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Editorial

‘Internationalism’ has long enjoyed pride of place in socialist, labour and 
radical ideology in Britain as one of the principles which supposedly 
distinguishes it from conservative and reactionary politics. This inter-
nationalism often uses the language of ‘solidarity’ with people abroad 
resisting oppression or defending their freedoms, and takes many forms, 
ranging from resolution-passing, through more active measures, right 
up to (on occasions) direct participation in an armed conflict, as in the 
Spanish Civil War. When socialist parties have been in government, ‘inter-
nationalist’ rhetoric has sometimes been used to adorn their foreign policy 
initiatives, as in November 2007 when Prime Minister Gordon Brown 
proclaimed a ‘hard-headed internationalism’ in foreign affairs.

But – how do internationalists decide who should get their support? 
Even a cursory glance at contested foreign policy issues within British 
Labour since 1997, when Tony Blair became Prime Minister, shows how 
flexible the concept of internationalism can be. Both supporters and 
opponents of British participation in the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the 
intervention in Libya in 2011, and the air strikes in Syria in 2015 could, 
and did, present their preference as an expression of their internationalism. 
Hilary Benn MP, making his pitch in Parliament for bombing targets in 
Syria in 2015, said of Labour: ‘As a party we have always been defined by 
our internationalism’, before invoking the International Brigades in Spain 
to bolster his case further. Most recently, both advocates and opponents 
on the Left of the UK leaving the EU have appealed to ‘internationalism’ 
in defence of their positions, while the ructions within Labour over ‘anti-
Semitism’, Israel and Palestine seem largely about which group should 
be seen as most oppressed (currently or historically) and therefore most 
deserving of ‘solidarity’.

The articles in this issue of Socialist History, compiled by Duncan 
Bowie, look at aspects of the history of Labour internationalism since 
the time of the French revolution. Bowie’s own article sets the scene 
by tracing the development of international contacts in the nineteenth 
century between radicals and trade unionists in Britain, and democrats, 
revolutionaries and nationalists overseas. Bowie shows in particular the 
important role played by London and other large English cities as places 
where exiles congregated and canvassed their causes among local political 
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6 Socialist History 57

actors. The story revealed here shows just how inaccurate the stereotype 
of insular British labour traditions really is.

John Partington concentrates on a specific case of international contact 
– the journalism of Clara Zetkin in the British labour press, in particular, 
the Social-Democratic Federation’s paper Justice around the turn of the 
century. Zetkin was an international socialist in every sense – polyglot, 
widely travelled, with extensive connections to the movement not only in 
her native Germany, but also in Switzerland, France, Russia, and Britain. 
Partington explores how Zetkin used Justice in order to address English-
speaking readers, and how Justice used Zetkin as a major source of 
information on the international movement in general, and the women’s 
movement in particular in the period before 1914.

The year 1914 itself is the subject of Ian Bullock’s analysis of the 
British socialist press. The wide divergence in possible interpretations of 
internationalism is brought out in sharp relief here – both supporters and 
opponents of Britain’s participation and war effort were at pains to couch 
their attitudes in internationalist terms. Bullock notes that despite the 
sharp disagreements on the war itself, there was considerable consensus 
on the contours of a desirable post-war order, in which the notion of a 
United States of Europe played an important part.

Finally, Willy Buschak takes this theme forward, looking at the dif-
ferent ideas for European and/or international unity canvassed among 
British socialists – particularly Labour and ILP circles – from the end of 
World War I to the end of World War II. The context was decisive. The 
rise of Nazism and Fascism in Europe in the 1930s ensured that ‘European 
unity’ lost much of its immediate relevance, but soon regained it during 
World War II, when once again the post-war order became a question for 
debate and discussion. Buschak revisits several largely forgotten schemes 
and proposals put forward during that period, before the post-war reality 
of Cold War and lasting division again changed the context.

Francis King
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The British Labour Movement and European nationalism 7

The British Labour Movement and 
European nationalism and socialism 
in the nineteenth century

Duncan Bowie

Abstract

In the context of the British labour movement’s current disassociation 
from European socialism and socialist organisations, this paper seeks to 
provide a chronological narrative of the comparatively strong relationship 
of British radicals and socialists to European republicans between 1789 
and 1914. It therefore considers British Jacobinism, Chartism, the relation-
ships with European exiles in Britain after the 1848 revolutions, the role 
of British trade unionists in the First International, and the relationship of 
the Independent Labour Party and the Social Democratic Federation to 
the Second International in the period before the First World War.

Key words: British radicalism, British socialism, internationalism, rep-
ublicanism

At a time when the Labour Party and the wider labour movement is divided 
over its relationship with the European Union, it seems timely to reflect 
on historical relations between the British radical and socialist movement 
and radicals and socialists in other countries and with organised interna-
tional movements. With the current debate focused on membership of 
the European Union, the wider issue of Labour’s relationship with the 
international socialist movement is largely forgotten and the Labour Party 
in recent years has been relatively quiescent on wider international policy. 

Both the British Labour Party and early radical and socialist organisa-
tions within the UK have a much stronger internationalist perspective, 
which needs to be revisited. While the other articles in this issue of 
Socialist History focus largely on the early twentieth century, this article 
aims to set these studies within a much longer chronological context. It 
therefore focuses on the links between English radicals and socialists with 
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8 Socialist History 57

European nationalists and socialists in the period before 1914. It is perhaps 
significant that there is relatively little recent scholarship by either British 
or international academics on many of these aspects of our history. Most 
of the substantive monographs date from the 1960s and 1970s. This article 
does not deal with wider internationalism, for example the involvement 
of radicals and socialists in criticism of British colonial policy and impe-
rialism. Nor does it deal with responses to British involvement in wars, 
whether in Europe or beyond. Moreover, in the period examined here, 
socialists were not in government in Britain. The first Labour Party repre-
sentatives entered the government in 1916. The dilemmas faced in trying 
to operate a socialist policy in government, which have been the subject 
of an extensive academic literature, are beyond the scope of this study, 
which looks at the politics of international solidarity rather than the inter-
national politics of government.

British Jacobins and the French Revolution

It seems appropriate to start with the French revolutionary period. While 
there were individual sympathisers with the American independence 
struggles in the 1770s within the Whig party, including Charles James 
Fox and Edmund Burke and the radical artisan, Thomas Paine (who, with 
the support of Benjamin Franklin, moved to the American colonies to 
publish his influential pamphlet Common Sense in 1776), it is only with 
the French revolution of 1789, that we see the growth of an internation-
alist radicalism, not just in England but also in Scotland and Wales. The 
London Revolution Society, established in honour of the English consti-
tution revolution of 1688, sent addresses of support to the French National 
Assembly. The Society for Constitutional Information was established by 
radical Whigs, while the London Corresponding Society was established 
by a group of radical artisans, led by Thomas Hardy, John Thelwall and 
John Horne Tooke, all of whom were prosecuted in the treason trials 
of 1794 and acquitted. A group of radical Whigs, including Christopher 
Wyvill, Sir Philip Francis and George Tierney, set up the Society of the 
Friends of the People in 1792 to campaign for constitutional reform in 
Britain, but sought to disassociate themselves from the more revolution-
ary methods used in France. The more radical and artisan-based Friends 
of the People in Scotland, led by Thomas Muir, organised a series of con-
ventions to support the French revolutionaries. The third convention in 
Edinburgh in October 1793 was open to delegates from England, includ-
ing Joseph Gerald and Maurice Margarot from the London Corresponding 
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The British Labour Movement and European nationalism 9

Society. Gerald, Margarot and Muir were all transported to Botany Bay 
in Australia, together with Thomas Palmer and William Stirling. Rather 
curiously, there is a memorial statue to the ‘Scottish martyrs’ in Nunhead 
cemetery in South East London, erected in 1851 following a subscription 
initiated by the radical MP Joseph Hume. There is a similar monument on 
Carlton Hill, Edinburgh erected in 1837. 

The Welsh moral philosopher and Unitarian Richard Price published 
a series of polemics in support of the French revolutionaries, as did the 
Unitarian chemist, Joseph Priestley, only to be attacked by Edmund Burke. 
Thomas Paine, whose Rights of Man of 1791 was a defence of the French 
revolution, moved to Paris in 1792 where he was appointed a member of 
the French National Assembly and helped draft the revolutionary consti-
tution. For his attacks on Burke, he was convicted in England in absentia 
of seditious libel. In Paris, as a supporter of the moderate Girondins, Paine 
was imprisoned by Robespierre and his Jacobin associates. In 1802, Paine 
moved to the United States where he died in 1807, never having returned 
to England. Recent studies in the relatively new concept of transatlan-
tic history by Janet Polansky and Peter Linebaugh among others have 
extended our understanding of connections between British and Irish 
radicals and revolutionaries in North and South America, though we need 
to be careful in recognising that the transcontinental experience of a few 
individuals does not necessarily reflect a wider internationalism.

Owenite and Chartist internationalism and the European 

utopian socialists 

The internationalist dimension of Chartism receives little attention in most 
literature on the movement. The Owenite movement was also explicitly 
internationalist. The only substantive study of these aspects is Henry 
Weisser’s study of British Working Class Movements in Europe 1815–48. 
After tracing the accounts of European revolutions in the period after 
the Napoleonic wars in radical journals, such as Carlyle’s Republican, 
Wooler’s Black Dwarf and Cobbett’s Political Register, Weisser exam-
ines the support of British radicals for the French revolution of July 1830 
and the Belgian and Polish revolutions of the same year. This support 
was mainly journalistic and rhetorical and there is no evidence that British 
radicals actually actively participated in any of the three revolutions. 
Nevertheless, the London based National Union of the Working Classes 
in 1832 held a celebration for the second anniversary of the July revo-
lution, with leading speakers contrasting the French reforms with what 
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10 Socialist History 57

they considered to be a more limited Reform Bill that was being debated 
in the British parliament. It does not appear that any French republi-
cans participated in the event. William Cobbett gave a series of lectures 
at the Rotunda on ‘The French and Belgian Revolutions and English 
Boroughmongering’, which were later sold as a pamphlet. Radical jour-
nalists welcomed Belgian independence but regretted the imposition of a 
monarchy on the Belgians by the diplomacy of the London Conference. 
They also supported the Polish uprising against the autocratic Russian 
tsar. They often had a romantic view of the Polish peasantry, and rather 
discounted the fact that the uprising was actually led by the Polish nobil-
ity, who constituted the main element of the Polish emigration to London 
once the uprising was crushed.

The writings of Robert Owen had a strong internationalist dimension 
as evident in his 1832 Address to the Governments of Europe and America. 
In 1834, the Owenite journal, The Pioneer, edited by James Morrison,2 
published an address to the workmen of Nantes, where the tailors had 
recently established a trade union , arguing that ‘The Working Classes of 
All Nations are Brothers’. The French utopian socialists also had links 
with English radicals. Etienne Cabet, promoter of the Icarian movement 
based on his utopian novel Voyage in Icaria, lived in London between 
1834 and 1839. Some Owenites and Chartists had links with French 
socialist republicans. Cabet met Owen and collaborated with the Chartist 
Peter McDouall, who had himself spent time in Paris. There was a small 
Icarian group in London in 1848, though Icarians focused on establishing 
new settlements in America rather than in Britain. The Saint-Simonians, 
followers of the social and political theorist, Henri de Saint Simon, sent 
Gustave D’Eichthal and Charles Duvreyrier on a mission to Britain in 
1833, where they won the support of the Owenite editor of The Crisis, 
J.E. Smith. Two Italian Saint-Simonians ran a lecture course in London, 
while the Owenite Rowland Detroisier attended Saint-Simonian meet-
ings. Saint-Simonianism appears to have had little impact on the British 
working-class movement, though it was to have a significant influence on 
the thinking of John Stuart Mill. The French libertarian socialist Charles 
Fourier appears to have had a greater impact, with some of his works 
being published by the London Cooperative Society. Hugh Docherty, 
who had collaborated with Fourier in Paris, started a Fourierist journal in 
London, the London Phalanx, as well as publishing an English translation 
of Fourier’s Passion of the Human Soul in 1851. Fourier was also taken 
up by two middle-class women, Sophia Chichester, who sponsored James 
Pierrepoint Greaves’ utopian ‘concordium’ on Ham Common in London 
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The British Labour Movement and European nationalism 11

and Mary Hennell, who wrote a comprehensive study of utopian experi-
ments, including those of Fourier, in 1844 – An Outline of Social Systems.3

The London Working Men’s Association, established in 1836, was 
led by William Lovett, one of the authors of the Charter of 1838 and a 
moderate Chartist. Lovett, who focused on the political education of the 
working classes, was an internationalist and in response to the prosecu-
tion of a Belgian working-class leader, Jacob Katz, published an ‘Address 
to the Working Classes of Belgium’ in 1836. Leading Chartists contrib-
uted to a fund for Katz. The Belgian address was followed by addresses to 
the ‘working class of Europe and especially to the Polish people’ in 1838, 
an address to ‘the working class of France’ in 1844, and an address to ‘the 
working class of America’ in 1846. Bronterre O’Brien, a more militant 
Chartist who visited France several times in the 1830s, wrote a biogra-
phy of Robespierre and published a translation of Buonarotti’s History of 

Babeuf’s Conspiracy for Equality. The 1839 Chartist convention received 
an address from a ‘Union of French Democrats in London’.

In 1844, Lovett, in conjunction with German, French, Polish and 
Italian exiles, established the Democratic Friends of all Nations. Lovett 
wrote early in 1845 an ‘Address to the Friends of Humanity and Justice 
of All Nations’. This was printed by John Cleave and sold by Henry 
Hetherington and James Watson. The address was also signed by the 
Polish exile, Ludwik Oborski and the German exile, Karl Schapper. The 
address focused on the need for free trade and peace. It condemned Eastern 
European serfdom and American slavery. Like Lovett’s other manifestos, 
it promoted education rather than revolution – moral force rather than 
physical force. It proposed that ‘All men being brethren should surely 
seek to promote each other’s happiness, whatever may be their individual 
country, creed or colour’.4 

Lovett was also a friend of the exiled Italian nationalist, Giuseppe 
Mazzini, whose school for poor Italian boys was near Lovett’s coffee 
shop. Mazzini published a journal, Apostale Populare, and a group of 
Italian exiles met at the home of the Chartist William Linton. This led 
to the establishment of the People’s International League. Supported by 
the radical Benthamite MP, John Bowring, who chaired the League’s first 
public meeting, the League’s objects as published in April 1846, were 

to enlighten the British public as to the Political Condition and Relations 
of Foreign Countries. To disseminate the Principles of National 
Freedom and Progress. To embody and manifest an efficient Public 
Opinion in favour of the right of every People to Self-Government and 
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12 Socialist History 57

the maintenance of their own Nationality. To promote a good under-
standing between the Peoples of All Countries.5

The League was supported by other leading radicals, including Thomas 
Duncombe MP, and James Stansfield, Peter Taylor, and the Unitarian 
W.J. Fox, all of whom were to become MPs. Besides Linton, who became 
League secretary, the Chartists Thomas Cooper and Henry Vincent also 
sat on the League council. The League had four hundred members, appar-
ently including Charles Dickens, and gave a series of lectures. It had good 
international contacts, especially in Switzerland.6

The most internationalist organisation within the Chartist move-
ment was George Julian Harney’s Fraternal Democrats, established in 
London in 1845. It was more militant than Lovett’s organisation which 
it in effect superseded. Harney had a somewhat romantic perspective on 
Polish nationalism, but Lovett and Ernest Jones also advocated the Polish 
cause in their speeches and journalism. The Fraternal Democrats, was an 
explicitly international organisation, including in its leadership Oborski, 
Schapper, Joseph Moll and Heinrich Bauer. The German exiles had been 
in London since 1839 and had established a German Workers’ Education 
Society the following year. Jones and Harney both joined the society. 
Ernest Jones spoke German, having been born in Berlin, and had lived 
in Germany until 1839. Harney was also in touch with Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels. Marx was resident in London from 1849, while Engels 
since 1842 had lived in Manchester, which was also Ernest Jones’ base. The 
history of the Fraternal Democrats is covered in Schoyen’s biography of 
Harney,7 as well as in Weiser’s study. For the history of the German exiles 
in London between 1840 and 1860, there is Christine Lattek’s excellent 
Revolutionary Refugees.8 Owenites and Chartists would collaborate on 
welcoming exiles, as was the case when the German utopian communist, 
Wilhelm Weitling came to England in 1844. Other celebratory events were 
held in 1844 to celebrate the anniversary of the storming of the Bastille and 
to ‘witness the fraternisation of nations’. In September 1846, the Fraternal 
Democrats published an address ‘to the Democrats of All Nations’. The 
membership card had ‘All Men are Brethren’ printed in twelve languages 
and according to a report in the Northern Star, their Drury Lane meeting 
place was decorated with German, French, Polish and Hungarian flags. 
Their statement of principles of December 1847 included:

We condemn the ‘national’ hatreds which have hitherto divided 
mankind, as both foolish and wicked; foolish, because no one can decide 
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for himself the country he will be born in, and wicked, as proved by the 
feuds and bloody wars which have desolated the earth, in consequence 
of these national vanities. Convinced, too, that national prejudices 
have been, in all ages, taken advantage of by people’s oppressors, to 
set them tearing the throats of each other, when they should have been 
working together for their common good, this society repudiates the 
term, ‘Foreigner’, no matter by whom and to whom applied. Our 
moral creed is to receive our fellow men, without regard to ‘country’, 
as members of one family, the human race; and citizens of one com-
monwealth – the world.9

The Fraternal Democrats welcomed the Cracow manifesto, issued in 1846 
by the republican Free State of Cracow in Poland. The Polish Democratic 
Society in England, though mostly of noble origin, adopted a social demo-
cratic perspective. Demonstrations were organised, funds were raised and 
a new organisation established – the Democratic Committee for Poland’s 
Regeneration, the leadership of which was shared with the Fraternal 
Democrats including Harney, Jones, Karl Schapper and the Pole Oborski. 
The Chartist Feargus O’Connor, who normally avoided internationalist 
entanglements, became treasurer. Harney applauded the Cracow mani-
festo ‘because it prepares the way for the destruction of class usurpation 
… the social and political elevation of the people must now be the grand 
object of revolutionary struggles’.10 In September 1846, O’Connor spoke 
at a banquet for the Fraternal Democrats: ‘I have never sought to limit 
the struggle for liberty to country, creed or colour; for I have invariably 
declared that I cared not where the country, what the colour, or which the 
creed, of the patriot was – that if he loved liberty and struggled for it, I 
would call him brother and take him by the hand’.11

After 1848: European republicans in London

With the exile to London of leading French republicans in 1848, the inter-
nationalist links of British Chartists became even stronger. Louis Blanc 
and Ledru-Rollin, both members of the French republican government, 
were active in London radical politics. There has been a recent growth 
in the secondary literature on this period. As well as biographies of 
Blanc and Ledru-Rollin, Latteck’s study provides a detailed analysis of 
German revolutionary exiles, while a thesis by Thomas Jones12 provides 
a parallel comprehensive study of French republican exiles. The most 
comprehensive study of the relationship between English radicals and 
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European republicans in this period is Margot Finn’s After Chartism.13 
We are also fortunate in the extent of primary sources. The French exiles 
in London were prolific in their literary output. Blanc published a journal, 
Le Nouveau Monde, as well as a series of almanacs; Ledru-Rollin a book 
The Decline of England, which as a critical study did not enamour him 
to his hosts. Another group of French exiles in London published a 
journal – Le Proscrit, later La Voix de Proscrit. Much of Blanc’s work was 
translated into English – a translation of Le Droit au Travail appeared 
as The Organisation of Labour in 1848, while a volume Louis Blanc on 

the Working Classes, by J. Ward, which sought to refute Blanc’s ‘destruc-
tive plan’ appeared in the same year. In 1849, in the Weekly Tribune, 
Blanc published a ‘Socialist Catechism’ together with a ‘Democratic and 
Socialist Almanach’ for 1850. What is perhaps most surprising is the 
extent to which articles published in French exile journals were repub-
lished in translation, often within a matter of days, in Harney and Linton’s 
journals, The Democratic Review, The Red Republican and The English 

Republic. Interestingly, Ernest Jones’ Notes to the People had little cov-
erage of European republicanism, though did include occasional short 
contributions from a certain Karl Marx.

The news of Louis Philippe’s abdication in February 1848 galva-
nised the Fraternal Democrats. According to Thomas Frost’s memoirs, 
the members, from a range of European nations, embraced each other 
and paraded through Soho. Chartist leaders, Ernest Jones and Philip 
McGrath, were sent to Paris to congratulate the provisional government. 
Weisser, in his study April 10: Challenge and Response in England in 

1848, refers to ‘the French breeze in Chartist sails’.14 Finn’s work pro-
vides a detailed discussion of the response of different components of the 
Chartist movement to continental developments as well as covering the 
response of radical MPs and liberal intellectuals, the latter paying some-
what more attention to Mazzini and developments in Italy than to those 
in Paris.15 Mazzini was however also taken up by some of the Chartist 
leaders, notably W.J. Linton, who based much of his English Republic 
on Mazzini’s Duties of Man. With the defeat of the French republicans 
in the Paris July days, the enthusiasm of many English radicals and some 
Chartists such as Feargus O’Connor waned, but other Chartists such 
as Harney, Thomas Cooper, Linton and Bronterre O’Brien maintained 
their defence of the French revolutionaries. Harney and Linton in their 
journals propagated the wide range of French revolutionary arguments, 
Jacobin, socialist and communistic, as did G.W.M. Reynolds’ Political 

Instructor. Celebratory events brought together exiles of different views 
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from different countries. For example a public meeting to commemorate 
Robespierre in April 1853 chaired by O’Brien included as invited speak-
ers Louis Blanc, Martin Nadaud, Lajos Kossuth, Ledru-Rollin, the Italian 
Aurelio Saffi and the French abolitionist Victor Schoelcher as well as 
Reynolds, Harney, Jones, Linton and G.J. Holyoake, though it is uncer-
tain whether they all actually attended.

In autumn 1854, Ernest Jones and the National Charter Association set 
up a welcome committee for Armand Barbès, the French republican who 
had just been pardoned by Louis Napoleon. When it was announced that 
Louis Napoleon was himself to visit London, this became a ‘welcome and 
protest’ committee. A group of French exiles, including Felix Pyat, then 
joined it, turning it into an international committee which grew to include 
German, Spanish, Polish and Italian representatives as well as English and 
French. The committee organised a series of commemoration events; one 
in March 1856 was attended by Louis Blanc and the Russian socialist, 
Alexander Herzen. Apparently, Herzen’s involvement alienated Karl 
Marx, who refused to join the group. The active participation of Jones 
and his fellow Chartists however soon lapsed as they focused on more 
domestic issues, though the refugee members of the committee continued 
to meet until 1859.

