 
it. The date for the Congress was set to 16 December.

The period between November 1918 and January 1919 saw a tug-of-war 
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between the Provisional Government and the Berlin Executive Council. 
Germany’s experience of ‘dual power’ conjured images, indeed memo-
ries, of Kerensky’s Provisional Government in Russia, the July days, and 
October 1917. But Ebert differed from Kerensky like prose from poetry. 
Although Ebert’s government was officially subordinate to the Council, 
he had already reappointed the officials of the German ancien regime 
to their posts; he was also in the process of reconciling with militarism. 
This led to constant conflict with the Berlin Executive. The temporary 
agreement of 23 November,4 confirmed the Council’s right to appoint 
and remove cabinet ministers, but denied it the right to interfere with the 
everyday running of government. To make things worse, the Council 
was constantly snowed under mountains of paperwork; this allowed 
Ebert to squeeze out discretionary powers, all the while sapping the 
Council’s influence. As the social democrat Hermann Müller put it: ‘An 
organism which has the ambition to go down in history on the same 
level as the Committee of Public Safety in the great French Revolution 
must take care not to become a section of the labour department’.5

The revolution’s second Erfurtian moment was the USPD’s decision 
to support the election of a Constituent Assembly. On 11 December 
1918, the USPD Left – the Spartacists and the shop stewards – declared 
that power had slipped out of the hands of the Executive Council; Rosa 
Luxemburg called it the ‘sarcophagus of the revolution’.6 Her metaphor 
resonated with the nickname given to the shop-steward leader Richard 
Müller by the bourgeois press; they called him Leichen-Müller  (liter-
ally: Corpse-Müller), following his pledge that a Constituent Assembly 
would pass over his dead body. On the eve of the council Congress, the 
USPD held a meeting of its members in Berlin. Luxemburg spoke for 
the Spartacists. Wanting to forestall support for a Constituent Assembly 
and to challenge the USPD leadership, she argued for a party congress. 
Her motion was defeated 485 votes to 185. The USPD began preparing 
for national elections.

The revolution’s decisive Erfurtian moment transpired the next day, 
16 December, when the Congress of workers’ and soldiers’ councils met 
in Berlin. It assembled 489 delegates, elected by workers’ and soldiers’ in 
the pre-war electoral districts. Workers represented 405 of the delegates, 
eighty-four were soldiers. According to the historian Pierre Broué, there 
were 179 factory and office workers, seventy-one intellectuals and 164 
professionals, including union members.7 The SPD had about 288 del-
egates and the USPD ninety, including ten Spartacists, but excluding 
Luxemburg and Liebknecht. The Congress made two major decisions: 
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first, to elect a Constituent Assembly and, second, to democratise the 
army. It also reaffirmed a commitment to swift socialisation of the 
economy under worker control.

The SPD motion for a Constituent Assembly was passed by 400 
votes to fifty; Däumig’s motion against it was defeated by 344 votes to 
ninety-eight. The decision to democratise the army, however, received 
unanimous support. It was elaborated in the ‘Hamburg points’, intro-
duced by Walther Lamp’l, the chairman of the Hamburg soldiers’ council. 
Lamp’l demanded complete subordination of the Army High Command 
to government and councils; abolition of all badges of rank; delegation of 
matters of military discipline to the soldiers’ councils; officer elections; 
and replacement of the standing army by a popular militia. 

Before closing, the Congress decided to replace the Berlin Executive 
Council by a Central Council (Zentralrat), now representing councils 
all over Germany. On this issue, the government carried an amendment, 
which denied the Central Council veto power over government policy. 
In response, Müller and Däumig decided to boycott the Central Council 
election.8 This gave Ebert free rein: the boycott meant that all conciliar 
power, formerly in the hands of the mixed members Berlin Executive, 
was now in the hands of the SPD. As I shall explain presently, this meant 
that the Hamburg points would never be implemented.

III. Seeds of counter-revolution 

The abstentionism of the revolutionary left gave Ebert enough elbow-
room to reconcile himself to the budding counter-revolution, whose 
seeds were sown by the Army High Command’s decision to create a 
border volunteer corps. Ostensibly, the volunteer corps was meant to 
protect Germany’s eastern border; effectively, it was meant to sup-
press the councils. Wilhelm Groener, the Quartermaster-General of the 
German army, set this plan in motion on 23 November 1918. His volun-
teer force was to be a forerunner to the Free Corps, later used by the SPD 
leadership to break the revolution. In the beginning, Ebert was probably 
unaware of the border-force ploy.9 There is plenty of evidence, however, 
that he entered into a pact with Groener on 10 November, without 
informing the Provisional Government or the Berlin Executive.10 The 
pact provided recognition to the old imperial army structures, in return 
for safe return of all troops and an agreement to abide by the rules set out 
by the new government. Ebert had invited cannibals to dinner.

Ebert’s reconciliation with militarism was avoidable: between 
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November 1918 and January 1919, there were at least three attempts to 
democratise the army. On 12 November the Executive Council issued a 
decree for the creation of a Red Army. It was rescinded two days later, 
following vocal opposition by the soldiers’ councils. On 15 November 
the Executive issued another decree, calling for the subordination of 
the Army High Command to the War Ministry. It was never enforced. 
Finally, on 3 December Ebert put forward a plan to create a popular 
militia (Volkswehr). According to the historian Ulrich Kluge,11 the idea 
was greeted enthusiastically by the councils; it also found adherents in 
the Prussian War Ministry. However, stalwart resistance by the higher 
echelons of the administration, including by high-ranking officers, led 
to the abandonment of the plan on 28 December. By that time, the can-
nibals were consolidating their positions of power, preparing to feast on 
the revolution’s flesh. The feast began in early 1919, with the Free Corps’ 
bloody suppression of the Spartacist uprising; it received the stamp of 
legality in the Reichswehr Law of March 1919; it took a bite at state 
power in the Kapp putsch of 1920; another bite in the Beer Hall putsch 
of 1923; it swallowed Germany whole in 1933.

Now, the fact that Ebert mooted the Volkswehr idea in early 
December suggests that he had reservations. But his vacillations were 
over well before 28 December. On 20 December, the newly-elected 
Central Council joined the Provisional Government in a meeting with 
Groener. Groener attacked the Hamburg points – which proposed 
democratisation of the army – citing Entente pressure and army integ-
rity as his prime concerns. He then demanded that implementation of 
the points be postponed indefinitely. Ebert sided with Groener. Under 
the pretext that the Hamburg points provided merely ‘general guide-
lines’ – a suggestion explicitly rejected by the council congress, two days 
earlier – Ebert exempted a large part of the army from their conditions. 
Having accepted Groener’s RSVP, Ebert openly defied the councils.

In the meantime, the left wing of the USPD, following the Russian 
playbook, had turned the councils-vs-parliament issue into the cen-
trepiece of its politics. On 16 December, Däumig complained that the 
council congress was turning itself into a ‘political suicide club’. By sup-
porting the convocation of a National Assembly and, subsequently, by 
surrendering its veto on government policy, it was opting for self-aboli-
tion. Däumig was right about the suicide, but wrong about its instigator. 
For it was the USPD leftists themselves who fired the killing shot. To 
be sure, Ebert and Scheidemann had put a gun to the head of the coun-
cils. But, in boycotting the elections to the Central Council, the USPD 
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helped them pull the trigger. During the Congress, Ebert had conceded 
that the implementation of the Hamburg points would be supervised by 
the Provisional Government in conjunction with the Central Council. 
Had the USPD participated in the Council election, it would have had 
another foot in the 20 December meeting with Groener. It would thereby 
have been better able to resist Ebert’s pact with militarism. At the very 
least, the USPD would have been able to openly expose Ebert’s disregard 
for a unanimous Congress decision and demand his resignation. In con-
nection with that fateful meeting, the historian Holger Herwig observed:

The only serious opposition to Groener’s statements came from Haase, 
Dittmann, and Barth (the three USPD members of the Provisional 
Government). The full import of the USPD’s refusal to participate in 
the elections for the Central Council was now revealed.12

Instead of buttressing the Central Council, the USPD boycotted it, but 
stayed in the Provisional Government until 24 December 1918. By that 
time, a farcical coup attempt by a group of disgruntled army officers,13 
perpetrated on 6 December, had set in train events leading to the slaugh-
ter of thirty sailors by the army. The representatives of the USPD in the 
government, Dittmann, Haase, and Barth, resigned in protest.

Council Erfurtianism – democratic parliamentarism plus worker 
control – was therefore undermined by the SPD leadership, with some 
help from the USPD left. Its spirit survived in the consciousness of 
the German workers and their calls for socialist unity. Even in late 
December, this spirit was not lost on Luxemburg and Liebknecht. As 
the Bolshevik Karl Radek put it, ‘The congress of councils itself was 
in favour of the constituent assembly. You could hardly skip over that 
stage. Rosa and Liebknecht recognized that and Tyszka [Leo Jogiches] 
insisted on it’.14 Radek appreciated that the German revolution differed 
from the Russian in that the former had its Erfurtian moment. But he 
mistook that moment for a mere ‘stage’. The mistake consists in think-
ing that the relationship between democracy and communism is purely 
instrumental: you board the democratic train, disembarking when you 
get to communism. In that belief he differed, not only from Luxemburg, 
but also from the vast majority of the German workers. The workers 
were right; democracy was both part of the journey and the main value-
conferring feature of the destination. The rest of this essay discusses 
the democratic road to communism and why it was not taken by 1918 
Germany.
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IV. Rosenberg’s gambit 

The revolutionary wildfire of early November had won Germany three 
months; three months to rekindle the democratic aspirations of 1848; 
three months to burn the dead wood of militarism. By January 1919, 
it transpired that the SPD leadership had fallen way short of fulfill-
ing either of these tasks. This section explains how it fell short; it then 
sketches an alternative revolutionary strategy that could have won.

The litany of leftist complaints against the SPD leadership is well 
known: as early as 9 November, Ebert called on the whole administra-
tive apparatus of imperial Germany, including reactionary state officials, 
to remain in their posts; on 10 November he opposed the republic and 
aimed to restore the monarchy; on the same day, he entered into the 
pact with Groener and manipulated President Wilson’s offer of food to 
discourage strikes. Throughout November and December he delayed 
the socialisation of industry; he openly defied the councils; and on 20 
December he supported Groener against the Hamburg points … The list 
goes on. But the question remains: how could the revolution have done 
away with the SPD leadership, while implementing the two immediate 
tasks of the revolution, anti-militarism and socialisation? The German 
historian Arthur Rosenberg, one of the revolution’s active participants, 
has provided an influential answer.

According to Rosenberg, the leaders of the USPD Right, Haase and 
Dittmann, ‘represented the decisively important central and moderate 
opinion among the Socialist working class that embraced millions of 
the proletariat. The fate of the German Revolution might depend on 
whether this tendency was put into action or not’.15 Putting the tendency 
into action, for Rosenberg, meant splitting the USPD, rejoining the 
SPD, and carrying ‘a considerable part of the USPD’ with them. Writing 
in 1936, Rosenberg argued that this move could have ‘counterbalanced’ 
the policy of Ebert and Scheidemann, indeed might have forced them to 
resign. Naturally, the best time to do this would have been 18 December 
1918, when the USPD left decided to boycott the Central Council elec-
tions. It tells in favour of Rosenberg’s retrospectively considered strategy, 
moreover, that it would have confronted the shop stewards with a deci-
sion: side with council Erfurtianism, or side with the Spartacus League, 
which had been overrun by putschist fanatics. Let me explain.

On 30 December 1918 the Spartacus League split from the USPD to 
form the Communist Party of Germany (KPD). Participation in the 
National Assembly election was discussed on the same day. After a 
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heated debate, in which Luxemburg and Liebknecht mustered all their 
political and rhetorical skills to avert a boycott of the assembly elec-
tions, the KPD nevertheless voted to boycott by sixty-two votes to 
thirty-three. Looking back, Rosenberg commented: ‘Rosa Luxemburg 
and Karl Liebknecht were faced with the same decision as Dittmann 
and Haase … whether they would appear as supporters of the policy 
which they believed to be the only right one, or whether they would be 
loyal to an out-of-date Party organization’.16 Like Dittmann and Haase, 
Luxemburg and Liebknecht opted for ‘an out-of-date Party organiza-
tion’, in the sense that the organisation was unsynchronised with the 
exigencies of the situation. In the case of Germany, it would seem, 
history repeats itself first as tragedy and then as tragedy.

In this context, the shop stewards and the Spartacists were not natural 
bedfellows. During their early January discussions about joining the 
KPD, the shop stewards demanded that the latter rescind the deci-
sion to boycott the election; that tactics and strategy be decided jointly 
between Spartacus and shop stewards; and that the term ‘Spartacus’ be 
removed from the new party name. The negotiations came to nothing.17 
Rosenberg therefore rightly lamented that the USPD Right did not force 
that disagreement earlier: a USPD split in early December might have 
meant earlier negotiations between shop stewards and Spartacus, earlier 
stalemate, and earlier homecoming to a more left-leaning, more council-
oriented SPD. In any event, the Comintern adopted its sectarian policy 
of the twenty-one points in 1920; that policy choked any semblance of 
democracy out of the KPD and eventually turned it into an instrument 
of Russian foreign policy. This provides further retrospective justifi-
cation for splitting the USPD, well before Zinoviev’s siren call to the 
USPD left in October 1920.

Could council Erfurtianism have succeeded? As I will argue pres-
ently, Rosenberg’s speculations were plausible; they sketched a trajectory 
of political possibility from late 1918 to late 1920. Historical reality, 
however, was much more grim. Ebert’s dismissal, in early January 1919, 
of Emil Eichhorn, the Berlin Chief of Police and central figure in the 
November events, led to mass demonstrations. On 5 January, Spartacists 
occupied the Berlin headquarters of Vorwärts, the SPD paper. Over 
the next few days, Gustav Noske, Ebert’s newly-appointed minister, 
unleashed the Berlin Free Corps on the Spartacists. Liebknecht and 
Luxemburg were murdered on 15 January.
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V. Neither Weimar nor Petrograd 

Council Erfurtianism, the strategy mooted by Kautsky in the early days 
of the revolution and retrospectively championed by Rosenberg, rejected 
both Weimar and Petrograd; both the primacy of parliament and the 
primacy of councils. The idea was taken up in the 1960s by Peter von 
Oertzen, Reinhard Rürup, and other council historians keen to imagine 
revolutionary paths impeding both Auschwitz and the gulag.18 The rest 
of this essay discusses how council Erfurtianism might have saved the 
German revolution.

In December 1918, Kautsky argued for the institutionalisation of dual 
power between the National Assembly and the workers’ councils, each 
performing different roles: roughly, parliament would control the state, 
councils would control the factories.19 Kautsky’s rebuttals to critics of 
this model were cogent and significant;20 his proposal for carrying it out, 
however, was incoherent. 

According to Kautsky, left critics of the dual power model made 
two claims: that allowing political parliaments tilts the preponderance 
of votes in favour of capitalists, and that such parliaments are talking 
shops.21 Kautsky pointed out that the exclusion of capitalists from the 
suffrage reduces the electorate by one percent or less, which is numeri-
cally negligible. He then alluded sardonically to a Spartacist who spoke 
long and hard – very long and very hard! – against tolerating a talking 
shop, in the form of the Constituent Assembly. Kautsky concluded that 
the objection against parliamentary democracy cannot be that capital-
ists have numbers nor that parliaments are talking shops. Rather, the 
problem is the capitalists’ power and influence, which derives from their 
control over the factories. So the solution is effective and comprehensive 
socialisation of the means of production. But this is precisely where the 
problems start. 

In early December 1918, following strong pressure from below, 
Ebert appointed Kautsky and Rudolf Hilferding to a Socialisation 
Commission. The Commission was a diversionary tactic; Ebert’s real 
aim was to appease popular demands for industrial democracy, without 
exacting meaningful concessions from the German capitalists.22 
Kautsky’s Commission envisaged two policies: a gradual socialisation 
of industry, beginning with coal, iron and steel, eventually expanding 
to the whole industrial sector. But it also, and simultaneously, assigned a 
subordinate political role to the councils, their sole task being to ensure 
that parliament constantly heard the voice of the workers in their class 
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organisation.23 The latter strategy of council subordination rendered 
Kautsky’s socialisation programme incoherent.

Socialisation requires a solid, vibrant, and self-confident extra-parlia-

mentary workers’ movement. This confidence can only be sustained by 
assigning a permanent role to those in whose name and interest sociali-
sation is carried out. Kautsky knew that this kind of pressure would not 
issue from parliament, party, or union; its sole source was the councils. 
It followed that even a gradualist socialisation programme required an 
institutionalised council system to exert pressure from below. Yet he 
assumed that the councils should acquiesce in their subordinate political 
role and eventual self-abolition. This, it turned out, was hardly the road 
to power.

At the end of 1918, Kautsky’s Commission issued a preliminary state-
ment, recommending the socialisation of highly monopolised industries, 
such as coal and iron.24 At the same time, the Berlin council congress 
agitated for socialisation of ‘appropriate’ industries, with emphasis 
on mining. In the grip of this revolutionary fervour, workers’ coun-
cils all over Germany set up boards with the aim of taking control of 
local mines. The January 1919 election upset these initiatives. The two 
socialist parties garnered forty-five percent of the vote; the SPD joined 
a coalition with middle-class parties. After a wave of strikes – and the 
repression of the Spartacist uprising – the German workers managed to 
force a watered-down system of co-determination for a limited number 
of industries. No part of Kautsky’s socialisation plan was implemented, 
with the exception of the coal industry. Coal was nationalised under the 
aegis of a National Coal Council, composed of state officials, workers, 
consumers, and bosses. The reticence of the SPD leadership in respect of 
socialisation, coupled with its neglect of the councils, had reinstated the 
pre-war capitalist oligarchy.

VI. Adler’s solution 

Kautsky was right about principles, but wrong about strategy. Max 
Adler, the Austro-Marxist philosopher, provided a more clear-headed 
strategic vision. Where Kautsky thought of parliament as central to the 
revolution and councils as peripheral, Adler thought the reverse. Adler’s 
idea was simple, and invoked Engels’ notion of the withering away of the 
state: as more and more tasks get performed by the councils, returning 
democratic self-government to those directly subjected to political deci-
sions, state and parliament become increasingly superfluous. For Adler, 
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the dictatorship of the proletariat is a process of gradual democratic 
re-appropriation of workplace, state and market, by the actors directly 
subjected to their workings.25

Adler developed these ideas in the midst of the Austrian revolution, 
which broke out on 30 October 1918. Broadly speaking, the Austrian 
revolution was the German revolution in slow motion: Germany’s three 
crucial months, November 1918 to January 1919, stretched out across 
two years. As in Germany, the collapse of the old imperial structures – 
in this case, the Habsburg empire – led to the creation of workers’ and 
soldiers’ councils. These featured the pyramid-like federal structure of 
the German councils and enjoyed wide popular support. The National 
Council of workers’ and soldiers’ councils, Austria’s equivalent of the 
Central Council, was a powerful political agent from the autumn of 1918 
to the spring of 1919. 

Max Adler thought it possible to sustainably combine the existence 
of the National Council with the parliament, in a system of constitu-
tionally-defined dual power. The Council was to deal with investment 
planning, finance and socialisation; it was also to have veto power over 
all decrees brought forward by the parliament. At the same time, the 
councils would agitate for a socialist majority in parliament, which 
would, in due course, produce a worker-led government. The result-
ing dual majority would begin the devolution of power to working 
people and, from there, initiate the withering away of the state.26 The 
Austrian revolution did not, however, conform to Adler’s choreogra-
phy. Rather, its choreographer-in-chief was Otto Bauer – the Austrian 
Kautsky. Bauer was secretary of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
of Austria (SDAPÖ) from 1907 and 1914 and one of its main theoreti-
cians. He was also a member of the first post-war Austrian coalition 
government and chaired its Socialisation Commission from 1918 
to 1920. Bauer agreed with Kautsky that socialisation should be the 
outcome of a nonviolent, gradual process of appropriation of the means 
of production; in early 1919, he drew up a plan to nationalise steel, iron, 
coal, and electricity, which was never implemented. The set of Bauer’s 
proposals that did make it into law – extension of unemployment 
insurance, an eight-hour working day, the creation of codetermination 
for firms with twenty employees or more – never threatened capitalist 
private property. 

It is relevant, in this connection, that Bauer followed Kautsky, in 
assigning minor and conjunctural significance to the councils. Despite, 
and because of, this neglect, the Austrian councils survived until late 
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1920, when the trade unions absorbed them. Adler repeatedly admon-
ished Bauer and the SDAPÖ leadership for that neglect: he thought 
that, unless they were insulated from union and party bureaucracies, 
the councils would dissolve or be absorbed into obscurity. And so they 
were. It was Adler, not Bauer or Kautsky, who offered the most prescient 
defence of council Erfurtianism.

In Terrorism and Communism, Trotsky disparaged council 
Erfurtianism, at once mocking Kautsky’s ‘pedantry and scholasticism’, 
as well as Adler’s ‘erudite impotence’.27 He argued that institutionalised 
dual power is undesirable and unfeasible, except as a transitional policy. 
Undesirable, because the separation of powers between councils and par-
liaments is merely the resultant of class forces: in the case of the councils, 
the power of the proletariat, and in the case of liberal parliaments, the 
power of the bourgeoisie. It follows that proletarian dictatorship must 
eventually do away with parliaments. The dual power arrangement is 
also unfeasible, because inherently unstable: eventually power must fall 
into the hands of one class. Therefore the only sustainable expression of 
proletarian rule inevitably does away with parliaments. 

Trotsky’s argument is multiply confused. For one, democratic parlia-
ments are perfectly compatible with proletarian dictatorship  – just as 
they are with bourgeois dictatorship. Indeed, proletarian rule presup-

poses such parliaments, for it presupposes those liberties that feed the 
revolutionary fire, including freedom to speak and criticise the revolu-
tionary leadership. The purpose of communist revolution, after all, is 
to abolish all manner of ruling class, not to install a new one. Trotsky’s 
instability argument, moreover, is irrelevant: it took decades – some-
times centuries – for the separation of powers to find stable expression in 
bourgeois democracies. Why should things be any different in socialist 
democracies?

VII. Roads not taken

Despite these obvious strictures, which told against council dictatorship, 
the USPD Left insisted that the National Assembly was the counterrevo-
lution. It followed, in the words of Däumig, that ‘the National Assembly 
means the councils’ death’.28 Both premise and conclusion were false. 
For the revolution’s twin tasks, anti-militarism and socialisation, were 
still within reach after the election of January 1919. And since these 
tasks would have preserved the councils – in the form of worker control 
of industry – Däumig’s conclusion was false. This section discusses how 

Socialist History 55.indd   40Socialist History 55.indd   40 13/05/2019   22:42:1513/05/2019   22:42:15



Erfurt plus Councils 41

the revolution’s twin tasks could have been implemented, from early 
1919 to the summer of 1920.

In respect of anti-militarism, success depended on who controlled the 
army and its composition. During the febrile first half of 1919, Noske 
decided to use former imperial officers, who held themselves accountable 
to Hindenburg and the Hohenzollerns. By contrast, a reunited, council-
friendly SPD could have rid itself of Ebert, Scheidemann, and Noske; it 
could have trusted the tens of thousands of democratic army volunteers 
and members of soldiers’ councils throughout Germany. Only council 
Erfurtianism could have achieved such a recruitment drive. In respect of 
the socialisation task, success depended on inroads against private prop-
erty. The Stinnes-Legien agreement of 15 November 1918 – between the 
bosses’ boss, Hugo Stinnes, and the union leader Carl Legien – recog-
nised trade unions, established an eight-hour working day, and ushered in 
‘co-determination’ for workplaces of fifty employees or more. In return, 
the unions agreed to leave production in the hands of the capitalists 
and to moderate their socialisation demands. Again: a reunited, coun-
cil-friendly SPD would have made further inroads against capital than 
Legien demanded or Stinnes allowed, by extending the ambit of council 
power beyond union-sanctioned territory. Only council Erfurtianism 
could have achieved socialisation through workers’ control.

These counterfactuals might seem wildly speculative. They are not: 
they describe visibly accessible revolutionary roads that could easily 
have been taken in 1919 and 1920. Consider two concrete examples.

Following the January 1919 election, the SPD joined a coalition with 
the middle-class parties. Council Erfurtianism continued to vegetate 
pleasantly among working-class supporters of the two socialist parties. 
In February 1919, Hilferding presented a proposal for institutionalising 
the councils, giving them the right to bring bills before the National 
Assembly and to call a referendum if the Assembly rejected them. One 
month later, his proposal became official USPD policy, as part of its 
‘Revolutionary Programme’. In theory, the institutionalisation of the 
councils could reignite working-class agitation from below; it would 
also lend grassroots support to any attempted decapitation of the SPD 
leadership – now under Scheidemann – should the opportunity arise.

The opportunity did arise. In March 1919 there was a general strike 
in Berlin. The revived Central Council of Berlin raised the old Erfurtian 
flag: it called for a SPD-USPD coalition without Scheidemann. The strike 
was a perfect avenue for diverting picket traffic into council militancy; 
all it required was socialist unity. However, reticence and vacillation 
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from the USPD Left, combined with lack of leadership on the USPD 
Right, allowed the SPD-led government to regain control of the strike. 
Something similar happened in June. The SPD’s constant concessions to 
the middle-class parties forced it to look left, to its traditional working-
class constituencies; its party congress offered to enter into negotiations 
with the USPD, in return for an official renunciation of putschism. The 
offer was, again, blocked by the USPD Left.

Ralf Hoffrogge has recently emphasised the significance of the March 
1919 strikes, whose defeat, he argues, meant the defeat of the November 
Revolution. According to Hoffrogge, the March strikes contrasted with 
both the Spartacist uprising and the short-lived council republics of 
1919,29 in that ‘a broad movement from the centre of the working class 
came together to shift the revolution’s direction one more time – and 
failed’. What Germany got, instead, was ‘cooperation between business 
owners and workers – corporatism, instead of socialism’. Hoffrogge 
thinks that the idea which ‘animated revolutionary workers in 1919’, 
including many of the strikers, was the ‘pure council system’ of Däumig 
and Müller. This idea, he claims, ‘grew into a real, though ultimately 
failed mass movement’.30

Hoffrogge is right that 1919 Germany got corporatism instead of 
socialism. But if he is also right that the March strikes brought together 
the ‘centre of the working class’, then it could not have been ‘animated’ 
by the ‘pure council system’, for few socialists advocated pure council 
rule. Indeed, those of them who read Die Freiheit – the official USPD 
paper – would have been familiar with Kautsky’s arguments against pure 
council rule, largely unaddressed by Däumig and Müller. Hoffrogge is 
right, moreover, that the March strikers’ ‘biggest source of discontent 
was the government’s foot-dragging on socialisation policy’. But now 
it surely follows that most strikers were not proponents of the pure 
council system, for, by Hoffrogge’s own admission, most socialist 
proponents of socialisation remained committed to the idea of parlia-
mentary democracy. The only way the USPD could have squared this 
particular circle was parliamentary democracy plus councils – that is, 
council Erfurtianism.

Hoffrogge’s discussion of the March strikes also resonates with the 
old Leninist idea that the main explanation of their failure was lack of 
centralised leadership.31 He writes, for example, that ‘the revolution 
had no organizational centre and no armed force to defend it’. But, pace 
Hoffrogge, the revolution did have a centre: the USPD, whose member-
ship tripled between December 1918 and March 1919 (from 100,000 to 
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300,000 members),32 was the revolution’s de facto leadership. The basis 
of that leadership was council Erfurtianism; Hilferding’s ‘Revolutionary 
Programme’ was its set of transitional demands. The pure council 
system was therefore hardly the only revolutionary strategy available 
to the March strikers. And if Kolb, Rosenberg, and Oertzen are to be 
believed, that strategy remained distinctly unattractive to the majority 
of the strikers, when compared to council Erfurtianism.

The fate of council Erfurtianism was sealed one year after the March 
strikes. In early 1920, the Weimar Assembly debated a ‘works coun-
cils’ bill. The bill was a watered-down version of employer-employee 
‘co-determination’, assigning a minor and insignificant role to the 
workers’ councils. Both USPD and KPD opposed it. A demonstration 
and strike was called for 13 January 1920, which took place outside 
the Reichstag. When a shot was fired – allegedly from the demonstra-
tors’ side – troops fired back, killing a number of strikers. Weeks of 
recriminations followed. The Army High Command, now headed by 
Walther von Lüttwitz, saw this as an opportunity to restore the old 
order. On 13 March 1920, Lüttwitz and Wolfgang Kapp, a monarchist 
parliamentarian, marched into Berlin. They were accompanied by the 
swastika-clad soldiers of the Ehrhardt Brigade, a Free Corps group pro-
fessing allegiance to Ludendorff and the empire. Kapp’s chancellorship 
lasted for four days. On 14 March the unions and all the left-wing parties 
of Germany called for a general strike. Some twelve million workers 
heeded the call, bringing the country to a standstill. The putsch col-
lapsed on 17 March, and fresh elections were called for 6 June 1920. 

The Kapp putsch strike was – and still is – the most successful strike 
in German labour history. Worker militancy and discontent were once 
again on the rise; the strike therefore cleared another path for council 
Erfurtianism. This time, the Erfurtian flag was raised by Legien, the 
trade union leader. He called for a ‘pure labour government’ between 
the two socialist parties.33 This was an opportunity to sideline the old 
SPD leadership and revive the revolution’s twin tasks of anti-militarism 
and socialisation. The USPD left once more opposed the call. This set 
in train a familiar chain of events: the SPD turned to the middle-class 
parties, which demanded ‘law and order’, which meant violent repression 
of the radicalised, anti-Kapp insurrections in Saxony, Thuringia, and 
the Ruhr. Repression, in turn, pushed the SPD into renewed wedlock 
with militarism. 

The final blow was struck at the elections of June 1920. Blaming the 
socialist parties for all the evils that militarism and the Entente had 
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showered upon them, the voters turned to the middle-class parties. 
The new Chancellor, a member of the catholic Centre Party, solemnly 
renewed his government’s vows to militarism; the capitalists were happy 
to act as groomsmen. The German revolution was spent.

VIII. Conclusion 

The revolution’s ambit of possibility was severely circumscribed by the 
influence of two pivotal figures in modern German political history: 
Bismarck and Kautsky. Bismarck had destroyed German liberal-
ism and instilled militarism into German capitalism, thereby forcing 
social democracy to shoulder the tasks of both bourgeois and proletar-
ian revolution. Kautsky, on the other hand, rubber-stamped the idea 
that parliamentarism leads to socialism into the soul of German social 
democracy, thereby leading socialists to forsake extra-parliamentary 
institutions – the councils – when they were needed most. Council 
Erfurtianism was the only revolutionary strategy that folded these 
distinct tasks, parliamentarism and worker control, into one coher-
ent political programme. By the summer of 1920, that strategy had 
been crushed between a resurgent militarism and a diffident reform-
ism. Its shattered remnants formed the frail foundations of the Weimar 
Republic.

I would like to thank Ralf Hoffrogge and Francis King for helpful written 
comments on an earlier draft.
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Socialist political thinking in 
revolutionary Ireland, 1912-1923 

Charlie McGuire

Abstract 

The Irish revolutionary period of 1912-1923 helped stimulate and 
develop the political thinking and outlook of the Irish left. During 
this period, Irish socialists and labour movement activists had to frame 
responses to the movement for independence, the responses of the 
British state, the rise of unionism, and the threat of partition. There 
was consensus within the Irish left on the existence of the Irish nation, 
the need for some degree of independence and a strident opposition 
to partition. In the period prior to 1916, it did appear as though Irish 
labour was preparing itself to challenge both unionism and national-
ism for political leadership of the country as a whole. In the aftermath 
of the Easter Rising, however, the Irish left allowed the republican 
movement to monopolise leadership of the independence struggle. This 
resulted in the marginalisation of Irish Labour in the south and made 
it more difficult for activists to resist the pan-class unionist movement 
in the north.

Key words: Ireland, socialism, labour, revolution

This paper examines socialist and labour movement political thinking 
on the national question, during the period of the Irish Revolution. It 
focuses on attitudes towards independence, imperialism, republican-
ism, partition, and unionism. There was a diversity of views within the 
Irish left on certain of these issues, particularly the relationship with 
Irish republicanism and republican organisations. For much of the time, 
it was inconsistent and hesitant on the question of how it should orien-
tate itself towards the demand for a thirty-two-county Irish republic 
and the organisations making this demand. Even within those sections 
of the left that generally supported republican aims and objectives, 
there was no real unanimity on the nature of the support to be offered. 
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Notwithstanding this, however, this paper will argue that during the 
Irish revolutionary period, all Irish left political organisations shared 
a number of ideological strands, which straddled nation and class. 
Firstly, there was the fact of the Irish nation. All operated on the basis 
that Ireland was a single nation, separate from Britain. They did not 
consider that Ireland was composed of more than one nation, and did 
not doubt the historical basis of the claim to nationhood. Secondly, as 
a nation, Ireland had the right to national self-determination. There 
was consensus that the present constitutional arrangement, of direct 
rule from London, was unsatisfactory. Opinions varied on the ques-
tion of an Irish republic, but all accepted there ought to be an Irish 
parliament in Dublin. Thirdly, there was opposition to partition. The 
Irish Left viewed partition as having a potentially catastrophic effect 
on Irish working class interests. The measure would weaken all labour 
organisations and effectively ruin any prospect of an all-Ireland labour 
movement. It was because of this that the Irish left emerged as perhaps 
the strongest source of opposition to partition. Of course none of this 
is to argue that all trade unionists in Ireland supported home rule or 
independence or opposed partition; indeed in Belfast, the majority were 
unionist and remained firmly opposed to independence. But the union-
ist position was not supported by any independent political organisation 
of Labour during the period of the Irish revolution. Those advocating 
unionism did so through the Ulster Unionist Party. The revolutionary 
years were years of great promise and achievement for Irish Labour, but 
the actual outcome of the processes represented defeat for them, one 
arguably from which they did not recover. 

Immediately prior to the period we are examining, there had been a 
struggle within the Irish labour movement, between those who accepted 
the lead of nationalist MPs such as J.P. Nannetti, and viewed the Irish 
Parliamentary Party (IPP) as the natural political vehicle for achiev-
ing social reform,1 and two stronger factions: William Walker and his 
Belfast colleagues, who were in thrall to British Labour organisationally 
and politically;2 and a socialist-republican tendency which dominated 
Dublin Trades Council (DTC) and advocated a politically independ-
ent Irish Labour movement, which would challenge nationalism and 
unionism, in pursuit of an Irish socialist republic. Key developments 
in the generation of this latter tendency were the formation of the 
ITGWU by Jim Larkin in 1909, and the return of James Connolly from 
the USA a year or so later. Larkin and Connolly were very different, in 
terms of personality and leadership style, but their political thinking 
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was remarkably similar. Both shared the same conception of the Irish 
revolution, that it was national and social. While Connolly argued 
that ‘Irish freedom’ was not compatible with ‘those insidious forms of 
economic subjection – landlord tyranny, capitalist fraud and unclean 
usury; baneful fruits of the Norman Conquest’,3 Larkin stressed that 
he not only stood for ‘freedom from political and military slavery ... but 
also from a more degraded slavery, economic or wage slavery’.4 Both 
derided the IPP as a bourgeois organisation that had ‘never represented 
the workers’,5 and that a choice between this organisation and the ‘reac-
tionaries’ of Irish unionism was ‘almost a choice between the devil and 
the deep blue sea’.6 Connolly and Larkin were also of the view that the 
Irish working class was the Irish nation, and the political task of the day 
was the formation of independent Irish labour organisations, including 
an Irish Labour Party. It was strengthened in 1912 both by the planned 
Home Rule Bill, which seemed to place on the agenda the establish-
ment of an Irish parliament, and by William Walker’s retirement from 
politics. This allowed the socialist republicans finally to sweep aside the 
combined opposition of the British labourites and IPP sympathisers. 
They also gained support from a layer of the Belfast labour move-
ment, including some of its leading figures on Belfast Trades Council. 
At the ITUC conference that year,7 congress would agree the histori-
cally significant step of forming a separate political party. Divisions 
would remain but from that point onwards those who supported Irish 
self-government and independent Irish Labour representation held the 
upper hand within the movement and were responsible for charting its 
future course.

The socialist-republican project was disrupted, however, by the 
prospect of partition, which was floated by the British government in 
early 1914. Connolly’s famous prediction that partition would generate 
a ‘carnival of reaction’ was an argument based primarily on class con-
siderations; he was concerned about the impact the measure would have 
on Irish workers and feared it would ‘destroy’ the ‘oncoming unity of 
the labour movement’.8 These class-based fears were accompanied with 
sharp attacks on what Connolly considered to be the false national-
ism of the Home Rulers who had reluctantly accepted the measure, and 
the cynicism of the Ulster Unionist bourgeoisie, who stood to benefit 
from it. Connolly predicted that in the event of a home rule plebiscite, 
the IPP leaders would soon be touring the north-east in disingenuous 
fashion, seeking to get votes against the region’s exclusion from the pro-
visions of the act: 
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[Redmond and Devlin will be] letting loose floods of oratory 
[designed to delude] the workers into forgetting the real crime, 
viz, consenting to make the unity of the Irish nation a subject to 
be decided by the votes of the most bigoted and passion-blinded 
reactionaries in these four counties where such reactionaries are in a 
majority. The betrayal is agreed upon...the vote is only a subterfuge 
to hide the grossness of the betrayal.9

Connolly’s analysis of partition is well known, but he was not alone 
in his opposition. The Irish labour movement as a whole was aware of 
the dangers posed by partition and strongly opposed it. Class interests 
were central to the thinking. For example, in March 1914, a meeting of 
the ITUC Parliamentary Committee registered its ‘dismay and anger at 
the attempt to divide Ulster from the rest of Ireland under the proposed 
amendment of the Home Rule Bill’. Partition would, the statement con-
tinued, ‘intensify the divisions ... and destroy all our hopes of uniting 
the workers of Ulster with those of Munster, Leinster, and Connaught, 
on the basis of their industrial and economic interests’.10 On 5 April, 
the unions organised a mass labour demonstration in Dublin against 
partition, describing the proposed separation of the ‘Ulster democ-
racy’ from that of the rest of Ireland as a ‘dire calamity’. This event was 
attended by labour movement activists from all over Ireland, including 
Belfast. One of the main speakers was D.R. ‘Davy’ Campbell, a former 
president, secretary and founding-member of Belfast Trades Council 
(BTC). Although not sharing his revolutionary socialism, Campbell 
was still influenced by Connolly’s ideas and the political strategy he 
had embarked upon after his move to Belfast in 1910.11 Campbell sup-
ported Connolly in his debate with Walker over the future of Labour 
organisation in Ireland and also backed the affiliation of Larkin’s 
ITGWU to the ITUC, at a time when that proposal was being resisted 
by the British-based unions.12 He believed that the trade union move-
ment in Belfast should be part of an all-Ireland labour movement and 
supported Irish independence. All of this was threatened by partition. 
In his speech at the rally, Campbell criticised Redmond for conceding 
on partition and also referred to a public meeting held by BTC a few 
days earlier, at which ‘the organised workers of Belfast ranged them-
selves with their comrades of Dublin on the side of a united Ireland’.13 
Whatever the credibility of that latter claim – as we will see below, it 
was a claim keenly contested by other trade unionists in Belfast – there 
can be no doubt that many northern Labour movement activists saw 
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partition as the worst possible outcome of the political crisis in Ireland. 
In 1914, the ITUC voted eighty-four to two against partition. There 
were around twenty northern delegates at the Congress, showing the 
degree to which they opposed the measure.14 In fact, so concerned were 
the Belfast labour leaders that, like Connolly himself, they made it clear 
that in a straight choice between further delaying home rule, or avoid-
ing partition, Irish Labour must choose the latter.15 

Opposition to partition would remain a central feature of Labour 
politics throughout the entire period of the Irish revolution. There are 
numerous examples of speeches, or resolutions, or articles in newspa-
pers, and throughout most of them, we find similar arguments – that 
Ireland is one, that partition will dismember the country, and that par-
tition is an attempt to weaken the Irish working class, by creating a 
permanent division in its ranks. A good example of this is the comment 
made by Labour councillor James Logue, at a meeting of Derry 
Corporation in the summer of 1921, which was specially convened to 
discuss partition. Logue stated that he was opposed to any division in 
the working class movement in the country and that ‘from the point of 
view of labour, Cork was essential to Belfast and Belfast to Cork. He 
argued that unity of labour was necessary to maintain even the modest 
degree of ‘elevation’ that had been achieved in working class living 
standards in recent years. Logue went onto praise the achievements of 
the trade unions in Belfast, pointing out that it was the only city in 
Ireland where any section of the working class had a forty-four-hour 
week, and that their input would be crucial in improving conditions 
throughout the south and west. He concluded by describing the divi-
sion as a false one, which had been ‘manufactured’ by a ‘small band of 
employers’ in the north.16 Logue’s belief that partition was a ruse by 
the Ulster industrialists and the British elites to head off any prospect 
of workers’ unity remained widely held in the Irish labour movement; 
indeed, at the ILPTUC conference held that same week, a leading Irish 
labour figure, Cathal O’Shannon, rubbished partition as a measure 
‘destructive to the growing power of Irish labour and an attempt to 
prevent Ulster workers from partaking of the fruits of the struggle 
against Irish landlordism and capital’.17

Partition was a serious blow to the hopes of the Irish left but worse 
was to follow when war broke out a few months later. However, if the 
First World War would serve to create a harsh political climate that 
made class-based political activity more difficult to organise, it also had 
the effect of sharpening the political thinking of the Irish left. This 
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was particularly so in relation to imperialism. Connolly and the Irish 
left clearly saw the war as an imperialist conflict. Connolly argued that 
it was a response by British imperialism to its own economic decline, 
likening its conflict with Germany to that of a ‘doddering old miser 
confronted with a lusty youth, a miser whose only hope is to purchase 
the limbs and bodies of others in order to protect her stolen proper-
ties’.18 The ILPTUC became the only western European trade union 
federation to view the war as an imperialist conflict.19 In Dublin, the 
unions were at the heart of what would eventually become a vibrant 
anti-war movement. The war exposed John Redmond’s support for the 
British Empire, his view that it was ‘an instrument of civilisation’,20 
and his long-held belief that Ireland should play a part in its adminis-
tration and maintenance. Redmond’s decision to encourage the Irish 
Volunteers to enlist in British colours and the IPP’s recruiting activi-
ties in Belfast further widened the gap between the politics of home 
rule nationalism and the politics of Irish Labour and created space for 
the anti-imperialism of the Irish Left to come to the fore. Connolly, 
in particular, repeatedly made the connection between Redmond and 
British imperialism, excoriating the IPP leader for his desire to ‘deliver 
the goods for the Empire’ in the shape of young Irish recruits to the 
British army.21 In one blistering article published in November 1915, 
Connolly noted:

Mr Redmond and his followers tell us that it is useless to struggle 
against the empire, that we should devote all our powers to the task 
of pleasing the government by services to the Empire. That we might 
win by favours what we cannot gain by struggling and that the sole 
hope of Ireland is to win reward by giving pleasure ... is a prostitute’s 
argument ... was ever a nation so beset by its enemies? Was ever a 
nation so betrayed by its friends?22

In October 1915, DTC issued a statement, stating that while it would 
not prevent those who had ‘zeal for the British Empire’ from fighting 
abroad, it was calling upon the organised workers of Ireland to join 
either the citizen army or Irish volunteers as the best way to avoid 
conscription.23 BTC also adopted an anti-war position, describing con-
scription as ‘yoke’ around the neck of all workers and calling instead for 
the ‘conscription of wealth’.24

By this stage, Connolly had become convinced of the need for a 
rising in Ireland and was secretly working to achieve that goal. Class 
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considerations were prime. To return to his metaphor, Connolly feared 
that if the ‘miser’ could purchase enough limbs of others, it might defeat 
the ‘youth’, stave off its decline and rule Ireland for another genera-
tion. That was bad enough. What made it worse was the fate awaiting 
Irish workers in such a dispensation. Connolly feared that the power of 
the British state was increasing in Ireland, threatening the hard-fought 
but precariously-held liberties of the working class.25 Newspapers were 
regularly suppressed and Liberty Hall, HQ of the ITGWU and ‘citadel 
of the Irish labour movement’ was attacked by the police.26 Added to 
this was the constant threat of conscription, which was introduced in 
Britain in January 1916, and the morale-sapping reality of economic 
conscription, where, Connolly claimed, workers were being laid off 
in order to force them to join the army.27 That Connolly saw it as an 
age of blood and iron, opening up revolutionary socialist possibilities 
was made clear in two letters he sent to Scottish socialist leader Arthur 
McManus in Glasgow in late 1915-early 1916. Only one of these letters, 
written on 23 November 1915, has survived, but it is worth re-printing 
extracts here because of the insight it offers into Connolly’s political 
thinking at this crucial stage in his life. Writing to inform McManus 
that he would be unable to accept an invitation to speak at an anti-
conscription meeting in Glasgow, Connolly stated:

Every moment in Dublin now is full of tragic possibilities as our 
beneficent Government is becoming daily more high handed in its 
methods, and my presence is required here in constant watchfulness. 
Hence with regret, I must decline your kind invitation, and send you 
instead this message to yourself and all comrades who refuse to be 
led astray to fight the battles of the ruling capitalist class. Tell them 
that we in Ireland will not have conscription, let the law say what it 
likes. We know our rulers: we know their power, and their ruthless-
ness, we experience every day. We know they can force us to fight 
whether we wish to or not, but we know also that no force in their 
possession can decide for us where we will fight. That remains for us 
to decide; and we have no intention of shedding our blood abroad for 
our masters. Rather we will elect to shed it if need be in a battle for 
the conquest of our freedom at home.28

McManus pointed out that in the second letter, written at the end of 
January 1916, but later seized by Scotland Yard after he was arrested 
in 1917, ‘the one consoling fact to [Connolly], which stood out in the 
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Government’s policies of persecution, was the potentialities of Social 
Revolution which their action developed’ and concluded that ‘Jim 
Connolly was the first socialist I had met who actually worked for the 
Revolution and dreamt of its immediate possibility!!!’.29 The import 
of these letters is clear. Connolly was convinced that the government 
was ‘becoming daily more high handed in its methods’ and in threat-
ening to introduce conscription, was driving Ireland to the point of a 
revolt which had ‘potentialities of social revolution’. With this analysis 
at hand, Connolly’s decision to rise in 1916 becomes understandable.

No Irish labour movement organisation supported Connolly’s 
actions in 1916. In Dublin, where the trades council was strongly influ-
enced by republicanism, and where Connolly had been in control of 
the ITGWU and ICA, support was not forthcoming. In Belfast, where 
the local trades council was led by activists who had been influenced 
by Connolly, there was a strong and understandable reluctance to say 
anything publicly about the Rising.30 Recent research on Irish atti-
tudes towards the rising has suggested that the shift in public opinion 
towards the republicans took place earlier than had previously been 
believed.31 In fact, the tide of public opinion may have already begun to 
turn against Redmond even before Easter 1916.32 This makes it likely 
that by the autumn of 1916, there was already a growing sympathy to 
the Rising and republicanism more generally within the labour move-
ment, at rank-and-file level. However, at leadership level, Labour was 
unwilling to take such a position. Behind this, there was an understand-
able fear of British repression, but also some clear ideological factors. In 
August 1916, at its first post-Rising gathering, the ITUCLP met at Sligo 
and adopted what Desmond Greaves described as a ‘facing both ways’ 
stance of sympathy for the dead both of Easter Week and the trenches 
of France and Belgium.33 Labour leader, Tom Johnson, went further, 
expressing his personal support for the British war effort, binding it 
to the victory of freedom the world over. This stance of Johnson was 
well in line with his political training and background. He was, as his 
biographer informs us, a socialist of ILP vintage,34 and one who shared 
many of the preconceptions within the socialist movement of his native 
England. As O’Connor pointed out, the Labour leader ‘assumed a 
tension between nationalism and socialism’ and treated Ireland’s right 
to self-determination ‘as if it were an item of foreign policy’.35 The other 
powerful figure in the leadership of Irish Labour was William O’Brien, 
the acting secretary of the ITGWU and Vice-Chairman of the Labour 
party. O’Brien was a close friend of Connolly. For reasons that were 

Socialist History 55.indd   54Socialist History 55.indd   54 13/05/2019   22:42:1613/05/2019   22:42:16



Socialist political thinking in revolutionary Ireland, 1912-1923 55

initially different to those of Johnson, but which had the same ultimate 
effect, O’Brien too opted Labour out of the independence movement, 
consigning it to a position of follower rather than leader of the national 
struggle. O’Brien was influenced by Connolly’s syndicalism and he 
appreciated the socialist potentialities of industrial unionism. He had, 
as O’Connor Lysaght has pointed out, ‘learnt, with Connolly’s aid, 
that the means to their desired end was through building the workers’ 
organisations within the shell of the political state’.36 But Connolly’s 
syndicalism had been combined with the promotion of a militant class 
consciousness, designed to fire the Irish working class to the head of the 
independence movement. His basic beliefs about the dual nature of the 
Irish struggle and his own revolutionary approach were not adopted by 
O’Brien. A syndicalist without a revolutionary attitude or approach, 
O’Brien would soon become the trade union bureaucrat par excellence, 
insulated by the machinery he put in place from the rising levels of 
political and industrial militancy. 