As mentioned above, Mazzini had long-established links with English 
middle-class radicals, with the Leicester radicals establishing in 1852 a 
Friends of Italy group, which also sought to support Polish and Russian 
nationalists. The Newcastle radical, Joseph Cowen, collaborated with 
Harney and Holyoake in January 1855 to establish a more militant 
Republican Brotherhood. 

In 1855, Ledru-Rollin, together with Mazzini and the Hungarian 
Kossuth, established their own revolutionary committee and in September 
published in London, through Holyoake’s press in Fleet Street, a 
Manifesto of the Republican Party. This generated a critical response 
from Louis Blanc, which was published simultaneously in French and 
English. The republicans’ manifesto advocated a series of insurrections to 
achieve republican forms of government in their countries. Blanc in his 
response regretted that the three leaders had not collaborated with their 
fellow exiles and argued that the public declaration of an insurrection-
ary intent was ‘rather hasty and rash’. Blanc pointed out that republican 
government was not always democratic: ‘Our power lies in the sympa-
thies of all noble intellects … Our power is in the justice of our cause; 
wherefore, we must inscribe upon our flag, the clearest possible declara-
tions of principle’. Resenting the attack Mazzini had made on socialists, 
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he argued for ‘Union, but in the sphere of principles first. War against the 
present, but no veil thrown over the morrow. Action, but subservient to 
the thought’.16

The mid-1850s saw an alliance between radical Liberals and former 
Chartists in support of European nationalists. In Newcastle, Joseph 
Cowen collaborated with Harney to establish a Foreign Affairs 
Committee. Cowen, Harney and Holyoake also formed a Republican 
Brotherhood which collaborated with Louis Blanc and denounced Louis 
Napoleon III’s visit to Queen Victoria in April 1855. The English republi-
cans supported the French refugee community in Jersey, including Victor 
Hugo, against the threat of deportation. However, militant speeches by 
Felix Pyat, who attacked both the French Emperor and Queen Victoria, 
impelled Palmerston to concede to Napoleon’s demands to extradite the 
refugees, since France and Britain were at that time allies against Russia in 
the Crimean war. The protests against the deportations and the defence 
of Britain’s historic policy of giving asylum to exiles, brought together 
leading radicals such as Richard Cobden and John Bright and the Chartist 
Ernest Jones. Some of the radicals got caught up in the Orsini affair in 
1858. This was a plot by the Italian republican Felice Orsini assisted by 
the French socialist Simon Bernard to assassinate Napoleon III. Orsini 
was an associate of Cowen, Holyoake and Linton. The radical defence of 
French republicans was successful in that with the failure of parliament to 
support Palmerston’s Conspiracy to Murder Bill, Palmerston’s ministry 
fell, to be replaced by a Conservative administration led by Lord Derby. 
The Newcastle republican W.E. Adams wrote a pamphlet Tyrannicide: 

Is it Justifiable? (1858), which led to the prosecution of his publisher 
Edward Truelove. An English jury acquitted Bernard. 

British trade unionists and the First International

With the establishment of the London Trades Council in 1860, radical 
and republican leadership shifted to the trade unions. Around this time, 
Cowen was still active in Newcastle with his Northern Reform Union, 
Harney published first the Northern Tribune and then the Northern 

Reform Record, both of which were in effect republican journals, while 
a group of Oxford University-based radical intellectuals including the 
economist Thorold Rogers and the political scientist Goldwin Smith 
pursued a Cobdenite free trade internationalism with a republican tinge. 
It was however the London trade unionists, led by George Howell, sec-
retary of the Trades Council, who rebuilt relationships with European 
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republicans. Howell and his trade union colleagues, including George 
Odger and Robert Applegarth, made links with the Comtian positiv-
ists, such as Frederic Harrison and Edward Bridges, who had advocated 
internationalist and republican ideas. Odger was to publish a number of 
republican pamphlets. In 1862, the London labour leaders established a 
Working Men’s Garibaldian Committee, with a mass meeting in Hyde 
Park in September chaired by Charles Murray, a boot closer and follower 
of Bronterre O’Brien, supported by the republican and secularist Charles 
Bradlaugh, which apparently attracted between 10,000 and 20,000. This 
was followed by further mass meetings and some rioting. Linton and 
Cowen were also active in a Central Committee of Friends of Poland 
established in 1863 to raise funds for the Polish revolutionaries. When 
the International Working Men’s Association (IWMA, also known as the 
‘First International’) was established in London in 1864, it was in fact the 
result of a call for an international meeting by working class members of 
the League for the Independence of Poland, not from any initiative by 
Karl Marx or Friedrich Engels. 

In the early years of the First International, there were two foreign 
policy controversies relating to developments outside Europe, which 
generated interest among British radicals. The first was the slave riots in 
Jamaica in 1865, which were suppressed by Governor Eyre. While liberal 
intellectuals took sides for and against Eyre, the main study of the con-
troversy does not refer to any involvement by either the London Trades 
Council or the IWMA. The American civil war did however split the 
emerging trade union movement. The trade union journal The Beehive, 
edited by Thomas Potter and the bookbinders’ leader, T.J. Dunning, 
supported the South, while most other London trade unionists and the 
IWMA supported the North – one of the IWMA’s first statements was 
an Address to President Lincoln, drafted by Marx. Randal Cremer, the 
carpenter’s leader and member of the IWMA General Council, became 
secretary of a workmen’s committee to support the North and organised 
demonstrations, collaborating with the radical MP John Bright.

The role of London trade unionists in establishing and managing 
the International Working Men’s Association or First International has 
received relatively little attention, despite the vast amount of literature on 
the organisation. There is still only one monograph on the role of British 
trade unionists in the First International, Collins and Abramsky’s Karl 

Marx and the British Labour Movement,17 though studies by more recent 
scholars also recognise the significance of their contribution. George 
Howell, the London Trades Council secretary, was the first secretary of 
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the First International’s London-based General Council, while Odger was 
the IWMA’s one and only president. Other leading London trade union-
ists, including Robert Applegarth, Thomas Mottershead, Edmund Dell, 
William Randal Cremer, Benjamin Lucraft and John Hales were active 
members together with the O’Brienites Weston and Milner (Howell and 
Cremer were later to become Lib-Lab Members of Parliament), joining 
the German working-class exiles Frederick Lessner, George Eccarius, 
and Karl Jung and the French exiles Auguste Seraillier, Eugene Dupont 
and F. Lassassie. The records of the General Council show that these 
trade unionists were not overpowered by the intellectual Marx.18 Their 
objective in joining the IWMA was to support their fellow trade union-
ists on strike in other countries, especially in France and Belgium, and to 
ensure foreign workers were not brought to Britain to act as blacklegs in 
strikes by British workers. The London Trades Council had previously 
had contact with French working-class organisations so they viewed the 
International as a basis for widening this solidarity action. The British 
trade unionists combined their work within the IWMA not only with 
work in their own jobs and their own trade union leadership roles, but 
also with involvement in domestic reform issues, such as the campaign for 
electoral reform between 1865 and 1867, which led to the Second Reform 
Act. The London trade unionists were to continue to play a significant 
role in the General Council until 1871, when a number severed their con-
nections having disagreed with Marx’s position on the Paris Commune. 
Nevertheless, John Hales, at one time secretary of the General Council, 
established an English Federation of the International which held its own 
conferences and issued its own manifesto, adopting a more libertarian 
socialism than Marx and Engels, together with a new working-class based 
organisation – the Land and Labour League. The British trade unionists 
were now focusing on domestic issues, primarily land reform.

However, some British radicals and trade unionists became involved 
in the international peace movement. The narrative is provided in Paul 
Laity’s The British Peace Movement 1870-1914.19 Hales continued to 
participate in the international libertarian socialist conferences organ-
ised by the Belgian Caesar de Paepe and the Swiss Jura Federation led by 
James Guillaume. Cremer had promoted an internationalist perspective 
within the Reform League and had prepared an address from the Reform 
League to the ‘Peoples of Europe’, which drew attention to mutual 
interests and common rights and argued for arbitration to resolve inter-
national disputes. The Reform League had initiated joint meetings with 
the Quaker-led Peace Society. Odger and Cremer had participated in the 
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International League for Peace and Freedom (ILPF) conference in Geneva 
in 1867. Cremer, together with Reform League leaders, Edmond Beales 
(who had a long-standing interest in Eastern European affairs) Colonel 
Dickson, Ernest Jones (who had written anti-imperialist poetry), Samuel 
Morley, Peter Taylor and Goldwin Smith, established a British branch 
of the ILPF. With the outbreak of the Franco-German war in July 1870, 
Cremer established a Workmen’s Peace Committee, initially to oppose 
British intervention against France. Beales became chairman. Lucraft 
became secretary. Odger and Mottershead were also involved. The Peace 
Society actually cooperated with the IWMA which urged workers to unite 
to end all wars. Gladstone soon declared British neutrality and only inter-
vened to propose a treaty to guarantee Belgian neutrality. However, with 
the defeat of Napoleon III, while Beales sought to maintain a position 
of neutrality, Cremer and what had now become the Workmen’s Peace 
Association, in conjunction with the French IWMA council member, 
Le Lubez, argued for defence of the new French republic. The division 
came into the open at a public meeting on 10 September 1870 attended 
by about 3,000 people. The IWMA took a pro-French position, as did 
the Labour Representation League, the Liberal Party organisation estab-
lished by Howell which had been established to support working class 
candidates, including Cremer and Odger in the 1868 election. An IWMA 
council member, J.J. Merriman then initiated an Anglo-French inter-
vention committee. This body was supported by the Land and Labour 
League and an International Democratic Association, which supported 
the Paris Commune. It argued for the release of Irish nationalist (Fenian) 
prisoners and promoted European federation. 

Cremer and the Workmen’s Peace Association and their journal 
The Arbitrator continued their campaign for peace and against military 
expenditure through the early 1870s, collaborating with, but independent 
of the Peace Society. A WPA meeting in July 1871 was chaired by John 
Stuart Mill, who advocated a citizen army. In 1872, the WPA was joined by 
Joseph Arch, agricultural workers’ leader and Methodist preacher, who, 
along with Alexander Macdonald, the miners’ leader, would be elected as 
Liberal MPs in 1874 – the first two working-class members of parliament. 
WPA propaganda was not limited to the British isles. In September 1875, 
the WPA organised a conference in Paris, taking a delegation of forty 
British trade unionists, with Arch as one of the speakers. In fact, Cremer 
was interested in the possibility of re-establishing an international organi-
sation to replace the defunct IWMA. There was considerable continuity 
as eight members of the WPA executive had been members of the IWMA 
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General Council so had good connections with those French working-
class leaders who had survived the suppression of the Paris Commune. 

The next international issue to draw the attention of British working-
class radicals was the Bulgarian independence struggle against the Ottoman 
Empire, which was slowly retreating from Europe. Half a century earlier, 
the Greek independence struggle had attracted the interest of British radi-
cals such as Byron and Hobhouse. The Labour Representation League 
and individual trade unionists such as Thomas Burt and William Newton 
were strong supporters of William Gladstone, who in contrast with Prime 
Minister Disraeli, was viewed as an anti-imperialist. Gladstone clearly 
used the Bulgarian issue as a way of winning back popular support in 
his attempt to regain the Liberal Party leadership. According to Biagini,20 
Gladstone’s pamphlet The Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of the 

East, was designed for a working-class audience. In September 1876, a 
Workmen’s Demonstration Committee based in Hackney established 
by Thomas Mottershead and Alfred Days, promoted a demonstration in 
Hyde Park, and according to Saab it was this event that made Gladstone 
realise that the Bulgarian issue could help his own political revival.21 
The Workmen’s Peace Association collaborated with the Peace Society 
and the International Arbitration Association established by Hodgson 
Pratt, to issue circulars to their respective members. Gladstone spoke at a 
meeting of the Workmen’s Peace Association in April 1878. The Peckham 
branch of the Workmen’s Peace Association suggested Disraeli should 
be ‘impeached on the grounds of high treason’.22 The Eastern Question 
Association, initiated by established radicals including Henry Richard of 
the Peace Society, the Sheffield MP A.J. Mundella, Henry Fawcett and 
Auberon Herbert, attracted William Morris, at that time still a radical 
Liberal. Morris wrote a pamphlet for the EQA, Unjust War: To the 

Working Men of England. Morris was to become treasurer of the National 
Liberal League, a radical artisan group established by Howell and Henry 
Broadhurst in 1877. Broadhurst, leader of the stonemasons, was elected 
as an MP in 1880 and was to become a junior minister in Gladstone’s gov-
ernment in 1885, the first working-class minister.

The ILP, the SDF and the Second International before the First 

World War

The Independent Labour Party’s links with European socialists in the 
early years of the Socialist International were quite weak. The focus of 
Keir Hardie and his colleagues was on developing the domestic labour 
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movement, with the different socialist groups combining into a Labour 
Representation Committee in 1900. It was only in 1902 that Keir Hardie 
visited the continent to try to establish personal contacts with the European 
socialist leaders. In contrast, the SDF leadership, as Marxists, were much 
closer to the ideological position of the leading German, French and 
Austrian socialists. Hyndman and Belfort Bax spoke French and German 
and contributed to the ideological debates both within the International 
and in the SDF journal, Justice, as well as contributing to European social-
ist journals. Justice gave considerable coverage to European socialist 
developments and included contributions from leading German theoreti-
cians such as Clara Zetkin. Belfort Bax became deeply embroiled in the 
debate over Eduard Bernstein’s ‘revisionism’. Bernstein had collaborated 
closely with the Fabians while in London, but the ethical socialism of 
Keir Hardie, Philip Snowden and Bruce Glasier initially appeared some-
what alien to other European Marxists. In 1900 at the Paris conference 
of the Second International, the SDF claimed both British places on the 
International Socialist Bureau for Hyndman and Harry Quelch, and it 
was not until 1904 that Hardie joined the ISB. Thereafter, the ILP seems 
to have made an effort to engage with European socialist thinking, for in 
1905, the ILP’s first series of book length studies in socialism, edited by 
Ramsay MacDonald, included works by Jean Jaurès, Enrico Ferri, Eduard 
Bernstein and Emil Vandervelde. 

Douglas Newton’s study23 traces the trajectory of both the SDF and 
the ILP in the pre-war years. By 1910, Hyndman and Quelch had become 
increasingly anti-German and moved to supporting British rearmament, 
to be opposed by a more internationalist group led by the Russian exile, 
Theodore Rothstein. Rothstein contacted the German socialist Karl 
Kautsky, the leading theoretician of the international, to try to persuade 
Hyndman to modify his position, which Kautsky attempted to do by 
writing an article for Justice against the ‘big Navy’ argument. This did 
not however succeed and the difference of view led to a reduction of the 
SDF’s influence within the International. In contrast, the ILP under the 
leadership of Keir Hardie, after a strained relationship with the German 
socialists between 1909 and 1911 which partly reflected the German oppo-
sition to the ILP’s electoral collaboration with the Liberal party, became 
more active in the International’s peace campaign. Hardie, as an anti-mil-
itarist, supported the concept of an international workers’ strike against 
war. He was supported by Robert Smillie, who in 1912 became president 
of the International Miners’ Federation. The British Trades Union con-
gress also developed links with European socialist trade unionists, and 
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the 1913 TUC Congress was attended by Leon Jouhaux from France and 
Carl Legien from Germany.

The Parliamentary Labour Party was however divided when it came 
to votes on military expenditure. Several MPs representing shipbuilding 
areas, some miner MPs, and the chief whip, G.H. Roberts, in August 1912 
supported the Government’s position of increasing military expenditure. 
The ILP supported the National Peace Congress in Leeds in June 1913. 
The ILP also opposed the National Service League’s campaign for con-
scription and compulsory service in the Territorial Army. However as 
late as March 1914, a number of Labour MPs failed to oppose Naval esti-
mates. British socialists did not expect the Balkan crisis of July/August 
1914 to escalate into a war. Hardie and Glasier from the ILP and Dan 
Irving from the British Socialist Party (the successor to the SDF) attended 
the International Socialist Bureau meeting in Brussels on 29 July and 
opposed the suggestion that the next Socialist International Conference 
planned for late August needed to be relocated from Vienna to Paris. The 
French socialist leader, Jean Jaurès, was assassinated on 31 July 1914. A 
large anti-war demonstration was held in London on Sunday 2 August, 
with speakers from across the Labour movement, and Hyndman joined 
Hardie on the platform. With the outbreak of war on 4 August, the 
Socialist International Congress was cancelled. On 5 August, a major-
ity of members of the Parliamentary Labour Party voted to support the 
British government’s request for war credits, at which point Ramsay 
MacDonald resigned his position as PLP chair. MacDonald’s anti-war 
position was supported by only three other Labour MPs, all ILP members 
– Keir Hardie, Fred Jowett and Thomas Richardson. Their position was 
supported by some radical Liberal MPs, including John Morley and John 
Burns, who both resigned from the Cabinet, Charles Trevelyan, who 
resigned a junior Ministerial post and Arthur Ponsonby.24 

Conclusion

While the extent of the involvement of British radicals and socialists with 
European radicals and socialists and their active contribution to interna-
tional organisations is perhaps surprising, given the increasingly domestic 
focus and even isolationist position of the mainstream labour movement in 
Britain, this overview raises the question: how far can this involvement be 
regarded as socialist? Victorian radicals, whether moderate reformers like 
William Lovett or more militant Chartists such as G.J. Harney and W.J. 
Linton focused on supporting rebellions against autocratic governments, 
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as in 1848 in France, but also on supporting nationalists seeking independ-
ent states for their nations, most notably in Italy, Hungary and Poland. 
In the latter cases, these national revolts tended to be led more by aristo-
crats and the intellectual elite, rather than by socialists or working-class 
organisations. The extent of the relationships was derived from the fact 
that England, especially London, was a relatively safe haven for political 
refugees from Europe. It is only with the establishment of the IWMA in 
1864, that there is an increased emphasis on relationships with explicitly 
working-class-based organisations rather than with liberal republicans 
and nationalists. This relied primarily on the strength of the French and 
British trade union movements. In contrast, by the time of the establish-
ment of the Second International in 1889, it was the French and German 
socialist parties, rather than the trade unions, which formed the basis of 
international working-class co-operation. Berlin and Paris became more 
important than London, and issues of national self-determination became 
superseded by issues of working-class solidarity and collaboration over 
matters of common interest such as conditions of labour and whether or 
not socialist parties should participate in governments. With the outbreak 
of war in 1914, majority Labour parties in the four main nations involved 
– Germany, France, Austria and Britain –  prioritised their own national sol-
idarity over international working class solidarity. In the interwar period, 
during which Labour had periods of running national governments in all 
four of these countries, it is perhaps not surprising that national interests 
were to predominate in each country’s approach to international affairs.

Notes

 1.  Henry Weisser, British Working-Class Movements and Europe 1815–1848, 
Manchester, 1975.

 2.  See ibid., p54. See also unpublished dissertation by John Sever, James 

Morrison of ‘The Pioneer’, Oxford, 1963.
 3.  See Duncan Bowie, The Radical and Socialist Tradition in British Planning, 

Abingdon, 2017, pp64-73.
 4.  Cited in Weisser, British Working-Class, p155; see also William Lovett, The 

Life and Struggles of William Lovett, London, 1876, p308.
 5.  Cited in Weisser, British Working-Class, pp157-158.
 6.  See Report of a Public Meeting held at the Crown and Anchor Tavern, 

Strand, on Monday, November 15, 1847, ‘To Explain the Principles and 

Objects of the Peoples’ International League’, London, 1847.
 7.  A.R. Schoyen, The Chartist Challenge: A Portrait of George Julian Harney, 

London, 1958.

Socialist History 57.indd   23Socialist History 57.indd   23 11/04/2020   11:56:5011/04/2020   11:56:50



24 Socialist History 57

 8.  Christine Lattek, Revolutionary Refugees: German socialism in Britain 

1840–1860, Abingdon, 2006.
 9.  Cited in Weisser, British Working-Class, p140.
10.  Cited in ibid., p143.
11.  Cited in ibid., p154.
12.  Thomas C. Jones, French Republican Exiles in Britain 1848–1870. 

Unpublished Cambridge University PhD thesis, 2010.
13.  Margot C. Finn, After Chartism: Class and Nation in English Radical Politics 

1848–1874, Cambridge, 2003.
14.  Henry Weisser, April 10: Challenge and Response in England in 1848, 

Lanham MD, 1983, p5.
15.  Marcella Pellegrino Sutcliffe, Victorian Radicals and Italian Democrats, 

Woodbridge, 2014.
16.  Kossuth, Ledru Rollin and Mazzini, Manifesto of the Republican Party, 

London, 1855; Louis Blanc, Observations sur une récente brochure de 

Kossuth, Ledru Rollin and Mazzini, London, 1855.
17.  Henry Collins and Chimen Abramsky, Karl Marx and the British Labour 

Movement, London, 1965.
18.  Institute of Marxism-Leninism of the CC CPSU (compiler), Documents of 

the First International, 5 vols, Moscow, 1962–1964.
19.  See E.W. Sager, ‘The Working-Class Peace Movement in Victorian England’, 

in Histoire Sociale – Social History vol 12, 1979, pp122-144; Paul Laity, The 

British Peace Movement 1870–1914, Oxford, 2001. 
20.  Eugenio F. Biagini, Liberty, Retrenchment and Reform. Popular Liberalism 

in the Age of Gladstone, Cambridge, 1991.
21.  Ann Pottinger Saab, Reluctant Icon: Gladstone, Bulgaria and the Working 

Classes 1856–1878, Cambridge MA, 1991.
22.  Ibid., p167,
23.  Douglas J. Newton, British Labour, European Socialism and the Struggle for 

Peace 1889-1914, Oxford, 1985.
24.  Duncan Bowie, ‘Radical Opposition to the First World War’, in David 

Morgan (ed.), Stop the First World War, SHS OP 37, Wymondham, 2016.