In this period after 1916, Irish labour would become far more pow-
erful. Trade union membership rocketed,37 and many strikes and 
occupations were organised that shook the British state to its core. In 
April 1918 there was a one-day general strike against conscription; the 
year 1919 witnessed the Limerick Soviet;38 the following year saw the 
munitions railway boycott, which was perhaps the most significant and 
bitterly-fought struggle between the British state and the Irish labour 
movement throughout the entire revolutionary period;39 while in 1922 
alone there would be over eighty workplace occupations throughout 
Ireland.40 Clearly, then, Labour had many opportunities to play a 
more leading political role during this period, but two points need to 
be made in order to explain its rather toothless status in post-revolu-
tionary Ireland. Firstly, Labour did not view the national question as 
an integral feature of the political terrain in Ireland and did not frame 
its programme in accordance with this reality. Instead, it considered 
the national question as an unwelcome obstacle that needed to be over-
come, in order for normal, British-style left-right politics to develop. 
Secondly, it looked to Sinn Fein to clear away this obstacle and from 
1918 onwards, acted as a tail-end to the republican revolutionaries. As 
it made clear in the 1918 General Election, when justifying its deci-
sion to withdraw, Labour did not wish to challenge Sinn Fein’s claim to 
speak for the Irish nation. The party supported Irish independence, but 
never put this to the fore of its programme, preferring to focus on social 
and economic issues, which it considered to be separate to the national 
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question. Congress never recognised Dáil Éireann, being fearful that 
such a move might invite British repression and threaten the unity of 
trade unionism in the north. But it made it equally clear that it would 
not be taking part in any struggle for political leadership in Ireland, for 
the duration of the Irish revolution. 

The post-1918 revolutionary left adopted a different stance in relation 
to the national independence struggle. This section of the left moved 
through different phases and for a period was controlled by some of the 
same leaders who wielded power within the broader Irish labour move-
ment. But in October 1921, it eventually took on a new organisational 
form and became the first Communist Party of Ireland (CPI). The 
political ideology of the CPI was Connollyite, which was perhaps not 
surprising, given the prominent role played in this party by Connolly’s 
son, Roddy. But aspects of Irish communist political thinking were also 
innovative, in that they applied these ideas to a political context very 
different to that which had obtained during James Connolly’s life. This 
was especially the case in relation to the Treaty. The CPI was the first 
political organisation to oppose the Treaty, describing it as a ‘hollow 
mockery of freedom’ and predicting ‘civil war and social hell’ if it was 
accepted.41 In two lengthy articles, which were carried over several edi-
tions of the Workers Republic during 1922-1923,42 Connolly depicted the 
Free State as a ‘puppet’ state of British imperialism. The social base of 
the state was the upper stratum of the Irish bourgeoisie, a class that was 
too weak to defeat the British but one that was ‘interested in imperialist 
exploitation of the Dominions, India, the Far East etc., and tied by divi-
dend coupons to the fortunes of the British Empire’.43 The departure of 
the nationalist stratum of the Irish bourgeoisie from the revolutionary 
movement into what was effectively an alliance with the British and 
the unionists had sabotaged the republican movement and strengthened 
British rule throughout Ireland. The context in which the CPI placed 
the Treaty was inspired also by Russian Bolshevism. It believed the 
British empire to be ‘rocking’, and predicted it would be ‘broken and 
crushed in India, and destroyed in Egypt’. The Comintern analysis, of 
an impending war between the USA and Britain was invoked, and it 
would be as a pawn of imperialism that Irish Free State would now be 
placed. The pro-Treaty section of the IRA would become the ‘watch-
dog’ of the English capitalists, helping to ‘enslave millions under the 
Union Jack’.44 I have argued previously that the political ideology of 
the first CPI not only informed the outlook of the socialist republican 
IRA in the late 1920s-early 1930s, but can also be regarded as an early 
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contribution to the development of what would become the Marxist 
theory of neo-colonialism.45 However, if the analysis of the CPI was 
very different to that of the ILPTUC, the party also found the question 
of how it should relate to republicanism troublesome and divisive. For 
much of its short history, CPI political strategy was based on an accept-
ance of republican leadership of the national struggle. Partly as a result 
of its own analysis of the IRA as potentially a proletarian army, partly 
at the behest of the Comintern, which wanted a broad, anti-imperialist 
front established in Ireland, in order to upset and weaken the power 
of its most aggressive enemy,46 and partly in recognition of its own 
tiny nature, the CPI would subordinate itself to the IRA, and, unlike 
Labour, would later support it during the civil war, joining the fighting 
itself, before its eventual dissolution by the Comintern as an organisa-
tion in 1924.47 But this subordination was divisive and arguments for a 
more independent class-based strategy were also repeatedly made. All 
Irish communists accepted the need for an orientation towards the anti-
Treaty IRA; precisely how close they should get to the republicans was 
always the devil in that particular detail. 

For very different reasons then, the Irish Marxists and the social 
democrats both supported Irish self-determination and accepted that 
this particular struggle should be led by republicans. They had differ-
ent conceptions of what constituted freedom in Ireland, but were both 
of the view that republicans would provide the spearhead and much 
of the muscle in the struggle against British rule. Another aspect of 
political thinking they had in common was their analysis of unionism 
and loyalism. Both regarded unionism simply as a reactionary ideology, 
disseminated from above by the orange capitalists, supported by the 
British, and designed to prevent protestant workers from unifying with 
their catholic counterparts. Arguably, this apparent lack of understand-
ing of unionism and Labour’s subordination to Sinn Fein would have 
implications for the future of the labour movement in the north, and it 
is to labour in the north, specifically Belfast that I now want to turn. 

Competing ideologies were in evidence within Belfast trade union-
ism during this period. There was a minority section that aligned itself 
with the rest of the Irish labour movement. This faction was composed 
mainly of protestant activists, many of whom were part of BTC, and 
the Belfast Labour Party, which was formed by the trades council and 
remnants from the old Independent Labour Party branches in 1918. As 
we have noted above, these activists had been influenced to a degree 
by Connolly. Their main concern in this period was partition and they 
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were active in organising meetings and events designed to highlight the 
dangers the measure posed to working class interests all over the country. 
The Belfast labour activists also remained opposed to conscription and 
in 1918 BTC endorsed a resolution passed by Bradford Trades Council, 
which described conscription in Ireland as a ‘monstrous injustice’.48 
They were central to the organising of two anti-conscription meetings 
in Belfast in April of that year, the second of which was broken up 
by large crowds of loyalists.49 The national question posed them more 
difficulties and was dealt with in a cautious fashion. D.R. Campbell 
sought to distance Labour from Sinn Fein but did indicate publicly that 
a solution might be found on the basis of dominion home rule in an 
unpartitioned Ireland. He did not feel that it would be possible to move 
beyond this position at that point in Belfast. That this appeared to be 
the view of some of the other northern labour leaders could be seen in 
1917, when Belfast Trades Council was part of a wider Belfast Labour 
delegation to the Irish Convention, established by Horace Plunkett. 
The majority of this delegation, which including some who would later 
stand in elections for Belfast Labour, signed a statement which advo-
cated such a political dispensation.50

The Belfast socialists generally maintained this position thereaf-
ter. There was concern at Labour’s deference towards Sinn Fein in the 
south. The party’s decision to withdraw from the 1918 general election 
was criticised by northern activists. Campbell, for example, rejected the 
leadership’s view that a peace-time election was in any way different to 
a war-time one, while other Belfast delegates expressed their disbelief 
that a Labour body would lie down to Sinn Fein in this fashion.51 As 
the election drew near, Belfast Labour Party decided to act and eventu-
ally candidates were ran in four strongly unionist wards – Pottinger, 
Victoria, Shankill and Cromac. In their pre-election meetings, the 
candidates focused mainly on social and economic questions. For 
example, they called for the extension of the medical benefits of the 
National Insurance Act to Ireland and also made the case for a 41-hour 
working week. With this latter demand, they were tapping into a griev-
ance that would soon precipitate a general strike in the city. The party 
also took a strong anti-war position, which was a courageous stance to 
adopt in Belfast. At one meeting, Sam Kyle pointed out how ‘twenty 
men in Europe had made twenty million homes desolate’ and that the 
same thing would happen again ‘unless there was a federation of the 
working classes’.52 There was a reluctance to engage in discussions on 
the national question. At one pre-election meeting, Labour candidate, 
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James Freeland was asked his views ‘on the Union’. Freeland deflected 
the question with humour, saying that as far as he was aware the (poor 
law) Union was situated on the Lisburn Road and that he hoped it 
‘would soon disappear’.53 At the same time, however, at least three of 
the four Labour candidates were known to be pro-independence. The 
unionist press reminded its readers that one of four, Robert Waugh, 
had been part of the Labour delegation that ‘had signed a Home Rule 
declaration at the recent Irish Convention’.54 Another of the candi-
dates, Samuel Porter, who stood for Labour in the Pottinger ward, 
made his own views clear. In language that showed the influence of 
recent international events on the discourses around Irish independ-
ence, Porter called for the ‘the fullest measure of self-government, in 
accordance with the principle of self-determination of nations, as laid 
down by President Wilson and accepted by the Allies’.55 Sam Kyle, who 
stood for Labour in the Shankill and was probably the best known of all 
the candidates, had previously stated his support for an Irish workers’ 
republic.56 Labour won no seats at this election, but they did receive 
an impressive average twenty-two per cent of the vote across the four 
seats, and over 12,000 votes in total. It would be wrong to claim this as 
evidence that a significant section of the protestant working class were 
accepting of Irish independence, but it does show quite clearly that they 
were not all behind the Ulster Unionist Party. Several of these Belfast 
socialists would soon be involved in the famous forty-four-hours strike 
of January 1919. This included strike leader, Charles McKay, who had 
also been a signatory to the Irish Convention report. A few months 
later, they organised the biggest May-Day workers’ demonstration in 
the city’s history, involving over 100,000 people. The high-point of 
Belfast Labour was reached the following January, at the corporation 
elections, when twelve candidates were elected after receiving 17,000 
first-preference votes. This made Labour the official opposition to the 
unionists and led directly to the latter abolishing proportional repre-
sentation for local elections, in order to prevent a repeat occurrence. 

Thereafter Belfast Labour toiled in a complex political situation of 
rising unemployment, constitutional crisis, revolution and lethal sec-
tarian violence. The major set-back of this period was the expulsion of 
around 5,500 catholic workers and 1,850 protestant trade unionists from 
their workplaces, which was accompanied with weeks of street rioting 
and murders.57 These expulsions were fomented by loyalist groups, 
including the Belfast Protestant Association and the Ulster Unionist 
Labour Association. The Belfast socialists understood the expulsions 
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not simply as acts of extreme anti-catholic violence, but as an attack on 
their own organisations and progressive socialist ideas generally. They 
believed that the violence had been orchestrated by the unionist leaders, 
with the aim of wrecking the prospects of workers’ unity that had 
begun to develop in the 1919-20 period. This can be seen in the appeal 
which accompanied the establishment of an expelled workers fund in 
August 1920. It was noted here that the expulsions had not been carried 
out by ordinary workers, but by backward elements whose ‘religious 
and political rancour’ made them ‘ready instruments’ for the stirring of 
sectarian hatreds. ‘But the wire pulling and the instigation’ the appeal 
continued, ‘were the work of a political and capitalistic caucus who 
sought to break up the ranks of Labour. Their plan was the ol d one: 
Divide and Conquer’.58 In the months that followed the expulsions, 
many of the Belfast labour leaders were involved in expelled workers 
relief fund activity. They spoke at numerous trade union meetings in 
Ireland and especially Britain, in an unsuccessful attempt to secure the 
meaningful backing of the British TUC for the expelled workers. Their 
analysis of the expulsions did not change. For example, James Baird, 
a member of the boilermakers’ society, and prominent Belfast Labour 
councillor offered the following comments at the 1921 British TUC 
conference:

Every man who was prominently known in the Labour movement, 
who was known as an ILPer, was expelled from his work just the same 
as the rebel Sinn Feiners. To show their love of the ILP, they burnt 
our hall in North Belfast. The Chairman of our Central branch had 
to flee to Glasgow for his life. The secretary had to fly all the way to 
London. The district chairman of the AEU, a very quiet and moder-
ate Labour man was beaten not once but two or three times because 
he persisted in returning to his work. A member of the executive of 
the joiners society was also expelled. He was not a catholic and was 
also a moderate Labour man.59

 
At a meeting in South London later in the year, two campaigners, one of 
whom was the prominent ex-orangeman turned socialist, John Hanna, 
were quoted by the Belfast News Letter as saying that that they had been 
driven from their jobs because they supported an Irish Republic, and 
that they would not be satisfied until such a republic was established.60

Between July 1920 and July 1922, 453 people were killed in Belfast 
and around 23,000 of the city’s 93,000 Catholics were forced out of 
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their homes.61 Belfast Labour could not function in this environment 
and decided not to stand in the inaugural Northern Ireland Parliament 
elections in 1921. Four independent Labour candidates did run, but 
were physically prevented from holding meetings. The best-known 
example of this took place at the Ulster Hall on 17 May, when a group 
of loyalists headed by the Ulster Ex-Servicemen’s Association and 
the British Empire Union attacked a meeting planned by three of the 
four candidates, Baird, Hanna, and Harry Midgley. Notwithstanding 
these difficulties, during the election, the Labour candidates remained 
supportive of Irish independence and Irish unity and continued to rep-
resent partition as a sectarian ruse concocted by the Unionist leaders 
to gain political support: ‘We are completely against partition. It is an 
unworkable stupidity, as the inner circle of wire-pullers well know, but 
it is considered good enough to fight an election on ... the interests of 
the workers of Ireland are politically and economically one’.62 

However, the socialists associated with Belfast Trades Council and 
the Belfast Labour Party were a minority voice within Belfast trade 
unionism. Throughout the revolutionary period, they would be opposed 
by a labour unionism that was ideologically, and in the political field 
organisationally, indistinguishable from mainstream Ulster Unionism. 
Previous manifestations of labour unionism had taken place through 
the medium of independent orangeism and had been more autonomous 
and troublesome for the unionist elites, especially during the period of 
Tory ‘constructive unionism’ at the turn of the century. However the 
emergence of the unionists from the shadow of the Conservative Party 
and the forging of a stronger and more cohesive pan-class alliance in the 
years following the formation of the Ulster Unionist Council in 1905 
had neutralised independent orangeism, stripping away its autonomy, 
strengthening the control of the Ulster Unionist leaders and official 
Orange Order.63 During the revolutionary period, there would be 
several highpoints of labour unionist activity. In 1912, the first round 
of expulsions of catholic workers and protestant trade unionists was 
accompanied with the establishment of unionist working men’s clubs 
in the Belfast shipyards and engineering shops. In April 1914, a mass 
meeting of several thousand protestant workers took place at the Ulster 
Hall, expressing opposition to home rule and repudiating the political 
leadership of the local trades council. Labour unionism was institu-
tionalised in 1918 into two bogus labour organisations, the Ulster 
Unionist Labour Association, (UULA) and the Ulster Workers Union, 
(UWU) – the former was a clear attempt at formalising hegemony over 
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the protestant working class by Edward Carson, while the latter was an 
attempt by a well-known labour unionist, James Turkington, to estab-
lish a sectarian rival to the ITGWU. Again, in 1920, labour unionism 
played a central role during the larger and more politically significant 
round of workplace expulsions. 

Labour unionist political thinking had a number of features. It dis-
puted the right of organisations such as BTC to speak for protestant 
workers; for example at a meeting in 1914, Turkington claimed that 
BTC represented only one-fifth of Belfast trade unionists and was 
the ‘tool of the socialist home rulers and puppet of the United Irish 
League’.64 The ideology was class collaborationist and imperialist. 
At one pre-election meeting in Strandtown Unionist Club in Belfast 
in 1918, UULA candidate Thompson Donald reflected warmly on 
the ‘wonderful assistance’ that ‘our colonies’ had given the ‘mother 
country in her hour of need’, and how they must be accorded their 
share of representation in the future when imperial matters were being 
discussed. Donald stressed that ‘Ulster’ must never in the future allow 
any measure that was calculated to benefit the community be limited to 
Scotland, England and Wales.65 A few days earlier, the same speaker had 
praised shipyard owner Frank Workman as an ‘admirable employer’, 
before expressing his ‘abhorrence’ at strikes and his belief that ‘labour 
and capital should go hand in hand’.66 Three years later, in the run-up 
to the Belfast Parliament elections, a well-known labour unionist and 
shipwright, William Grant, criticised independent Labour candidates 
for attempting to split the protestant electorate, assuring protestant 
voters that their interests would be best served by the four unionist 
candidates, because they were evenly selected from the ranks of capital 
and labour.67 

Labour unionism did have something of a material basis. It rested on 
a reading of the uneven development of the Irish economy, the perceived 
social and economic interests of the protestant working class and the 
dependent relationship of the Belfast economy to the British economy. 
For example, at the Ulster Hall rally in 1914, there were references to 
how Home Rule would rob protestant workers of the protection of a 
parliament, under which Belfast had become one of the most prosper-
ous and important manufacturing and commercial cities of the empire 
and place it in the hands of protectionists and agriculturalists who did 
not understand and would be indifferent to Ulster’s industrial pro-
gress.68 Edward Carson in particular tended to stress this particular 
threat when addressing labour unionist gatherings. On occasion, he 
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could go as far as to warn protestant workers that the rights and ben-
efits and improvements they had obtained as part of the British labour 
movement (rarely supported by the Ulster Unionists, it has to be said!) 
would perish under home rule.69

In keeping with unionist and conservative discourses more gener-
ally,70 the labour unionists also tended to present republicanism and 
communism as one and the same. But they went further and connected 
this to their labour opponents in Belfast. During the 1921 Northern 
Ireland parliament elections, West Belfast UULA candidate, Harry 
Burn, dismissed his Labour Party rival, John Hanna, as a ‘Bolshevist’, 
arguing that ‘unionist Labour was quite capable of representing the 
unionist working men and women better than any socialist or any 
of those who stood for an unpartitioned Ireland’. In North Belfast, 
William Grant argued that there was an alliance between Belfast labour 
and Sinn Fein, ‘that the Bolshevik movement and Sinn Fein were one’ 
and that they had allied to ‘cause trouble to unionism in Belfast’.71 In 
East Belfast, Thompson Donald pointed out how he had been opposed 
in that constituency by a combined force of ‘Sinn Feiners and Red flag-
gers’ but vowed that unionism would ‘fight to the finish’ against them.72 

Unionism continued to exert a strong grip over the protestant working 
class. There was no appetite for the weak, Ulster-only trade unionism 
advocated by Turkington’s UWU, but this was not surprising, given the 
manner in which that organisation was used by employers to introduce 
scab labour and weaken bona-fide trade union organisation.73 Trade 
unionism within the shipbuilding and engineering industries remained 
British in organisation and unionist in political outlook. Most branches 
of those unions were not affiliated to the local trades council. In May 
1918, a deputation travelled to London, to express the opposition of 
protestant trade unionists to home rule. A large meeting of Belfast 
workers was duly held shortly afterwards which expressed support for 
this ‘most emphatic protest’ against home rule. In another sign of the 
divides within the Belfast working class, this particular meeting went 
onto strongly endorse conscription, calling for its immediate introduc-
tion in Ireland.74 But labour unionist ideology throughout this period 
remained indistinguishable from that of Ulster unionism. There was 
never any critique of the social policies of the Ulster Unionists, and 
no attempt even to resurrect William Walker’s effort at a politically 
independent labour unionism of many years earlier. Instead, it would 
remain part of the unionist bloc, under the control of the unionist 
leaders. Labour unionism and the UULA had mixed fortunes during 
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these years but would ultimately play a significant role in the formation 
and consolidation of the state of Northern Ireland; the UULA did well 
in the 1918 election, returning three MPs in Belfast. It was unable to 
wield any influence during the time of the 1919 Belfast strike and was 
eclipsed by the Belfast Labour Party in the 1920 corporation elections. 
However, later in 1920, the association was instrumental to the work-
place expulsions. As Morgan pointed out, these expulsions would in 
turn prove crucial to the emergence of a protestant political economy; 
a loyalist industrial order; and the purging of the existing trade union 
leadership – processes that simply overwhelmed the Belfast labour 
movement, solidified pan-class unionism and strengthened those in 
control of the new Northern Ireland state.75

In conclusion, this analysis of socialist and labour movement politi-
cal thinking in Ireland reveals a pre-1916 movement that was preparing 
itself as a challenger to both nationalism and unionism for political lead-
ership in Ireland, and a post-1916 movement that quite clearly did not. 
The removal of Connolly and Larkin from the leadership of Irish labour 
led to the development of a new political strategy, based on different 
political thinking. Post-1916 socialists had difficulty in engaging with 
the question of Irish independence and the sudden emergence of a mass-
based republican movement. They saw the national question as one that 
only republicans could solve and in so doing, they gave up their hopes of 
political leadership without a struggle. The Irish Labour party’s uncriti-
cal support for Irish nationalism and its subordination to Sinn Fein also 
made it more difficult for the admittedly far weaker movement in the 
north to resist the structural processes that were underway, and which 
would result in the partition of the island; a permanent division in the 
working class; the temporary destruction of labour politics in Belfast; 
and the triumph of a yellow variant, which would wield significant, if 
also temporary, power during the latter period of the Irish revolution. 
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‘This day in Paris/this day everywhere’: 
Jack Lindsay and France 

Gavin Bowd 

Abstract 

The writer Jack Lindsay is well-known for his attempts to acclimatise 
communism to English conditions, beginning with his poem ‘Who are 
the English?’, published in 1936. However, this article aims to show the 
importance of France as a reference-point in Lindsay’s life and work. 
From the Popular Front onwards, France inspires through its potential 
for resistance and revolution. At the same time, it is a place of betrayal 
and sectarianism. We explore this rich relationship through study of 
Lindsay’s literary and non-fiction texts, memoirs and private cor-
respondence. We argue that, throughout Lindsay’s immense oeuvre, 
France has a key place in his constant struggle against alienation and for 
‘the fullness of life’.

Key words: France, literature, communism, alienation

The Australian-born polymath and communist Jack Lindsay (1900-1990) 
is best known for his novels set in ancient Rome and his translations 
of Latin poets. However, France has a significant place in his immense 
oeuvre and offers insights into the political and aesthetic evolution of one 
of the most prominent figures in the Writers’ and Historians’ Groups of 
the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB). After Lindsay’s con-
version to Marxism in 1936, French communism and artists associated 
with it provided inspiration and eventually friendship. Through study 
of his poetry, prose, essays, memoirs and correspondence, we argue that 
Lindsay’s relationship with France illustrates what a leading Australian 
Lindsay specialist, Anne Cranny-Francis, has identified as the ‘funda-
mental interrelationship of mind and body’ that sets his work apart. For 
Lindsay, writes Cranny-Francis, ‘we are embodied individuals, not dis-
embodied minds; […] art must appeal to the whole person, not solely to 
either intellect or sensation; and […] politics is a lived experience, not a 
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set of ideological principles’.1 In a typically Freudian drama, Lindsay’s 
arch-enemy, abstraction, is represented firstly by his estranged father, 
the renowned artist Norman Lindsay: 

Turn for a moment I say
turn from your obdurate place
in that clarity of stone,
that terrible folly of light,
turn for a moment this way
your abstracted face.2

This battle against abstraction, alienation and its causes, commodifica-
tion and the cash-nexus, and the concomitant quest to be both in one 
place and everywhere, come to be central to Jack Lindsay’s outlook 
and aesthetic. In this article, we aim to show how they also condition 
his affinities with French culture and politics. During a long political 
engagement, which lasts until after the fall of the Berlin Wall, we can see 
in them some of the high-points and the crises of communism on both 
sides of the Channel.

France and the Popular Front 

Jack Lindsay’s first contact with France took place in the late twen-
ties, soon after his arrival in Britain, when he regularly visited P.R. 
Stephensen, a fellow Australian and writer, in Brittany. But, unlike 
so many of his contemporaries, Lindsay did not immerse himself in 
Parisian intellectual life. Indeed, he was away from all literary centres: 
he spent the years 1930-41 wholly away from London and its intel-
lectual world, writing furiously and engaged in a fraught relationship 
with the poet Elza de Locre. A key moment in Lindsay’s life and work 
came in January 1936, when he discarded the abstraction of existential-
ism for Marxism. In Fanfrolico and After, he remembered: ‘I needed 
Marxism to move from existence to history without losing the concrete 
texture of the moment’.3 Lindsay’s desperate need to find a coincidence 
of theory and practice, his quest for Aufhebung (dialectical sublation or 
overcoming) in the here and now, extended to the most intimate parts 
of his being: 

The problem was to achieve love, work and joy in a time space that was 
their ceaseless negation, the death-isolation incarnated in Elza. All 
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the while the existentialist conflict was deepening into the Marxist 
conflict, converting thereness into my own life and thus making a 
dynamic unity of being-there, being-myself, and being-in-itself […] 
At the crucial point, reached round the New Year of 1936, the new 
balance triumphantly asserted itself as a definitely organized system, 
and I found it was Marxism: not simply the particular system labelled 
Marxism at that moment, but Marxism the vital stream of thought-
feeling which is that system broadening into the future and implying 
an ever greater unity of consciousness, unity of man and nature unity 
of man and man.4

In 1936, Lindsay embraced the political turn of the Popular Front, which 
he expressed in the poem ‘Who are the English?’, which was published 
in Left Review then performed by the Unity Theatre. This poem, which 
asserted a radical English tradition suppressed by Establishment ideol-
ogy, was an example of the ‘acclimatisation’ of communism to national 
traditions called for by Georgi Dimitrov at the Comintern’s Seventh 
Congress in July 1935.5 It also echoed attempts across the Channel to 
reconcile French bourgeois and Russian Bolshevik revolutions, the tri-
colour and the red flag, L’Internationale and La Marseillaise.

Lindsay’s awakened interest in England’s radical past is expressed in 
1649. A Novel of a Year, published in 1938. Beginning with the execu-
tion of Charles I, the novel recounts the failure of the proto-communist 
Diggers and Levellers, and the triumph of the junta led by Cromwell, 
which launches a genocidal war in Ireland. But belief in progress is 
not extinguished, and France figures as a source of inspiration. In 
December 1649, the defeated – and lovelorn – radical apprentice Roger 
Cotton finds the Digger Richard Overton lodging over a printer’s 
establishment in London. They like one another at once and begin 
talking of books: ‘Overton found that Roger had never read Montaigne 
or Rabelais. “I’ll get them for you”, he said. “And you must read Bacon 
and Giordano Bruno. And Descartes, too”. Roger had never felt so 
happy in his life’.6 They and other radicals, John Lilburne, leader of 
the Levellers, and Gerard Winstanley, leader of the Diggers, vow to 
continue their campaign for liberty and against the kingly principle. 
Tramping through the night streets of England’s capital, Cotton senses 
a new unity: 

He forgave himself; and the laughter of love flowed in on him in huge 
steady waves. The scar remained, but his body was healed. The night 
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seemed to break in showering petals, in melting flakes of flowers, 
murmurous with soft voices. Not with the yearning despair of pity, 
the languor of wounded desire. He was wholly himself, merging 
with the cast night of London, swinging towards the dawn. I will 
study hard, he thought. ‘I have bought a French dictionary’, he told 
Overton.7

France takes centre stage in another of Lindsay’s Popular Front era his-
torical novels, To Arms! A Story of Ancient Gaul. In this work, a Belgian 
merchant has Verica and several other Britons kidnapped then sold into 
slavery. However, they are rescued by Ardorix, whom they thought was 
left behind in Britain. Together they join a Gaullish insurrection against 
the Romans and their German allies. In the context of the Spanish 
Civil War, it would be impossible to miss the contemporary resonance 
of these words spoken by ‘a burly Gaul’ to a representative of Caesar: 
‘Nobody asked you to come here and rob us. You robbed us as long as 
you had soldiers to hold us down. We don’t want Romans or Germans 
or any other foreigners ruling our country. You’ve killed thousands of 
us. But it’s our turn now. Death to the Romans! Listen to that cry. It’s 
rising sky-high this day’.8 However, the novel is another tale of defeat, 
with Caesar’s victory at Alesia: ‘“Brothers,” said Vercingetorix, with 
a calm, toneless voice, “this is the end”’.9 And yet, for the vanquished, 
it could mark a new beginning. In the concluding pages, Verica tells 
his comrades that it was clear that the Romans would attack Britain 
sooner or later. He therefore chooses to stay on in occupied Gaul to 
gain knowledge of the enemy’s military and industrial techniques, then 
return home to prepare defences:

Ardorix nodded. ‘I see. You feel that the Romans have won only 
because they knew more things like that than we do’.

‘Yes’, said Verica. ‘We must go back with the knowledge that the 
two most important things in the world are Brotherhood and the Arts 
of Peace. That’s what I have learned from this war’.

Ardorix said, ‘I’m with you’.
And Lerrys said, ‘Don’t forget me’.10

However, the possibility of Franco-British resistance to a foreign threat 
seemed dashed by the break-up of the Popular Front in France, the fall 
of the Spanish Republic, the Nazi-Soviet Pact and the outbreak of the 
Second World War. During the Phoney War, Lindsay was posted to the 
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Signal Corps, the ‘Brain of the Army’. This did not stem the extraor-
dinary flow of Lindsay’s writing. Instead, it added a new urgency, 
inspiring Men of Forty-Eight, which covers the revolutionary events in 
Paris then Munich in 1848, interspersed with the failure of revolutionary 
hopes the main character Richard Boon places in the Chartists. Lindsay 
explained thus the driving force behind this novel:

War had been declared and I felt that I might well have only a short 
while to live. I did my utmost to pack both my revolutionary fervour 
and my sense of tragic contradictions into the novel, especially the 
character Boon, who goes through both the February and June upris-
ing in Paris, takes part in Chartist works, and dies in Munich. All 
the inner conflicts that had brought me to a revolutionary position, 
and all those which felt continuing despite my efforts to find a point 
of central balance in the idea and act of revolution: all the conflicts 
between the impulse of self-sacrifice and the intensified joy-in-life 
that was one of its results; the descent into the depths of oneself which 
was also the harrowing of the social hell; the desperate struggle to 
understand the personal compulsions which had driven me to my 
positions, so that I might maintain those positions without personal 
distortions – maintain them by a pure act of the whole self; the per-
petual struggle between justice and pity, between the pitiless need to 
judge the world and the need to reject all limited judgments in a total 
acceptance; the Dostoievskian conflict between the desire for a pure 
goodness which affects life solely by its radiating wholeness, and the 
perverse wish to explore the unlocked gates of all that has been for-
bidden – the old sectarian paradox that all things are permitted to the 
saved; the tragic sense of time in which the goal seems both just ahead 
and irretrievably behind. All this and more poured out in anxious 
days and nights. A testimony for whom? I hardly knew, but I felt I 
must make this statement before the war broke and I was probably 
silenced. Comrade, remember me.11

Richard Boon, an Old Etonian at odds with his landowning father 
and entangled in various unhappy relationships with women, includ-
ing his mother, seems to find in the streets of Paris a higher unity and 
purpose: ‘A city. A city of men and women. The complex stream of 
life, the entangled responsive nerves, the taughtening sinews, all drawn 
together, acting a centralised part. He went on the way that the others 
were going […] He was part of the crowd before he realised that there 

Socialist History 55.indd   73Socialist History 55.indd   73 13/05/2019   22:42:1713/05/2019   22:42:17



74 Socialist History 55

was any crowd’.12 Indeed, the revolutionary crowd seems to offer the 
Aufhebung that Lindsay sought: ‘On this morning it was the most 
natural of acts to walk along the street beating on one’s breast and 
crying a hymn to the smothered lightnings of man. Burst forth from 
the cloud-womb, child of the tempest. O delivered image of a new life. 
He shouted fragments of verse, and it was all part of the morning. He 
was merged with the immensity, a wave of oceanic man’.13 Lying with a 
(typically anonymous) laundry-girl, Boon seems on the point of over-
coming separation between self and world, class and class, man and 
woman: ‘The girl lay close to Boon, with her head on his arm. He could 
feel her breasts rising and falling. He felt that exaltation of joyous grati-
tude coming back upon him, and had to fight it down. He didn’t want 
to start trembling again’.14 

The exaltation found in revolutionary action is contrasted with the 
legalistic cowardice of the Liberal Opposition in Paris and, when Boon 
returns to London, the betrayal of the English working class by Chartist 
leader Feargus O’Connor. Europe’s printemps des peuples soon draws 
Boon back across the Channel. In Paris, he participates in the doomed 
proletarian uprising of June 1848, put down by lumpen elements recruited 
into the gardes mobiles. He then takes back to Britain the French trans-
lation of a pamphlet which has just been published: The Communist 

Manifesto. Still at odds with the world, he leaves for Munich, where he 
will be executed by imperial troops. The concluding chapter of the novel 
describes Christmas time in a smug and conservative Britain interested 
only in carols, plum pudding and buying things. Thus Lindsay seems to 
cast an envious eye across the Channel to more evident revolutionary 
potential, albeit repressed for the time being. 

Men of Forty-Eight is therefore very similar to Sylvia Townsend 
Warner’s Summer Will Show, which recounts the lesbian awakening, 
déclassement and conversion to communism of Sophia Willoughby, 
a well-heeled Englishwoman, during 1848 in Paris. That said, despite 
being touched by tragedy – Sophia’s lover Minna is killed by an ille-
gitimate relative in the gardes mobiles – Warner’s novel, written at the 
time of the Popular Front’s victory in 1936, has a more positive con-
clusion – the opening of The Communist Manifesto – than Lindsay’s 
novel, not to mention both texts’ cynical ancestor, Gustave Flaubert’s 
L’Education sentimentale. Elinor Taylor remarks: ‘Men of Forty-Eight 
depicts the hardening of the bourgeois state in a manner that contrasts 
with the earlier [Lindsay] novels’ explorations of the efficacy of popular 
resistance within the state apparatuses’.15 However, Methuen, Lindsay’s 
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publisher, delayed publication of Men of Forty-Eight until the centenary 
of that revolutionary year. 

In other historical novels written during this period, Lindsay also 
addressed indirectly the threat, both internal and external, that fascism 
posed to France. The possibility of betrayal is the theme of Hannibal 

Takes a Hand, which deals with the situation at Carthage when the 
defeated Hannibal turns on his class, the nobles, and attempts to build 
a city-democracy on the remnants of the old clan-elements. The nobles 
call in the enemy Rome against their own disarmed city. Lindsay 
writes: 

From one aspect […] the book was an allegory of what was happening 
in France as I wrote. The French ruling-classes could not seriously 
consider war against Hitler, being too obsessed with destroying the 
popular forces in their own country; and a section of them, via Petain, 
was to come to terms with Hitler. In the preface, I pointed out that 
Flaubert had written Salammbô as an allegory of the Second Empire 
[…] Carthage was chosen for the setting because it lay in the area in 
which his bourgeoisie, after defeating democracy in 1848, had been 
rapidly expanding.16

Hannibal Takes a Hand was, in Lindsay’s view, ‘an anti-Salammbô […] 
it showed the persisting democratic elements among the commonfolk 
which provided quite different potentialities than Flaubert’s account 
allowed for in the culture’.17 This prophetic work was finished and in the 
publisher’s hands in early May 1940, just before the collapse of France.

The fall of France and the Traitor Class 

On both sides of the Channel, communists, faithful to the new 
Comintern line, denounced an ‘inter-imperialist war’ and explained the 
fall of France by the actions of what Ivor Montagu called, in a pam-
phlet, The Traitor Class. Lindsay developed this theme of ‘fifth column’ 
betrayal in his novel We Shall Return, which portrays British troops in 
north-east France during the Phoney War then their evacuation from 
Dunkirk. Here, their contact with the French is mainly in bars and 
brothels. The Hamletian hero of the novel, Hugh Evans, observes with 
disdain the natives who, after panic is spread by a false alarm, return to 
their nonchalant ways: 
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The panic had subsided as quickly as it started, but it left an odd sen-
sation behind it. Were these country folk mere ignoramuses, or were 
they typical at all of their fellow-French? Was this exhibition of terror 
a revelation of what lay behind the confidence in the boosted Maginot 
line, the stirring speeches on the way that national unity had been 
established by the suppression of the dissidents, the heavy-handed 
Press censorship? ... Down the street came a young girl wearing a 
blue dress under a coat that reached only to her hips; she walked with 
jaunty hips, and her big insolent mouth was clumsily scarlet; in her 
high-heeled shoes she picked her way carefully over the muddied 
cobbles. The sunlight seemed to release white birds from her hands. 
Clearly, he thought, she had been too busy making herself up to be 
aware of the panic.18 

The French townsfolk seem lost in a cosy petit-bourgeois existence: 
‘The neat grey houses, the small dull shops, the housewife dusting 
her window-sill and the shopkeeper leaning with folded arms on the 
well-rubbed counter, all seemed equally oblivious that a war was being 
waged’.19 What’s more, there appear to be strong fascist affinities among 
them. The proprietress of a bar intervenes in a political conversation 
about the ongoing ‘Winter War’ between the Soviet Union and Finland:

‘What’s she saying, Hugh?’ George asked anxiously.
‘She says that her sister is in Canada, and she wants to know why we 

persecute nuns in England’.
‘Tell her we don’t’, begged George. ‘Please, Hugh, I wouldn’t like 

her to think things like that’.
‘She says the Jews are behind it’.
‘Are they?’ asked George, round-eyed.
‘She says England’s ruled by the Jews’.20

Tired of the moribund inertia he sees around him, Hugh greets with joy 
news of the invasion of Denmark and Norway: 

Either there would be a sudden access of new strength, new strength 
welling out of the masses, or there would be collapse. And looking 
around on the smug French town, where every brick seemed to be 
built, not of fired clay, but out of the vices and virtues of the French 
petty bourgeoisie, he felt sure that those walls were going to tumble 
down and reveal the astonished craven little family inside. And he 
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could not deny that there burned in him again a dual emotion – a fierce 
pleasure at what was going to be broken down, exposed; a desire to 
see it shattered, even under the blows of mad fascist forces – and a pas-
sionate need at last to fight, to destroy the fascist forces which were 
only the last stage in disintegration of the thing that he wanted to see 
trampled down – a disintegration which had all the terrific power of 
madness, a final concentration of doomed energies.21

Nine days spent on leave in Cherbourg do not improve the image of the 
French: ‘The townsfolk seemed more or less indifferent to the troops, 
took their money without hostility, but without interest. “What we 
want is the Latin bloc”. Hugh heard a paunchy linen draper saying to 
a friend at the door; and once they found swastikas chalked all along a 
street’.22 A brief interlude is a high-spirited football match then snowball 
fight with French troops on Christmas Day. But the invasion of May 
1940, and the resultant mass exodus of civilians, seem to confirm fears 
of betrayal: ‘The conviction grew that this uprooting of the civil popu-
lation was not merely the work of blind panic but of panic deliberately 
fostered and intensified by fifth columnists and fascist agents. Later 
they heard stories of the unknown cyclists who preceded the German 
advance, dashing into villages with terrifying tales and the call to flee’.23 
‘Betrayed by the Belgian king and his staff; bewildered over the collapse 
of a France where fascist corruption had undermined all the high seats of 
power’ the British Expeditionary Force, ‘with undefeated hearts’, asked 
only for ‘the chance to stand and fight back’.24 Betrayal even seems to 
extend to the Dunkirk evacuation: ‘Damn those Frenchies, piling their 
transport up ahead, our line of fire’s restricted’.25

Towards a Second Front 

However, the very title of the novel was compatible with a spirit of 
resistance. The novel appeared in 1942, after the Soviet Union had been 
invaded and communists rediscovered their anti-fascist fighting spirit. 
The call was now for the opening of a Second Front, and, in his memoirs, 
Lindsay proudly recalled a soldier later saying that ‘on the ship taking 
him over to Normandy for the Second Front the captain was reading a 
copy of We Shall Return’.26

Also in the Orderly Room of his regiment, Lindsay researched 
and wrote a long poem, Into Action, saluting the doomed heroism of 
Canadian commandos and their Free French allies in the disastrous raid 
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on Dieppe, in August 1942. At first, the sleeping inhabitants of the port 
seem as indifferent as those in We Shall Return: ‘Where’s the French 
burghers snoring awake now?/Where’s all the Jerries we scrunched out 
of sleep?/Dieppe still slumbers, the Jerries are sunk’.27 But they will be 
roused from their slumber by the raiders:

Dieppe
the tall plain houses rear
beyond the smoke-smear a neat stylised décor,
while the tanks rumble on and flash their way
through ring on opening ring of resistance, blast
a passage through the ambushes of stone,
become the advance-guard of the forces pledged
to break all barriers that evil sets
against the chance and law of growth – Fascism,
decay organised as terror.28

The United Nations Signalman Lindsay links two fronts against 
fascism: ‘This battle-noise of ours swarms over Europe […]/Dieppe and 
Stalingrad are the one battle/against the lords of greed and maddening 
power’.29 This time, French courage is saluted: ‘A small French boy/
nimbly skips about through reeking ruins,/puts his blue beret on a stick 
at corners/to test the street for snipers’.30 The Free French take their 
place in the struggle to liberate their homeland:

Skirling step the pipers,
lead the Cameronians through the bridgehead,
the sheafing fire, the slackening volleys, inland,
up the Scie valley, ho, The Hundred Pipers!
Free-Frenchmen straddle a window-ledge,
sniping the snipers. The lace-curtain blows
in coy loops round them. They wear pompon-caps
(begged and swore till excused the steel-helmets)
wanting the Germans to see them. They wear flashes
proclaiming who they are, and wouldn’t shear them.31

One Free Frenchman tells another:

I thought as I landed: Look at that seagull there,
it’s a French seagull, and my spirit soared,
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with a wild cry, and I cried it, yes, I cried it,
what only music has the speech to spell.
and you? I’ve got a ten-franc piece from Dunkirk,
I’ve carried it all these months in my pocket, look,
I thought I’d spend it in Dieppe,
but somehow it seems I won’t quite find the time,
and yet I’ll spend it, yes, I’ll spend it, certainly.32

What is left of the decimated raiders withdraw from Dieppe, but defi-
antly declare: ‘We shall return./ We are rooted in this conflict,/those 
cliffs are ours. The folk of Europe stand/upon that watershed of hope 
and fear,/waiting our shout’.33

Lindsay contributed poems celebrating the French Resistance, for 
example to an anthology, Poems for France, collected by Nancy Cunard 
and published by La France Libre in 1944. In ‘France 1936-1943’, he 
describes progressive France’s advance, from Popular Front to defeat 
and occupation, to a popular movement against the Nazis and their 
collaborators :

The heart, hardened or overburdened, a moment
sees fate in the fall, acclaims the exposure,
mere annotation of verifying fact
in the betrayal, the goosestep past the Eiffel,
the valetudinarian fascism of Vichy,
O deaf to the wail of the roadside children bleeding
and the workers slave-clamped to machines […]
What matters 
is the in-closing movement, the pattern of hands
at lathe or lever, plough or pickaxe, achieving
this new coherence and beyond the murdernight
a different touch. This is the People.34

The celebration of French resistance continues in ‘Men of the Maquis’, 
declaimed with music by the Unity Theatre. After the opening of the 
Second Front, Lindsay added this final section:

The years of rage and fear and furious waiting,
they are ended now, and all their tangled angers,
suddenly desperate fists of sabotage,
all is repaid now. The Allies’ battle-armour
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clangs on the coasts of France, and overnight
[…]
We are part of a conquering army, the advance-guard,
the scouts and skirmishers deep in the enemy-country,
but link with the main attack. And when we strike
at train or bridge, convoy or aerodrome,
we strike with the confidence of gathering union,
and hear through every shout and battle-blast
tramping of men and thud of the heavy pulse.
 the beat of the triumph-song, the united voice
of Frenchmen.
we hear the scaring larksong, the triumph-song,
we hear it swinging clear at last, the song
of France united in the oath of freedom.35

At the end of this declamation, the Marseillaise bursts out.

Paris, city of the Resistance poets 

Throughout the conflict, French Resistance poetry had become very 
popular across the Channel and, to an extent, compensated for the lack of 
British war poetry.36 In September 1944, Our Time included translations 
by Jack Lindsay of poets who had featured in Paul Eluard’s clandes-
tine anthology, L’Honneur des poètes. In early 1945, Louis Aragon was 
invited to the Institut français in London to give a lecture on the litera-
ture of the French Resistance. This was Lindsay’s first encounter with 
the man considered by many, including General de Gaulle, to be the 
premier poet of the French Resistance. Lindsay recalled: 

The lecture, in which he talked about his poetry of the war-years, 
deeply moved me; and a day or so later he gave a talk on French 
writers and the resistance to a couple of dozen party-intellectuals. 
His remarkable charm worked strongly on us all. He was still young 
enough to wear his daredevil debonair aura as a sort of pertly-tilted 
halo; and with his reputation as a poet-fighter he exercised an irre-
sistible spell. Boyish, gasconading, gaily sincere, he talked easily (in 
English) and told his tale as clearly and forcibly as if he were address-
ing a maquis-group and priming them with the information necessary 
for an operation to be carried out within the hour […] He gave us 
the feeling of an enormous moral and poetic liberation, which raised 
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the whole concept of nation to a new level, purging it of all its asso-
ciations of guilt and division, and opening up new roads to a secure 
brotherhood.37

The audience was so enraptured by le Paysan de Paris that many of them, 
including Lindsay, followed him onto a London omnibus, oblivious to 
its destination.