Socialist History 57.indd   24Socialist History 57.indd   24 11/04/2020   11:56:5011/04/2020   11:56:50



A German Marxist Internationalist and the British Socialist Movement 25

A German Marxist Internationalist 
and the British Socialist Movement

Clara Zetkin on class and gender

John S. Partington

Abstract

Clara Zetkin (1857–1933) founded the Socialist Women’s International 
and was a regular Social Democratic Party (SPD) delegate to the con-
gresses of the Second International. In order to spread the messages of 
women’s empowerment and socialism, she formed a correspondence 
network throughout Europe and beyond, and in Britain, for the first 
half of her career, Justice, the weekly journal of the Social Democratic 
Federation (SDF), was her primary outlet. As relationships developed and 
influencers in Britain changed Zetkin’s media presence evolved – but her 
reputation in Britain was built on her articles and coverage in the pages of 
Justice. This essay tells the story of that relationship.

Key words: socialism, women’s movement, Second International, Clara 
Zetkin

Justice was founded in 1884 by H.M. Hyndman and, according to Deborah 
Mutch and Norman Kelvin, ‘can be regarded as England’s first socialist 
periodical’.1 It was the weekly journal of the Social Democratic Federation 
(SDF), though its reach went far beyond the SDF’s membership. Justice’s 
mission, to ‘stir up’ the workers and to educate the middle classes in 
socialism, drew an impressive range of contributors such as Eleanor 
Marx, Edward Aveling, John Burns, Annie Besant, George Bernard Shaw 
and Walter Crane. As well as first-rate domestic contributors, Justice 
was a vehicle by which Continental socialists could influence the British 
movement. Not only were the likes of J.B. Askew, Clara Hendin, Dora 
Montefiore and Eleanor Marx active correspondents at European events, 
notably international socialist congresses and German Social Democratic 
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Parteitage, leading German socialists such as Wilhelm Liebknecht, Karl 
Liebknecht, Rosa Luxemburg, Franz Mehring and Clara Zetkin also 
wrote for the newspaper or were reported in it. A similar roster of interna-
tional socialist heavyweights could be cited for other European countries, 
Russia, Finland, France, Belgium and the Netherlands among them.

Ostensibly guided by the SDF manifesto, demanding better housing 
for industrial and agricultural workers, free compulsory education for 
all children, an eight-hour day and land nationalisation, Justice also 
championed contemporary political issues. In leaders, Justice called for 
demonstrations in support of the 1884 Franchise Bill and, in November 
1887, backed the Trafalgar Square demonstration against unemployment 
and in demand of free speech that resulted in the violence of ‘Bloody 
Sunday’. However, Justice also reflected dissension among members of 
the SDF with conflicts over many issues, chief among them being the split 
over parliamentarism. Hyndman believed socialists should further their 
agenda by standing for parliament, while others, notably William Morris, 
argued that socialists in parliament would soon adopt middle-class values 
and attitudes.2

Such dissention took on an international perspective in the writings 
and reportage of Clara Zetkin. For instance, Zetkin committed firmly to 
parliamentary suffrage as a socialist strategy, advocating full adult suf-
frage as a rebuttal to the suffragettes’ limited ‘ladies’ franchise’. She also 
promoted the equal role of women in the socialist movement, shoulder 
to shoulder with their men folk, provoking controversy in the pages of 
Justice between the misogynist, E. Belfort Bax, and Eleanor Marx.

Although C.L. Fitzgerald was Justice’s first editor, he was removed 
from his post within a few weeks, being replaced by Hyndman himself, 
before Harry Quelch was appointed in 1889. With Quelch’s death in 1913, 
H.W. Lee became Justice’s last editor, overseeing the journal during the 
politically fractious period of the Great War and until its reorganisation 
as a monthly in 1925 under the title Social Democrat. Social Democrat 
itself limped on until 1933 when it was finally dissolved.

The SDF was created in 1884 out of the Democratic Federation as 
Britain’s first avowedly Marxist political party. The SDF changed its 
name in 1908 to the Social Democratic Party (SDP) before merging with 
extreme left elements of the Independent Labour Party (ILP), some 
Clarion circles and a few other minor socialist groups to form the British 
Socialist Party (BSP) in 1911. With the Great War the BSP fractured, 
Hyndman’s pro-war faction leaving and taking Justice with it to form the 
National Socialist Party (NSP) in 1916 – a rump party which affiliated to 
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the Labour Party in 1918 and again became the SDF a year later before 
being wound up in 1939. Following this split, the BSP pursued extreme 
anti-militarism and class war ideology, being the largest group in the 
series of amalgamations which produced the Communist Party of Great 
Britain (CPGB) in 1920. From February 1916 to July 1920, it published 
The Call, a weekly edited by Edwin C. Fairchild (1916–19) and Fred 
Willis (1919–20).

Born in 1857, Clara Zetkin (née Eiβner) became active in German 
social-democratic politics just as Otto von Bismarck’s anti-socialist laws 
were being enforced from 1878. Rather than choose political neutralisa-
tion, Zetkin followed many other German activists into exile, moving to 
Zürich in 1882 and subsequently to Paris where she remained until 1890.

It was during her Parisian exile that Zetkin entered the world of inter-
national socialism, writing many dozens of articles about the French and 
German socialist movements and actively engaging with the émigré com-
munity of the city. In 1886 she visited London for the first time, making 
two discrete journeys that year to meet Wilhelm Liebknecht and making 
the acquaintance of Eleanor Marx – an acquaintanceship which developed 
into a personal and political friendship lasting until the latter’s death in 1898.

Zetkin first came to the attention of the British public in 1889 when 
she assisted in the organisation of the First Congress of the Second 
International which was held in Paris from 14 to 20 July. But although 
Zetkin gave an important speech on the position of women in the socialist 
movement, she was only noted in Reynolds’s Newspaper for delivering a 
special message from the Lessing Social Democratic Club of Berlin and 
for acting as translator for the French language, though the unnamed 
journalist did refer to her as ‘the frank, impulsive German woman, whose 
writings from Paris go far and wide’.3

Zetkin re-emerged in the British press with the Third Congress of the 
Second International, held in Zürich from 6 to 13 August 1893. Her first 
mention came in the conservative morning newspaper, The Standard, 
which refers to her as ‘the well-known Clara Zetkin of Stuttgart’.4 She 
then received her first citation in Justice on 19 August 1893,5 initiating a 
relationship with that journal which would last until 1914.

Although during her long career as a social democrat and later a com-
munist Zetkin received wide and varied coverage in the British press, 
Justice is important for her reception in British politics for its early cover-
age of her activities and for the volume of its coverage over a long period 
of time. Such attention was important for Zetkin’s international reach and 
Zetkin, as a leading German socialist, was also important for Justice.
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Before 1914, the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) was inter-
nationally heralded as a model for socialist organisation – its activities, 
due to its long period of suppression, were so all-encompassing within 
German society that the party has been called a ‘State Within the State’ by 
Gary Steenson or, as Peter Beilharz prefers, ‘a society within a society’.6 
Moreover, its success as an electoral machine was irreproachable: in federal 
elections it was attracting more votes than any other party in Germany by 
1890 and in 1912 it became the largest party in the Reichstag. Not insig-
nificantly, the SPD also carried the prestige of being the oldest socialist 
party in the world, having its origins in the General German Workers’ 
Association of 1863. Building a relationship with such a heavyweight 
in international socialist renown could only benefit the SDF’s standing, 
legitimising its pretence to be the British socialist party despite its con-
tinual internal divisions and its numerical subordination to the ILP in 
terms of party membership.

Zetkin’s early reception

If Zetkin’s position within the SPD would come to be of propaganda value 
for the SDF, it was not apparent in Justice’s early coverage. Not only did 
the journal’s first piece spell her name wrong – referring to her as ‘Klara 
Zitkin’ – but it covered a marginal episode in the 1893 Zürich Congress 
in which Zetkin complained of something Ferdinand Gilles, a German 
émigré member of the SDF, said about her. Although the comment is not 
reported, Justice does state that ‘a considerable time had been wasted over 
it’,7 that it was referred to the Congress Bureau and eventually withdrawn!

With the Fourth Congress of the Second International being held in 
London from 27 July to 1 August 1896 and Zetkin playing a leading 
role, her coverage in Justice became fulsome. At the London congress, 
Zetkin sat on the Education and Physical Development Commission and 
received detailed coverage in Justice.

The Education Commission, chaired by the Fabian Sidney Webb, pro-
posed a number of resolutions, including the principle of universal access, 
full-time education (and prohibition from work) to the age of sixteen, 
compulsory continuation classes for youths between sixteen and eight-
een, the prohibition of dangerous or unhealthy work for those under 
eighteen, the internationalisation of factory legislation in regard to chil-
dren, and the application of factory legislation to home working.8 When 
it came to addressing the issue of access to university education, however, 
the Commission caused controversy. In presenting the Education Report, 
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Webb discounted universal access to university education on the grounds 
of cost, jesting that ‘the students would be reduced to eating their books’ 
and arguing that, ‘if the entire population, up to the age of 21 or 22, is to 
be maintained, it means that a large sum will have to be handed over to the 
middle class – a present of two millions annually in England, and of 100 
millions annually in Europe’.9

Following Webb’s presentation, both the ILP and SDF opposed the 
Education Report’s principles in regard to university education, calling 
instead for ‘the complete maintenance for all up to the age of 21 or 22’.10 
In tabling a joint amendment, Keir Hardie of the ILP objected to Webb’s 
concerns over cost, asserting that ‘if the rich, and clever, and well-cared 
for were to have these advantages, the children of the workers should 
have them also’ but he also reacted to the intellectually selective nature 
of the Education Report, asking ‘should clever children have the advan-
tage over others less favoured?’11 Hardie preferred a university education 
which would teach working people ‘to lead a natural, human life, and thus 
give the great mass of the people a chance of becoming masters of their 
own fate, and their own life’.12

Zetkin replied to Hardie, agreeing with him on state funding, asserting 
that ‘all education should be perfectly free’ and being ‘absolutely opposed 
to the word “scholarship”; it implied charity, and she claimed mainte-
nance as a right’.13 But she rejected Hardie’s notion that everyone should 
have access to university regardless of aptitude. Rather, if university was 
open ‘“to every capable scholar”, it would meet all requirements’.14 As 
Justice reported, ‘She was not in favour of all going through a university 
course; she had not so high an opinion of universities for one thing, and 
for another, everyone had not the same gifts’.15 Herbert Burrows of the 
SDF spoke for the joint amendment, objecting to Zetkin’s notion of the 
‘capable’ scholar and stating that ‘he had no wish to force any person into 
the university, but the children of the working classes should have the 
same advantages of those of the middle and upper classes’.16

The joint SDF/ILP amendment was voted on by nationalities and 
carried fourteen votes to six. On the basis of this amendment and a couple 
of linguistic changes to improve clarity across all official languages of the 
Congress, the Education Report was adopted.17 Despite their defeat over 
the university education amendment, the value of Webb and Zetkin’s 
work on education was acknowledged by the fact that the Congress voted 
to maintain the Commission on Education and Physical Development 
in perpetuity as an international network promoting educational reform. 
Headquartered in Brussels, Webb headed up the British delegation and 
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Zetkin the German.18 Zetkin received further plaudits when, along with 
Eleanor Marx and Adolphe Smith, she received especial praise for her 
skills as a translator from Wilhelm Liebknecht in his report of the London 
Congress, printed in Justice on 15 August.19

With her role in the London Congress, Zetkin’s international promi-
nence was greatly enhanced and her presence in Justice correspondingly 
increased. On 28 August 1896, the journal reported that Zetkin’s Stuttgart 
branch of the SPD ‘have organised a series of scientific lectures every 
fortnight’, with Zetkin listed alongside Karl Kautsky, Wilhelm Bloß and 
Jakob Stern as prospective speakers.20 Then in November, Eleanor Marx 
wrote in Justice on Zetkin’s presence at the SPD congress in Gotha.21 
Indeed, this report led to a two-month-long controversy in the pages of 
the journal which highlighted Zetkin’s name still further.

The emergence of a women’s movement

Marx begins her article by observing, with regards the Gotha congress,

The debate on ‘Frauenagitation’ (i.e. propaganda amongst women) […] 
was interesting for many reasons. To begin with, the theoretical sides 
of this very contentious ‘woman’ question, as well as its merely practi-
cal issues, were more thoroughly and adequately dealt with by Clara 
Zetkin than have ever been dealt with at any former Socialist Congress 
– whether national or international.22

Zetkin, reports Marx, demonstrated the loss of productive independence 
by women with the introduction of machine production. Before the onset 
of the industrial revolution, when domestic production was the norm, ‘we 
find women as the pivot of social, artistic, and political life’ and yet ‘there 
is not the trace of a woman movement’.23 Domestic production ensured 
the economic value of women and therefore, within the family or outside 
of a broken family, women maintained their autonomy.

Then machinery, the modern methods of production, undermined 
domestic production, and not a few thousand, but millions, of women 
found themselves face to face with the question how they could find a 
living, economically, socially, mentally … and from the home they had 
to seek this economic and mental food, the modern woman-movement 
began.24
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However, Zetkin recognised the existence of two women’s movements, 
split along class lines. Regarding the aristocratic woman, Zetkin believed 
no gender struggle existed at all – ‘The woman of the upper ten thousand, 
thanks to her property, can develop her own individuality’25 – but women 
of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat were roused to organise within capi-
talist society.

Regarding bourgeois women,

Here comes the true struggle against man. Here the educated woman 
[…] is the antagonist of man. The women of this class are sick of their 
moral and intellectual subjugation. They are Noras rebelling against 
their doll’s homes. They want to live their own lives, ‘and economi-
cally and intellectually the demands of the middle-class women are 
fully justified’.26

With regards the proletarian woman, however, gender relations are quite 
different. In industrial society,

She is drawn into the vortex of capitalist production because she is 
cheap to buy […] Machinery replaced muscle, and women became 
co-operative with men … ‘And so the proletarian woman has gained 
independence. But truly she paid the price! … If the man had – I refer 
you to the Bavarian law – the right to “occasionally chastise a woman 
with a whip” – assuredly capitalism has flayed her with scorpions’.27

Zetkin’s argument is that the proletarian woman’s class struggle separates 
her from the bourgeois woman, and unites her in struggle with the prole-
tarian man. While the bourgeois woman’s objective is ‘to break down the 
barriers that shut her out from free competition’, ‘With the proletarian 
women, on the contrary, it is a struggle of the woman with the man of 
her own class against the capitalist class […] Her end and aim are not the 
right of free competition with men, but to obtain the political power of 
the proletariat’.28 Zetkin does not deny that the achievement of the bour-
geois women’s demands would benefit the proletarian woman, ‘But only 
as means to the end that she may be fully armed for entering into the 
working-class struggle along with the man of her class’.29

Marx ends her report by quoting Zetkin’s vision of the socialist utopia:

When the family as an economic unit shall disappear to make way 
for the family as a social unit woman will become the equal of man, 
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producing, striving side by side with him; will become his comrade, 
both living their lives as human beings; and then, too, she will be set 
free to fulfil her highest duties as wife and as mother.30

Bax versus Marx (and Zetkin and Engels ...)

While Zetkin’s class analysis aroused no opposition in Justice, her use of 
Friedrich Engels’s expression, ‘in the family the man is the bourgeois, 
the woman represents the proletariat’31 was attacked by the noted British 
socialist theoretician and ardent anti-feminist, Ernest Belfort Bax. Bax 
begins his letter to the editor by stating that ‘I am interested to know 
exactly what constitutes the proletarianness of her domestic relations’.32 
After cataloguing areas of English law which Bax believed gave women 
unequal protection over men within the home, he concludes as follows:

I can only imagine that in referring to her as the ‘proletarian in the 
home’, Mrs Zetkin had in mind the cruel lot which condemns the poor 
down-trodden creature perchance not merely to wash her children 
if she had any, but actually to prepare the supper for the brute of a 
husband who has (may be) come home from the task of what the law 
and public opinion requires of him – slaving to maintain her. That she 
should not rather be waited on, as befits her womanly dignity, by the 
miserable male wretch, is indeed a thought that should bring a blush to 
the cheek of every man.33

A week after the appearance of Bax’s letter, Marx responded, pointing 
out that ‘it is not the woman, Clara Zetkin, whom Bax is controverting, 
but the man, Frederick Engels [whom] Bax has recently referred in Justice 
to […] as an authority’.34 In a defence of Engels, Marx concludes her 
response by stating: ‘It is as well, therefore, that readers of Justice should 
know Engels by no means agreed with Bax’s morbid views about women. 
As to Bax himself, he surely does not need to be reminded of what Engels 
thought of his womanphobia’.35

Marx’s introduction of Engels’s views to the discussion provoked Bax 
to submit a further letter on the subject. After disregarding Marx’s point 
that the words ‘proletarian in the home’ originated with Engels on the 
basis that Zetkin ‘appears to have fully accepted them’,36 Bax goes on to 
discuss Engels’s views on the woman question, an important issue given 
the high esteem with which Engels’s book, The Origin of the Family, 

Private Property, and the State (1884), was held by many socialists. Bax 
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asserted that Engels, like others, erroneously analogised gender struggle 
and class struggle and formed his views on the woman question on the 
basis of his socialist theories rather than on actual gender relations. Thus, 
according to Bax,

Discussion on this subject was indeed very difficult with Engels, owing 
to his complete ignorance of the modern English law of husband and 
wife, or other legislation affecting sex relations, or of the uniform bias 
of the courts in the present day in cases between men and women. He 
viewed everything in the light of the fixed idea he had imbibed at a time 
when it had never been called in serious question – that women are the 
oppressed of men.37

In attacking Engels’s ideologically blinkered approach to the woman 
question, Bax (seemingly unknowingly) suggests an affinity with Zetkin’s 
own position. For, while Zetkin argued that the proletariat as a whole 
(without gender distinction) was exploited by the capitalist class and 
therefore had to fight as one in overthrowing the capitalist system, Bax 
asserts that ‘I altogether deny the parallel between sexes and classes to 
obtain’ and he concludes with a point rather complementary to Zetkin’s 
argument regarding the different struggles of bourgeois and proletarian 
women: ‘The working man suffers […] infinitely more from the unjust 
English matrimonial laws than the middle-class man’.38

Despite this apparent affinity of logic between Bax’s and Zetkin’s anal-
yses of proletarian class struggle, two further letters appeared in Justice 
attacking Bax’s anti-feminism. The first, simply signed ‘International 
Notes’, presented an extremely eloquent critique of Bax’s views on the 
woman question. As Bax criticised Engels for his ignorance of English 
law, so the anonymous correspondent criticises Bax for his ignorance of 
the realities of female proletarian life. The writer states that he ‘does not 
know whether Belfort Bax has ever had the opportunity of observing the 
daily life of the working classes on the spot, of studying à posteriori the 
relations between the sexes prevailing among them, but he (the writer of 
these lines) has had that opportunity’.39 The writer goes on to catalogue 
the many abuses suffered by working class women at the hands of their 
husbands and against which there is no law to defend them: beatings, 
drunkenness, the withholding of housekeeping money, the husband’s 
attendance at meetings, clubs and pubs while their wives stay at home; ‘he 
has known working-women who, after having worked for eleven hours 
at a stretch in the mills, on coming home do housekeeping, cooking, and 
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sewing for their husbands and children, after which they sit up till late 
at night at some needlework intended for sale; the wages in the factories 
are so small and the mouths of the little children so large!’40 Of specific 
concern to the socialist movement, the author points out ‘that there are 
many, many workwomen who would also go to meetings, would also join 
unions and Socialist societies, but for the egotism of their husbands, who 
are reluctant to stay one evening at home to take care of the children’.41 In 
a strong concluding statement, the author asserts, ‘Yes, Comrade Belfort 
Bax, Clara Zetkin had a full right to say, with Engels, that the woman is a 
“proletarian in the home”. She ought to have rather said that the woman, 
under our capitalist regime, is a double proletarian – she has two kinds of 
work to do, the work of a producer in a factory and the work of a house-
keeper, wife, and mother in the home’.42

The final letter responding to Bax was penned by Arthur Keep, 
an American correspondent. Like the unnamed correspondent, Keep 
appealed to Bax to experience proletarian life in order to see the double 
burden borne by women. Perhaps most incisively, Keep recognised the 
cultural change required of men before gender equality could be achieved, 
observing that ‘the very way in which the proletarian man addresses the 
women of his household is simply an unconscious copying of the way his 
“boss” addresses him’.43 Thus, in word as in deed, woman is revealed to 
be the ‘proletarian in the home’.

With Marx’s report of Zetkin’s speech at Gotha, Zetkin’s interest in the 
‘woman question’ within the socialist movement received its first British 
airing. To be sure, Zetkin had raised this issue before, notably in her 
speeches to the 1889 and 1893 congresses of the Second International, but 
they had not received due publicity in Britain. As the British socialist press 
seemed uninterested in reporting Zetkin’s polemics on the subject, she 
required an ally in the British movement to act as conduit for her ideas. But 
just as Marx might have been emerging to fill that role, she disappeared – 
taken by suicide in March 1898. For Zetkin, alliance-building would need 
to continue and in this regard the SDF remained her most fertile ground.

Zetkin’s rising status within the SPD became clear in 1899 when she 
succeeded Wilhelm Liebknecht as the author of the party’s annual May 
Day greeting to British socialists. This appeared in Justice on 1 May and 
presented a classic Marxist analysis of class struggle and revolution which, 
Zetkin argued, is what ‘the workers’ international festival’ reaffirms.44 
Although she acknowledged the importance of fighting for ‘the eight 
hours’ day, and the protective legislation of labour in general’, she asserted 
that ‘the reforms claimed are not the final aims of the labour movement, 
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but only means to serve these aims [...]. For reforms ameliorate the situ-
ation of the working class, they lighten the weight of the chains labour is 
burdened with by capitalism, but they are not sufficient to crush capital-
ism and to emancipate the workers from their tyranny’.45 Furthermore, 
Zetkin emphasised the international nature of class struggle, asserting that 
‘Across the frontiers and seas the workers of all nations reach out to each 
other the hands for a brotherly union; against the international reaction-
ary power of capitalism rises the international revolutionary power of the 
working class’ and she notes that the workers’ movement exists ‘without 
difference of trade, sex, religion, and nationality’.46

Zetkin penned the May Day greeting again the following year though 
this time she focussed on the contribution made by British socialists in 
particular. Mentioning the SDF by name, she gushed: ‘Its manly atti-
tude during this deplorable war against the Boers, brought about by the 
sordid and unscrupulous greed of a small number of gold-hunters, stock 
jobbers and adventurers, will be one of the purest glories in the history of 
Socialism’.47 Zetkin praises the SDF’s ‘War against war’48 – an expression 
which would become her catchphrase during her later oppositions to the 
Great War and the rise of Nazism.

In September 1900 the Second International again gathered in Paris. As 
Zetkin was not a speaker or organiser at the congress, her media coverage 
was scant, though Justice did welcome the return of ‘the ever-ready, ever-
cheery, able and accomplished translator’ and reported that, following 
Zetkin’s translation of Luxemburg’s speech on opposing militarism, she 
was presented with flowers by three French women.49 In accepting the 
flowers, Zetkin ‘proposed a resolution condemning with indignation the 
savage policy adopted by the Russian despotism towards the Finns and 
the Poles, “the atrocities of the English Government towards the Boers 
of South Africa”, and the cruelties and massacres committed by the Turks 
in Armenia’.50

In 1904, Justice reported two events involving Zetkin: the Amsterdam 
Congress of the Second International and the SPD Women’s Conference 
in Bremen. At the Congress, Zetkin played a leading role, translating 
throughout. In his summing up of events, the SPD leader, August Bebel, 
held Zetkin up for special praise, calling her ‘a living manifestation of the 
right of women to play a part in public life’.51 A reporter known only as 
A.S.J.B. preferred to focus on Zetkin’s style, noting that ‘She was fre-
quently more vehement than the speaker she translated, and, relying more 
upon her memory than upon her notes, would proceed to address her 
audience with all the eloquence and rhetoric of a powerful personality’.52

Socialist History 57.indd   35Socialist History 57.indd   35 11/04/2020   11:56:5011/04/2020   11:56:50



36 Socialist History 57

Zetkin began organising biennial socialist women’s conferences in 
Germany in 1900, held immediately before the SPD annual congresses. 
J.B. Askew advertised the Bremen conference, stating that Zetkin would 
be speaking on the subjects of the ‘Ten-hour Day’ and on popular edu-
cation. His main focus, however, was on Zetkin’s work-rate and the 
socialist movement’s failure to spread workloads among a larger pool of 
activists. Writing of Zetkin’s roles in both Amsterdam and Bremen, after 
complimenting the ‘really brilliant translations [...] of our gifted and all 
too conscientious friend’,53 Askew wrote:

there is no reason to doubt that we allow our willing horses to work 
themselves to death. People of the character or ability of Clara Zetkin 
are not to be had every day, and it certainly seems a pity that she should 
be allowed to destroy her own health over work which others ought to 
be found to undertake, even perhaps not quite so well.54

Establishing an international socialist women’s movement

In August 1907 the Congress of the Second International was hosted by 
Zetkin’s local SPD organisation in Stuttgart and she took the opportu-
nity to expand her domestic socialist women’s conferences onto the 
international stage, organising the first International Socialist Women’s 
Conference ahead of the main congress. Kathleen Kough, an SDF dele-
gate, reported on the conference, calling it a ‘revelation and an inspiration’ 
and declaring that ‘One can now understand why the continental nations 
are so far ahead of us’.55

The main subject for discussion at the conference was suffrage and it 
was agreed that ‘The Socialist Women shall not carry on this struggle for 
complete equality of right of vote in alliance with the middle-class women 
Suffragists but in common with the Socialist Parties which insist upon 
Woman Suffrage as one of the fundamental and most important reforms 
for the full democratisation of political franchise in general’.56 With a ring 
of pride, Kough noted that ‘It heartened and cheered the Social Democrats 
who, in this country, have been accused of advocating Adult Suffrage as 
an excuse for shelving the question of “Votes for Women”, to find that, 
with the exception of a few English delegates, the International movement 
was with them’.57

In addition to the suffrage debate, the conference agreed to establish 
an International Women’s Bureau, headquartered in Stuttgart, Zetkin 
as International Secretary and her journal, Die Gleichheit, as its organ.58 
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Indeed, Die Gleichheit was becoming a mouthpiece of some force by 1907, 
both internationally and domestically. In September Askew reported in 
Justice on the ‘German Working Women’s Movement’,59 summarising 
Ottilie Baader’s report to the SPD annual congress in Essen. Zetkin’s role as 
editor of Die Gleichheit, the SPD women’s journal, was highlighted, with 
its subscriptions increasing from 46,000 to 70,000 in two years. This was 
largely aided by the decision of many trades unions in Hamburg, Frankfurt, 
Nuremberg and Bremen to make subscriptions by branches compulsory.60

Regarding the decision to establish an International Women’s Bureau, 
Dora Montefiore rose to prominence in the British socialist movement as 
the organiser of the British branch. As a member of the SDF and a writer 
for Justice, Montefiore became Zetkin’s primary British contact and filled 
the void of personal contact left by the death of Marx nine years earlier. If 
Zetkin was gaining creeping prominence in the UK after 1893, from 1907, 
with Montefiore’s support, she became the acknowledged leader of the 
international socialist women’s movement.

The international secretary

On 9 November 1907, Montefiore published an article in Justice announc-
ing the establishment of the British Socialist Women’s Bureau following 
a meeting of representatives of the SDF Women’s Circles, the Fabian 
Society and the Adult Suffrage Society (ASS). (The ILP had been invited 
to send delegates but its secretary declined the invitation.) Clara Hendin 
was appointed honorary secretary and Montefiore reporter, with the 
object of the organisation being ‘The establishment of regular commu-
nications between the organised Socialist women of all countries’.61 Die 

Gleichheit’s role as international journal was reiterated and ‘it was decided 
that comrade Clara Zetkin, of Stuttgart, at whose suggestion the bureaus 
are being formed, should be written to, asking her for more definite infor-
mation as to the basis of possible affiliation’.62

In September 1908, Askew continued his coverage of SPD women’s 
conferences, reporting on Zetkin and Louisa Zietz’s organisation of the 
Nuremberg event. According to Askew, ‘The most interesting point, 
however, was a really fine speech by Clara Zetkin on the question of the 
organisation of the youth’.63 Using similar arguments about youth as had 
previously been made about women,

She showed how modern industry has destroyed the family and made 
of the proletarian youth, once a member of the family dependent in 
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every way on the father, an independent wage-earner and a member of 
the proletariat, whom the Labour movement must win for themselves 
if they are not to see their own efforts frustrated by blacklegging.64

Crucially, as with the women’s movement, Zetkin asserted that ‘Youths, 
however, can only be organised if they are allowed a certain amount of 
independence’.65

Following the women’s conference, the SPD held its annual congress 
and Zetkin suffered misrepresentation in The Times over her thoughts 
on British-German international rivalry – misrepresentation which was 
combated by Askew in Justice. According to The Times, ‘A female dele-
gate inveighed against the “unscrupulous practices” of various unspecified 
sections of British capitalists in fostering a hostile spirit against Germany 
in England’.66 Askew countered, pointing out that ‘our comrade Clara 
Zetkin made a speech in which she protested against the efforts being 
made, in Germany and England from the capitalist press, to stir up war, 
and a resolution against these attempts was adopted unanimously’ and he 
condemned The Times for making Zetkin’s position appear to be ‘marked 
by a certain patriotic sentiment, whereas the whole speech was directed 
against the capitalists on both sides’.67 Askew concluded: ‘that these lying 
methods are chosen to force on war between two peoples is nothing short 
of crime’.68

Zetkin in London

During 1909, Montefiore attempted to cement her leadership of the 
British socialist women’s movement by inviting Zetkin for a series of 
public engagements in London. The schedule began with an SDP recep-
tion for Zetkin on 25 April at Anderton’s Hotel at which Montefiore 
presided. On 26 April, James Macpherson chaired Zetkin’s address to the 
ASS in Holborn Town Hall. On 28 April she joined Alexandra Kollontai 
in addressing a meeting at Chandos Hall on the conditions of working 
women in Germany and Russia, respectively, organised by the Women’s 
International Socialist Bureau and the Women’s Educational Committee 
of the SDP. Finally, on 1 May, she spoke from the ASS platform during the 
May Day rally in Hyde Park. Montefiore accommodated Zetkin during 
her visit and ensured her activities got wide press coverage.

Indeed, Montefiore began promoting Zetkin’s visit a month before she 
arrived, starting with an announcement of her prospective attendance at 
the ASS event in Holborn on 27 March.69 A week later, Montefiore again 
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puffed the event, alerting readers of Justice that Zetkin was ‘obtaining dec-
larations of fraternal sympathy with our cause from American, Russian, 
Dutch, Swiss, and other women’.70 On 24 April, Montefiore announced that 
Zetkin would be bringing Kollontai with her to London and both would 
address the Holborn Town Hall and Chandos Hall events together.71

With Zetkin’s visit come and gone, the 1 May edition of Justice con-
tained wide coverage. Tom Quelch reported the SDP reception for Zetkin 
at Anderton’s Hotel, a largely social affair at which Zetkin ‘appeared 
delighted with her welcome and greeted as many as she could with a 
pleasant word and charming smile’.72 It was an anonymous piece in the 
same edition of the journal which reflected Zetkin’s impact – capturing 
her views on suffrage reform but also revealing her no-nonsense approach 
to fellow socialists who strayed from the truth as she saw it.

The evening began with a resolution in favour of ‘a vote for every adult 
man and woman’, moved by Lady Warwick and seconded by the SDP 
leader, H.M. Hyndman. Of Hyndman, the reporter noted that,

Though he thought the first effect of Adult Suffrage would be reaction-
ary, yet they must break the vicious circle in which they were moving 
at present – women were a reactionary force because they were not 
politically educated, and they could not become politically educated 
unless they had the vote.73

Zetkin’s speech in favour of the resolution included a riposte to Hyndman 
concerning his generalisation about women’s political consciousness: ‘As 
for women being reactionary, it was not women who sent the reactionary 
members to Parliament now – it was the men’.74 Zetkin asserted that ‘The 
vote given to every man and woman would be the means of making the 
workers class conscious. Adult Suffrage would unite the working class 
without respect to trade, profession or sex, the whole of the exploited to 
fight against the exploiters’.75 She rejected ‘the Limited – plainly lady – 
Suffrage’, explaining that ‘It was not the first step towards the political 
emancipation of the sex, but the last stage of the political enfranchise-
ment of property; and such vote would be used not against the male sex 
but against the working class’.76 Following further speeches from W.H. 
Dickinson MP, Emma Boyce and Kollontai, the resolution was carried 
unanimously.

Rounding off the coverage of her visit to London was a letter from 
Zetkin to Harry Quelch, editor of Justice, in which she states: ‘I value 
highly the work Justice and the SDP in general have done in England to 
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make the ideas of revolutionary international Socialism a power in the 
country’.77 Regarding the purpose of her visit, Zetkin writes:

I hope in supporting Adult Suffrage I have done a little for the benefit 
of our great common cause. Adult Suffrage realised, and the possibility, 
nay the necessity of one united Socialist movement will greatly increase, 
and of outspoken, consequent, uncompromising labour politics in 
Parliament, too. And Adult Suffrage could be realised in England, if – 
what a pity there is an ‘if’ still! – if all the Socialist and trade unionist 
forces would unite their efforts and action to bring about this reform.78

A week after Zetkin’s departure from London, Montefiore reported the 
May Day event. The ASS organised its own platform, using a Clarion 
Van, with E.M. Vance in the chair. As well as Zetkin and Montefiore, the 
speakers included Kollontai of Russia, Aino Malmberg of Finland and five 
other British speakers. ‘The usual Adult Suffrage resolution was put to a 
huge crowd [...] and enthusiastically carried’.79

On 15 May 1909, Montefiore reflected on having hosted Zetkin in her 
own home in Hammersmith. She was impressed by Zetkin’s work rate 
and her dedication to the Die Gleichheit. ‘When not occupied preparing 
her speeches for the evening, she was writing and sending off matter for 
the pages of Gleichheit, of which she is the able Editor’.80 Available in 
Germany, Austria, Scandinavia, Russia, Switzerland, the Netherlands and 
Britain, ‘it has such a circulation that it pays its Editor a salary, it pays 
several of its contributors from other lands, and it hands over every year 
a very handsome profit to the funds of the party’.81

On 9 October 1909, Justice published a major report by Zetkin on 
the socialist women’s movement in Germany. In 1908, women across 
Germany had gained the freedom to join political organisations – a right 
only granted in some federal states before that time, and often illiberally 
interpreted by the authorities. This new freedom meant the SPD’s female 
membership rose from 29,458 to 62,257 in the course of a year and 257 
SPD branches elected women onto their executives. Furthermore, 150 
lecture and study circles for women were established across the country. 
Established in 1892, Die Gleichheit, the SPD women’s journal under 
Zetkin’s editorship, had a circulation of 73,000 copies. The SPD women’s 
committee campaigned for working women to seek election to the admin-
istrative bodies of the state sickness insurance – the only public office 
open to women in Germany. In 1908, female trade union membership 
stood at 138,443 and ‘The work of our trade unions to enlighten, train 
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and organise wage-earning women is not smaller nor less important than 
what the SDP has done to induce women to join in political struggles 
of the working class’.82 Although promoting a socialist women’s move-
ment, Zetkin was clear about its inseparableness from the general socialist 
movement and its distinctness from the feminist movement:

The most prominent feature of the Socialist women’s movement in 
Germany is its clearness and revolutionary spirit as to Socialist theo-
ries and principles. The women who head it are fully conscious that 
the social fate of their sex is indissolubly connected with the general 
evolution of society, the most powerful moving force of which is the 
evolution of labour, of economic life. The integral human emancipa-
tion of all women depends in consequence on the social emancipation 
of labour; that can only be realised by the class-war of the exploited 
majority [...] the working-class women will never win their full eman-
cipation in a struggle of all women without difference of class against 
the social monopolies of the male sex, but only in the class war of all the 
exploited, without difference of sex, against all who exploit, without 
difference of sex.83

On 20 November 1909, Montefiore and Hendin presented the first bien-
nial report of the British Socialist Women’s Bureau in which they record 
that ‘Our comrade Clara Zetkin has kept the Bureau well supplied with 
most interesting and helpful information from the women Socialists in the 
various countries of Europe’.84

The second international socialist women’s conference

Through the network of international socialist women, Zetkin was better 
able to coordinate the organisation of the second conference of the Socialist 
Women’s International, held in Copenhagen on 26 and 27 August 1910. 
On 29 January Montefiore announced that Zetkin had written to her ‘as 
Recorder for the British Section of the Socialist Women’s International 
Bureau, which represents all British Socialist organisations, with the excep-
tion of the women of the Independent Labour Party’ in preparation for 
the international gathering.85 Zetkin’s communication promoted German 
successes as examples to sisters abroad: ‘She tells how the German women 
comrades have, through their organised agitation, forced forward legisla-
tion protecting children employed under capitalism, and have obtained 
protection through State insurance of mothers, widows, and orphans; 
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and she writes of the fight that is approaching in the Socialist demand 
for universal suffrage’.86 Montefiore concludes her piece by stating that 
‘I shall be glad to hear from Socialist women in England what subjects 
they consider of most vital importance, either from an economic, social, 
or political point of view, for us to discuss at Copenhagen from an inter-
national standpoint’.87

1910 proved to be the height of Montefiore’s leadership of British social-
ist women, with Zetkin continuing to favour her fellow social democrat. 
Indeed, when the SPD leader, August Bebel, turned seventy in February 
1910, Montefiore reported that ‘our comrade Clara Zetkin did me the 
honour of asking me to write in the name of English Socialist women an 
article for the “Bebel” number of Gleichheit voicing our greetings, our 
thanks to him for his special work in the cause of Socialist women, and 
our hopes that he may yet be spared to us for many years and may have 
health and strength to continue his great life work’.88

On 30 July, Zetkin sent out the formal invitation to Copenhagen 
and also a draft agenda. In addition to bureaucratic points, the social-
ist women’s conference agenda included the following discussion topics: 
‘Practical work in favour of universal woman suffrage, viz., adult suf-
frage’ and ‘Social protection and provision for motherhood and infants’.89 
Alongside the call for attendance, Zetkin published a long article on the 
developing organisation of the socialist women’s movement in Germany. 
While primarily treating the period before 1908 when women’s political 
participation in Germany was largely illegal, the article does point out 
that SPD party executives must include a female member and women’s 
educational circles were to be retained as distinct organs within the SPD, 
though otherwise women were encouraged to play active roles in all parts 
of the SPD alongside their men folk.90

On 3 October 1910 Justice published a report of the Copenhagen 
women’s conference. Presided over by Zetkin and attended by ‘about 130’ 
delegates,91 the SDP, Fabian Society and the Women’s Labour League 
(WLL) represented Britain. As with the 1907 Stuttgart conference and 
Zetkin’s own position during her 1909 visit to London, adult suffrage 
was promoted, though on this occasion it received a clearer, more forceful 
endorsement by the conference, which ‘was hotly resented by the English 
limited Suffragists, who used their usual threadbare arguments’.92 The suf-
frage resolution included the clause: ‘The Socialist Women’s movement of 
all countries repudiates the limited Woman’s Suffrage as a falsification of 
and insult to the principle of the political equality of the female sex’.93 By 
containing such a turn of phrase, the resolution debarred an evolutionary 
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approach to universal suffrage and prevented – as the WLL and Fabian 
women requested – tactics to be adopted as appropriate in each country. 
The limited suffragists, led by Margaret MacDonald, whilst endorsing full 
and equal universal suffrage as an ultimate objective, believed the strategy 
of gradual democratisation to be more realistic and likely of success in the 
British context. Montefiore and Herbert Burrows of the SDP, however, 
remained staunchly behind Zetkin’s uncompromising position and the 
adult suffragist resolution was passed, resulting in the Fabian and WLL 
delegates walking out of the conference hall. The suffrage resolution 
and one affirming that ‘it is the duty of the community to maintain the 
child-bearing women, also infants, and children attending school’ were 
forwarded for debate in the International Socialist Congress which fol-
lowed immediately after the women’s conference.94 The continuation of 
the international Socialist Women’s Bureau was also reaffirmed and ‘for-
mally constituted, with Clara Zetkin as secretary’.95

With the 1910 International Socialist Women’s Conference, Montefiore 
and the British Social Democrats were supreme as British representatives 
on the international stage – but their victory was pyrrhic. So outraged 
were the ILP women, represented internationally through the WLL, 
with the SDP’s dominant position at Copenhagen and Stuttgart that they 
transformed their approach. Whereas in 1907 the ILP women refused 
cooperation with Montefiore’s British Socialist Women’s Bureau, in 1910 
they decided to re-found the Bureau along democratic lines and – with 
the ILP’s numbers and the WLL’s organisational strength – Montefiore’s 
organisation was sidelined and a new British bureau established through 
the offices of the League Leaflet and Labour Woman (the journals of the 
WLL). In due course the BSP (as the SDP became in 1910) affiliated to 
the new Bureau but the ILP remained the dominant group within it until 
its demise in 1919. Indeed, when the final International Socialist Women’s 
Conference of the Second International was organised – in Berne in 1915 
– there was no BSP delegate present.

War against war!

Despite the SDP/BSP marginalisation from 1910, Justice continued to 
cover Zetkin’s activities sporadically for a few years longer, primarily in 
her role as antiwar advocate. As early as 1900 Zetkin had praised the SDF 
in its anti-imperialist ‘War against War’ during the Second Boer War. In 
1912, with the outbreak of the First Balkan War, Zetkin raised the call 
again – ‘War against War’96 – and played an active role in organising 
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attendance at the Extraordinary International Socialist Peace Congress in 
Basel from 24 to 25 November. Although the Basel congress was arranged 
at too short notice for a women’s conference to precede it, Zetkin appealed 
to socialists in Britain to ensure women were well represented in their del-
egations. Stressing the need for women and men to act together through 
a united socialist movement, she wrote: ‘Socialist women, be strong and 
united in thought and action with the Socialist Party in all countries … ’97

Following the congress, Justice published a report of the women’s 
involvement, citing Montefiore as a BSP delegate and quoting the follow-
ing declaration, made by Zetkin in the name of all socialist women: ‘The 
women, the mothers, of the labouring masses are prepared for the most 
untiring and dangerous war against war, and are ready to give their whole 
strength for freedom and for Socialism’.98

In addition to this joint declaration, Zetkin also made a speech at the 
congress, during which she expressed women’s special concern and special 
sacrifice in the event of war. 

All that is within us as the personal expression of general human 
development, general ideas of culture, is revolted at the thought of the 
threatening wholesale destruction of human life in modern warfare [...] 
We have gone through the hard school of life under capitalism, and 
have become fighters. And we will not hesitate to see our loved ones 
fight and fall if it be for the cause of freedom. In that struggle we will be 
filled with the spirit of those mothers of old who handed the shield to 
their sons with the words: ‘Return either with it or upon it’.99

In the absence of a women’s international conference Ida Schmidt of the 
Basel Women Workers’ Association chaired a women’s event ‘from which 
hundreds had to be turned away’ and at which Montefiore and Zetkin 
spoke.100

Zetkin’s last appearances in Justice occurred in late 1914 following the 
outbreak of the Great War. On 12 November a letter from the Zürich 
Volksrecht, signed by Karl Liebknecht, Luxemburg, Mehring and Zetkin, 
was printed in translation. Although martial law in Germany prevented 
the authors making explicit their attitudes to the war, they wished to 
express that they did not adhere to the majority SPD position of support-
ing a rapid German victory now that the war had begun.101

A week later, Justice published an important article by Zetkin entitled 
‘The Duty of Working Women in War-time’ in which she continued her 
maternalist sentiments of 1912 and also offered a fig leaf to the bourgeois 
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women’s movement in terms of cooperative activities – a position hith-
erto anathema to Zetkin, especially when one considers her opposition 
to suffragism during the debates of 1907 to 1910.102 In order to deal with 
‘Unemployment, [...] anxiety, hunger, sickness, child-mortality’, Zetkin 
announces that ‘Socialist women are working peacefully alongside of the 
bourgeois nationalist “Women’s Service”, and also with its representa-
tives on communal bodies’.103 Zetkin saw the role of women, beyond the 
practical one of caring for the home-front victims and returning war-
wounded, as being cultural.