After the end of the war, Lindsay, with his new partner Ann, an 
actor of the Unity Theatre, finally made the acquaintance of Resistance 
writers, often through Nancy Cunard, ‘that indefatigable and ardent 
worker in all lost causes’.38 For example, in May 1947, Cunard wrote 
to him: ‘I’d like to take you to LA MAISON DE LA PENSEE 
FRANCAISE, most grand and palatial […] I told Aragon you are 
coming, and Marcenac and Seghers and René Bloch and several more, 
all of whom you should meet’. She mentions exciting new books by 
the communists Elsa Triolet, Tristan Tzara, Georges Sadoul and Pierre 
Courtade, but, given the severe material difficulties of the immediate 
post-war years, she adds: ‘You will be wise to bring cigarettes […] sugar, 
butter, jam, tea, coffee, cocoa – all of which supplement the generally 
disgusting “breakfast” you get’.39

Such difficulties were richly compensated by this new Parisian 
company. For Lindsay, he was with men who ‘seemed to me to live in 
a richer and fuller dimension of space and time than anyone I knew in 
England – to have gone through trials and tests that penetrated deeper 
into the spirit, and to have known triumphs, exalted or serene, that made 
them, more simply, happily, and maturely, human beings in the vast 
scope of that term’.40 Lindsay saw concentrated in Aragon ‘the whole 
new force of defiant love and poetic transformation: poetry with the last 
barrier between it and the world of action broken down’, although he 
also saw in him ‘an explicit politician’.41 Pierre Seghers was ‘young, keen, 
capable, volatile, absorbed in the problem of finding ways and means 
of keeping the Resistance spirit alive among the poets and of provid-
ing them with vehicles of publication’.42 Jean Marcenac was ‘smallish 
but full of fire, dark and brilliant-eyed’, Léon Moussinac ‘tall and thin, 
meagre as if burnt out with a fierce suffering which he denied’.43 In verse, 
Lindsay described the Breton communist poet Guillevic as ‘round as 
ball of granite rolling/along the Paris street/a block requiring specta-
cles/but otherwise complete’.44 Vercors, author of Le Silence de la mer, 
was ‘neat and glowingly handsome’, while Jean Cassou impressed with 
‘a quick glancing mind and solid body, who in prison had composed 
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sonnets which he lacked material to write down. So he memorised them 
all’.45 The ‘quivering tendril-responsiveness’ of Paul Eluard’s hands ‘cor-
responded to the way in which his poetry dissolved and recombined the 
world around him in terms of dynamic process’.46 The love expressed in 
Eluard’s poetry, dynamically centred on the love of man and woman, 
was also ‘the love of all men – a universal love saved from all abstraction 
or emptiness by its origin and endless renewal of the senses’.47

Finally, Lindsay developed a close relationship with Tristan Tzara, 
the Franco-Romanian co-founder of Dada. Eluard and Tzara formed 
a pair who ‘worked by diametrically opposed methods for the same 
end, the freedom and fullness of life’.48 After reading Tzara’s poetry and 
talking with him, Lindsay felt ‘an intolerable and yet exalting sense of 
this potential poetry in our world. The self totally unguarded and vul-
nerable, crushed under the burden of ubiquitous alienation; and yet for 
this very reason lying open to all the shattering impacts of the new […] 
Motorcar headlights snared in a shop-window and high heels tapping 
behind me, the grain of a street-tree’s sooted bark and the rotted fringe 
of the shield around a pissoir. All fused in a single pattern of pure chance 
and terrible significance’.49 In ‘Paris Midnight’, Lindsay celebrates Tzara 
as enemy of alienation:

Tristan you first discovered 
under bibles, advertisement-hoardings, and metaphysics
that chaos is not a primordial condition
but an involuntary invention
of bourgeois cuttlefish
exuding darkness to confuse the issue
and find themselves at home.50

Anne Cranny-Francis offers a fine interpretation of these lines: ‘this is 
“thought-thinking” not “thought-thought” with Tzara’s experience rep-
resented by these concrete references to the everyday, while the meanings 
they signify are revealed as critical to his poetic and political practice’.51

The struggle for peace 

Lindsay and his new French friends soon had to face the challenges 
of the Cold War, whose outbreak led to the expulsion of the French 
Communist Party (PCF) from government in May 1947. Lindsay trans-
lated a considerable number of their poems, but could not find a publisher 
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in London: ‘The first reactions of the Cold War had set in, and the firms 
I approached told me in lowered confidential voices that the resistance 
had now been found out to have a large number of brigands in its ranks 
and that I wasn’t aware of what I was trying to glorify’.52 Nevertheless, 
Lindsay was committed to continuing the spirit of cultural resistance:

I had already worked out my notions of a revolutionary people’s 
culture based on the antifascist stirrings of the final war years, but 
I discovered the same outlook and a more politically mature form in 
the thought of Aragon, which deeply encouraged me. He had a far 
more solid basis for this hopes of a new sort of national democratic 
revival moving organically step by step from the resistance-bases to 
a new sort of socialism; but he too undervalued the strengths and 
resources of reaction with US backing in those years.53

Together, Lindsay and intellectuals in or close to the communist move-
ment campaigned in solidarity with the insurgents in Greece and took 
part in the Cominform-sponsored campaign for ‘world peace’. In August 
1948, in Wrocław, Poland, Lindsay met up again with Paul Eluard, Pablo 
Picasso and Roger Vaillant at the World Congress of Intellectuals for 
the Defence of Peace. In April 1949, he was also at the Buffalo Stadium, 
Paris, for a huge peace rally, which he recalled thus:

Amid the noises I look for my friends the poets. Aragon with his 
boyish elasticity of tread (I remember him walking home late at night, 
leaning back and back as he felt more tired, walking skyward) and 
happier, with milder eyes. Tzara, threading the crowd, small and 
heavy-browed with his round glasses, an image of obscure and tre-
mendous power threading the everyday confusion and drawing it 
together with an unseen gesture. Eluard with his trembling fingers 
and large calm face, asymmetrically Apollonian, Marcenac with his 
romantic head running away from his body, Guillevic rolling like 
a big pebble in a lyrical sea. Pierre Seghers with tough jaw. Vercors 
looking older and younger. Claude Morgan, neat with eyes of dark-
ening warmth. The love of men is clear and clean in them: there is an 
earth under their feet.54

This event is evoked in ‘Buffalo Stadium, Paris, 1948 [sic]’, dedicated to 
Eluard, which describes a dynamic movement towards unity: ‘this day 
in Paris/this day everywhere/All that man is and all than man has been/
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meet gaily with the man who is yet to be/and march to the tune of the 
song in which I join’.55 In 1950, appeared Peace is our answer, contain-
ing linocuts by Noel Counihan with poems by Jack Lindsay, a forward 
by prominent science journalist J.G. Crowther, and prefatory poems by 
Eluard, Aragon and Pablo Neruda.

In 1952, Europe, a literary review close to the PCF, published a 
short story by Lindsay, ‘It even happens in England’, which recounts 
the sudden conversion of Dutton, a junior civil servant, to the cause of 
Peace. Dutton discovers with horror that his daughter is being courted 
by Dick, an American airman from the nearby aerodrome. After having 
read an article by pacifist philosopher Bertrand Russell, Dutton decides 
to kick out of the house this drunken and racist Yank. Before leaving 
‘with a swagger’, Dick gives this parting shot to his girlfriend’s father: 
‘We’re here to stay. And reds like you will get what’s coming, like 
those Korean bastards’. After this incident, Dutton resolves to sign the 
Stockholm peace petition. At that very moment, ‘a jet plane whistled 
above the house, and Dutton waved his fist at the sky, while his wife and 
daughter looked on, astonished and pensive’.56

The struggle for peace was accompanied by ‘resistance’ to the cultural 
‘cocacolonisation’ manifesting itself in cartoons, Be Bop, Hollywood 
and the novels of Ernest Hemingway. In 1950, Lindsay wrote for Europe : 
‘The land of Shakespeare and Milton is now devoid of literary reviews 
[…] It is a sad situation which shows what happens to a great country 
which sells its right of primogeniture to Wall Street’.57 In his letter from 
London the following year, Lindsay asserted that ‘the books pushed by 
commerce and the newspapers are more and more reactionary […] a lot 
of escapist books are also sold […] we are dying from exhaustion’.58 The 
only hope, Lindsay concluded, seemed to lie in middle class pacifists 
disappointed by five years of Labour Party rule. 

But if Lindsay was firmly in the ‘democratic’ camp and opposed 
to the other ‘imperialist’ one, he was ill at ease with the cultural hard 
line laid down by Andrei Zhdanov, Stalin’s ideological chief, from 1946 
onwards: ‘The trouble began with the Zhdanov speeches in the USSR. 
They puzzled and upset me, marking a sharp turn from the more toler-
ant attitudes that had prevailed during the war’.59 Indeed, in 1949, in 
the Editorial Note of the first issue of his review Arena, Lindsay wrote: 
‘Arena neither seeks to label our culture as ‘decadent’ nor to acclaim 
it as securely progressive’.60 This issue showed an eclecticism at vari-
ance with the dominant Zhdanovist discourse: a version of Eluard’s 
‘From the Horizon of one man to the Horizon of all’, an essay by Tzara 
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on the ‘Dialectics of Poetry’, but also contributions by Edith Sitwell 
and Malcolm Lowry, plus an extract from Albert Camus’s recently-
published The Plague. Lindsay’s Editorial Note was attacked by Emile 
Burns in the Daily Worker, but he pursued his dissident line: 

These positions had led me continually into the role of oddman-out. 
Thus, at a conference called by Emile on the theme of combatting 
bourgeois trends in culture in resisting the Zhdanov-type positions 
which were set out, I made a defense of Sartre as a man with many 
ambiguous points of view but with a strong core of creative insights 
which we should have been welcoming. For which I was much 
trounced.61 

Despite his relative editorial daring, ‘at the end of the first year, Arena 
was in dire difficulty. The reviewers, the intellectual world, the book 
trade, totally ignored it’.62 To promote this review, Lindsay cultivated 
his exchanges with French communist intellectuals. In May 1950, Pierre 
Abraham, director of Europe, wrote to him:

I am very interested by your plan to send us, for Europe, a chronicle 
(or a letter), on cultural events in Great Britain. And I will welcome 
it with all the more pleasure because I greatly admire your work. 
Unfortunately, I have not been able to speak with Aragon and Claude 
Morgan about the – reciprocal – problem concerning your review 
Arena. But I have no doubt it will be possible for one of us to send 
you, three times a year, the chronicle you speak of. Thus we would 
weld together the cultural efforts we are making on both sides of the 
Channel.63

These chronicles from Paris would not see the light of day. Britain 
simply did not have the substantial counter-cultural ghetto sustained 
by the PCF, which remained France’s largest political party. The CPGB 
could not support the equivalent of widely-read reviews like La Pensée 
or Europe. The last issue of Arena, published in 1951, was devoted to the 
American threat to British culture.

The late forties also saw disappointment and failure for Lindsay’s 
literary work in France. Things had begun well. In April 1945, Pierre 
Seghers wrote to his publisher Andrew Dakers, requesting a copy of 
Hullo Stranger, a novel about the experience of women munitions’ 
workers during the war: ‘I feel it useful to inform you that I am the 
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publisher of the main poets of the Resistance, Aragon, Moussinac etc 
and of the review Poésie 45, which is already very well known in the 
literary milieu of England’.64 On behalf of the author, Ann Lindsay 
replied  : ‘I congratulate you on the work you have done in publishing 
the works of the resistance poets and in addition to the particular propo-
sition for the translator of Mr Lindsay’s novel, would like to keep in 
touch with you regarding general developments in the literary field in 
France’.65 In July 1945, an agreement was signed for the translation of 
L’Etranger de retour. However, at the end of August, Seghers informed 
the Lindsays that, due to the acute shortage of paper in post-war France, 
cuts would have to be made in some of the novel’s dialogue. That said, 
Seghers also mentioned that Hullo Stranger had received a very positive 
review in a recent issue of the main cultural journal to emerge from the 
Resistance, Les Lettres françaises.66 With regard to the proposed cuts in 
Hullo Stranger, Lindsay instructed his partner to agree to this on con-
dition that Seghers sent them a copy for perusal at the earliest possible 
opportunity: ‘The position regarding paper must be extremely difficult 
in France and I have confidence in your assurance that the cut will in no 
way damage the general theme of the novel. I would be grateful if you 
could send me a copy of the issue of Les Lettres françaises dated August 
25th. I do not buy the paper regularly and have failed to obtain a copy in 
London as they are all sold out’.67

Lindsay recalled that the translation of Hullo Stranger enabled him 
to put money down for a Picasso lithograph. But Lindsay naturally 
harboured ambitions of literary success in France. In November 1946, 
Georges Duthuit, of Editions des Deux-Rives, proposed to publish in 
translation his novel The Barriers Are Down, which is set during the 
Hun invasions. However, in January 1947, Duthuit informed Lindsay: 
‘A terrible misfortune has just struck us: the translator who had just 
started translating The Barriers are Down has died suddenly from an 
embolism. It is a great loss, for he was a man of great culture. He was 
only 35 years old’.68 Nevertheless, in April 1947, Duthuit requested 
copies of Men of Forty-Eight and Lindsay’s novel on existentialism, The 

Subtle Knot. But, now true to form, in June 1947, the publisher wrote: ‘I 
have read your books with interest but unfortunately we cannot envis-
age their publication in French for various material reasons’.69 That said, 
in September 1947, he informed Lindsay: ‘We found an excellent transla-
tor for The Barriers are Down and more than half the book is already in 
our hands’.70

However, The Barriers are Down never appeared in France. In 
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Meetings with Poets, Lindsay remembered bitterly this experience with 
French publishing. Duthuit, referred to as ‘Q’, was ‘unreliable, posing 
as a millionaire on somebody’s blackmarket gains […] Q kept on post-
poning completion of translation, and then of publication; nor was I 
successful in getting the 20,000 francs named in the contract as due on 
its signature’.71 Aragon tried to get Men of Forty-Eight published by 
Hier et Aujourd’hui but ‘after the book was accepted, it fell a victim 
to economising cuts and various chess-moves with different interests in 
the firm’.72 France’s most powerful communist intellectual then ‘pushed 
the firm into agreeing to Betrayed Spring in 1955; a contract was signed; 
I had a considerable correspondence with the translator – and nothing 
happened’.73 Failure was reciprocal: Lindsay tried to get Aragon’s Les 

Communistes translated by CPGB publishing house Lawrence and 
Wishart, but ‘it was decided to publish instead the much inferior and 
more politically orthodox trilogy of André Stil (of which however only 
the first volume appeared in English)’.74 To add insult to injury, Marxist 

Quarterly had ostensibly planned to publish an essay comparing André 
Stil’s first novel of the trilogy (Le Premier choc, on a dockers’ strike) 
with Lindsay’s Rising Tide. Lindsay was completely ignored in the pub-
lished version. He later reflected: ‘In my thirty-five odd years in close 
connection with the party not one single essay large or small has been 
written on my work, though in the USSR many studies of my novels 
have been published’.75

Another aborted French-related project was his essay, The Starfish 

Road. The Poet as Revolutionary, which Lindsay summarised thus in 
his unpublished memoirs:

Beginning with the romantic revolt, I sketched its aesthetic and social 
bases, dealt at some length with Keats to show the cohering of a dialec-
tical viewpoint, then dealt with Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Rimbaud, with 
lesser sections on Lautréamont and Laforgue, and concluded with a 
section on Apollinaire, Eluard, Tzara, Aragon, Mayakovsky. I attested 
to show how the deepening movement of poetic dissidence sought to 
find a structure of imagery-system which opposed bourgeois sensibil-
ity with new forms of integration, expressing new dialectical unities of 
mind and sense as a counterpart of its social revolt.76

However, the biggest loss in this period was the death of his friend Paul 
Eluard. Eluard had invited Lindsay to spend the summer holidays with 
him in 1952. However, the British writer had accepted an invitation to 
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communist-ruled Romania, which, on his return, he would describe 
with uncritical lyricism in Rumanian Summer. He never saw again 
Eluard, who died in November 1952: ‘at once I felt what an irreparable 
error I had made. Now I feel it a thousandfold more’.77 In ‘The Courage 
of Love’, Lindsay remembered an encounter with his late friend near 
the Café de Flore, Paris. The concluding lines emphasise the utopian 
humanism that, for Lindsay, ran throughout Eluard’s poetry:

It is with us that all will come alive
beasts my true flags of gold
heaths my good adventures
useful verdure sensible towns
on to your head will come
men from below the sweats the blows the tears
but who are going to harvest all their dreams
I see true men sensible good and useful
throw off a burden punier than death
and sleep for joy amid the sound of sunlight.78

Break and renewal 

In February 1956 came Khrushchev’s secret speech to the Twentieth 
Congress of the CPSU. Lindsay recalled that ‘the shock was shattering 
and the intellectual groupings which the British CP had been building 
up were largely destroyed’.79 The next shock wave came in November of 
that year, when Soviet tanks crushed the Hungarian uprising. Historians 
and writers joined the exodus from the CPGB (a quarter of the member-
ship would be lost). Lindsay and other leading party intellectuals, such 
as Eric Hobsbawm, remained but publicly criticised the leadership’s 
assessment of events. In a letter to Neville Carey, intercepted by British 
intelligence, Lindsay wrote:

I find it sad that a majority can be found for a policy of no self-crit-
icism, falsification and condoning a crime. It doesn’t augur well for 
a renewal of our party. I myself think the Hungarian workers could 
have dealt with any fascists after a brief period of confusion, and I 
have read nothing that contradicts this. The essential thing is the atti-
tude to the Hungarian Communist party and the terrorist tactics that 
drew Russia in and started the whole trouble. In France, friends tell 
me, the intellectuals are leaving the party in droves. The leadership 
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is so Stalinist that is even launching attacks on Poland. When are we 
going to tell the truth about the ‘colonial’ exploitations of the people’s 
democracies that underlie all these troubles?80

If Aragon expressed the trauma of 1956 obliquely in Le Roman 

inachevé, Tristan Tzara broke ranks and openly criticised the Soviet 
intervention in Hungary. Lindsay met Tzara for the last time in Paris 
in 1959. Lindsay was working on Death of the Hero, which dealt 
mainly with the painter Jacques-Louis David, but also with Antoine-
Jean Gros, Théodore Géricault and the young Eugène Delacroix. 
Here, Lindsay analysed the conflict inside History Painting, which, in 
France, he argued, ‘where an open struggle for state-power was matur-
ing, was claimed by both royalist and revolutionary, each seeking to 
use the form for his own purposes’.81 Tzara, Lindsay recalled, ‘seemed 
weary and I felt that he no longer found it at all easy to hold his own 
way that satisfied him. He thought the political situation stagnant and 
depressing’.82 Lindsay had heard rumours that Tzara had left the PCF, 
although Aragon later told him that, if he had not retaken his party 
card in 1960, he had continued to vote for the party. Tzara died in 1965, 
soon after his last letter to Lindsay. 

In the course of the sixties, Lindsay cut a lonely figure, observing 
with distaste the reckless consumerism now rampant in the West. In 
1966, he wrote to Aragon:

I am nowadays a complete rustic […] I am of course in the party, in 
fact (apart from Hugh MacDiarmid with his small Scottish kingdom) 
I am the only creative writer left in it. Politically things are pretty 
grim here – I mean in the sense of passivity and depoliticisation; not 
as bad as in the USA but daily moving on the American road, under 
the capable leadership of that horrible Methodist Harold Wilson. 
It’s hard to write anything but satire in such a situation, and yet a 
phony sort of satire-for-satire’s sake has long been the mode, which 
by general pointless debunking ends by making any true satirical 
emphasis all but impossible […] The weakness of the party here of 
course makes it easy for the reactionaries to isolate the few of us who 
are identified with it; but I can’t complain. I get my work published 
and manage to live on it.83

On the other hand, at the moment when he wrote The Fullness of Life, 
in the early seventies, Lindsay expressed satisfaction with the renewal of 
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communism in Britain and France. For him, John Gollan, general secre-
tary of the CPGB, and James Klugmann, editor of Marxism Today, had 
gone a long way to liquidating sectarianism. A similar process could be 
seen across the Channel: 

With changes that have been going on in France and the French party 
(1970-1), there […] emerges at last the chance of effective common 
action being built up by the western parties on a genuinely demo-
cratic basis for the achievement of socialism in Western Europe – as 
a counter-move to the plans of the Monopolies for an anti-socialist 
union most nakedly expressed in the Common Market.84

There was, however, a development in French Marxism which was anath-
ema to Jack Lindsay: the theoretical work of Louis Althusser. Concepts 
such as the ‘ideological state apparatus’, the ‘anti-humanist’ ‘structural 
totality’, and the ‘theory of theoretical production’ attracted a con-
siderable number of young French intellectuals dissatisfied by the less 
sectarian ‘humanism’ propounded by leading PCF intellectuals Roger 
Garaudy and Aragon, among others. Althusser also began to develop an 
appeal across the Channel, with his work discussed at the Communist 
University of London and in Marxism Today, although never rivalling 
the attraction exerted by the thought of Antonio Gramsci.85 A debate on 
Althusser in Artery, a cultural review close to the Straight Left group-
ing, provoked an angry response from Lindsay:

[Althusserian positions] seem to me to reveal, under much abstract 
play with terms, an elaborate intellectual rationalisation by means of 
which Marxism is reduced to the alienating process which it sets out 
to combat. They seek to eliminate all the elements by which we can 
understand and fight against that process. I see them as essentially 
linked with bourgeois structuralism in its many forms, which is the 
last effective protest or defence against Marxist dialectics. In struc-
turalism there are often brilliant and even useful expositions, as with 
Althusser, but in the last resort the links with the living process are 
cut and an intellectual construction is put in place of that process. 
Althusserianism, then, appears to me as the final attempt of bourgeois 
mechanistic thinking to pervert Marxism.

Althusserianism, he concluded, was ‘a hard pseudo-revolutionary sec-
tarianism with an acceptance of the alienating pressures and their 
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disintegration of Marx’s concept of wholeness, which in fact constituted 
the driving force of his work and thought’.86 In one of his last works, 
The Crisis in Marxism, published in 1981, Lindsay directed his harshest 
criticisms at Althusser’s anti-humanism.

France and the fullness of life

It is precisely this hostility to abstraction and alienation which Lindsay 
expresses in his biographies of French artists during the penultimate 
decade of his life. In the introduction to Cézanne. His Life and Art, 
Lindsay wrote:

The legends and misinterpretations built up around Cézanne in his 
last years have not only been unfortunate for the unravelling of his 
life and its events. They decisively oriented the approach to his work 
along lines of which he would have passionately disapproved […] As 
a result the impact of his work on artists in the earlier decades of 
the century was in terms of abstracted aspects of his works, not in 
terms of the struggle for the full integration which was the core of his 
creativity.

To admire Cézanne’s drama as ‘a sort of abstracted spectacle of crea-
tive pangs’ was to ‘deny the whole meaning of Cézanne’s life and work; 
it is indeed the final and worst insult of all the many insults he had 
to endure’.87 The struggle for life in its fullness is also affirmed at the 
beginning of Lindsay’s study of Gustave Courbet, where he explains the 
function of an artist’s biography: ‘though it may make lengthy analyses 
of certain pictures imported in his development, its value will lie in the 
central conception of the man, which shows how his art-aims have links 
in varying degrees with all his actions and how his total personality, his 
total experience, shapes his art’.88

This struggle is also evoked in the last work Lindsay devotes to 
France, The Troubadours and their World of the Twelfth and Thirteenth 

Centuries, published in 1976. For Lindsay, the Troubadours of south-
ern France represented the first great outburst of vernacular poetry in 
European culture. Its theorisation of Courtly Love, expressed in new 
poetic forms, marked a break with the authority of both feudalism and 
the Church, and was inevitably associated with heretical movements like 
the Cathars. Lindsay writes:
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The love-relation is explicitly substituted for the power-relation, the 
property-relation. Feudalism is mocked at. The continual claim of 
the lover for acceptance and for possession implies equality between 
him and the lady, and the breaking-down of feudal hierarchy. In the 
working-out of the relationship there is a ceaseless dialectic between 
submission and freedom, power and equality.89

However, the Albigensian Crusade and the Inquisition killed off the 
Troubadours and the Cathars. That said, there remained the dialectical 
inspiration to be found in the poetry of this period: ‘A new concept of 
inner life is present. Outer and inner, body and spirit, are realised in a 
new dynamic interrelation; and this interrelation, involving conflict and 
resolution of conflict, in turn involves a realisation of life as something 
in ceaseless movement and change’.90

To conclude, The Troubadours was the culmination of nearly forty 
years of study and translation of the Provençal poets’ work. It also 
exemplified how France had become, from the Popular Front onwards, 
a source of inspiration, as well as frustration, for Jack Lindsay. If the 
question, ‘Who are the English?’, guided Lindsay’s first steps as an 
acclaimed communist intellectual, cultural and political developments 
across the Channel, both past and present, became a key reference-
point, from Gaullish resistance to the Parisian barricades of 1848 and 
1944, as well as the baleful influence of Stalinism and sectarianism. 
Throughout French history and culture could be found defeat and dis-
appointment, but also the possibility of resistance and revolution, the 
universal dialectical struggle for the ‘fullness of life’ that is at the heart 
of Lindsay’s work.
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Reviews 

Shukri Al-Mabkhout, The Italian, Al-Tanweer Press, Beirut 2014; 344 
pp;  ISBN 9789938886481, $16.00, pbk

Shukri Al-Mabkhout’s first novel The Italian is a political narrative par 
excellence. A linguist by profession, Al-Mabkhout ventures into Tunisian 
contemporary political history via the Marxist militant Abdennaser, a 
controversial character that won him the 2015 Booker Prize for Arabic 
Literature. Nicknamed the ‘Italian’, Abdennaser is a self-deceptive 
Tunisian Marxist who starts off his journey as a hard-nosed activist in 
the leftist General Union of Tunisian Students (UGET), and then an 
influential member in a ‘radical Marxist’ Party. He, due to the changing 
political climate after the 1987 November coup against President Habib 
Bourguiba, suffers both moral and ideological decline. Al-Mabkhout 
enmeshes Abdennaser in a morass of incidents that reveal the inability 
of Marxism-Leninism to keep its ideological promises. From the outset, 
Abdennaser ‘unabashedly’ rebels against Arab-Muslim culture, and sub-
scribes to radical Marxism. But he is gripped by a volatile personality 
that is revealed in connection to many characters. Some key characters 
have considerable influence on Abdennaser’s future. Zina, his wife, 
deconstructs his rigid dogma; his liberal-minded brother Salaheddine 
challenges his ‘perfunctory’ defense of socialism; and Nagla, his mistress, 
causes his moral collapse. 

Abdennaser joins the UGET while studying for a law degree in Tunis. 
Gradually, he becomes an ardent defender of the proletarian cause, 
and engages in underground activities against the Bourguibist regime. 
He meets Zina, the philosophy student, at a very critical conjuncture 
when he is told by a Communist leader to ‘eliminate her’ because of her 
continuous attacks on the ‘comrades’ (pp63-64). Contrary to expecta-
tions, he falls in love with her and decides to protect her. Al-Mabkhout 
deliberately connects Abdennaser’s volatility to the changing political 
environment in Tunisia after the 1987 coup. The coup coincides first with 
Abdennaser’s betrayal of Zina with her best friend, Nagla (pp221-229), 
and then with his departure from Marxism-Leninism (pp295-300). 
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Despite its lack of rigor – while accounting for the political-theoretical 
position of the Tunisian left – The Italian successfully brings up the ques-
tion of the controversial role of the left in Tunisia during Ben Ali’s rule. 
Abdennaser is used to articulate the left’s oscillation between dogged 
militantism (during Bourguiba’s rule) and uncouth opportunism after the 
1989 general elections. Yet, Al-Mabkhout does not explain the fluctuation 
of the Tunisian leftists on ideological grounds. Although he discusses the 
theoretical props of Tunisian Marxism via Zina and Salaheddine – often 
in negative perspective – he does not connect Abdennaser’s downfall to, 
for instance, his failure to assimilate Marxist theory or his decision to 
depart from it. Al-Mabkhout offers no convincing explanation why a 
militant as engaged as Abdennaser would dig his own ideological grave. 
In the novel, Abdennaser sustains moral and ideological decline not 
because he loses faith in the Marxist creed but because of financial hard-
ship and marriage difficulties. Abdennaser, Al-Mabkhout implies, is a 
good Marxist corrupted by financial need. And this is why he decides 
to divorce his wife and commit to a care-free life (pp221-229), and then 
compromises his Marxist principles by accepting a post in the neoliberal 
regime’s organ (pp295-300).

A major weakness in Al-Mabkhout’s narrative resides in his attempt 
to reduce the validity of the Marxist project in Tunisia via Zina’s eclec-
tic neo-Marxist approach. For Zina, Tunisian Marxist-Leninists of the 
1970s, 1980s (and early 1990s), including Abdennaser, are ‘extremist’ 
and ‘professional partisans’ (p54) incapable of grasping the revolution-
ary moment and the difference between revolutionary consciousness 
and trade union consciousness (pp55-56). She forges such a critique by 
curiously fusing the work of the Frankfurt School, Gramsci’s histori-
cism, Luxemburg’s anti-centrism, Kautsky’s reformism and Lenin’s 
contempt for trade union consciousness (p55). And it is unmentioned 
in the novel whether Zina’s critique affects in any way Abdennaser’s 
decision to quit Marxism-Leninism and accept a post as a propagan-
dist for the neoliberal Ben Ali regime. For a good historical reason, 
Al-Mabkhout’s employment of Zina to articulate the crisis of the 
Tunisian left is erroneous. Al-Mabkhout overlooks the fact that in 
the context of the 1970s and 1980s neo-Marxism – to which Zina sub-
scribes – had had insignificant influence on both the student movement 
and the radical left in Tunisia. The debate had been focused more on 
which of the classical currents of Marxism was more timely and could 
wield power in favour of the working classes. The conflicting trends 
in Tunisia were characteristically either Marxist-Leninist, Maoist or 
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Trotskyist; any mention of a neo-Marxist approach then would be 
reduced as revisionist. 

Al-Mabkhout seems to miss the point that the crisis of the left in the 
late 1980s had to do chiefly with the disillusionment with Soviet-type 
socialism rather than the failure to adopt a neo-Marxist critique of the 
Tunisian context. A whole generation of Marxist militants was demor-
alised by the (American) unipolar moment whose devastating political 
effect on Tunisia was far-reaching. But, despite the impact of the collapse 
of socialism, most such militants chose to confront the oppressive appa-
ratus of the neoliberal regime. In The Italian, Al-Mabkhout dismisses 
the impact of the international order on Tunisia, and proposes a surreal 
reading of the late 1980s; he critiques the role of the radical left by refer-
ring to the passive role of the Communist Party in the aftermath of the 
November coup. But, he curiously leaves unmentioned the key role of 
radical Marxist parties like the Communist Workers’ Party (PCOT) and 
the Democratic Patriots’ Party (WATAD) which, despite the debilitating 
post-Cold War order, had stood up to both the Bourguibist autocracy 
and the Ben Ali oligarchy. 

Al-Mabkhout’s Italian succeeds in identifying the vicissitudes of the 
Tunisian left, especially after the November coup, but it fails to trace 
the ideological determinants of the crisis of many leftists in the wake of 
the 1989 general elections. The use of Abdennaser to inform this crisis is 
problematic, basically because he falls for reasons other than the devastat-
ing effect of neoliberal policies adopted by the Ben Ali regime. The Ben 
Ali regime overtly supported the alleged ‘triumph of liberal democracy’ 
and dragged the Tunisian people down the neoliberal path. On the other 
hand, the employment of Zina aggravates Al-Mabkhout’s misconception 
of the historical conjuncture of Abdennaser’s downfall. Zina’s role in the 
novel is loose. As she seeks to supplant radical Marxism, she is trapped in 
contradictions that weaken the validity of her claims. The marriage that 
she makes between Kautsky and Lenin on the one hand, and Lenin and 
Gramsci on the other reveals Al-Mabkhout’s own fictional bricolage and 
his lack of mastery of differing approaches within Marxism.

Chamseddine Mnasri

Sultan Qaboos University, Oman 
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Ruth Ewan, Twenty-Nine Thousand Nights: A Communist Life by 
Nan Berger, Book Works, London 2017; 192 pp; ISBN 9781906012861, 
£15.00, pbk

Too often when examining the individual lives of communists in Great 
Britain during the twentieth century the focus is on spies, traitors, and 
Soviet stooges. The story of Nan Berger is one that shows that for every 
Dave Springhall and Alan Nunn May there were thousands of CPGB 
members who sought not governmental secrets but social justice and 
progressive change. Twenty-Nine Thousand Nights: A Communist 

Life recounts, in Berger’s own writings, the wider struggle of the Left 
during the latter half of the past century as well as her personal journey 
to communism. The book is primarily Berger’s unpublished autobiog-
raphy, but it includes a wealth of supplementary material that brings 
the reader into the world of the historian and researcher. Ruth Ewan 
called this work a ‘project’ rather than a book and in many ways this is 
accurate. Interspersed throughout the text is an assortment of personal 
pictures, newspaper articles – both authored by Berger or about her 
– and even official Security Service reports on Berger and her activi-
ties. Ewan also includes an interview she conducted with Vicki Berger, 
Nan’s daughter. By including these additional documents Ewan creates 
the feeling that one is not just reading a personal account by Berger but 
travelling vicariously through her life sharing her experiences. It makes 
for a wonderful visual aesthetic and narrative excursion into the life of 
an extraordinary woman.

Twenty-nine Thousand Nights: A Communist Life is a key resource 
for readers of a variety of interests – including those searching for a first-
hand account of progressive politics or of women’s role in British society, 
or simply an engrossing tale of an individual who sought a better world 
and tirelessly worked towards this goal from a young age. This book does 
not, however, provide a detailed account of CPGB activities or an ideo-
logical defence of the communist position. Instead, this work ranks as 
a welcome addition to the field of the social history of British commu-
nism. Berger’s life story is told in a way where her personal accounts are 
interspersed with the current events of the age. Often this works well, 
but not always. Her commentary on such topics as the General Strike, 
the Spanish Civil War and the Second World War are enlightening from 
a feminist and Marxist perspective. Yet Berger’s writing style shifts from 
the very intimate to the detached observer, leaving the reader sometimes 
wanting to know more of her life story, and at other times wanting a bit 
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more on the ‘larger picture’. One example of this is when Berger recounts 
her time spent living in Poland for a year in 1949-1950. She attempts to 
balance recounting her day-to-day activities in a foreign land with social 
commentary on the Polish Communist experiment. Although her writing 
style is engaging, neither theme is fully fleshed-out, so that the reader still 
wants to know more about both facets of her experience in Poland. In 
her interview with Berger’s daughter at the beginning of the book, Ruth 
Ewan seems to agree with this assessment as well. Ewan comments that 
in Berger’s autobiography ‘she misses out much of her personal research 
work, books, and her later family life’ (p16).

Born into a wealthy family near Manchester in 1914, Nan Berger in 
her younger years lived a life of comfort but one with many peculiarities. 
Her father, a functional alcoholic – she went so far to describe as a ‘Jekyll 
and Hyde figure’ – was the epitome of the entrepreneurial spirit that capi-
talism so adores. Far ahead of his time in respect of reusable resources, 
he founded a profitable business in recycling gunny off imported cotton 
bales and reutilising oil rags. Obsessed with conspicuous consumption at 
home and conspicuous frugality at work, her father made Nan and her 
siblings dress up at home but kept simpler clothes for them to wear when 
visiting him at his factory. He sought hard to impress his neighbours, 
but feared to show his family’s wealth in front of the many labourers he 
employed, imagining they would ask for raises or better working condi-
tions. Her father provided her first insights into the capitalist economic 
model, and Berger was far from impressed. In 1935 she moved to London 
to join her brother Peter who was studying at the London School of 
Economics. They both joined the CPGB shortly afterwards.

Berger discovered the patriarchy and classism of British society was 
replicated even in the ranks of the Communist Party – as a woman from 
a privileged family she found only a ‘sullen acceptance’ in the CPGB 
overall and recounted: 

My acceptance into the Party branch was equally lukewarm. Even 
though the branch was in an area filled with the middle class and intel-
lectuals, the comrades in the branch were mainly working class who 
looked upon the rest of the population as a spineless mass backing up 
the ruling class. Protesting now and again in order to retain a progres-
sive image. As a member of this mass I was tolerated – just (p71).

Despite not gaining the support and the friendship she had hoped for, 
Berger worked hard for the party and took great pride in her membership. 
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Reading and studying Marxism for her became a full-time occupation. 
Coming into the CPGB as a committed pacifist, she dropped this posi-
tion and took the official line of the Party after her brother Peter joined 
the International Brigade to fight the Nationalists in the Spanish Civil 
War. She wrote that the conflict in Spain had the greatest effect in trans-
forming her to an unswerving communist and a committed fighter in the 
international class struggle. 

During the early years of the Second World War Berger worked for 
the Bank of England until she was dismissed for her political affiliations. 
She found work immediately afterwards in the Civil Service and was 
employed until after the war. In this capacity she was awarded an OBE 
at the age of 33 in 1948 for her work in the statistical department of the 
Ministry of Fuel and Power. She would leave the Civil Service to raise 
her two children and to devote her time to journalism. In the latter half 
of her autobiography Berger recounts how she never lost faith in the dual 
dreams of a more egalitarian British society and a just global community. 

The story of Nan Berger is an inspiring and uplifting tale of a 
woman who sought to bring about change in a world she found unfair. 
Supplemented with Ruth Ewan’s wealth of archival work, this is a worth-
while resource for anyone interested in the struggles of the progressive 
movement from the early 1930s until the 1990s. It is not merely a well-
edited book but a treasure trove of primary source documents that gives 
a fuller account of an extraordinary life and well might be the prototype 
– the shape  of things to come – for future works by social historians. 

Matthew Gerth

Queen’s University Belfast

Paul Hanebrink, A Spectre Haunting Europe: The Myth of Judeo-
Bolshevism, Belknap Press, Cambridge MA, 2018; 368 pp; ISBN 
9780674047686, £23.95, hbk

Paul Hanebrink’s detailed research into the myth of Judeo-Bolshevism 
is a timely, welcome, most valuable and much needed study that brings 
compelling insights into anti-Semitism and anti-Communism. The latter 
are both comprised of many variants, with Judeo-Bolshevism being one 
of the most virulent and persistent. Most importantly, Hanebrink shows 
how Judeo-Bolshevism was a construct, a dangerous and consequen-
tial one that held Jews responsible for the creation and propagation of 
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Bolshevism, responsible therefore for the crimes of Communism and a 
threat to Europe, indeed to the whole of western civilisation. He care-
fully charts the array of complex factors and historical forces by which 
meaning was attached to the fact that some Bolsheviks were Jews, which 
signified nothing until it was made to do so. 

Hanebrink traces the myth from its origins as a component of anti-
Communism in the mix of war, civil war, revolution and imperial 
breakdown in Europe between 1914 and 1923. He then examines the use 
made of Judeo-Bolshevism by fascists in the interwar period, as well as 
by conservatives, the Christian churches included, who sought either to 
mobilise or neutralise it for their own purposes. There is careful analy-
sis of how the concept contributed to the unfolding of the Holocaust. 
In the second part of the book Hanebrink examines how the uses of 
Judeo-Bolshevism changed after the fall of Nazi Germany, including 
its transformation under the Eastern European communist regimes and 
its western trajectory. He also looks at its legacy, and most notably its 
re-emergence at the end of the Cold War with the concomitant rise of 
nationalism.

Judeo-Bolshevism was not simply made in the context of war and rev-
olution to appear as a wholly new danger, it drew on older, embedded 
anti-Jewish prejudices that exacerbated existing fears and loathing. Hence, 
defying all sense of logic and rationality, the traditional charges that por-
trayed Jews as cunning and malicious financiers were linked to ‘Jewish’ 
supported revolutions against capitalism as proof of the Jewish quest for 
power that would embrace and manipulate any system that would serve 
their purposes. Hanebrink reviews the history of anti-Judaism from the 
nineteenth century, back through the Middle Ages and ultimately to 
the Gospel era ‘when Jews were first marked as evil and hostile to the 
Christian order on earth’ (p27). He emphasises that the Judeo-Bolshevik 
myth was in essence but one type of anti-semitism among many that was 
constructed from the raw materials of anti-Judaism, subsequently recy-
cled and rearranged to meet the demands of a new age. It was distinct 
from other variants of anti-Jewish hatred in that it highlighted specific 
Jewish stereotypes and endowed them with new meaning.

The lengthy, complicated relationship between Judaism and 
Christianity meant the Christian-Jewish binary, perhaps inevitably, 
remained a constant in a context where an imagined Christian civilisa-
tion appeared under threat. In a post-World War One context of fear 
that revolution could spread across Europe and North America, deeply 
ingrained convictions about an international Jewish conspiracy gave 
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life to the forged Protocols of the Elders of Zion, taken as a further sign 
that Christian order and morality was under attack. Such convictions 
were legitimised and strengthened and given coherence by Christian 
perceptions of revolution as a secularised version of Jewish messianism. 
Hanebrink relates how this was especially true in Catholic intellectual 
circles, giving the example of the philosopher Jacques Maritain. Whilst 
a member of Action Française, which Hanebrink labels fascist, Maritain 
insisted Jews were ‘an essentially messianic people’ who played ‘a subver-
sive role in the world’ (p31).

Racist representations of Jews gelled with orientalist images of uncivi-
lised barbarians and Asiatic beasts, the invading hordes from the East, 
positing the latest ‘clash of civilisations’ which required the defence of 
Christian Europe. Post-war revolutionary unrest, along with the new-
found militancy of the workers’ movement throughout the Continent, 
created a climate in which Judeo-Bolshevism revived old anti-Jewish 
prejudices and re-worked them into a broadly persuasive critique of 
Bolshevism that, following ceaseless repetition, secured influence beyond 
the far right. Hanebrink shows how the equation of Jews and Bolshevik 
revolution moved from being a paranoid generalisation into an accepted 
fact, a perceived reality that meant that the idea of Judeo-Bolshevism 
became inseparable from violence against Jews. He supports his argu-
ment with the example of Hungary in 1919 where, under the pretext of 
eradicating Communism and redeeming Hungary as a Christian nation, 
paramilitary troops unleashed an orgy of opportunistic violence that 
became known as the White Terror and was subsequently acknowledged 
as excessive and destabilising. Nonetheless, some western conservatives 
applauded Hungarian anti-Communism, whilst the British Foreign 
Office produced a report that dramatically minimised the violence. 
Anti-Bolshevism of course dominated the strategic calculations of the 
victorious western allies at Versailles where a key deliberation about the 
future of post-war Europe was how to contain or roll back Communism.

The image of the Jewish Bolshevik was central to Nazi ideology 
and Hanebrink illustrates how the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union 
returned it to European politics with dire consequences. The invaders 
encouraged and provoked violence by identifying Jews as Bolshevik 
criminals, providing horrendous examples of what might be undertaken 
in the anti-Bolshevik cause: ‘burning Jews alive in the Bialystok syna-
gogue; massacring Jews labelled as Bolsheviks in Dobromil; organising 
mass shootings of suspected Jewish “subversives” in Vilnius’ (p143). 
The defeat of Germany did not lead to the demise of the concept of 
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Judeo-Bolshevism, which was to shape the way in which many would 
understand the Soviet occupation and which also cast a long shadow in 
the West over post-war political and social reconstruction. However, the 
Judeo-Bolshevik threat was notably absent from Cold War proclama-
tions that indicted the Soviet Union as a threat to western civilisation 
and Christianity. 

In 1928 the National Conference of Christians and Jews was estab-
lished in the United States to combat nativist attacks in America against 
Catholics and Jews. In 1930’s America, against the backdrop of the evolv-
ing international crisis, a broad consensus was established that religion 
was central to liberal democracy, linking it to the concept of Judeo-
Christianity. As the Cold War emerged, Judeo-Christianity, embraced by 
American Judaism as a means of securing a place in Cold War America, 
moved from being a pillar of anti-fascism to one of anti-communism and 
a key feature of Cold War liberal rhetoric. As the United States embraced 
Germany as an anti-Soviet ally, reaching out to its churches as vehicles 
to rebuild a democratic and anti-communist state, America’s Jews had to 
avoid open discussion of the Holocaust to show support for American 
foreign policy. Whilst the idea of Judeo-Bolshevism was suppressed, that 
of ‘Asiatic Bolshevism’ was not, as evidenced by representations of the 
‘Mongol’ rapist Red Army, contributing to the equation of Nazism and 
Communism as twin forms of totalitarianism that were morally equiva-
lent. Prior to the Second World War, European leaders had viewed with 
disdain America’s vulgar materialism. Post-war America became a nec-
essary security partner and Judeo-Christianity a bonding mechanism 
facilitated by the theory of totalitarianism essential to its rise. When 
the latter declined in the course of the 1960s, Holocaust memory moved 
to the fore, casting Nazi genocide as a greater evil than Soviet repres-
sion. When the theory was revived for political purposes in the 1980s it 
brought the idea of Judeo-Bolshevism back into the frame.

Hanebrink concludes his masterful survey by examining how the idea 
of Judeo-Bolshevism became entangled with the politics of holocaust 
memory and its re-birth in post-Communist Europe. Hanebrink has pro-
duced a powerful and fascinating book that will be of interest to a wide 
spectrum of scholars as well as general readers. Highly recommended.

Dianne Kirby

Trinity College Dublin
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 Konstantinos Kavoulakos, Georg Lukács’s Philosophy of Praxis: from 
Neo-Kantianism to Marxism, Bloomsbury Academic, London 2018; xvi 
and 248 pp; ISBN 9781474267410, £85.00, hbk

It is packed with ‘difficult’ philosophical concepts and technical lan-
guage; many of the footnotes refer to texts which are available only in 
German; and Kavoulakos’s writing style is often less than graceful.

These issues and barriers to the non-specialist reader are, however, 
rendered trivial and insignificant by Kavoulakos’s achievement with this 
important book. It amounts to a contemporary recovery of central ele-
ments of the philosophy of the Hungarian Marxist Georg Lukács, and it 
succeeds on several levels. Kavoulakos identifies key perspectives which 
shaped Lukács’s thinking, but which have been obscured over the last 
ninety-five years through mistranslation and commentary. More sig-
nificantly, he shows how some of Lukács’s insights and understandings 
have contemporary relevance: they could be popularised so as to directly 
resource those who are struggling today for the possibility of another – 
progressive – modernity. 

Lukács lived a long life, and his thinking went through different stages. 
There are both continuities and ruptures across his work. Kavoulakos’s 
focus is on Lukács’s famous book History and Class Consciousness, first 
published in 1923. This comprised eight essays, some of which were 
reworked from versions he had written whilst directly engaged in the 
short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919, and his subsequent escape 
into exile. Other pieces – of more lasting significance – expressed the 
beginnings of significant critical reflection on the experience of defeat. 
These introduced arguments and themes which became starting points 
for ‘Western Marxism’: the Frankfurt school figures Theodor Adorno 
and Walter Benjamin were amongst those drawn to Marxism by History 

and Class Consciousness (Adorno having already been enthused about 
philosophy more generally by Lukács’s earlier, pre-Marxist work, 1916’s 
The Theory of the Novel).

History and Class Consciousness was immediately controversial: at 
the Fifth Congress of the Communist International in summer 1925, 
Lukács’s theories were furiously denounced as ‘revisionist’ and ‘idealist’ 
by Zinoviev, Bukharin and several lesser figures. Lukács took the prag-
matic decision to withdraw the book: its subsequent influence took an 
‘underground form’ until the 1960s, when it was republished in Europe 
and America, resonating with some of the ‘new left’ themes animating 
student radicals. (After the Fifth Congress, in 1925 or 1926, Lukács had 
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drafted a defence of his book, but this was entirely hidden for seventy 
years until discovered in the Moscow archive of the defunct Communist 
Party of the Soviet Union. It was published by Verso in 2000 as Tailism 

and the Dialectic. By the time History and Class Consciousness re-emerged 
in the late 1960s, Lukács claimed to be ambivalent about his 1923 book, 
stating explicit disagreement with some of its positions, whilst accepting 
that it still had ‘a certain value’). 

It is widely recognised that a key theme in History and Class 

Consciousness is the continuing importance of Hegel’s thought. This was 
not something which Marx had simply ‘moved through’ and then ‘left 
behind’. Lukács shows that ‘a whole series of categories of central impor-
tance and in constant use [in Marxism] stem directly from Hegel’s Logic’. 

Kavoulakos evidences that Lukács combined his turn (or return) to 
Hegel with another important resource: his neo-Kantian philosophi-
cal training, which ‘continued to form the framework of his thought’. 
Lukács was unusual in being an important figure in the early years of 
twentieth-century communism as someone who had not previously been 
part of the labour movement. The rich and cultured banker’s son came to 
revolutionary politics having established a reputation as a literary critic 
and philosopher, and after years studying in Heidelberg. This meant that 
Lukács had not absorbed the increasingly stultified ‘Marxism’ of the 
Second International’s ‘orthodox’ leaders. Instead, he ‘was able to read 
Marx’s texts in a new, fruitful way, based on … deep knowledge of the 
problems of modern philosophy’. Lukács would later state ‘that he never 
regretted the fact that he took his first lessons in social sciences from 
[Georg] Simmel and [Max] Weber and not from Kautsky’.

Neo-Kantianism was itself a complex tradition. Beginning in the 
1860s, its different schools and thinkers shared the view that many of 
Immanuel Kant’s categories, insights and approaches from the 1700s 
deserved revisiting and developing, on the basis that they could serve to 
critique and clarify philosophical debates which had developed since his 
death. But there were many competing and divergent views about how 
this should be done, and what the applications of Kant’s thought should 
be. For some neo-Kantians, including Lukács, the point was to push and 
stretch Kantian theory to its limits, on the basis that this would help 
bring into focus a range of questions about the contradictions and prob-
lems of modern life. 