We Socialist women hear the voices which in this time of blood and 
iron still speak softly, painfully, and yet consolingly of the future. Let 
us be their interpreters to our children. Let us preserve them from the 
harsh brazen sound of the ideas which fill the streets to-day, in which 
cheap pride-of-race stifles humanity. In our children must grow up the 
security that this most frightful of all wars shall be the last.104

Margaretta Hicks of the BSP’s National Women’s Council commented 
that ‘The letter from our comrade Clara Zetkin emphasises the same line 
we have taken in England’; ‘It is good to have knitting clubs, &c., and to 
have centres for serving out good meals’.105

The 17 December 1914 issue of Justice contained Zetkin’s swansong; 
a report of the suppression of Die Gleichheit by the Württemberg state 
authorities. As a few copies of Zetkin’s journal were smuggled into 
Switzerland, the report summarises Zetkin’s article entitled ‘An Appeal to 
the Socialist Women of All Countries’ in which ‘She makes a passionate 
appeal to Socialist women to preserve the old social-democratic ideal and 
not to permit themselves to be carried away by the prevailing chauvinism. 
She writes: “If men must kill, it is we women who must fight for life. If 
men remain silent, it is our duty to speak out”’.106

Zetkin’s gradual fading from the pages of Justice can be accounted for 
in a number of ways. Following the 1910 socialist women’s conference 
in Copenhagen, the ILP, through the offices of the WLL, were deter-
mined to wrest leadership of the British socialist women’s movement 
from the SDP. The ILP was numerically much larger but was consistently 
under-represented at international socialist women’s conferences. Thus 
following the Copenhagen event, the WLL established and dominated the 
Women’s International Council of Socialist and Labour Organisations to 
replace Montefiore’s British Socialist Women’s Bureau. Although Zetkin 
had formed a strong personal bond with Montefiore, the ILP became 
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her natural ally in Britain as war clouds gathered over Europe. The ILP 
were largely pacifist and – although Zetkin praised the SDF for its anti-
Boer War stance – by 1912 the BSP was ambivalent in its stance on war. 
The WLL’s journals – the League Leaflet and Labour Woman – became 
Zetkin’s natural home from 1911 and had the added benefit of being 
socialist women’s journals in contrast to Justice, a socialist journal merely 
containing a women’s section. But the deathblow to Zetkin’s relationship 
with Justice came with the outbreak of the Great War and the BSP’s divi-
sion over support or opposition for the British war effort. An indication 
of the BSP’s marginalisation within international women’s socialism at 
this time came with Zetkin’s 1915 International Socialist Women’s Peace 
Conference in Berne, at which the four British delegates (Marion Phillips, 
Margaret Bondfield, Ada Salter and Mary Longman) represented the 
WLL, ILP and Women’s Trade Union League. In 1916 the conflict within 
the BSP was resolved when Hyndman’s jingoes seceded to form the NSP, 
taking Justice with them. The surviving, anti-militarist BSP established 
The Call as its journal in February 1916 – and indeed Zetkin did contrib-
ute a number of articles to it – before following Zetkin’s own trajectory 
and merging into the Communist Party.

Zetkin’s post-NSP reportage

With Justice’s patriotic turn, the BSP founded The Call in February 1916, 
a journal which lasted until the creation of its Bolshevik successor, The 

Communist, in July 1920. Although Zetkin received significant coverage 
in The Call, the picture of her activities loses consistency. Following the 
Berne conference, Zetkin’s freedom of action was heavily curtailed by the 
German authorities, including several stints in custody, so it became more 
difficult for her to transmit propaganda, especially into enemy countries. 
Combined with events in revolutionary Russia and growing opposition to 
the Great War in Britain, both of which took up increasing column inches 
in the British press, Zetkin’s primary position in Justice before 1916 could 
not be replicated in The Call in the turbulent times following February of 
that year. Nonetheless some reportage did surface in The Call during the 
remainder of the Great War.

In the January 1916 edition of Labour Woman, the arrest of several 
socialists in Karlsruhe and Stuttgart for high treason is announced and 
‘We fear Klara Zetkin may be amongst them’.107 This news had already 
been reported in the New York Times for 31 December 1915, with the 
reason for the arrests given as ‘engaging in peace propaganda’.108 This was 
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Zetkin’s re-arrest for the offences publicised in 1915 as in The Call on 9 
March 1916 it is reported that the trial was to take place of Luxemburg, 
Zetkin, Mehring and Hans Pfeiffer on 22 March for ‘preaching the class 
war, disobedience to law and attempts to influence soldiers to disobey’109 
in their journal, Internationale. Only one issue of this journal appeared 
before its suppression and Zetkin’s arrest for her role in its publication 
had been cited in the New York Times as early as 22 July 1915.110 On 26 
October 1916, The Call provides an update of Zetkin’s fate at the hands of 
the Imperial Court. Her trial for high treason for ‘spreading the manifesto 
of the Berne Peace Conference’ was now to be held on 2 November along 
with ‘other Wurttemberg comrades’.111

After a three month gap in publicity, Zetkin reappeared in The Call for 
8 March 1917. Relying on a piece from the Menshevik journal, Nachalo, it 
reports the efforts being made by the SPD executive to purge the antiwar 
minority from its ranks, both in terms of party positions and member-
ship. After revealing Paul Lensch’s manoeuvres to oust Karl Kautsky 
from the editorship of Die Neue Zeit, the paper comments that ‘A move 
is also being made to dismiss Clara Zetkin from the editorship of the 
Gleichheit’.112 The success of the SPD leadership’s manoeuvring was 
confirmed in July 1917: ‘the worst piece of news we have received for 
some time’ was printed in the Labour Woman, ‘namely, that the Party 
Executive has removed Comrade Zetkin from her position as editor’ of 
Die Gleichheit which ‘has long been violently attacked for its firm refusal 
to follow the Majority Socialists in their support of the powers that be 
[…] Consequently the women Socialists of Germany who have remained 
true to their old ideals are now deprived of their paper’.113 Zetkin was 
quick to reassure the international socialist women’s movement however, 
writing to the Berner Tagwacht a letter which was reprinted in The Call. 
In it Zetkin asserts that her dismissal from Die Gleichheit was due to ‘the 
adhesion to principles of this organ’ and states that ‘A purged Gleichheit 
could not have remained the organ of the Women’s International’.114 
Reaffirming her leadership position, Zetkin concludes by stating that ‘The 
comrades of all countries can continue to address their correspondence to 
me. I remain the secretary of the Women’s International’ and by promis-
ing that ‘A publication which will take the place of the old Gleichheit will 
appear shortly’.115

In the May 1918 number of Labour Woman, Zetkin’s greetings for 
women’s day are reprinted from the February edition of her new paper, 
the Frauen-Beilage, the women’s supplement of the Independent Social 
Democratic Party (USPD) journal, the Leipziger Volkszeitung. Although 
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Zetkin states that ‘I may take it as a matter of course that our Women’s 
Day will be celebrated by the socialist women of all countries’,116 there 
is no evidence that British women made any such effort. Celebrations 
are, however, reported in Austria, France, Finland, Switzerland, the 
Netherlands and Germany. Zetkin records advances made by women 
in recent months, including suffrage reform in Britain, Canada, the 
Netherlands and some American states as well as ‘a mighty revolution 
in Russia, securing for women equal rights in administrative, legislative 
and governmental bodies’.117 Although a simultaneous women’s day was 
deemed impossible, Zetkin asserts that ‘Where we must be uncondition-
ally united is as concerns unity of sentiment, conviction, and will, for this 
is the essential characteristic of the international solidarity of the socialist 
and labour women of the world’.118 Zetkin’s women’s day greeting was 
also reported in The Call, again relying on the Leipziger Volkszeitung 
for its information. As a counterweight to the ‘limitless barbarity of the 
war’, Zetkin holds women’s day up as ‘the symbol of a better humanity 
for all, without distinction of race, nationality, or sex’.119 It is clear, given 
the paucity of international solidarity detected by Zetkin during the war 
that she saw the international socialist women’s movement as bridging 
the gap between the failed Second International and a new international 
yet to come.

In an article in The Call, Dora Montefiore identifies the international 
socialist persons and parties which most closely resemble her own posi-
tion, citing V.I. Lenin, Leon Trotsky, Karl Liebknecht, Zetkin, the BSP, 
the Australian Socialist Party and the International Socialist Party of 
South Africa.120 W.A.M.M., in his critique of Kautsky’s antiwar stance, 
having supported the SPD leadership until his expulsion from the party, 
writes ‘As against this, think of Liebknecht, Rosa Luxembourg, Franz 
Mehring, Klara Zetkin and the whole Stuttgart organisation which at once 
broke away from the Scheidemannites’.121 Later in the same journal, the 
author notes with approval Zetkin’s analysis of the USPD, about which 
she wrote that it ‘is still connected by the “naval-string” with the oppor-
tunist Socialism of the pre-war period’,122 suggesting that her membership 
of that party was contingent on its move towards more radical politics. 
T. Lambert responds to W.A.M.M.’s use of Zetkin’s words to critique 
the USPD by arguing that Zetkin has ulterior motives in writing what 
she does: ‘Franz Mehring and Klara Zetkin are both quite rightly trying 
to bring the German Socialists round to their way of thinking. That 
their criticism of those who are, in their opinion, standing in the way 
takes a somewhat drastic form is only natural’.123 For British socialist 
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internationalists, the role to be played is that which is impossible for 
Zetkin and others involved in the immediate battle for hearts and minds: 
‘It is impossible to be fighting for an idea and at the same time the cool 
impartial judge. But it is the latter part that the comrades in other coun-
tries are called upon to play as far as they can in regard to inter-party 
disputes in other lands’.124

As the Great War came to an end, Zetkin embraced parliamentary 
democracy, first as an USPD representative in the Wurttemberg State 
Assembly in 1919 and then a Communist deputy in the German Reichstag. 
She continued to receive wide coverage in Britain, though from 1920 to 
1933 that coverage tended to be limited to the large output of the factional 
communist press.
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Internationalism, nationalism and the 
United States of Europe: the British 
left and the outbreak of war in 1914

Ian Bullock

Abstract 

The advent of war tests commitments to internationalism like nothing else. 
Sceptics about the reality of internationalist sentiments were not unknown 
among socialists, but, as war broke out in 1914, both ‘pro-Ally’ and ‘anti-war’ 
advocates on the British Left believed that they were the real international-
ists. Already by the end of that year divisions that would prove lasting in 
many cases had opened up among British socialists already foreshadowing 
post-war divides. All were, however, united in scorning ‘secret diplomacy’, 
and in demanding fair treatment for soldiers and dependents. All agreed, 
anticipating the eventual end of the conflict, in supporting a non-vindictive 
peace settlement and a ‘United States of Europe’ to safeguard against any 
future repetition of the war. Meanwhile, the Entente with Tsarist Russia 
was a grave embarrassment for supporters of British participation in the war 
while a major reason for opposing it by ILPers and BSP ‘internationalists’.

Key words: pro-Ally, internationalist, secret diplomacy, United States of 
Europe

Nothing tests commitment to internationalism more than war. It also 
forces consideration of what internationalism means and how those 
who see themselves as internationalists should respond. What is seen as 
the proper internationalist response can vary widely. For example, the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP) opposed both the First and Second 
World Wars on internationalist as well as pacifist grounds. Yet its fate 
after these conflicts was very different. 

In the immediate aftermath of the first of these those associated with 
such opposition were ostracised in the ‘Khaki Election’ of 1918, but by 
1924 the most prominent advocate of the ILP’s opposition, Ramsay 
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MacDonald, was leading a minority Labour government. But few on the 
Left saw ILP opposition to the 1939–45 war as justified, even though it 
was based on the same internationalist and pacifist principles that had led 
to the stance of 1914. True, there were many other factors in the decline 
of the ILP as a political force, which had set in well before 1939 – not least 
its disaffiliation from the Labour Party in 1932. It is also true that Hitler’s 
attack on the USSR in June 1941 changed the way many people viewed the 
conflict and how they interpreted internationalism. This was particularly 
the case among those who saw the USSR as to at least some extent embody-
ing the promise of socialism, a perception which went quite a way beyond 
members and supporters of the British Communist Party. One only has to 
recall how Stalin became ‘Uncle Joe’ for many in wartime Britain.

At any time issues of national identity, often contrasted with the notion, 
stated most influentially by Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto, 

that the ‘working men have no country’, could be a tricky subject for the 
Left.1 Struggles against imperialism which socialists normally supported 
often took the form of demands for ‘national liberation’. This was as true 
of struggles within the British empire as of any other with the ‘Irish ques-
tion’ the instance most near home for British socialists. But how did you 
support such struggles without endorsing a nationalism abroad that you 
rejected at home? Distinctions might be made between the nationalism of 
the oppressed and that of the oppressors but that did not entirely solve 
the problem of how the Left should approach nationalism.

In an article in this journal a few years ago Stefan Berger made the very 
blunt, and essentially true, statement that ‘Marx’s notion that the proletariat 
has no fatherland was proved spectacularly and tragically wrong in 1914 
… ’2 Yet the equality of all human beings was a principle well established 
on the Left. Was it more than just an idealistic aspiration? Very occasion-
ally, this was explicitly questioned in the socialist press in Britain. One of 
these rare instances can be found in the last days of the ILP’s weekly paper 
Labour Leader after World War I. Katharine Bruce Glasier had resigned 
as editor and after the job had been done first by Tom Johnston and then 
Clement J. Bundock, both of whom were simultaneously editing other 
papers, Bertram J. Carter took over. He lasted less than a year, before the 
paper was replaced by the much more ambitious New Leader under the 
editorship of H.N. Brailsford. One cannot help wondering if Carter’s scep-
ticism about the commitment to internationalism in the proposals for a new 
ILP programme played some part in the fact that his editorship was so brief.

One proposal for the programme required the party to commit itself to 
the view ‘that the kinship the working classes of all nations share should 
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be a stronger tie than the kinship of nation, creed or colour’. Carter had 
questioned this commitment to what he called ‘Universal Brotherhood’. 
The ‘bond of nationality’ did not seem to be weakening, he wrote, and 
‘the “colour bar” is hard to get over’.3 It’s not difficult to imagine some 
readers reacting to this with hostility, while inwardly admitting that, 
unfortunate as this might be, the bond of nationality was still an excep-
tionally strong force in the world and what we would now call racism 
far from rare. We should note the ‘should be’ in the programme pro-
posal. Even in the twenty-first century there is a need to strive towards a 
better understanding of ‘imagined communities’ and perhaps of the ‘civic’ 
nationalism of movements like that of the SNP.

In Britain since at least late Chartist times advocacy of violent revolu-
tion on the Left had become the preserve of a very small minority. Most 
socialists accepted that though the existing system fell a long, long way 
short of anything that could be described as democracy, some form of 
political participation was both possible and, moreover, the only viable 
way to take socialist goals forward. It is of course true that in the years 
before the outbreak of war in 1914 the ‘political’ path was rejected by syn-
dicalists in favour of an ‘industrial’ one. Syndicalist ideas were influential 
but not many went all the way to rejecting ‘politics’ entirely. And even 
the De Leonist Socialist Labour Party, after a flirtation with Bolshevism 
came to the conclusion that ‘If we cannot discuss our ideas in the light of 
day before the masses, which must vindicate the realisation of our views 
then we have no right to hold such ideas’. It rejected all forms of conspira-
torial ‘hush-hush-here-comes-the-policeman-hide-the-plans methods’.4

The way such sentiments and beliefs relate to the question of nation-
ality and internationalism is that they imply some sort of concept of 
citizenship, some acceptance of a relationship with members of the same 
state that might entail a certain obligation to participate in its politics in 
the broadest sense, share its fate and even to defend it if necessary. It was 
relatively easy to be an internationalist in peacetime; the coming of war 
raised real dilemmas. This was never more so than in August 1914.

In this article I shall draw mainly on the three long-established socialist 
weeklies in Britain – Justice, originally the organ of the Social-Democratic 
Federation (SDF) founded in 1884, and since 1911 of the British Socialist 
Party (BSP); The Clarion, an independent socialist paper edited by Robert 
Blatchford since 1891, and Labour Leader, first published in 1894 as the 
paper of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) – during the early months 
of the First World War. Between them these three can be taken to repre-
sent, broadly, the conflicting stances taken by so many on the Left as war 
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broke out. Labour Leader quickly opposed Britain’s participation in the 
war, The Clarion, was, after a brief moment of anguish, unequivocally 
supportive of it, while Justice tried to reflect the views of both the ‘Old 
Guard of the SDF’ which described itself as ‘pro-Ally’ while deploring 
the necessity of the conflict, and the emerging ‘internationalist’ opposi-
tion which would triumph in the BSP when those who supported the war 
left the party in 1916. Between them these three weeklies represent most 
of the spectrum of socialist opinion in Britain at the start of the war. It 
goes almost without saying that since a commitment to internationalism 
was so central to socialist belief, whatever position was taken on the war 
its proponents claimed it as the proper internationalist standpoint.

There were other papers and journals catering for the Left, or sections 
of it. There was George Lansbury’s Daily Herald, widely seen by others 
on the Left as uncritically supporting all manner of ‘rebels’, which was 
soon vehemently opposing the war. When a letter appeared in Justice on 
24 September 1914 under the (very premature) heading ‘The Collapse of 
the Daily Herald’ its signatory, only identified as ‘Looker On’, claimed 
that Lansbury’s paper had damaged Social-Democracy by promoting 
successively ‘Syndicalism, Guildism, Anarchism, Revolt’. Another recent 
publication was the Fabian-orientated New Statesman, launched in the 
year before the outbreak of war. There were also monthly publications 
notably The Industrial Syndicalist and Plebs, the organs of, respectively, 
the Industrial Syndicalist Education League and the Plebs League. And 
there was, of course, The Socialist, originally the paper of James Connolly, 
which promoted the De Leonist doctrines of the very small, even by the 
standards of socialist organisations of that epoch, Socialist Labour Party. 
But I have chosen to concentrate on the weekly papers of the two largest 
socialist organisations in Britain, the ILP and the BSP, together with The 

Clarion as the most unequivocally ‘pro-war’ paper of the Left.
All parts of the British socialist movement had done their best to 

prevent the outbreak of war, sometimes controversially as in the case of 
Hyndman and Blatchford who, warning of the ‘German menace’, had 
advocated taking all measures necessary to prepare for national defence 
in the hope of deterring aggression. The war forced everyone to make a 
decision about what they owed to fellow-citizens and whether this should 
be expressed by reluctant support for participation in the war, conscien-
tious objection, or outright opposition. As already noted most ILPers 
opposed the war, but some took part in it. Clement Attlee, for example, 
fought and was badly wounded in the war while his brother Tom, also an 
ILPer, became a conscientious objector. In the light of how apparently 
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irreconcilable divisions on the Left began with positions taken on the war 
it is worth noting that Attlee’s military record, which saw him end the war 
with the rank of major, did not prevent him from co-operating with the 
conscientious objector Clifford Allen in the post-war ILP, especially in 
the ‘Allen-Attlee’ draft of the party’s programme.5 But such later events 
do not reduce the impact of the unprecedented dilemma that faced British 
socialists in 1914 when the British government declared war on 4 August.

At that time, the ILP’s Labour Leader was edited by Fenner Brockway, 
who before the end of the year would be a key figure in launching the 
No-Conscription Fellowship. On 6 August, the first wartime edition of the 
paper appeared. Its front page was taken up with a black box, with ‘Down 
With the War!’ in large bold letters at both its top and bottom. Workers had 
no quarrel with each other. It was a ‘quarrel between the RULING classes of 
Europe’. Inside the paper was an extract from Ramsay MacDonald’s speech 
in the House of Commons which rejected foreign minister Grey’s argument 
for war and concluded that ‘this country ought to have remained neutral’.6

The Clarion, which together with its editor Robert Blatchford’s Merrie 

England had done so much to promote the socialist cause, especially in 
the 1890s, was published the following day. Like the Leader, it deplored 
the outbreak of war: ‘Do the German people want to fight the French? 
Do the French people want to fight the Germans? Do the Russian peas-
ants want to fight? Do the British people want to fight? Have any of these 
peoples a quarrel with any other? No!’ wrote Blatchford. But any notion 
that the paper was going to follow a similar line to that of the ILP paper 

soon proved quite unfounded. For Alex Thompson, Blatchford’s long-
term Clarion partner and by that time the day-to-day editor of the paper, 
the war appeared one for ‘the domination of Europe by the German War 
Lords, for the annexation of the Dutch, Danish and Belgium seaboard, and 
the eventual smash of the British colonial Empire’. Having ‘accepted the 
moral and material help of French military and naval resources ever since 
the beginning of the Entente Cordiale’, Britain could not ‘stand by to see 
our friends attacked’. Not to come to the aid of Belgium and France, urged 
Thompson, would have been like the other unions of the ‘Triple Alliance’ 
deserting their colleagues during a dockers’ lockout: ‘we should have been 
blacklegs and scabs’.7 If anyone had the slightest doubt about The Clarion’s 

stance the front page of the following week’s issue (14 August) featured a 
large advertisement carrying Kitchener’s now famous appeal ‘Your King 
and Country Need You’ which ended with ‘God Save the King’ It is not 
hard to imagine the shock this must have caused to many readers. 

If two long-established socialist papers had taken completely opposite 
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positions on British participation in the war, that of Justice, by far the 
oldest weekly on the Left and in 1914 the organ of the British Socialist 
Party, was much more uncertain. As with Labour Leader the front page 
on 6 August was lined in mourning black with the upper-case headline: 
‘THE WAR: SOCIALIST EFFORTS FOR PEACE’. There had not 
been in Germany ‘a single town of any importance where the workers did 
not turn out in their thousands and tens of thousands’, it reported, and it 
estimated that 30,000 had attended the ILP/BSP peace demonstration in 
Trafalgar Square the previous Sunday. But it also included the appeal of 
the Belgian Workers’ Party’s general council which called for its members 
to ‘direct efforts to stopping the invasion of our territory’. By doing so, 
and ‘in defending the neutrality and even the existence of our country 
against militarist barbarians we shall be conscious of serving the cause of 
democracy and the political liberties of Europe’, the statement concluded.

Yet the paper did not yet seem necessarily committed to the war. Since the 
earliest days of the BSP’s predecessor, the SDF, the party programme had 
demanded ‘the people to decide on Peace or War’. This was now recalled in 
Justice’s editorial in the same 6 August issue. ‘The least that could have been 
done, was to take a poll of our entire population as to whether they were 
ready to go into this terrible business without any adequate preparation, and 
without any knowledge whatever as to what was being done in their name’.

Divisions on the British Left became clearer the following week when 
both the BSP and the ILP published their manifestos. Both took up most 
of the front pages of Justice and the Labour Leader respectively. Both, 
of course, deplored the war and all-too-accurately predicted many of its 
horrors. Both distinguished between ‘the mass of the German people’ and 
their government. Both socialist parties were more than wary about the 
alliance with Russia. The BSP feared the war might lead to ‘encroachments 
of Russian despotism’. For the ILP, Britain had ‘placed herself behind 
Russia, the most reactionary, corrupt, and oppressive power in Europe’. 
Divisions became clearer when the manifestos turned to the causes of the 
war. The ILP explicitly ruled out trying to apportion an ‘exact measure of 
responsibility’. It was the secret diplomacy that all the great powers had 
indulged in that was the real villain.