How were ‘neo-Kantian’ optics in Lukács’s outlook relevant to revolu-
tionary politics? One example relates to the neo-Kantian understanding 
that ‘meaning’ should be distinguished from the factual existence of 
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things. Linked to this, neo-Kantians argued that the ‘objectivities’ of dif-
ferent types of thing generate varied and specific ‘domains of meaning’. 
History, art and science are different things: so are the types of meaning 
which they produce and with which they are concerned. Against the 
background of debates on such issues, Lukács uses neo-Kantian terms 
to precisely track the procedures and mediations through which differ-
ent kinds of reality which are present in capitalist society are subject to 
a process of ‘reification’. This involves the ‘logic’ and ‘values’ which are 
inherent in capitalist commodity-exchange being extended and multi-
plying to shape – and distort – society more generally. Reification tends 
towards the recasting of all things as commodities, leading to increasingly 
dehumanising forms of social and political organisation, corrupting our 
‘personal’ lives, and determining our subjective experience of the world 
in such a way as to risk reconciling us all with the needs and interest 
of the capitalist class. That this does not happen to a total extent is the 
result of irreconcilable social tensions which express themselves through 
class struggle - which Lukács describes and analyses in ways which make 
further use of neo-Kantian categories. 

Kavoulakos tracks the ‘sources and component parts’ of Lukács’s 
thought in a careful and systematic manner. Although the material is 
complex, the author has worked hard to make it possible for readers to 
follow his arguments and evidence. Part One of the book reconstructs 
‘the philosophical presuppositions of Lukács’s early Marxism’ and Part 
Two critically assesses ‘his theory of rationality and modern society’.

Kavoulakos frequently highlights the differences between his analysis 
and other readings of Lukács which he considers to be mistaken. For 
example, in one chapter, Kavoulakos devotes nine closely-argued pages 
to a critique of Axel Honneth’s 2008 book Reification: a new look at an 

old idea. There is understated wit in such sections: for Kavoulakos, it was 
a good thing that Honneth’s publication generated some international 
discussion of Lukács – but this unfortunately came at the high cost of 
Honneth entirely distorting Lukács’s theory and robbing it of its ‘most 
radical dimensions’. For Kavoulakos, one of Honneth’s mistakes is to 
present reification as ‘a kind of constant anthropological factor’ which 
is present in all forms and periods of social life, whereas Lukács’s clear 
aim was ‘to demonstrate the historically contingent character of capitalist 
social relations’. 

In the third part of his book, on ‘praxis’, Kavoulakos builds on his 
earlier discussions to explore Lukács’s ‘theory of social and political 
change’. As part of this, Kavoulakos considers Lukács’s controversial 
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formulations about ‘imputed’ or ‘ascribed’ class consciousness. In History 

and Class Consciousness, Lukács uses this term to identify ‘the thoughts 
and feelings which men would have in a particular situation if they were 
able to completely grasp [it] … i.e. to infer the thoughts and feelings 
appropriate to their objective situation’. For some commentators, this 
concept is proof of Lukács’s idealism and elitism: he is ‘rationally’, in his 
mind, deciding what peoples’ understanding of their situation should be, 
and then judging their actual views by assessing the extent to which these 
correspond to his view about what they should think. 

Kavoulakos shows that, in fact, Lukács’s concept is part of avoiding 
a dualistic counter-position between subjective or voluntarist impulses 
and the ‘scientism’ of Second International Marxism: this saw a shift to 
socialism as an ‘inevitable’ and ‘necessary’ outcome of social trends, in 
which it was not clear what need there was for consciously determined 
action by workers’ parties and organisations. As the late István Mészáros 
insisted, the distinction between ‘ascribed’ and ‘psychological’ class con-
sciousness was no lapse back into idealism. It was in fact a reformulation 
of one of Marx’s important insights. 

This book’s short epilogue on ‘the significance of Lukács’s philosophy 
of praxis today’ includes stimulating and inspiring arguments. Lukács 
was focussed on ‘the possibility of creating new norms at the moment 
when the given system begins to tremble due to its inner inconsistency 
and its inherent instability’. Kavoulakos highlights the current ‘spread 
of conflict and warfare … growing social and political tensions … the 
exploitation of the natural resources of the planet and its rapid ecological 
breakdown’. In this ‘trembling’ context, ‘the established … social and 
political practices keep repeating the same story: What is happening is 
inevitable, it is the result of objective necessities, there have always been 
difficulties or even: we have already seen worse … the problem is only 
how to stay calm, rational, moderate, tolerant and optimistic – above all, 
how to remain sceptical toward any radical rejection of the established 
system’. Such ‘reifying’ arguments and ‘reassurances’ are leading us to 
disaster: it is time for a politics through which those threatened with the 
barbarism inherent in ‘the given system’ can understand things as they 
actually are – and act effectively in ways which are ‘appropriate to their 
objective situation’.

Mike Makin-Waite
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Jack Lindsay, Who are the English? Selected Poems: 1935-1981, 
Smokestack Books, Middlesbrough 2015; 139 pp; ISBN 9780992740931, 
£8.95, pbk

The Australian-born polymath, Jack Lindsay 1900-1990, is largely for-
gotten now despite or because of the fact that he published a ridiculous 
number of books in a ridiculous range of genres: his some 170 books 
include historical and contemporary-set novels, critical works on art, 
plays, works of history, philosophical works, translations, editions of 
historical English texts, political treatises and memoirs. Several other 
works exist only in manuscript form. Many PhDs about Lindsay’s work 
need to be written. In the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 

James M. Borg succinctly describes Lindsay’s legacy as a ‘magnificent 
ruin’ – because of his varying, sometimes inchoate ideological position-
ing as much as for the restless adoption of new writing genres and styles. 
Despite myriad swings of ideology and preoccupation one thing about 
Lindsay was consistent: membership of the British Communist Party. 
After moving from Australia in 1926, Lindsay joined the Party in or 
around 1940; despite his pained response to the traumas of 1956 and 1968 
he never left the Party, remaining a member until his death in 1990. He 
was sufficiently appreciated in Moscow to be included as a subject in 
the Great Soviet Encyclopedia – and sufficiently feared in Britain to be 
watched energetically by MI5. Lindsay was also a prolific poet: his 1981 
Collected Poems is over 600 pages long. Lindsay’s poetry, unlike many 
of his other branches of writing, is direct, accessible and both resonant 
of the times it was written and powerfully compelling today. This some-
what quirky, messy edition of a small selection of his poetry is valuable 
for reminding us of the efficacy of this forgotten figure’s leftist poetry.

Before I address the appeal of the verse in this edition I shall comment 
on its contents and its quirkiness. The book is not dated. There is a three-
page ‘Preface’ written by someone – I do not know who – no editor is 
credited. We have then an inadequate two-sentence ‘Note on the Text’ 
and, more substantially, a very useful ‘Introduction’ by Anne Cranny-
Francis. An extremely small ‘Bibliography’ is then offered – I’m totally 
confused by a reference to one publication which is dated to ‘1928-1912’. 
This is followed by the meat of the book: a hundred pages of Lindsay’s 
poems – some of which are marred by typos and other errors. Some – not 
all – of the poems are afforded ‘Notes’ at the rear of the book. These notes 
are erratic. On one page there are three irritating errors: on this page, 
page 135, we are told that Robert Kett rose against enclosures ‘in the 
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early 1600s’ even though, we are accurately told, he was executed in 1549; 
we are told that the Peasants’ Revolt took place in ‘1331’ (it was 1381); 
and we are told that Luis Prestes was a member of the ‘Brazilian Popular 
Front’. There is no excuse for this sort of sloppiness. Frustrating.

The quirky messiness of the book, though, should not totally distract 
us from the poems themselves because they are energetic and compel-
ling. Lindsay’s verse, which often combines pointed reference to specific 
political events with a call for a global expansion of class consciousness, 
is written in varied aesthetic styles: sometimes the poems are presented 
in almost random free verse; sometimes more conventional, more ordered 
stanza and metric structures are utilised. Some of the poems were read 
at mass declarations. The most well known is probably ‘Who Are the 
English?’ from 1936. Lindsay wrote this poem as a direct challenge to 
nationalistic discourses that praise military leaders, monarchs and serv-
ants of the state as being the only true English heroes. For Lindsay the 
heroes are those who challenged the English state through the centu-
ries: obvious heroes for Lindsay include John Ball, Jack Cade, Lollards, 
Levellers, Luddites, Chartists and the General Strikers of 1926. The poem 
laments the current status of ‘shophands’ and ‘slum denizens’ who are 
rendered stupid by subjugation to sports results, horoscopes and embod-
ied fascism in the ‘dope’ of ‘national newspapers’ and ‘hire-payment 
systems’. This bleakness can be overcome if we recognise the true heroes 
of the past who can inspire us to push forward for an equitable ‘Socialist 
Republic / England my England’. It is rousing stuff. 

‘Warning of the End’ is a tight four-stanza poem that celebrates a 
reported mutiny by Spanish troops on 17 February 1936. The first stanza 
sarcastically addresses the lack of care shown by bankers and politicians 
for half-starved citizens. The second stanza notes the disinterest of the 
global bourgeoisie about atrocities carried out by Japanese troops against 
Chinese civilians. The third stanza points out that a decline in income 
may damage capitalists but not fatally. The fourth, final paragraph exult-
antly revels in the idea of something that will actually harm the ruling 
classes – soldiers realising that the rioters that they are sent to oppress are 
actually ‘Brothers’. The poem, ultimately, is a fantasy that hired hands all 
over the world will mutiny in a global Marxist uprising. 

Similar hopes for localised action followed by global awakening is 
expressed in another declamatory performance, ‘On Guard for Spain’, 
from 1937. It is impossible to not believe that Lindsay is on the right 
side of history as he lambasts a dystopian European body politic domi-
nated by ‘Franco the Butcher’, ‘Hitler the gangster’ and ‘Mussolini the 
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gambler’. Lindsay’s ingeniousness with words is clear as he memorably 
describes the poor of Spain as ‘unbreakfasted’ but ‘uprose’. Repetition 
and anaphora is used to generate anger as we are reminded to ‘mourn 
for the workers’, ‘mourn for the children’ and ‘mourn for the women’s 
bodies’ but it is also used to generate enthusiasm and passion as we note 
that ‘Spain rose up’, ‘Spain rose up’ and ‘Spain rose up’. Fighting is now 
imperative. It is a time to fight off the ‘fascist monster’, the ‘fascist vul-
tures’. It is not a time for ‘tenderness’ – nor might it be said, is it a time 
for nuanced, even-handed verse. Lindsay, unapologetically, offers not 
nuance but urgent, partisan, rousing verse. 

Some later poems are more explicitly personal. ‘To Ann’ is a love poem 
dedicated to his partner, Ann Davies; a poem addressed to his estranged 
father, ‘To my Father Norman’, the artist Norman Lindsay, is a bleak 
meditation on the ‘obdurate’ father who will not respond to any efforts 
at rapprochement. But leftist politics, a way of life for Lindsay, is never 
marginalised entirely. ‘Christmas Eve 1952’ is a poem that unexpectedly 
and effectively blends socialist imagery with Christian discourse. Dawn 
brings in a new day, a day when men can rise against the tyranny of 
Herod. Herod metonymically represents all aggressive, greedy evil in the 
world. We should all be enemies of Herod, Lindsay asserts. Messy as this 
book is, its publication allows us to again engage with Lindsay’s call for 
mass action against egregious, freedom-denying tyranny. At a time when 
irrational right-wing hatred of others including women, homosexuals, 
vegetarians and refugees seems both mainstream and quotidian, Lindsay’s 
call for action against the jealous Herods of the world is very welcome.

Kevin De Ornellas

Ulster University

John Medhurst, No Less than Mystic: a history of Lenin and the Russian 
Revolution for a 21st century left, Repeater Books, London 2017; 651 pp; 
ISBN 9781910924488, £9.99, pbk

According to Noam Chomsky, the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 was 
one of the ‘great blows to socialism in the Twentieth Century’. For John 
Medhurst, who quotes Chomsky with approval, it was hardly a revo-
lution at all, but an insurrection that under Lenin’s leadership quickly 
became a counter-revolution. Russia’s real revolution, according to his 
line of reasoning, was the ‘people’s revolution’ that had toppled the tsars 
in the spring of 1917. Medhurst maintains that its best hope of success lay 
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in a form of broad left coalition, and he demonstrates the groundswell of 
support there would have been for an all-inclusive socialist government 
even following the Bolshevik seizure of power. Lenin and Trotsky, of 
course, wanted nothing of it. In No Less than Mystic, Medhurst therefore 
takes his stand with the left libertarian critique of Bolshevism that began 
with the soon-to-be persecuted Mensheviks and anarchists, and with 
dissenting Marxists like Luxemburg and Pannekoek. He also notes the 
more conciliatory instincts of some prominent Bolsheviks; and how the 
Bolshevik Party had temporarily ‘de-Bolshevised’ itself in response to the 
political ferment of the revolution. His most obvious targets are therefore 
Lenin himself, and the recent rehabilitation of Leninism which writers 
like Badiou and Žižek have helped to stimulate. However, Medhurst is 
equally concerned to counter the effect of what he calls the ‘soft Leninist’ 
tradition of Deutscher, Liebman and their successors.

He makes his case through a broad-brush narrative history that runs 
from the Bolshevik-Menshevik split of 1903 to the suppression of the 
Kronstadt revolt in 1921. Focusing more specifically on the earliest years 
of Soviet power, he also includes thematically organised chapters on 
issues like the sexual and cultural politics of the revolution. For those 
swept along by Badiou and Žižek, this is just the sort of narrative needed 
to remind us of the lived experience of communism which they disre-
gard with something approaching levity. More directly, No Less than 

Mystic also serves as counterpart and antidote to the Lenin-friendly 
histories that also appeared on the revolution’s centenary, like those of 
China Miéville and Tariq Ali. Medhurst stresses that his account, like 
theirs, has no pretences as a work of original research. He has, however, 
skilfully navigated the historiographical and polemical minefield of the 
revolution. He does not take for granted any specialist knowledge and he 
hasn’t misrepresented in any significant way the historians he disagrees 
with. For readers familiar mainly with the Bolshevik-centred view of the 
revolution, Medhurst’s book is worth reading for the sort of critical per-
spectives that are so often excluded from such accounts.

On the other hand, it also has a good deal in common with them, just 
as two comrades arguing about the revolution in the pub have. A dis-
tinctive feature of Medhurst’s treatment is the interspersal of historical 
narrative with extended commentary on more recent political episodes. 
These range widely, from the Arab spring and second-wave feminism, 
to the coalition politics of Green parties and the political economy of 
the Bolivarian revolution. Medhurst’s aim is to show the continuing rele-
vance of this history for the ‘21st century left’ he is writing for. Although 
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it makes for a book that jumps about a lot and needs some section head-
ings and an index, he does by and large succeed in this aim. The problem 
with it is, however, that this can come across as a counter-teleology very 
much of the Bolshevik type, one that means choosing historical sides 
according to what best suits our own current preoccupations.

Some of the points are ones we have all heard or made in the pub. 
From the Bolshevik corner of the table, the most obvious rejoinder to 
Medhurst’s teleology is that he discusses the revolution as if from the 
very outset it were one of wholly and even intrinsically national scope. 
For those whom Medhurst critiques, it was of course axiomatic that 
for Lenin and Trotsky an exclusively Russian revolution had (in E.H. 
Carr’s words) ‘no meaning, no validity and no chance of survival’. One 
can certainly imagine the counter-rejoinder that this was a naïve or 
self-serving rationale. Even so, it does rather undermine the force of 
Medhurst’s title, taken from the Menshevik Martov, that it was ‘no less 
than mystic’ to imagine a political form that could surmount all such 
economic, social and national constraints. Whatever we choose to make 
of this aspect of Lenin’s politics, it is a truly gaping oversight to avoid 
properly discussing it.

On almost any issue offering a more favourable construction of 
Bolshevik rule, there is the same teleological bias. It is plausible to trace the 
degeneration of the Bolshevik party-state to Leninism’s ‘inherent logic’, 
and Medhurst provides compelling evidence to this effect. On the other 
hand, it might itself be thought somewhat mystic, or at least oblivious to 
the same issue of historical constraints, to extend the argument to some-
thing like the Bolsheviks’ sexual politics. Medhurst grudgingly concedes 
that Lenin was ‘not especially misogynist’ by the standards of his time. 
He also concedes, which can hardly be denied, that the Bolsheviks intro-
duced progressive legislation on education and childcare. He nevertheless 
points out sternly that this ‘was not the same thing as a fundamental 
transformation of sexual relations and attitudes’. That seems rather a lot 
to ask for in four years of war and civil war. The goalposts have evidently 
shifted, and the Bolsheviks are condemned both for believing they could 
surmount all historical constraints and for failing to surmount them. It’s 
not that Medhurst fails to recognise the challenges that the Bolsheviks 
faced, because he does. Through selective teleology he nevertheless steers 
through the superior models of Wilhelm Reich and second-wave femi-
nism, while avoiding the wider sexual politics of the labour movement, 
and ends up with the old linearity and the tarring of Lenin with the brush 
of Stalin’s sexual counter-revolution.
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The chapter on culture follows a similar course. Curiously, however, 
Medhurst singles out Yuri Pimenov’s New Moscow, dating from the 
worst year of the terror, as an exception to Stalinist philistinism and 
the reversion to bourgeois cultural norms. I have always thought it a 
beguiling image that epitomises these things. Depicting a strikingly 
independent young woman at the wheel of an open-top coupé, the 
painting certainly offers an image of emancipated womanhood, and it 
is one that Medhurst’s discussion of sexual politics has left one rather 
prepared for. On the other hand, its seductively ‘impressionistic’ style 
marks a definite retreat from such powerful images as Pimenov’s War 

Veterans (1926), which may clearly be located within the wider course of 
European modernism in a way that New Moscow cannot. It is not just 
that it is, in its way, a conservative and isolationist image. Alluring as it 
appears, New Moscow casts its sheen on the very building, the House of 
the Unions, in which the show trials were then being staged. Perhaps, 
as with Shostakovich, there are hidden ironies to be uncovered. But if 
any image represents what Medhurst calls a ‘chocolate-box cover’ on an 
ocean of victims, it is this.

It is curious that Shostakovich doesn’t appear here, and that little sense 
is given of the numerous cultural luminaries who drew inspiration from 
the October revolution, or of why they should have done so. The reverse 
side of the coin is an alternative cast of socialist heroes that stretches from 
Owen, Morris and Carpenter to Tony Benn and Pablo Iglesias. Medhurst 
concedes that they differed widely on points of doctrine, and rightly 
says that this is to be welcomed. Nevertheless, the sorting of the wheat 
from the chaff according to some assumed relationship to Bolshevism is 
teleological in itself and simplifies complex political choices into one that 
is fundamentally communism and anti-communism. One cannot seri-
ously maintain that we should look to Orwell for an alternative to the 
Bolsheviks’ sexual politics. Whatever we discover in Morris or Benn (and 
in the former it is much) is not the clarity on the transition to socialism 
which eluded Lenin. If we are stepping back from Bolshevism because of 
a commitment to democracy, we had best be careful with Owen and his 
‘parallelograms of paupers’ (didn’t Proudhon group him with Napoleon 
and Louis XIV?) or Emma Goldman with her Nietzschean contempt for 
the masses. 

The issue is political rather than one of academic pedantry. It might be 
thought parochial view to elevate Bevan, Orwell and Benn to the socialist 
pantheon above Gramsci or Walter Benjamin. In its unspoken premises, 
it is also a way of a passing over the dilemmas of twentieth-century 
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politics which help explain the appeals of communism, and what these 
appeals actually were. It is unfortunate that in Medhurst’s alternative list 
of socialist luminaries there are none of the period’s prisoners, martyrs 
or resistance fighters, and no room for the anti-fascist or anti-colonial-
ist movements. Jaurès can be included because his assassination in 1914 
leaves him uncompromised by what was to follow. Morris is also there; 
Tom Mann, one imagines, would be, had he not lived long enough to 
become a communist. Medhurst does very briefly acknowledge that 
decent and honest socialists supported the Bolsheviks. He then, however, 
dismisses this as a case of the ‘irrational’ in politics, very much in the 
manner of Leninists dismissing false consciousness, and Trotsky using 
history as a dustbin.

Despite these differences of opinion, Medhurst’s book can be 
thoroughly recommended because it takes the politics of revolution 
seriously. Fundamentally I agree with the book’s left libertarian line, 
and the vindication of such once neglected figures as the Menshevik 
Martov and the workers’ oppositionist Shlyapnikov. Nevertheless, I am 
not convinced that a usable history for a twenty-first century left means 
writing off so much of its twentieth-century history. It is not just E.P. 
Thompson’s adage about the enormous condescension of posterity. It 
is not even Thompson’s point, also in the preface to The Making of 

the English Working Class, that causes that were lost in one part of the 
world might be still be won in another. It is rather that we may our-
selves be entering a period when causes that we thought were won may 
still be lost again. Certainly, a world of Putin, Trump and Erdogan is 
one that suggests that the coming century might be one of further chal-
lenges against which our more recent history might come to appear like 
another fin-de-siècle lull before the storm. The last thing we need is a 
sanitised view of communism, or the celebration of the Russian revolu-
tion like a royal wedding. But until the age of storms has finally passed, 
we need histories that recognise the dilemmas of practising a socialist 
politics within them, and draw what lessons we can from the Russian 
revolution as a truly world event in both its initial ambitions and its 
influence. 

Kevin Morgan

University of Manchester
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Jon Piccini, Evan Smith, Matthew Worley (eds), The Far Left in Australia 
Since 1945, Routledge, London 2019; xiv + 286 pp; ISBN 9781138541580, 
£23.99, pbk

This is an important and timely book, which deals with the little-exam-
ined subject of the ‘far left’ and how it helped to shape Australian society 
for the better. While several books have been published that acknowledge 
the role played by various organisations and individuals associated with 
the ‘far left’, this is the first study that attempts to define what this term 
means by examining the broad spectrum of political groups and ideas 
that collectively comprise this term in one volume. Its authors, however, 
are aware that a lot more work needs to be done before it can be claimed 
that a comprehensive history of the post-war far left has been written. 
It is timely because over the past several decades the three dominant 
political parties that have comprised all Australian governments have 
moved away from the left to the right of centre. The small left wing of the 
Australian Labor Party (ALP) occupies a liberal position that rejects key 
tenets of socialism. Today, in the so-called ‘post-truth’ period of Trump 
and Trumpism, it is vital to recall that while the far left, as Jon Piccini, 
Evan Smith and Matthew Worley put it in their excellent introduction, 
‘might have never led a revolution in Australia, it has inarguably played a 
central role in revolutionising it’ (p1).

The book is divided into four major sections. Given the dominant 
influence that the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) had on 
communist parties all over the world, including the Communist Party 
of Australia (CPA) which reached a membership of well over 20,000 in 
the mid 1940s, the first section thoughtfully discusses key historical 
moments in the history of the Soviet Union that not only tremendously 
impacted the CPA but fundamentally changed the far left in general. The 
first chapter examines how events like Khrushchev’s Secret Speech, the 
Polish October and the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 affected promi-
nent Australian communists and caused major rifts and arguments in 
their organisations. The following chapter discusses the rarely studied 
topic of ‘Australian Maoists’. Against the backdrop of the Sino-Soviet 
dispute, despite being few in number, they formed their own breakaway 
Marxist-Leninist Communist Party and were active and influential in 
the Builders’ Labourers Federation and various student organisations 
on university campuses. In the late 1960s and 1970s, the CPA contin-
ued to question its relationship to the CPSU, and the Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia further convinced its members to look for alternate 
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paths. While their actions may have ‘displayed intellectual courage of a 
high order, given that this involved renewing and rejecting much of their 
previously held views’ (p72), it is indisputable that their action assured 
the end of the CPA. In the last chapter of the ‘Organisational histories’ 
section, Piccini and Smith tackle a subject that permanently casts a ‘long, 
lingering shadow’ over all discussions of ‘progressive policies’ in Australia 
(p92) – the opprobriously repugnant ‘Immigration Restriction Act’, more 
commonly known as the ‘White Australia Policy’. The authors succeed 
in showing that in their efforts to bring about socialism in Australia, 
the CPA and other organisations of the far left simultaneously supported 
racist immigration policies that clearly negated any ‘spirit of proletarian 
internationalism’ (p92). Piccini and Smith conclude that the ‘contempo-
rary left’ is still prone to this contradiction (p92).

There follow three chapters in a section ‘The 1950s and 1960s: In and 
out of the Cold War’. The first continues the discussion about racism 
in Australia by examining the formation of the Council for Aboriginal 
Rights (CAR). Founded in 1951 at a meeting in Melbourne attended by 
some seventy individuals, only two of whom were Aboriginal, CAR 
aimed to obtain rights for all Aboriginal people. Against the backdrop 
of Robert Menzies wanting to outlaw communism, CAR ‘provided a 
vehicle’ (p113) for communists, socialists, unionists and other interested 
individuals to demand basic human rights and freedoms for Aborigines. 
The historical importance of CAR was that it recognised the need to make 
Aboriginal affairs a Commonwealth responsibility and spearheaded a 
long campaign to make that a reality. The author omits to mention that 
CAR’s importance today is diminished by the fact that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples are still waiting for constitutional change 
to acknowledge their existence and exclusion at Federation and con-
tinue to endure appalling treatment at the hands of state and federal 
governments. The second chapter is very much ‘in the cold war’ as it 
deals with anti-nuclear politics in the 1960s. Surprisingly, British nuclear 
testing on land inhabited by Aboriginal peoples in South Australia is 
not mentioned as a good segue from the previous chapter. Discussing 
the Australian Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), which took 
its cue from Britain’s anti-war movement for unilateral nuclear disarma-
ment, the chapter’s author is perhaps too harsh in concluding that by 
1965 the national anti-nuclear organisation ‘had come to naught and, like 
the broader peace movement, the war in Vietnam demanded activists’ 
attention’ (p129). Nevertheless, he convincingly demonstrates that the 
pioneering activism of the CND campaigns, in part due to the influence 

Socialist History 55.indd   117Socialist History 55.indd   117 13/05/2019   22:42:2013/05/2019   22:42:20



118 Socialist History 55

of radical migrants who had ‘experiences of socialism and direct action’ in 
their own countries, made ‘a more lasting contribution to the evolution of 
radical peace protest in Australia’ (p129). The third chapter looks at 1968, 
remembered in Australia as representing ‘a time of hope’ (p135) with the 
rise of the student movement and the ‘New Left’ which was now associ-
ated with more than the labour movement and communist parties. The 
Vietnam War and conscription were issues central to the radicalism of the 
New Left. While there is little doubt that the Sixties changed Australian 
society for the better, it came at the huge cost of allowing liberal capital-
ism to endure. As Russell Marks correctly concludes: ‘Perhaps the best 
answer is that the legacy of 1968 is in both an extension of liberalism’s 
promises and a radical critique of the status quo toward socially progres-
sive ends. While some have actively resisted them, no government since 
Whitlam’s has been able to ignore these demands’ (p147).

The third section, ‘The 1960s and 1970s: The valences of liberation’ 
has four chapters. The first is a brief discussion of the women’s libera-
tion movement in Australia and the myriad of challenges that the left had 
to face as a result of the rise of the politics of ‘personal solutions’. This 
identifies an Achilles heel of the feminist movement, namely that efforts 
by various groups to raise the consciousness level and self-awareness of 
women led to a fragmentation of these groups and women on the basis 
of identity. The emphasis on identity came about, in large part, due to 
the failure of liberal feminism to take up the struggle for all oppressed 
and marginalised women within the movement. The author concludes 
by declaring that the left has to decide what emphasis it should give ‘per-
sonal change’ in revolutionary politics (p167). Chapter 9 returns to the 
question of racism by examining the rise of Black Power politics in the 
1970s when the left was still divided over questions of race and racism and 
governments had not made any real progress on matters related to our 
first Australians. Although Whitlam’s Labor Government won power 
in 1972 promising land rights and a separate Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs, many Aborigines found its policy of ‘self-determination’ to be 
wanting. The author examines the little studied Action Conference on 
Racism and Education held at the University of Queensland campus in 
1972 to highlight ‘the gritty politics of Aboriginal Black Power activ-
ists seeking to build a broader movement’ (p172). The importance of this 
conference was overshadowed by the establishment of the Tent Embassy 
with its powerful claim for land rights but it did help to forge a Black 
Power consciousness that forced white radicals to ‘come to grips with 
their own racism’ by making them see ‘the struggle against racism not in 
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terms of liberal “do-goodism” but as Black self-determination and lib-
eration’ (p186). It is disappointing to admit that white radicals and Black 
Power activists are still waiting for the ‘meaningful and decolonised poli-
tics of solidarity’ (p186) that the author concludes was necessary.

Chapter ten by Liz Ross goes way beyond the time parameters of this 
section and might have been better placed after the chapter on Wollongong. 
Nevertheless, given recent belated gains for the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender and Intersex (LGBTI) community in Australia, this essay, 
like the introduction by Piccini, Smith and Worley, should be required 
reading in all introductory Australian history courses. Ross succinctly 
argues that while the CPA(ML) (a pro-China Maoist split from the CPA 
in 1963) and the pro-USSR Socialist Party of Australia (SPA) were homo-
phobic and their influence ‘had a negative effect on the fight for gay rights’, 
these two groups ‘were not the voice of the left within Gay Liberation or 
other LGBTI struggles’ (p193). The left voice for these struggles came 
from the CPA, the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and the International 
Socialists who were active in workplaces, unions, campuses and radical 
movements in general. Ross concludes that ‘the left brought analysis, 
organisation, class politics and a focus on what united LGBTI people in 
the struggle against the common enemy, capitalism’. It is refreshing to 
read that the left ‘has continued to argue the case for total social change 
– for revolution not just reforms’ (p207). Diana Covell’s chapter on the 
campaign to secure employment at the Port Kembla steelworks between 
1980-1991 by Wollongong women, concludes the third part of the book. 
This chapter is of particular interest to me because it is about the town 
where I live and it discusses people I knew and events I experienced and 
witnessed. Covell, who at the time was a member of the SWP, was a key 
figure in an arduous ‘Jobs for Women’ (JFW) campaign that lasted over 
fourteen years. The SWP along with other socialist groups and indi-
viduals, including trade unionists, public service feminists, women from 
migrant communities and volunteers from the Public Interest Advocacy 
Centre (PIAC), ‘took on the biggest, most ruthless employer in Australia’ 
– Broken Hill Propriety (BHP) – and won (p225). The importance of this 
historic victory is nicely stated by Paul Matters, then Port Kembla’s Rank 
and File Organiser for the Federated Ironworkers’ Association: ‘BHP 
fought all the way to the High Court because its whole industrial strat-
egy was not to be seen to be defeated. BHP was fighting for the right of 
capital to control, to manage. The JFW campaign challenged that directly 
and even more rarely, BHP was defeated in a straight out confrontation’ 
(p226). Despite being ‘one of the most successful campaigns initiated by 
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members of a far left group in Australia since WWII’, Covell warns not 
only of ‘the pitfalls of sectarian ultra-leftism but also the crisis of leader-
ship and dangers of political cultism common to the contemporary far 
left’ (p226).

The final section of the book, ‘Mainstreaming the far left’, looks at 
ways the far left allowed their ideas to be part of the political main-
stream through popular culture. The first chapter rightly questions 
whether the largest and most powerful union in Australia at the time, the 
Amalgamated Metal Workers Union (AMWU), which was then aligned 
with the Communist Party, made the right decision to back the Accord – 
an agreement between unions and the ALP to reject industrial campaigns 
for higher wages and better working conditions by collaborating with the 
owners of industry through arbitration and appeals. Important short-
term gains from the Accord – Medicare and the introduction of industry 
superannuation – were used not to index wages fully and not to increase 
the old age pension. In the long-term, however, the Accord proved that 
even the ability of the working class to develop a trade union conscious-
ness could be controlled once it became part of the national government’s 
political and economic decision-making process. As a result of the 
Accord, militant industrial strategy and the need for mobilisation were 
quashed because as left unions were now part of ‘the process of national 
economic restructuring’ (p244), profits were put before improving the 
living standards of workers. As the author concludes, ‘This was a tragic 
outcome, the consequences of which reverberate well beyond its ranks 
and are still with us today’ (p245). The last two chapters explore how 
the far left was involved in all aspects of culture. Jon Piccini and Ana 
Stevenson look at the impact that Germaine Greer and Dennis Altman 
had not just on radical intellectual culture but political and social culture 
in general. It is not surprising to learn that even though these two high-
profile intellectuals with divergent views were popular with mainstream 
readers, they were still criticised by just about everyone, including fellow 
activists, because of their ‘radicalism’ (p261). Greer and Altman, like so 
many other Australian intellectuals, were victims of the tall poppy syn-
drome and so were compelled to go overseas before obtaining the success 
they deserved Down Under. However, Piccini and Stevenson identify a 
much more important dimension than this syndrome and that is that ideas 
are not bound by borders. As the authors conclude, ‘to pigeonhole these 
writers as “Australian” ignores how much both their writing processes, 
inspiration and, importantly, reception and contestation, were transna-
tional’ (p262). In exploring ‘the rich diversity of Australian left cultural 
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activist groups in the post-war period’ (p267), the last chapter shows the 
influence of this transnationalism in various fields of cultural endeavour: 
theatre, literature, visual arts, film and music. Even so, Lisa Milner is 
very aware that in Australia there was an ‘ongoing and intricate dialogue 
between nationalism and internationalism’ which manifested itself in the 
‘radical nationalist idiom of many left cultural activists and Communist 
Party members’ (p269). Plainly speaking, Australian far left culture may 
have had an internationalist basis with ‘a collectivist impulse’ (p271) but, 
in the end, it could not exorcise the xenophobia, racism and sexism which 
were deeply rooted in the Australian identity, a theme that runs strongly 
throughout the book. 

Although a few typos and stylistic inconsistencies escaped the editing 
process, they do not detract from the book’s overall value and signifi-
cance. Routledge ought to be congratulated not only for publishing the 
series Routledge Studies in Radical History and Politics but for declaring 
its two main aims to be: to ‘focus on the history of movements of the 
radical left’ and ‘to publish books which focus on more contemporary 
expressions of radical left-wing politics’. The need for such publications 
is clearly demonstrated by the fact that this is the first book to consider 
the achievements of the Australian ‘far left’ since WWII, in particular 
the 1960s to the beginning of 1990s. Furthermore, while this volume 
succeeds in examining a wide range of topics, some of which have not 
been discussed for many years while others are examined for the first 
time, a single collection of articles cannot cover, even superficially, every 
important initiative, individual, group or event to do justice to the book’s 
subject. It can only be hoped that Routledge will give Jon Piccini, Evan 
Smith and Matthew Worley the opportunity to edit other volumes to 
allow them to present a fuller picture of how the ‘far left’ contributed to 
Australia’s development – even with its shortcomings.

John Gonzalez

Rozhkov Historical Research Centre, Wollongong, Australia

Nan Sloane, The Women in the Room: Labour’s Forgotten History, 
I.B. Tauris, London 2018; 252 pp, 12 illustrations; ISBN 9781788312233, 
£20.00, hbk

With an introduction by the Rt Hon. Harriet Harman, MP, Nan Sloane’s 
aims are clearly signposted. The Women in the Room draws attention 
to a particular and formative period in the history of the Labour Party: 
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1900-1918 when women were present as activists and organisers but seem-
ingly invisible. Sloane draws on published work, biography, archived 
collections and unpublished research, to show that those ‘Women in the 
Room’, Mary Macarthur, Marion Phillips, Margaret Bondfield, Margaret 
Macdonald, Mary Middleton, Katharine Bruce-Glasier, Isabella Ford, 
amongst many others, were women who were indeed present and active, 
though accounts of key moments tend not to name them even when they 
were clearly ‘in the room’. She opens with an account of the inauguration 
of the Labour Representation Committee in 1900, a committee of men, 
watched by experienced women activists seated in the public gallery. 
What is original in her account is the framing of the history in relation to 
the emergence of a Labour Party influenced by women who, through the 
organisations they set up, the National Federation of Women Workers, 
the Women’s Trade Union League and the Women’s Labour League, to 
name the most prominent, set an agenda for what was to be a party which 
foregrounded class and equality as central to its identity. 

The chapters are issue-based and follow chronologically. Chapter 
1, ‘Trades Unionism’ charts relationships with leading trade unionists 
of the day and follows the impact of new unionism on the rather staid 
structures of the TUC which, until 1875, had not heard a woman’s voice. 
With differences over factory legislation, equal pay and suffrage, gaining 
representation at the TUC was not guaranteed even when new unions 
were having success recruiting amongst unskilled and low paid women 
workers in the north and midlands during the 1890s. 

Those women who were to take leading roles creating organisations 
championing the struggles of working women, providing a federation of 
support for women’s unions, campaigning on poverty and low wages, 
supporting and initiating strike action, fund-raising and providing the 
essential administrative hubs, knew each other, swapping roles, sharing 
committees and platforms. Some were also members of organisations such 
as the ILP and SDF, with socialist commitments. Chapters on ‘Socialists’ 
and ‘Foundations’ show how an issue like adult suffrage focused debate 
and built unity as the trade union movement sought representation and 
power for members through parliament. They also show how compro-
mises meant that socialist organisations came to play a less central role in 
the emerging party of labour and in organisations such as the Women’s 
Labour League which was separate but connected to the Labour Party. 

In the history of women’s action and organisation in the period before 
the First World War the campaign to secure the vote has taken prime 
place. With chapters covering the period of militancy and Labour’s 
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representation in parliament, Sloane argues that ‘For most working-
class women, the struggle was for enough to live on rather than the vote’ 
(p3). Arguments in the TUC and emerging Labour Party for and against 
campaigns for adult as opposed to women’s suffrage led to splits and 
the emergence of a more militant, single-issue organisation, headed by 
Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst. From 1906 with the Labour Party 
represented in Parliament after a successful electoral strategy, women in 
affiliated organisations, linked to the trade union movement were con-
fronting ‘Suffrage’ with ‘Sweating’. They were making the case for wages 
boards, setting minimum wages for women. 

Women campaigners spent days, weeks and months speaking at events, 
talking to working class women about their concerns and views, sup-
porting their local action. Though they may not have been in a position 
to win positions of leadership in the Labour Party or TUC they had a 
keen ear for what mattered to women workers and their families and were 
prepared to use any legal means to push for this. If this meant persuading 
TUC delegates to accept measures like Wages Boards setting minimum 
wages with the prospect that the new Labour MPs might vote for such 
short term measures, this was an achievable goal which could win broad 
support from low paid women workers and with that a shift in affilia-
tions which might also ultimately boost a Labour vote. 

However policies and publicity might be formulated, women leaders 
‘in the room’ were not in control over the conditions in which they cam-
paigned in the years immediately before the outbreak of war. It could be 
working women taking the initiative when Bermondsey women workers 
spontaneously struck for an increased wage in the summer of 1911, or the 
Liberal government’s imperfect National Insurance scheme or responses 
to Suffrage militancy as this became more extreme. Whatever the issue it 
was likely to generate debate and expose division where unity might have 
been expected. Sloane shows the scale of the task when stalwart Marion 
Phillips, organising secretary of the Women’s Trade Union League, 
argued that women should first be educated ready for political respon-
sibility and when it was still possible for a powerful trade unionist, the 
miners’ leader Robert Smillie with his 600,000 members block vote, to 
oppose a resolution supporting equal suffrage at the 1912 Labour Party 
conference. He was unsuccessful. The shaky relationship between the 
Labour Party and women and women active in the suffrage movement 
was eventually shored up with an agreement that Labour would oppose 
Liberals who did not support voting rights for women. Sloane points 
out that ironically this important step seems to have been taken without 
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women even being ‘in the room’. There was still some way to go before 
women activists would be accepted as equals. 

The outbreak of war brought new divisions, with many suffrage cam-
paigners, following turning into recruiters. Some joined the struggle 
against conscription and for peace, while others continued to work for 
women though under new conditions being drawn into positions on gov-
ernment committees as women were drawn into war work and women’s 
trade union membership surged. Sloane ends her detailed history in 
1918 with the reconstruction of a peacetime Labour Party, when for the 
first time most men and about two thirds of women could vote. With 
the absorption of the Women’s Labour League it was to be a more 
unified party based on individual membership, though women would be 
ranked second-class and without their own organisation would have less 
independence. 

By 1918 some of the women who had worked with untiring commit-
ment had died, others lived on to occupy high profile positions in the 
labour movement. Sloane’s account successfully repositions their efforts 
and achievements even if by focusing on the Labour Party other arenas 
are excluded from her account. She makes a convincing case but how it 
will be fed into the consciousness of successor generations and how will 
those successor generations ensure that their history is not neglected are 
questions we are left asking. Perhaps the Labour Party needs to take the 
risky step of exploring its own history by taking a direct approach. Oral 
history would be a good start. 

Joanna Bornat

James D. White, Marx and Russia. The Fate of a Doctrine, Bloomsbury, 
London 2019; 240 pp; ISBN 9781474224062, £19.79, pbk

Karl Marx was still alive when his ideas first began to find a receptive 
audience in Russia, among the diverse radical, socialist and revolutionary 
millieux of the late nineteenth century. The attention was reciprocated 
– in the last decade of his life, Marx undertook an extensive study of 
Russia’s social and economic development, intending to use his findings 
to enrich the analysis in the final two volumes of Capital. Subsequently, 
with the development of a social-democratic movement in Russia from 
the 1890s onwards, subjects of the Russian Empire made numerous con-
tributions to the development of what had by then become ‘Marxism’. 
The Bolshevik party’s victory in the Russian revolution and civil war, 
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and the enormous authority it derived from that success, ensured that 
most of the ‘Marxism’ of the remainder of the twentieth century drew 
its inspiration from the ideas of Vladimir Lenin, as interpreted by Joseph 
Stalin or, to a lesser extent, Leon Trotsky.

The multifaceted and tangled relationship between Marx and Russia 
is explored systematically in James D. White’s fascinating new book. A 
scholar who has been working on the intellectual history of the Russian 
revolutionary movement for more than four decades, White is particu-
larly well equipped to undertake this study. His findings will certainly 
provide food for thought for anyone familiar only with the apostolic suc-
cessions Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin or Marx-Engels-Lenin-Trotsky, as 
well as those who believe that Marx’s analytical focus was almost exclu-
sively on the development of capitalism in Western Europe.

Marx and Russia has ten broadly chronological but themed chapters, 
starting with Marx’s first attempts to follow developments in Russia after 
the end of serfdom in the 1860s, and ending with the publication of the 
History of the CPSU(b): Short Course in 1938. In this way, the story takes 
the form of a ‘rise and fall’ of Marx’s ideas in Russia, from the initial 
contacts while Marx was still alive, through the luxuriant flourishing 
of Marxist ideas and schemas in the period before World War 1, to the 
collapse into sterile apologetics and mythologisation for the Bolshevik 
regime in the post-October period and into the 1930s. White’s final 
verdict is damning: ‘In their journey through the Russian revolutionary 
movement and the creation of the Soviet state, Marx’s ideas were emptied 
of their original content in such a way that only the outer shell remained’ 
(p205). The ‘journey’, however, is compelling, and the glimpses White 
provides of paths not taken are tantalising. On the way, we meet a large 
cast of familiar and not-so-familiar characters, and their contributions to 
Marxist thought. Although White is scrupulously fair in his treatment of 
these various thinkers, some emerge with much more credit than others.

The first chapter considers Marx’s Capital, and his schema whereby 
capitalism subsumes all pre-existing economic formations. White traces 
how Marx, sensing that the vitality of the Russian peasant commune 
undermined this conception, began to study N. G. Chernyshevsky’s 
writings on the peasantry, even learning Russian for the purpose. There 
followed a long and fruitful correspondence with Chernyshevsky’s 
followers Nikolai Danielson and G.A. Lopatin – both of whom, inci-
dentally, subsequently joined the socialist-revolutionary rather than the 
social-democratic current in Russian socialism. White shows that Marx, 
as a result of his investigations, began to take the notion that Russia could 
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develop towards socialism via a different path to that of Western Europe 
quite seriously. But he never managed to integrate his Russian material 
into the drafts for volumes 2 and 3 of Capital.

The second chapter considers some other Russian collaborators with 
Marx, in particular Nikolai Sieber, an economist at Kiev University who 
in 1871 set out and analysed the economic doctrines of Capital volume 
1. White sees Sieber as especially significant, in that in his presentation 
of Marx’s economic ideas, Sieber rejected their dialectical, Hegelian trap-
pings in favour of a concrete, historical approach – and seemed to have 
won Marx’s endorsement for this.

Marx’s death in 1883, and Sieber’s death in 1888, had fateful conse-
quences for Marxism in Russia. White argues that Friedrich Engels, in 
compiling volumes 2 and 3 of Capital for publication from Marx’s notes, 
completely disregarded both Marx’s Russian material, and his shift away 
from Hegelian dialectics in his final decade. These volumes, completed 
by Engels, reflected Marx’s thinking as it had been in the 1860s, before 
he looked eastwards. Meanwhile Engels undertook to modernise dialec-
tics, while in Russia, the death of Sieber left the way clear for Georgii 
Plekhanov to claim the mantle of the ‘father of Russian Marxism’.

White credits two particular innovations to Plekhanov – the codifica-
tion of Marxist philosophy as ‘dialectical materialism’, and the use of the 
term ‘narodnik’ to denote any socialist who questioned the necessity of 
capitalist development in Russia. White is clearly not a fan of Plekhanov, 
and even less so of Lenin. Lenin’s Development of Capitalism in Russia 
(1899) is criticised for being ahistorical and not rooted in an empirical 
study of social relations in the Russian village, his What is to be Done? 
(1902) represents an abandonment of the principle that ‘the emancipa-
tion of the working class is the affair of the working class itself’, and 
his attitude to Marx and Engels is presented as ‘authoritarian’, in that he 
regarded them as ‘prophets of absolute truth’ (p160).

Here White takes the side of Aleksandr Bogdanov, a major, if rather 
neglected, Russian Marxist thinker, to whom he devotes a chapter. 
Bogdanov’s ideological innovations included an attempt to find an 
alternative philosophical basis for Marxism to Plekhanov’s dialectical 
materialism, a plan for a universal science of organisation (tectology) and 
the notion that a distinct proletarian culture was a necessary prerequisite 
for working-class power. He even wrote works of science fiction, depict-
ing – on Mars – the workings of the future socialist society. It is notable 
that Bogdanov and his colleagues opted for the Bolshevik rather than the 
Menshevik faction after the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party 
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(RSDRP) split of 1903. Early Bolshevism was the more ideologically het-
erodox current, and consequently it gets more attention in White’s book 
than its factional rival.

The only other thinker to get a whole chapter to himself is Trotsky, 
whose pre-1917 work, in particular his idea of permanent revolution, is 
treated sympathetically by White. Subsequent chapters look at different 
conceptions of imperialism in World War I, and the different concep-
tions of revolution in 1917. Here White pays considerable attention to the 
fundamentally divergent conceptions of Lenin and Bogdanov. In 1917 
Lenin contended, following Rudolf Hilferding, that Russia’s banking 
oligopoly already provided the necessary and sufficient basis for a social-
ist state economic apparatus. Bogdanov, meanwhile, argued that Russia’s 
economy was further away from socialism than ever, and that Lenin and 
other ‘maximalists’ were confusing the soldiers’ barrack-room egalitari-
anism – ‘war communism’ – with the ‘new form of cooperation’ that is 
socialism (p176).

Post-October Marxism is considered in the final chapter. White 
remarks that ‘in the Soviet period Marxist theory took on an apolo-
getic role, that of defending and justifying Soviet practice’ (p181). For 
a few years, Nikolai Bukharin was the most prolific party theoretician, 
and White shows his (unacknowledged, if not vehemently denied) debt 
to Bogdanov in his portrayal of the socialist future. Overall, though, 
the years from 1917 to 1938 are presented as the decline and fall of 
Russian Marxism, in which theoretical rigour always defers to political 
expediency.

White’s text runs to just over 200 pages, so it is easy to identify areas 
which could have received more attention. There is – perhaps surpris-
ingly – nothing on the Socialist-Revolutionaries’ attempts in the 1900s 
to amalgamate Marxism with Russian agrarian socialist traditions. The 
discussions among Marxist economists on planned economy and industri-
alisation of the 1920s are dealt with very cursorily, while the Mensheviks’ 
post-1917 attempts to account for their party’s defeat and explain Soviet 
Russia in Marxist terms are not considered at all. But despite these inevi-
table limitations, White has produced an excellent survey of an important 
historical theme.

Francis King
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