The BSP was no friend of secret diplomacy but, summarising what 
had led to ‘the great war long threatened and feared’, the party statement 
said that Britain had been ‘drawn into the general struggle by the declara-
tion of war upon Belgium by Germany on account of the refusal of that 
little state to forgo its neutrality in the interest of the attacking power’. 
This was very different from the way in which the ILP manifesto had 
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dismissed the notion that the German invasion of neutral Belgium justi-
fied Britain’s involvement in the war.8

The editors and board of The Clarion could pursue their support of 
the war without having to consult anyone. They might make themselves 
unpopular with many readers and lose their influential position in British 
socialism but there was little or nothing any discontented reader could 
do apart from sending in a letter of dissent and/or stop reading the paper. 
The position of Justice was much trickier. The paper, though it acted as 
the official journal for the BSP was actually controlled by members of the 
SDF ‘Old Guard’. In the end most of them – mainly people who were lit-
erally older than their BSP ‘internationalist’ opponents – would leave the 
party in 1916 and, after the war, reconstitute an SDF distinguished mainly 
for its intransigent rejection of Bolshevism. Meanwhile their former com-
rades of the BSP majority became the largest element of the Communist 
Party of Great Britain (CPGB) in 1920.

The implacable irreconcilability of ‘internationalist’ and ‘pro-Ally’ 
were clearly evident well before the end of 1914. The first issue that galva-
nised the ‘internationalist’ opposition to Hyndman and the ‘Old Guard’ 
was not long in coming. The government launched a recruitment cam-
paign and urged all political parties to participate in promoting it. Dated 
15 September, a party statement advising members to accept if invited 
to take part appeared in Justice two days later – although the advice to 
participate in recruitment was contingent on BSP speakers being ‘permit-
ted to speak from a common platform in support of the party’s national 
programme and policy’.

The statement was signed by all eight members of the executive and by 
Albert Inkpin as general secretary. Besides the future first secretary of the 
CPGB, Inkpin, the signatories included E.C. Fairchild who soon became 
a leading figure on the ‘internationalist’ wing of the BSP in opposition to 
most of his erstwhile executive colleagues, and for some time the editor of 
The Call which after the 1916 split replaced Justice as the BSP paper. The 
statement began by rehearsing the party’s pursuit of peace, and the threat 
to ‘the national freedom and independence of this country’ of ‘Prussian 
militarism’. It looked for ‘a speedy and successful issue’ to the war. But 
the rest of it was very critical of the government’s approach and policies. 
It must abandon ‘methods of cajolery and starvation’ to secure recruits. 
Those enlisting must be ‘offered proper rates of pay’, guaranteed employ-
ment or insurance against disablement on their return and ‘adequate 
provision’ must be made for their dependents.9

Despite these provisos, the effect was to galvanise opposition within 
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the BSP. Under the title of ‘The B.S.P. Executive Manifesto’, brief reports 
began to appear in Justice such as the one from the Pollokshaws branch at 
the beginning of October, which said that it repudiated the manifesto. It was 
followed by a similar announcement from the Central Hackney branch.10 
Meanwhile, G. Moore Bell, who later played a role of some importance 
in the post-war SDF, had stood down from the BSP’s national executive 
committee as he was ‘now on active service’. This resignation necessi-
tated an election for a representative of the London and Home Counties 
branches. Justice provoked much criticism by publishing a letter the follow-
ing week by Fred Gorle, who was one of those who would leave the BSP 
with Hyndman and most of the ‘Old Guard’ in 1916. Gorle made his posi-
tion quite clear. ‘I think that the working classes of Belgium and of France 
had every moral and political right to expect our support’, he declared. He 
claimed that this position was ‘in accordance with the principles of Social-
Democracy and the resolutions of International Socialist Congresses’. Soon 
there were seven candidates to replace Moore, some of whom had a very 
different view of the war and the responsibilities of socialists.11 These divi-
sions in the BSP are evident in the two letters from other candidates which 
appeared in Justice a little later. J. Fineberg was standing, he explained, 
because ‘no provisos or conditions can justify our associating ourselves 
with those who must be regarded as part authors of the war’. Furthermore, 
‘Gorle supports the action of the Government in declaring war. I condemn 
that action’. While ‘calling upon the people to make the most extreme sacri-
fices’ many of the ‘governing classes’ were making fortunes out of the war. 
‘With the cry of “Capture Germany’s Trade”, on their lips, employers are 
taking advantage of the present situation to force down wages’.

F. Victor Fisher’s letter could hardly have been more different. Walter 
Kendall, in his account of this election describes Fisher as ‘the party’s most 
chauvinistic propagandist’.12 He declared himself an ‘Internationalist’ 
but not an ‘Anti-Nationalist’ and in agreement with his friend Moore. 
‘Despising the spirit of Jingoism, and detesting the buccaneering expe-
ditions of capitalistic Imperialism, I have to declare that at this moment 
nothing but the British Navy stands between this country and a German 
invasion, accompanied by all the hideous atrocities inflicted on Belgium 
and France’. The socialist struggle against secret diplomacy and militarism 
could only succeed ‘if Socialism continues to maintain and increase its influ-
ence with the masses of the people’. This would be ‘shattered, and rightly 
so, if at this supreme crisis our movement renders itself suspect of treason 
to the Commonwealth’.13 Which way BSP opinion was shifting, at least in 
the London area, emerged decisively when the results of the election were 
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announced in November. The clear winner was Fineberg with twenty-five 
votes. None of the other candidates achieved even double figures.14

For those like Fineberg who condemned British participation in a capi-
talist conflict, all states involved whether ‘enemies’ or ‘allies’ were equally 
responsible and their capitalist classes should be equally and unequivo-
cally opposed. The ‘internationalists’ had the intellectual advantage of a 
clear position, though the practical difficulties of maintaining it in wartime 
can easily be imagined. But for the ‘pro-Ally’ people there were huge 
problems about exactly who they were supporting. When they described 
themselves as ‘pro-Ally’ they had in mind France and – even though it had 
been neutral and therefore not an ally before war broke out – Belgium. 
But even those who saw it as a moral obligation to come to the aid of 
Belgium and France had real problems with the alliance with Russia. The 
Triple Entente had been pretty well universally criticised across the entire 
Left. Imperial Russia was the most reactionary, and most oppressive, of 
all the great powers. All British socialists had backed the revolutionar-
ies in 1905 and most hoped for a renewal of what seemed promised then 
– something that would come about and be enthusiastically welcomed 
in February/March 1917. In 1914 itself ‘pro-Ally’ advocates could base 
their claim to be true to internationalism on their responsibility, as they 
saw it, to support Britain coming to the aid of Belgium and France which 
had been invaded. But Russia was not invaded at the start of the war. 
Fear of Russian invasion had, it was universally recognised, much to do 
in explaining the compliance with their government of most of the Social-
Democratic Party in Germany. And soon it was Russia that was invading 
East Prussia. To be sure, this ended in disaster for the invaders – but how 
could Britain’s new ally not be seen as the aggressor at this early stage 
before the battle of Tannenberg at the end of August 1914?

Labour Leader and the ILP often centred their objection to Britain 
taking part in the war on the shame and hypocrisy of it finding itself 
fighting as an ally of such a regime. ‘Russia. For Whom We Fight’ was 
the Labour Leader headline of an article by Clement J. Bundock in the 
second wartime edition. He had no doubt that Russia was ‘responsible 
for the European conflagration’ and that Britain was ‘fighting to support 
that tyranny’. The Tsarist regime had acted tyrannically in Finland and 
in Persia without British opposition. When the Russians had brutally 
intervened in Persia, as Iran was then generally known, in 1911, Grey had 
fended off questions from Labour and Radical MPs as to whether their 
action was compatible with the Anglo-Russian agreement of 1907 which 
was supposed to guarantee Persian independence. Bundock now reflected:
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Persia is broken. When Russia crushes a small nation under her heel Britain 
has no word to say, though Britain is solemnly pledged to guarantee 
integrity and independence. When Germany marches her troops across 
the soil of a small nation and promises to acknowledge its independence at 
the conclusion of the war Britain must strike ‘in defence of principles the 
maintenance of which is vital to the civilisation of the world’.

With such an ally as Russia how could Asquith, the Liberal prime min-
ister, maintain that ‘no nation ever entered upon a great conflict with a 
clearer conscience?’15

Yet if there was implacable hostility in the pages of Labour Leader, 
Russia got no more support from the more-or-less ‘pro-war’ Justice. On 20 
August 1914 the lead article of Justice’s front page – now firmly established 
as regularly devoted to ‘The War’ – was by Rosalind Travers Hyndman. 
She attacked what she called ‘Our pro-Russian Press’. ‘It was’, she wrote, 
‘naïvely expressing delight at the bribe of autonomous government which 
the Tsar offers to the three Polands (Austrian, German and Russian) if 
the two first will rise and throw of the Teutonic yoke in order to bear the 
Slavonic one’. She recalled the ‘powerful and rather sinister part played 
in the government of Austria’ by the ‘Polish Club’ of representatives in 
the Viennese Reichstag and the ‘successful struggle against Polish influ-
ence of the Ruthenians or Ukrainians in the eastern part of Galicia’. The 
latter might identify more with the Russians than with the Poles but would 
‘think twice of joining the Tsar’s empire’ in the light of the oppression of 
the Ukrainians under Russian rule. As for the current Tsarist offer: ‘Look 
at Finland if you would see how imperial promises are kept!’16

This last point was bound to resonate with anyone with knowledge of 
the recent history of that part of Europe. Finland could very plausibly be 
seen as a good test of Russian intentions. Compared with other parts of 
the Russian Empire, the Grand Duchy of Finland had enjoyed considera-
ble autonomy. In the 1905 Revolution the Finns had won the Eduskunta, 
a unicameral parliament, elected on the basis of universal and equal suf-
frage. Finland became the first European country where women achieved 
the right to vote. Between 1899 and 1905, the Tsarist regime had pursued 
a policy of Russification in Finland. After 1908, once the Tsarist regime 
felt more secure again, this policy returned with a vengeance.

Yet there were those on the Left who attempted to show Tsarist Russia 
in a more favourable light. On 7 August 1914, H.G. Wells published an 
article in the Daily Chronicle, a paper which normally supported the more 
radical wing of the Liberal Party, entitled ‘The Sword of Peace’ with the 
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subtitle ‘Every sword that is drawn against Germany now is a sword drawn 
for peace’. Wells was attacked a few weeks later in the Labour Leader after 
his critic, known as Vernon Lee, had apparently been refused publication 
in the Liberal press. Vernon Lee was the pseudonym of the writer Violet 
Paget (1856-1935), a pacifist who was soon to be a member of the Union 
of Democratic Control (UDC). In the Leader, in August, she had force-
fully expressed her outraged surprise that someone hitherto ‘a denouncer 
of war’ could have taken such a position. His apostasy’ was ‘all the worse 
because it is sincere’.17 She quoted Wells’s contention that ‘The defeat of 
Germany may open the way to peace and disarmament throughout the 
earth’. That was what was always said by all sides in a war, she concluded.

Wells replied in the next edition of the Labour Leader claiming that ‘No 
one who remains sane can suppose we have any other alternative before us 
now but victory or destruction’. He accused ILP leaders MacDonald and 
Hardie of ‘misrepresenting the negotiations that preceded the war’ and 
‘suggesting that we are in some way cheats in defending the neutrality of 
Belgium’. What did they want Britain to do – sue for peace? They should 
answer this question. But instead all they offered was a ‘whining criticism 
of the acts of Sir Edward Grey’. Wells’s own position on Russia had been 
made clear in a Nation article that had been published immediately before 
the Leader issue in which Vernon Lee’s ‘reply’ appeared. This, Wells now 
claimed, ‘knocks the bottom out of all this nonsense which represents 
Russia as a kind of worst devil and Kaiser-Krupp Prussian system as the 
clean white fabric of a delightful yet disciplined civilisation, which not 
only aspires but deserves to dominate the world’.18

This was followed by Bundock’s critique of Wells’s Nation article. 
He quoted Wells’s contention that ‘the day of the unintelligent, common 
soldier’ was past and consequently ‘Russia can only become powerful 
enough to overcome any highly-civilised European country by raising 
its own average of education’, a process which could only be done by 
‘liberalising on the Western European model’. But how seriously could 
such an argument be taken, asked Bundock. ‘Why should we believe that 
Russia, if it can be effective in hurling Prussian militarism from its seat, 
will, when the work is done, be stricken suddenly with ineffectiveness’? 
Fear of Russian despotism, concluded Bundock, was well grounded.

But – apart from Wells’s own letter – Bundock did not have it all his 
own way. Also in the Labour Leader of 3 September was a letter from 
R.C.K. Ensor, at this time a journalist on the Daily Chronicle and a 
Fabian socialist though best known much later as the author of the 1870–
1914 volume of the Oxford History of England. He protested against 
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Hardie’s ‘ill-timed attempt to revive anti-Russian prejudice’. The Russian 
‘democratic and constitutional movements’ had seen in the war ‘a unique 
opportunity of securing at once two things that can only be secured 
together – the liberalising of Russia and the creation of a permanent 
Anglo-Russian friendship’. He felt sorry, on opening Labour Leader, ‘to 
see every reference to Russia in a key of stale and sterile carping’.19

The ‘carping’ may have been less but front page of the same day’s Justice 

was barely less apprehensive about Russia than its ILP rival. It claimed 
that Russia would have the ‘easier part’ in the war with the danger that 
war might end with ‘a beaten Germany, an exhausted France, a crippled 
England, with Russia fresh and strong’ and able to impose its terms. Nor 
could an eventual realignment in the form of a deal with Germany be ruled 
out. The same page reported that ‘The reply of the Russian Government to 
the general demand for political amnesty’ had been ‘more in keeping with 
its general policy than the recent wonderful manifesto of the Grand Duke 
Nicholas to the Poles’. The secret police had been active and among the 
arrested was the lawyer ‘who defended the workers prosecuted in connec-
tion with the Lena massacres’ after the strikes in the Siberian goldfields.20

The division on the British Left between those who believed their obli-
gations as internationalists were met by their ‘pro-Ally’ stance and those 
of the self-declared ‘internationalists’ who opposed them was very real 
and already quite clear in the final months of 1914.The ‘pro Ally’ stance 
illustrated the fact that many Social-Democrats, especially those who 
referred to themselves as ‘the Old Guard of the S.D.F.’ took the existence 
of national ties and a sense of community with those they lived among as 
simply a normal state of affairs. It did not exclude a belief in the primacy 
of class or class conflict, but the nation and nation state had to be accepted 
as part of current reality. Supporters of the ‘pro-Ally’ position would 
claim that the very word ‘international’ accepted the reality of ‘nations’ 
and would reiterate almost ad nauseam that they were ‘internationalists 
rather than anti-nationalists’. But while the formulation is trite it is not 
without some validity. The argument had been laid out in a Justice article 
by Harry Quelch, a key figure in the SDF in 1912, the year before his 
death. The article was reprinted by the paper during the war.21

Yet when it came to considering what should follow the horrific con-
flict there was something approaching unanimity about aspirations for the 
post-war world. Hardly had the conflict begun when Hyndman, in a Justice 

editorial, was hoping that ‘the war of 1914 may secure for England the begin-
nings of a Co-operative Commonwealth’. A week later MacDonald was a 
better predictor of the actual future when, in Labour Leader, he dismissed 
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hopes of the war bringing an end to militarism and a lasting peace as ‘moon-
shine’. A ‘new military despotism in Europe’ was far more likely. The war 
was ‘the beginning of a dark epoch dangerous, not merely to democracy, 
but to civilisation itself’.22 Whether optimistic or pessimistic about the post-
war world there was general agreement that any peace settlement should be 
impartial and just, and that any notion of punishing Germany should be 
avoided. Even that unequivocal supporter of the British participation in the 
war, A.M. Thompson of The Clarion, agreed. When there were demands 
for what he called ‘a vindictive smashing of German unity’ after the war and 
‘even worse’ in the Daily Mail, he hastened to reject them.23

One organisation determined to avoid any such thing and any further 
‘secret diplomacy’ was the Union of Democratic Control. A letter announc-
ing its formation appeared in Labour Leader late in September 1914. It was 
signed by three Liberal MPs – all of whom would be in the Labour Party by 
the 1920s – and three Labour ones including two future leaders of the party, 
Ramsay MacDonald and Arthur Henderson. Among the four principles 
for the future peace that were proposed in the letter was that Britain should 
pursue not alliances but the creation of a ‘Concert of Europe’ whose busi-
ness would be conducted publicly.24 This was not so very different from 
the idea, popular throughout the British Left among both ‘internationalists’ 
and ‘pro-Ally’ people, of the ‘United States of Europe’.

Early in July 1914, when a war involving Britain still seemed an unlikely 
distant nightmare, we find Thompson musing in The Clarion that ‘If the 
United States of Europe were established – if the peasants of the Danube 
could appeal straight to the democracies of Italy, Austria, Germany and 
Russia, regardless of big financial interests, how different it would all be’.25 
After the outbreak of war the ILP manifesto included a section under the 
title ‘Our German Comrades’ which looked forward to the ‘suppression 
of militarism and the establishment of the United States of Europe’. On 
14 August 1914 the term again featured in one of Thompson’s Clarion 
editorials. ‘The German War Lords’, Thompson wrote, had ‘scorned Sir 
Edward Grey’s “Utopian” offer of a British guarantee against French or 
Russian attack on Germany which would have formed the basis for the 
establishment of the United States of Europe’.26 He would use the term 
again in the editorial on 18 September outlining the ideas for a peace set-
tlement in Europe already noted.

For its part, on 20 August 1914 Labour Leader hoped that ‘the black 
night of fratricide’ would give way to the ‘dawn of fraternity’ and when 
the ‘scheming Chancelleries of Europe’ were replaced by ‘a permanent 
federation of interdependent states’. A month later, on 17 September, the 
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Cambridge philosopher G. Lowes Dickinson contributed an article to the 
Leader on ‘The War and the Way Out. Preparing the Path to Peace’. He 
rehearsed the necessary objectives of an equitable peace settlement – no 
vindictive deprivation of German territory and no nations under ‘alien 
rule’, concluding: ‘We must aim at a permanent League of Europe which 
will control and limit national armaments while leaving every nation free 
to accomplish its own internal development’.27 The following week, on 24 
September, Brockway took up the call on the front page of the Leader in the 
second of two articles under the headline ‘After the War – What? Towards 
a United States of Europe’. Peace, he insisted, must ‘denote the triumph not 
so much of the Allies or of Germany as of Europe’. A ‘League of Europe’ 
should be able to grow into a United States of Europe. ‘The United States of 
America is composed of the peoples of every nation in Europe. Why should 
not those peoples, before they cross the Atlantic, form a United States of 
Europe?’ Perhaps it was the wider perspective of someone born in India – 
and who four decades on would chair the Movement for Colonial Freedom 
– that accounts for the way Brockway then went on. Beyond a Europe with 
a ‘European Parliament’ and a ‘European police force’ he caught a glimpse 
of ‘a federation of nations in which America and the British Dominions are 
part, and, more dimly, of a still larger federation including the peoples of 
Asia, Africa and South America’. Early in October Labour Leader published 
what it called ‘A United Platform for European Socialists’. This summarised 
the paper’s aims for the post-war world. There were six points, the final one 
stating ‘The goal ever before us should be a United States of Europe (ulti-
mately of the world), in which national armies and navies are replaced by 
an International Police Force’. The same paper called for ‘A United States 
of Europe, without dynasties, secret diplomacy, feudal castes, or standing 
armies’ the following month.28 A ‘United States of Europe’ was supported 
by both opponents of the war and those who took a ‘pro-Ally’ position, and 
was by no means confined to the ILP. The Christmas Eve 1914 edition of 
Labour Leader featured a number of ‘Messages of Goodwill from Across 
the Battlefields’. These included statements of international solidarity from 
leading German socialists Karl Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein and, among 
several others, the Swedish socialist leader Hjalmar Branting.

The following week in the last issue of the BSP’s Justice for 1914, Fred 
Gorle, the unsuccessful ‘pro-Ally’ candidate in the earlier election for the 
party’s national executive, quoted Branting’s enthusiasm for a future ‘vast 
association of a United States of Europe, uniting the different nations, each 
free and sovereign in its own entire self-government’. The next part of 
Branting’s statement, also approvingly quoted by Gorle, went on: ‘But I 
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should be lacking in candour if I did not add that so splendid an aim must 
remain fatally chimerical if we are not determined to put forth against 
the expansive force of capitalism the force of nationality when threatened 
and anxious to preserve its entire liberty’. For Gorle, this was ‘an effective 
endorsement of our position’. In Gorle’s presentation, Branting was arguing 
‘that Internationalism is not a vague abstraction, signifying in some far 
distant time the blending of all nationalities into one nation. It is rather the 
correlation of nationalities; the giving to every nation the fullest possibility 
of development’. Such notions would not have gone down well either at 
Labour Leader or among the growing ‘internationalist’ group in the BSP but 
this did not prevent Gorle from making a New Year plea for unity which 
ended with the call ‘Workers of the world unite. Yes, let us begin with the 
Socialists, and begin it with the year that now opens before us’.29 Clearly, it 
was a great deal easier to express idealistic aspirations for the peaceful future 
than to cope with the awful problems and appalling stark choices of the war. 
But it is at least interesting that even as divisions centred on the latter grew, 
these aspirations took the form of the wish for a ‘United States of Europe’.

I have concentrated on the divisions which opened up on the Left in 
the early months of the war with all fervently convinced that their version 
of internationalism was the only correct interpretation of the concept. But 
British advocates of a United States of Europe were not confined to the 
socialist movement nor to 1914. The businessman and philanthropist Sir 
Max Waechter was the most prominent promoter of the idea both before 
and after the war. Born in Stettin, then in Germany, he had lived in Britain 
since in 1859 and was naturalised in 1865. While serving as High Sheriff of 
Surrey, a ceremonial role, he was knighted in 1902.

In its May Day edition of 1924 Justice, by then the organ of that 
largely neglected component of the British Left, the reconstituted Social-
Democratic Federation, published an article by Waechter under the title: 
‘How to Make War Impossible. The United States of Europe’. In it he 
urged that the crucial question was how to avoid another war. Europe had 
been devastated by the Great War and had the greatest need and great-
est incentive to pursue a way of avoiding a repetition. ‘It is in Europe, 
then, that a beginning should be made as soon as possible for a federa-
tion of nations for peace and security’. What was needed was to unite 
‘all the European Great Powers in one federation on the model of the 
United States of America and binding them by a system of Free Trade 
and free intercourse throughout the continent’. He recalled that in 1913 
he had founded the European Unity League. Its council had included ‘our 
present Prime Minister, Mr James Ramsay MacDonald’.
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But neither Waechter nor Justice had much time left. Waechter died in 
October 1924, as ill-fortune would have it, on his eighty-seventh birth-
day while the SDF paper would go out of publication early the following 
year. And all too tragically the course of a united Europe was not to be 
practically revived until after yet another horrific conflict.
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British Labour and Europe

Willy Buschak

Abstract

After the Great War, British Labour decided to follow a new road 
in international relationships, away from traditional power politics, 
towards European Unity. The motives therefore and the strategies 
Labour wanted to implement in pursuing its aim, are compared with 
the attitude of the Continental Labour Movement. The article looks at 
the importance the League of Nations and the Empire had in the frame-
work of Labour’s European orientation and pays much attention to the 
development of transnational contacts between labour organisations in 
Great Britain and on the Continent in the 1920s and early 1930s. The 
final part is the systematic debate on a new order for Europe which 
was carried out within and outside the Labour Party during the Second 
World War.

Key words: Europe, Labour Party, TUC, workers’ travel

Introduction

In July 1911 a group of German trade unionists was on study tour in 
Great Britain. On 14 July they arrived in Leicester, where a reception was 
given. In his welcoming speech, Ramsay MacDonald, Chairman of the 
Parliamentary Labour Party, underlined that ‘the thinkers, writers, phi-
losophers, technicians and industrialists of both countries have always 
complemented each other’ and asked: ‘What would these two great 
nations, Germany and Great Britain, be, the one without the other?’1 
The Germans were not the only group of workers travelling around the 
UK. In August 1911, a huge party of French Trade Unionists, Socialists 
and Co-operators, all in all 150 people, was in London and Manchester 
visiting co-operative societies.2 The same month a group of sixty-seven 
members of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) from Bradford went to 
Belgium for a seven-days visit of co-operative and municipal establish-
ments.3 Already before the Great War, there was an intensive exchange 
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between the British and continental Labour Movements. So far, atten-
tion has almost exclusively focused on the international congresses of 
the ‘Second International’, from Paris 1889, to Basle, 1912, where leaders 
of socialist parties and trade unions discussed general politics. Meetings 
between local activists, like the encounters mentioned above, where 
participants wanted to find out how ‘the others’ worked and built up 
their movement, are not considered sufficiently. Such encounters also 
illustrate, that the record of relationships between British Labour and 
continental workers’ organisations is more than a ‘record of indiffer-
ences’, as Douglas Newton put it.4 

Europe was the political, geographical and cultural space in which 
British and continental Labour moved. Both went through a process of 
Europeanisation of political thinking and the formation of a European 
Identity, which started before the Great War. The proposal for a League 
of Nations is often described as the almost exclusive focus of British 
Labour’s foreign policy.5 When W.C. Anderson, chairman of the ILP, 
spoke about Labour’s concept for foreign policy in 1911, he placed 
Europe in the centre: ‘A Labour foreign policy […] would talk less of 
the balance of power and more of the Federated States of Europe’.6 Two 
years later, Keir Hardie, founder of the Scottish Labour Party in 1888, of 
the Independent Labour Party in 1893 and of the Labour Party in 1900, 
was a guest at the Congress of the German Social Democratic Party in 
Jena, 1913. In his speech, he also focused on Europe:

Trade, Industry, Arts and Sciences are international. It should therefore 
be the highest task of European Statesmen not to increase the incite-
ment of peoples through permanent armaments, but to promote peace 
and reconciliation of peoples and to bring about finally the United 
States of Europe’.7

It rather seems, that for British Labour Europeanisation and internation-
alism were two sides of the same coin, a conviction that did not disappear 
during the Great War. Arthur Ponsonby, founder of the Union of 
Democratic Control, later to become a Labour MP, wrote in 1915 that 
‘European unity or co-operation between the Powers’ should become ‘the 
normal and permanent foundation of European policy’.8 George 
Lansbury’s Herald in May 1915 was deeply concerned with Great Britain’s 
and with Europe’s destiny: ‘If this war goes on long enough, not parts of 
Europe, but Europe itself will be demolished’.9 
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Unification of Europe and a new international order

Once the war had ended, British and continental Labour decided to follow 
a new road in international relationships, away from power-politics. The 
vision of German revolutionaries in 1918 and 1919 was the unification of 
Europe and a new international economic order.10 National borders would 
lose their importance, a new cosmopolitan spirit, promoted by the League 
of Nations, would originate, they believed11 and this found much echo 
within the British Labour Movement, which accused Entente Powers of 
having with the Versailles Peace Treaty, which had created thousands of 
miles of new boarders within Europe, missed ‘the chance of preparing the 
way for a United States of Europe’.12 British Labour judged the Versailles 
post-war order from a European perspective and looked for European 
solutions to overcome the mess created by the Treaty. William Appleton, 
secretary of the General Federation of Trade Unions, after having visited 
starving Vienna in April 1920,13 presented Europe’s unification as the only 
way out of economic chaos and was joined in this view by the National 
Conference of Labour Women.14

The New Statesman questioned, in November 1919, whether people 
were already ripe to ‘advance beyond the communion of nationality to a 
Communion of Europe’,15 while in 1923 the young British Communist 
S. Muscovitch from Stepney Branch had similar doubts, because ‘we still 
find members of the working class who look upon their fellow workers 
in countries foreign to their own with contempt and “superiority’’’.16 
John Scurr, Poplar Labour Councillor and an MP in 1923–1931, argued 
in September 1920 that European Unity was vital for the UK, as ‘trade 
with the whole of the continent is the life-blood of Hull’.17 Labour 
should undertake ‘all the steps to the realisation of those United States [of 
Europe] which are the alternative to decay’, the Herald argued in 1922.18 
The only escape from another war ‘would be a United States of Europe’, 
Clement Attlee, who had served as officer during the Great War and was 
elected a Labour MP in 1922, said in his lecture to the ILP Summer School 
at Hoddesdon, on 10 September 1923.19 Throughout the 1920s, Labour 
members like Arthur Henderson (Labour Party secretary and Home 
Secretary in 1924 and Foreign Secretary in 1929), J.H. Thomas (General 
Secretary of the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) and cabinet min-
ister in the 1924, 1929 and 1931 governments), Norman Angell (Labour 
MP from 1920, and Nobel Peace Prize Winner in 1933), H.N. Brailsford 
(Editor of the ILP-journal New Leader), W.H. Layton, Morgan Philips-
Price (Labour journalist), J.R. Clynes (Labour Party Leader 1921/22 
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and later Home Secretary) the erstwhile Communist MP J.T. Walton 
Newbold, journals like the Daily Herald , the New Leader and the New 

Statesman deplored the economic and political balkanisation of Europe 
by the Versailles Treaty, which had torn apart the entire network of com-
mercial and financial intercourse in Europe and requested its replacement 
by a United Europe.20 Communists around this time shared much of the 
analysis, but following Lenin’s position they firmly believed that ‘no ini-
tiative or independence in a Europe organised on the basis of Capitalism’ 
was possible.21

Economic interests of the people of Europe transcend boundaries

The United States of America were seen as the absolute contrast to the 
impoverished Europe. Economic misery reigned on one side of the 
Atlantic, prosperity on the other. The USA had more coal and more oil 
than any European state; they had the leadership in the production of 
modern goods like electro-technical articles and of cars. American banks 
possessed half of the world’s gold stock. With its industrial and financial 
power, the United States were about to colonise first Germany and then 
Europe, H.N. Brailsford warned in 1929.22 What did the United States 
have, that Europe did not have? Ernest Bevin (leader of the Transport 
and General Workers Union) explained it in September 1927 to the TUC 
Congress in Edinburgh thus:

I have recently been to the continent of America. I was asked to go out 
to investigate some of the reasons for American prosperity […] I did 
not find all the wonderful things that have been said in the newspapers 
about the United States, but what I did find, was this, that I went there 
from a little island, and I was asked to compare its possibilities with a 
continent […] I came to the conclusion, that if we are to deal with the 
problems of Europe we have got to try to teach the people of Europe 
that their economic interests, their economic development, have to 
transcend merely national boundaries’.23 

In the competition with the USA, European states are lost, if they act on 
their own, Walton Newbold warned in 1929: ‘Separately, not one of these 
nations has the population, and still less has it the national resources of 
the great new nation that is growing up on the vast continental area of the 
United States’.24 Any effort to come to an ‘exclusive understanding’ with 
the United States, was also hopeless, Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald 
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asserted that year,25 for, as C.G. Clark had remarked in 1928 it would 
mean for Britain ‘to accept what crumbs in the way of partnership may 
fall from Dives’ table’.26 

The Cosmopolitan Trust sapped the Nation-State

Analysing capitalism after the Great War, British and continental Labour 
discovered that something had changed fundamentally. Amalgamations 
no longer took place between industries carrying on the same kind of pro-
duction. Instead, huge vertical combines had emerged, integrating different 
kinds of production. Control of these mammoth organisations rested in 
the hands of very few individuals. Edo Fimmen, General Secretary of the 
International Transport Workers Federation (ITF), described in 1924 the 
consequences for Labour: ‘Concerns and trusts spread beyond national 
frontiers to assume an international character. This internationality pro-
vides the employing class with a coat of darkness, so its doings are hidden 
from view and are freed from legislative hindrances’.27 National legislation 
provided Labour with little help in the effort to defend workers’ rights 
in the new capitalist surrounding, as Brailsford wrote: Privately owned 
industry was developing an international economic structure consid-
erably faster than the Governments were developing effective forms of 
international economic legislation and control. The Cosmopolitan Trust 
had sapped the sovereignty of the Nation-State.28 Labour could still keep 
democratic control, provided it built up the corresponding European and 
international structure.

Labour’s enthusiasm for Europe

European unity was advocated by representatives from almost all parts of 
the British Labour Movement, by members of the Co-operative societies, 
of trade unions, of the Labour Party and the Social Democratic Federation. 
Joseph Reeves, Educational Secretary of the Royal Arsenal Co-operative 
Society, visited Leipzig in August 1922, and told his German colleagues, 
that labour and co-operative organisations in every country should be 
able ‘so to influence the policy of Governments, that ultimately we shall 
see established the United States of Europe’.29 In April 1924, the East 
Manchester Branch presented a resolution at the ILP conference in York, 
which asked the Government to call a ‘conference of the representatives of 
the people of all European countries with the object of bringing about an 
amalgamation or federation of all European Countries’. Oswald Mosley 
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(ILP member since 1924, who in 1932 went on to create the British Union 
of Fascists), introduced by the chairman in the debate as ‘a new comrade 
of distinguished ability’, told delegates, that Europe was ‘the least hopeful 
spot from the international point of view’, so that they amended the reso-
lution and called for ‘a world-wide federation of peoples’.30 Arthur Purcell 
(TUC President in 1924) in his presidential address to the International 
Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU) congress of 1924 in Vienna, requested a 
‘Federated United States of Europe’.31 The Social Democratic Federation’s 
Annual Conference, on 3 and 4 August 1924 in London, demanded from 
the Labour Government a conference of European nations to consider 
the constitution of a federation of the European States as an ‘effective way 
of preserving the peace of the world’.32 The resolution was sent around 
to labour organisations on the Continent and was supported by social-
ist parties from France, Germany, Italy and Spain, by the International 
Clothing Workers Federation, the International Federation of Hatters, 
the International Federation of Transport Workers and the International 
Federation of Woodworkers.33 The French Seamen’s Union presented a 
resolution at the ITF Congress of 7–12 August 1924 in Hamburg: as the 
preservation of peace was more and more put into question, the ITF had 
to deal with the constitution of the United States of Europe and had to 
disseminate the idea of European unity wherever it could, the resolution 
read. The only opposition came from James Henson from the Transport 
Workers Federation, who suggested postponing the resolution for a thou-
sand years, which got him a sharp protest from Ben Tillett, one of the 
founders of the Dockers’ Union in 1887. The trade unions’ job could only 
be carried out internationally, Tillett said, and the resolution was carried 
with an overwhelming majority.34 At the TUC Congress, 5–10 September 
1927 in Edinburgh, Ernest Bevin presented a resolution, which instructed 
‘the General Council to further, through the international organisations, 
a policy having for its object the creation of a European public opinion 
in favour of Europe becoming an economic entity’.35 Opposition was 
strong. J.B. Figgins from the NUR told congress, that Europe was com-
pletely divided and there could be only one economic entity, that of the 
world. The ideal of British workers, Arthur Cook, leader of the Miners 
Federation believed, ‘lies quite as much, if not more, outside Europe than 
inside’. Jack Jones, however, from the General and Municipal Workers 
Union reminded congress that ‘all said and done, they were Europeans 
[...] He was in favour of a United States of Europe with a President over all 
[…] It was their duty to start propaganda amongst their own people, and 
bring about an economic understanding among the workers of Europe’.36 
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The resolution was carried with 2,258,000 votes in favour and 1,464,000 
against. As remarkable as the congress resolution itself was the fact that 
Ernest Bevin in the debate proudly spoke of ‘the craftsmanship of our own 
Western Europe’. When Bevin and Jack Jones said ‘we’ in their speeches, 
they meant ‘we in Europe’. 

United States of Europe or League of Nations?

A clear resolution in favour of European unity was not adopted by any 
Labour Party congress, although there are references to it in Party docu-
ments. The Labour Party Constitution adopted in 1927 requested from 
Labour ‘to co-operate with the Labour and Socialist Organisations in 
other countries and to assist in organising a Federation of Nations for the 
maintenance of freedom and peace’.37 Following an initiative of the Fabian 
Society in 1934, the Party discussed an amendment to the Programme 
of Action, requesting regional agreements for economic co-operation.38 
Many in British Labour and quite a considerable number of continen-
tal socialists wanted a United States of Europe, many others preferred to 
unite Europe under the umbrella of the League of Nations. If you had 
asked partisans of the League and of the United States of Europe what the 
one and the other should do and why, the answer would have been often 
the same: there is increasing interdependence between European states 
and the states of the world, policy of isolation is no longer possible. In 
an international economic surrounding, national units of control are out 
of date and simply impossible.39 National egoism leads to war and has to 
be controlled, either by the United States of Europe, or by a European 
Section of the League.40 There needed to be common labour standards, 
common control of raw materials, of emigration, of the spread of diseases, 
of capital export, loans, and there needs to be a common policy on trans-
port and communication.41 A United Europe was not seen as an end in 
itself, but as further step in organising the world. As H.W. Lee put it in 
1924, ‘a federation of all the European Nations on sound economic and 
political lines would greatly help and strengthen the League of Nations’.42

In contrast to the continental movement, in the 1920s, British Labour 
did not develop elaborate suggestions as to how to structure a European 
Union, although there was much reflection about these issues. In 1923 
Robert Dell, a member of the Fabian Society, proposed, as a first step 
towards European unity, a commercial union between England and 
Germany, which would then be ‘supplemented by a political alliance, 
including Russia’.43 H.N. Brailsford argued in 1927 that it would be easier 
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to begin with a ‘European customs-union’, out of which would develop 
‘a much wider market than the American, more intensely peopled and 
furnished with a closer and cheaper network of communication’.44 In 
Great Britain as on the Continent, quite a variety of names was used, 
when people referred to European unification: Federal Union, European 
Union, United States of Europe, European Federation, United Europe.45 
In all the cases it was meant to establish a European authority with com-
petences of its own, to which nation states transferred a part of their 
sovereignty. H.G. Wells, English writer and social critic, for example had 
a permanent Federal European Council in mind, to which all European 
Countries entrusted the power to decide upon disputes amongst them, 
the power to conduct foreign policy, to pool armies and public services.46

Did British Labour kill the Briand Plan?

British Labour’s reaction to the plan for a European Confederation 
announced in September 1929 by the French Foreign Minister, Aristide 
Briand, was hostile.47 The Communist Labour Monthly saw Briand’s 
proposal as ‘threatening and undermining the new structure of world-
cooperation’,48 while George Slocombe, the Daily Herald’s correspondent 
in Geneva, thought the plan was dangerous, as it diverted attention from 
the League.49 Sisley Huddleston wrote in the New Statesman that ‘nobody 
knows what is meant by the expression United States of Europe’,50 and 
Brailsford argued the entire project was ’nebulous’ and ‘confused’.51 The 
chorus of Briand-sceptics is thus rather impressive. But this is not the 
entire story. By 1931 the Daily Herald expressed admiration for ‘one of 
the most sensational developments of post-war European politics’52 and 
summarised Briand’s proposal with the following words: ‘The time must 
come, when we must unite or die’.53 It has since been asserted that British 
Labour ‘killed’ the plan. 54 However, British Labour’s reaction was very 
similar to that of continental Socialists. Politicians, whose European com-
mitment was beyond any doubt like Léon Blum (leader of the French 
Socialist Party), Rudolf Breitscheid (Parliamentary leader of the German 
SPD), Toni Sender (a notable SPD MP), and Emile Vandervelde (leader of 
the Belgian Workers’ Party) reacted in the same way as British Labour: the 
general lines of Briand’s plan were acceptable, but there was much to be 
criticised, concrete suggestions of how to overcome economic differences 
in Europe were missing and there should be a close link with the League 
of Nations.55 The European labour movement might have done better 
using the opportunities rather than stressing the weak points of Briand’s 
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plan, thereby undermining it further, but British Labour was perfectly in 
line with its European colleagues. In any case Labour’s reaction cannot be 
understood as simply ‘No’ to Europe as we will see.56

Empire or Europe

One may argue that the report of the TUC’s Economic Committee on 
Empire Trade, adopted in 1930 by the TUC Congress, looks like a defi-
nite turn away from Europe. The report, which was drafted by Walter 
Mine-Bailey, secretary to the committee and head of the TUC’s research 
department, analysed the various options open to Great Britain. World 
unity was ruled out at once as impracticable. An Anglo-American bloc 
was rejected on the basis of clashing economic interests. The report 
showed many sympathies for European unity, as countries of Western 
Europe were geographically linked to each other, but argued however, 
that European unity did not follow, as all the European countries were 
manufacturing countries. The only practical alternative was the British 
Commonwealth.57 According to Milne-Bailey, the Empire had two basic 
advantages: it was economically more important for Britain than Europe. 
Production of food and raw materials at one side and industrial produc-
tion at the other side were balanced.58 This was rather wishful thinking, 
which was unfortunately not really fully examined. Actually, export from 
the UK to the Empire increased in absolute figures, but Great Britain’s 
share in the overall trade with the Empire was falling and throughout the 
1920s more than 40 per cent of Great Britain’s foreign trade was directed to 
countries outside the Empire.59 Trade unionists like Ernest Bevin, himself 
a member of the committee, were desperately looking for an economic 
policy which could offer some prospect of breaking through the contract-
ing circle of depression and deflation from 1929 onwards and therefore 
supported the report. After the downfall of the Labour Government in 
1931, with the rise of authoritarian, fascist and Nazi regimes and their 
attack on international institutions, often supported, outspokenly or 
tacitly by Britain’s so-called ‘National Government’, Labour became 
extremely careful not to promote any policy that might weaken existing 
international structures and wanted to avoid conservative attacks that it 
was responsible for destroying the Empire. ‘We have been left the heritage 
and the responsibility of an Empire and we will not break it up, we will 
not destroy it. It is at least a third of the world linked together in various 
forums. Instead of breaking it up, we will pass it into the stage of world 
organisation’, Bevin said at the TUC Congress in 1935.60
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Whether the Empire or the ‘Commonwealth’ – both terms were used 
as equivalents – really was an economic unity British Labour could rely 
upon was seriously questioned already before the report was adopted, but 
the question marks did not disappear afterwards.61 The socialist writer J.F. 
Horrabin argued in a speech February 1932 at Transport House: ‘It is far 
more important [ … ] for the British Working Class Movement to build up 
class relations with its European neighbours, particularly with Russia’.62 
Empires cannot last, Ernest Bevin himself admitted at the Labour Party 
Conference in 1936, the more important it was to build a League and a 
world organisation.63 The same Labour Party Conference went back to 
economic and political co-operation in Europe: ‘It is urgently necessary 
to form in Europe, within the framework of the League, a strong group 
of peaceful nations, firmly pledged to non-aggression and to mutual assis-
tance against aggression and to a policy of close political and economic 
co-operation; membership of such a group, once formed, being open to 
all States, which are willing to accept the obligations and to enjoy the 
benefits of membership’.64 In 1938, Bevin confessed: ‘I believe more than 
ever, that at least an economically United States of Europe is within the 
realm of possibility. Providing Britain will forgo her century-old attitude 
to the problem’.65 

Europe from the bottom 

Between 1919 and 1933, the IFTU organised six congresses with about 
200 delegates and guests each. The International Trade secretariat met 
more often, as a rule every two years, with slightly fewer delegates, and 
they organised special conferences, like the railway conference of the ITF 
of November 1920 in London. On average, twenty to forty British del-
egates attended such Congresses. The Labour and Socialist International 
(LSI) met four times between 1923 and 1933. In 1928, 612 delegates and 
guests participated at the Brussels Congress, 755 at the Vienna Congress 
in 1931. ILSI and IFTU organised the Peace Congress in 1922, women’s 
conferences, youth conferences, international conferences on tourism, on 
newspapers, on the organisation of the world economy, on reparations and 
so on. To this we have to add meetings of executive bodies and the confer-
ences organised by the International Labour Organisation and the League 
of Nations. My conservative estimate, based on the lists of delegates is 
that altogether some 2,500 European Labour Representatives, among 
them possibly 250 from Great Britain, were part of a European network 
covering the entire continent, discussing social conditions in Europe and 

Socialist History 57.indd   79Socialist History 57.indd   79 11/04/2020   11:56:5211/04/2020   11:56:52



80 Socialist History 57

strategies to improving them. At first glance, 2,500 may not seem a very 
impressive figure, but one should keep in mind, that such a network did 
not really exist before the Great War, and that the figure represents only 
the tip of the iceberg, as we shall see. This international network, however, 
was heavily male dominated. Very few women members were sent as del-
egates to international congresses: Margaret Bondfield attended the IFTU 
congress in London in 1920, M. Quaille and Julia Varley were at the IFTU 
congress in Vienna in 1924, and in 1927 in Paris Varley participated again.66

The pre-war practice of sending study-missions to foreign countries 
was taken up again soon after the war, and grew throughout the follow-
ing years, when such journeys were organised by organisations like the 
British Workers’ Travel Association (WTA), the Austrian Study Travel 
Committee, the German National Association for Socialist Training and 
other workers’ travel organisations.67 Annually, the WTA organised a tour 
of eight days through Belgium, its public institutions and labour move-
ment.68 The Annual Reports of the WTA are full of examples of journeys 
British Labour representatives made to the continent. To mention some 
cases only, in August 1922 Professor Hall, Director of Studies for the 
Co-operative Union, went for a visit to Brussels and German towns.69 The 
same year, fifty-nine British co-operators spent eight days in Hamburg 
and Leipzig.70 In July 1926 a group of Labour Municipal Councillors left 
London for Belgium, to examine municipal institutions there.71 In August 
1927, the London Labour Party organised a municipal tour through 
Germany, led by Herbert Morrison.72 In October 1929 steelworkers from 
Swansea in South Wales went to Germany.73 In Autumn 1930 British 
Miners coming back from the Congress of the International Miners’ 
Federation in Krakow, made a stop in Germany, to see working condi-
tions in the ore mines there.74 In August 1931, 250 British trade unionists, 
led by Ernest Bevin, visited the Rhineland, meeting local German trade 
unionists in Mainz and other cities.75 In April 1932 a group of German 
and British veterans met at a German war cemetery between Bruges and 
Ypres.76 In July and August 1932 a group of Birmingham trade unionists 
toured Germany.77 These examples tell us that the British Labour move-
ment took a very strong interest in developing transnational contacts. 

Continental socialists also sent delegations to Britain. Again, a couple 
of examples only can be given here. In April 1926 the Workers Education 
Committee of the Swiss ‘Arbeiter-Union’ Bern visited educational insti-
tutions of the British Labour movement.78 In June 1927, seventy-six 
Austrian railwaymen studied British railway stations.79 In June 1928, fifty 
representatives of German municipalities under the joint auspices of the 
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German Garden Cities Association and the WTA, travelled to Stepney, 
Hampstead Garden and Welwyn Garden City.80 In June and July 1931, 
the WTA received parties from Austria, from Denmark, from Belgium 
and from France, who all wanted to know more about the social and 
education system of the UK.81 German school classes from cities with 
socialist administrations like Berlin regularly came to the UK.82 In 1934 
a delegation of Belgian textile workers travelled through the UK and 
Ireland, visiting factories and studying the working conditions in the 
textile industry.83

National and international trade union schools provided more oppor-
tunity for meetings: Ruskin College, the International People’s College 
in Elsinore, the IFTU Summer School, regularly organised since 1924. 
Finally, individual visits were organised, on the British side by the WTA 
and by International Tramping Tours. In order to facilitate contacts with 
local people, travellers of the WTA spent their holiday nights on the con-
tinent as often as possible in trade union and People’s Houses. At that 
time, a typical People’s House was not only an office building, but would 
have shops, pubs and restaurants on the ground floor and a hotel on the 
upper floor. There was a good chance of direct contact with organised 
workers. Guests of International Tramping Tours, founded in 1931 in 
Leeds, who went above all to France and Germany, spent their nights in 
Youth Hostels, peasants’ cottages, wayside inns, in order ‘to make friends 
with people whose country they visit’.84

It is difficult to say how many travellers took part in such visits. In 
1930 and 1931, the WTA sent 13,000 people abroad. With the economic 
slump, the figure went down, but had reached 29,000 by 1938. In 1926, 
some 6,000 took part in the tours organised by German Workers Travel 
Organisations.85 These figures seem very small compared with today’s 
mass tourism, but in the 1920s and 1930s this represented a considerable 
amount of organised workers travelling. The effects such travels could 
have are best described with the words of a British trade unionist, coming 
back from a trip to Paris in 1924: ‘On Sunday last, I watched the biggest 
procession of Socialists I had ever seen. I was grateful indeed that I, an 
English worker, could stand with my French comrades mourning for 
fellow workers, who struck a ringing blow for freedom, and striking, died 
[…] I went to Paris, knowing no French, and with a marked feeling of 
dislike towards the French people. I have returned still ignorant of the 
language, but with feelings of friendship and understanding towards the 
French in general and the French working class in particular’.86
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Europe, Federalism and the Second World War

During the 1930s, there were certainly fewer contributions discussing 
European unity in the British Labour Press, but this did not necessarily 
mean that Labour had turned its back to Europe. In 1939, on the eve of 
the Second World War, the debate about Europe experienced a revival, 
remarkable for its many contributions from various sides, its transnational 
character –with representatives of British, US-American and Continental 
Labour and even Socialists exiled in Mexico participating – and because it 
was just the visible part of a discussion going on everywhere in underground 
Europe, even in Nazi concentration camps. Why did this debate take place? 
It became evident, that Europe’s future structure would be a war aim. The 
Nazis tried to impose their ‘New Europe’, which was openly rejected by 
almost all trade unionists and socialists as ‘the most openly brutal, violent 
and wholly forcible form which the union, or merger, of capitalist states 
could possibly have taken’.87 This made it even more important for Labour 
to develop ideas of its own. The debate was certainly inspired by the pro-
posal published in early 1939 by the American journalist Clarence Streit 
to form a Federal Union between fifteen democracies – the United States 
of America, parts of the British Commonwealth UK (Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, South Africa, Ireland, France), Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland.88 John Strachey 
(a Labour MP, during the 1930s who was close to communism), mocked 
that Streit wanted to create a ‘super-empire’.89 The Australian Socialist 
Kim Mackay (a lawyer and a member of the British Labour Party since 
1934) commented that much of the discussion on Federalism was vague.90 
When Labour Party representatives met on 22 February 1940, with the 
Executive Committee of the French Socialist Party, they carefully avoided 
the word ‘Federation’, but considered ‘an ever closer union of the French 
and the British peoples’ as ‘the essential basis of the new order’ in Europe.91 
The National Union of Distributive and Allied workers (NUDAW) at 
its congress in May 1940 protested that there should be ‘more talk about 
Socialism and less about Federalism’.92 A year later, the TUC President 
George Gibson, took the opposite view: ‘I firmly believe in the future fed-
eration of nations’. He even thought that it was ‘for the English speaking 
nations to show the way for the creation and functioning of a Federation 
of Nations’.93 Hannen Swaffer, socialist journalist nicknamed the ‘Pope 
of Fleet Street’, preferred a Federal Union between Great Britain and 
the USA,94 an idea which was completely rejected by Mary Saran of the 
Socialist Vanguard group, and by Frank Ridley, Bob Edwards and Walter 
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Padley of the ILP. As the USA remained the overwhelmingly powerful 
economy, this would mean to place Europe under the over-lordship of 
Wall Street and Washington.95 For its part the Communist International, 
in the period of the Stalin-Hitler pact, protested that a French-German 
Federation would have but one aim, to strangulate Germany.96

During the war, a systematic debate about a new post-war order for 
Europe was carried out within and outside the Labour Party by the Left 
Book Club, the Socialist Vanguard Group, the Fabian Society and the ILP. 
Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club published Lord Davies, A Federated 

Europe (1940), John Strachey’s Federalism or Socialism (1940), G.D.H. 
Cole’s Europe, Russia and the Future (1941), Oscar Paul’s Underground 

Europe Calling (1942), Mary Saran’s The Future Europe? (1942). In 1943, 
the Left Book Club published Hilda Monte’s The Unity of Europe, the 
Fabian Research Group issued the study Labour and Europe. The need 

for a socialist strategy and the ILP Frank Ridley’s and Bob Edwards’ bro-
chure The United Socialist States of Europe. In 1944 Gollancz published 
Walter Padley’s The economic problem of the Peace, A Plea for World 

Socialist Union. Not to forget the numerous articles in the Left News, 
which was the members’ journal of the Left Book Club and its supple-
ment, International Socialist Forum, edited by the Austrian Socialist 
Alfred Braunthal. Several conferences focused on Europe and its future: 
in April 1942 by the Socialist Vanguard Group, May 1942 by the Left 
Book Club, in September 1943 by the ILP’s London division and March 
1945 by the Socialist Vanguard Group.97 

In this debate, the concept of the ‘nation-state’ was considered as inap-
propriate for post-war European Reconstruction. There should be ‘an 
international authority superior to the individual states and endowed 
not only with rights over them, but with power to make them effective, 
operating not only in the political, but in the economic sphere’, Clement 
Attlee, Leader of the Labour Party, requested in 1939.98 ‘National sover-
eignty leads to insecurity, to fear and to war’ Mackay wrote in 1940 and 
concluded: Nations ‘are interdependent and not independent’.99 H.N. 
Brailsford insisted that power had to be transferred from the compet-
ing sovereign units ‘to a collective whole’.100 Bob Edwards and Frank 
Ridley in 1943 said farewell to the nation-state, ‘in the historic process of 
European society, the national state is now due, as its sole alternative to 
suicide, to give way to the European Union’.101 In return for national sov-
ereignty, the nations of Europe would get politics for the ‘common good’ 
and ‘economic security’ (Brailsford), so that the price would be more than 
equalised by the returns (Hilda Monte).102
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The putative institutions to which part of national sovereignty 
should be transformed, got different names. Mackay simply spoke of 
a ‘Federation’ or a ‘Super-State’,103 G.D.H. Cole of a ‘supra-national 
state’,104 Hilda Monte chose the ‘Socialist Commonwealth of Europe’ 
with a ‘Central Authority’ on top as supervisory, Mary Saran apparently 
was more prophetic, as she preferred speaking of a ‘European Union’.105 
Frank Ridley and Bob Edwards used the name ‘United Socialist States 
of Europe’ and Walter Padley the almost similar title ‘Socialist United 
States of Europe’ with a ‘supra-national authority’ on top.106 Whatever 
the name, the supra-national institution should get a solid rock of com-
petences.107 It would organise transport by road, railway, air or water. As 
John Marchbank, the General Secretary of the NUR, put it in 1942 ‘arti-
ficial barriers between country and country’ would be swept away, and 
inter-communication made ‘a factor that will whittle away the narrow 
nationalism that has brought disaster.108 In 1944 Marchbank declared that 
‘we of the ITF have always favoured the creation of the United States 
of Europe’.109 A common code of commercial law, credit and currencies 
would be a matter for the European Level, raw materials like iron and coal 
would be under joint administration. A European Central Council would 
follow an economic policy and planning with full employment, economic 
security and rising living standards as objective. Harmonisation of wages 
and social policy throughout Europe would be the special job of Trade 
Unions. Defence, a European Police Force and Foreign Policy would also 
be a joint European Competence.

When Labour imagined Europe, Great Britain, France and Germany 
were the nucleus. ‘No one can contemplate a European Federation without 
including Great Britain […] It would seem that if a Federation could be 
established of Great Britain, France and Germany, it would be better 
for Great Britain to join such a Federation, even if the four Dominions 
would not join too’, Mackay wrote.110 The days of British world power, 
based on industrial and maritime primacy, had gone, Ridley and Edwards 
stipulated: ‘The concrete alternative before Britain to-day is either to 
become, in last analysis, a member of an European Federation’.111 Hilda 
Monte imagined an Inner and an Outer Europe, the first consisting of the 
industrialised countries, Scandinavia, Great Britain, Switzerland, Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands, the latter of the 
agrarian Eastern and South Eastern countries from Poland to Greece. In 
the tradition of the French socialist economist Francis Delaisi, she argued 
that inner and outer Europe would mutually benefit from each other: the 
industrial countries had a vast market at their home doors, and would 
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contribute in return to the infrastructural development of the agrarian 
countries.112

Mackay drafted an entire constitution, with a European Parliament, 
directly elected by the people, a President, Federal Council und Federal 
Court. Hilda Monte had a completely different architecture in mind. On 
one hand a central European Authority, controlling big positions like 
investment, finance, trade; on the other end of the scale trade unions and 
consumer organisations. By a system of suggestions, inducements and 
deterrents, central and local authority would interact. In her perception, 
shared to a large extent by Mary Saran, Europe was more a Federation of 
Regions than a Federation of States. Walter Padley imagined a network 
of workers’ councils extending all over Europe as safeguard against the 
danger of over-centralisation.113

For many in the British and continental labour movement, a united 
Europe would still have colonies. Before 1939, Labour had mainly sug-
gested pooling the whole of the colonial empires of the world and putting 
them under the authority of the League of Nations.114 Mackay also 
proposed that colonies should be taken away from National States and 
transferred to the European Federation, so that there would be no longer 
any cause of friction between states.115 It was certainly not the majority, 
who felt like Frank Horrabin about the ‘brutal mis-rule’ of colonialism, 
or who, as did the ILP, supported colonial liberation movements.116

Socialism and European unity

The German socialist Willi Eichler, living in British exile, the Fabian 
Research Bureau, Walter Padley, Frank Ridley and Bob Edwards, all 
expected a revolution at the end of the Second World War. ‘We have 
come to the end of an economic system’, Padley wrote. According to 
him, European Unity would be realised from below. The revolution 
would extend workers’ councils all over Europe and implement a rather 
classical concept of Socialism: Socialisation of land, of banking, trans-
port, power and basic industries.117 G.D.H. Cole also thought that the 
coming Europe would be socialist, but already had a different concept 
of socialism in mind. Social and national equality would be in its centre, 
common people would get a ‘sense of mastery and responsibility’. Europe 
would build a ‘broad-minded, tolerant Socialism, capable of appealing to 
a wide diversity of men and women’,118 a socialism, as the ILP thought, 
that would be libertarian, putting human liberty and democracy at its 
centre. In February 1947, a conference in London, organised by the ILP, 
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in which representatives of various European Resistance Movements par-
ticipated, set up the Movement for the United Socialist States of Europe, 
later renamed Socialist Movement for the United States of Europe, which 
was to become one of the sources of the European integration movement 
in the 1950s. During the 1950s, the Movement organised a dozen con-
gresses and published a journal, La Gauche Européenne (European Left) 
with Bob Edwards, who had become a Labour MP as well as General 
Secretary of the Chemical Workers Union, acting on the editorial board 
of the journal and participating in its congresses. It is striking, that the 
leaders of Belgian, Dutch and French Trade Unions participated in the 
congresses, as did, at least at the start, the German Confederation of Trade 
Unions, whereas the British Labour Party and the TUC were absent. In 
1950, the Labour Party’s National Executive had issued a statement on 
Europe which ignored the war-time discussion and failed to acknowledge, 
as Mackay wrote, ‘that social justice, freedom from want and full employ-
ment cannot be enjoyed in the modern world by any small independent 
states for any length of time with any security’.119

Conclusions

Europeanisation and internationalism were a strong current within the 
British Labour movement from the 1920s to the end of the Second World 
War. There was considerable enthusiasm for Europe among the rank and 
file and a strong grass roots movement to build Europe from below. One 
of the most important reasons for the British Labour Movement to advo-
cate European Unification was its belief that otherwise democratic rights 
and workers’ rights could no longer be defended. Big transnational com-
panies had emerged which could no longer be controlled within the realm 
of nation states. Companies had sapped the nation state, their economic 
structure was far in advance of state structure. The dilemma could be solved 
only by developing political and economic co-operation at European 
level. There was no ‘either – or’ within Labour, either internationalist, or 
European. Europe with its strong labour movement was seen as the best 
ground to struggle for a human society setting standards for a new, world-
wide order. Europeanisation was born within the British labour movement 
and is part of its own tradition. There was no moment in the 1920s or 
1930s, when British Labour turned its back on Europe, as historians of the 
period sometimes claim. Labour and trade union members were keen to 
work together with their European colleagues and curious to discover the 
working conditions of other movements on the continent. The discussion 
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on Europe in war-time Britain shaped part of social Europe originating in 
the 1950s. Although the mainstream of British Labour after 1945 opted to 
maintain the Commonwealth and to strengthen the newly built United 
Nations, European Unity and Social Europe continued to be advocated 
by members of the British Labour Movement like Bob Edwards, Frank 
Ridley and John McNair, all members of the ILP, through the Socialist 
Movement for the United States of Europe.
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Reviews

John Blewitt (ed.), William Morris and John Ruskin: A New Road On 
Which The World Should Travel, University of Exeter Press, Exeter 2019; 
204pp; ISBN 9781905816279, £75.00, hbk; ISBN 9781905816347, £30.00, pbk

John Ruskin and William Morris were two of Victorian Britain’s most 
important cultural figures. Ruskin was the preeminent art critic of his gen-
eration, the author of seminal works such as Modern Painters and The 

Stones of Venice, a philanthropist and an educationalist. William Morris 
was a poet, artist, writer, designer and entrepreneur. Morris was strongly 
influenced by Ruskin and acknowledged an intellectual debt to him. 

Ruskin and Morris criticised Britain’s industrial capitalism and both 
men influenced British socialism. Although Ruskin described himself 
as ‘a violent Tory of the old school’, his writings shaped the views of 
many labour movement activists, and he was the author mentioned most 
frequently in a survey of the books which shaped the views of Labour 
and ‘Lib-Lab’ MPs elected in the 1906 General Election. William Morris 
was a member of the Social Democratic Federation (SDF), Britain’s first 
Marxist organisation, founded the Socialist League and later established 
the Hammersmith Socialist Society.

This volume has been published by the William Morris Society, estab-
lished to develop knowledge of William Morris’ ideas and work. The 
book commemorates the bicentenary of John Ruskin’s birth in 1819, and 
is a collection of essays centred on the relationship between Ruskin and 
Morris. Contributors examine Ruskin’s influence on Morris and the simi-
larities and dissimilarities between the two men. The book’s title is taken 
from Morris’ preface to an edition of ‘The Nature of Gothic’, a well-
known section of the second volume of Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice, in 
which Morris wrote ‘To some of us when we first read it … it seemed to 
point out a new road on which the world should travel … ’

The book comprises an introduction and thirteen articles by different 
authors. Eleven of them have already been published on the Journal of 

the William Morris Society, while two contributions have been written 
especially for the book.

Several articles analyse Ruskin’s thought. Ruskin has been accused of 
holding strongly patriarchal attitudes but John Brownell challenges this 
view. In ‘John Ruskin; Patron of Patriarch?’, Brownell points to Ruskin’s 
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advocacy of improved education for girls, his patronage of the female 
social reformer Octavia Hill, and his championing of female artists and 
concludes Ruskin’s attitude to women was progressive by mid-Victorian 
standards.

Sara Atwood’s contribution, ‘“This link between the Earth and Man”: 
Ruskin, Nature and Education’ explores Ruskin’s belief that the study 
of nature was an essential element in education and that knowledge of 
nature was a sine qua non for great art. Ruskin was passionate about pro-
tecting the natural world from industrial society and actively campaigned 
against proposed developments which he believed threatened the natural 
environment.

‘Ruskin’s Tory Paternalism’ by John Blewitt analyses Ruskin’s politi-
cal and social philosophy. He did not believe in liberty and equality and 
opposed universal equal suffrage, advocating additional votes for those 
who were older or held positions of responsibility. Ruskin denounced 
the slave trade but refused to condemn all forms of slavery. He was a 
paternalistic Conservative and advocated a hierarchical society in which a 
benevolent ruling elite governed an obedient and deferential population.

A major aim of the book is to assess Ruskin’s influence on Morris’ 
views. In his article ‘Ruskin and Morris’, Peter Faulkner discusses the 
ways in which Ruskin inspired and impressed Morris. Morris was pivotal 
in founding the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) 
and held Ruskin’s comments on building restoration in such high regard 
that he had a passage from Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture 
incorporated in SPAB’s statement of aims. Jacques Migeon argues persua-
sively that the design of the Red House, Morris’ iconic house in Kent, was 
inspired by Ruskin’s Edinburgh lectures on architecture and painting. In 
‘Morris and Pre-Raphaelitism’, Peter Faulkner describes how Ruskin and 
Morris admired and supported the Pre-Raphaelites.

Christopher Shaw in his article ‘William Morris and the Division of 
Labour; The Idea of Work in News from Nowhere’ discusses Morris’ 
utopian novel which depicts a future socialist Britain where the divi-
sion of labour no longer exists. ‘The Nature of Gothic’, in which Ruskin 
wrote of the deleterious effects of the division of labour, deeply impressed 
Morris and inspired his vision of a utopia without the division of labour. 

However, several contributors also look at the dissimilarities between 
Ruskin and Morris. In ‘Laxey Mill: Ruskin’s Parallel to Merton Abbey’ 
David Faldet compares and contrasts Morris’ textile and glass works at 
Merton Abbey with a textile mill which Ruskin established at Laxey 
in the Isle of Man and notes the differences in their roles. Ruskin never 
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actually visited the Laxey mill and his manager ran it, while Morris was 
actively involved in management and production at Merton Abbey and 
acted as both entrepreneur and artisan.

The most obvious divide between Ruskin and Morris was the political 
one between Ruskin’s paternalistic conservatism and the revolutionary 
socialism Morris espoused in the 1880s. In ‘From Art to Politics: William 
Morris and John Ruskin’, Lawrence Goldman looks at their diverging 
political paths and is especially interesting on the political experiences 
which radicalised Morris. Both men supported the Eastern Question 
Association and SPAB though Morris was the more active. As a result 
of his involvement in the Eastern Question Association, Morris became 
deeply disenchanted with the Conservative government for supporting 
Ottoman Turkey’s oppressive rulers and with the Liberals for ending 
their protests against this policy in response to jingoistic public senti-
ment. His work in SPAB convinced him that it was commercialism which 
threatened Britain’s architectural heritage and this led him to socialism. 
After supporting the Liberals in the 1880 General Election, he became 
totally disillusioned with parliamentary politics because of the Liberal 
Government’s failure to introduce social reforms and its policies in 
Ireland and Egypt. He severed all ties with the Liberals and in 1883 joined 
the Democratic Federation (which became the SDF). Goldman’s account 
helps explain the origins of Morris’ determined opposition to parliamen-
tary activity when he was a member of the SDF and the Socialist League.

The book provides a stimulating account of the work of Ruskin and 
Morris and a cogent analysis of the relationship between them. The 
republished articles appeared separately between 1977 and 2012 but create 
a coherent picture of the intellectual development and cultural legacy of 
the men. Not all the diverse activities of Ruskin and Morris are covered 
in detail. Morris was a leading personality in the small British socialist 
movement of the 1880s and his socialist activism distinguished him from 
Ruskin but his participation in socialist politics is mentioned only briefly. 
Nonetheless, the book is a lucid analysis of the relationship between 
Ruskin and Morris and a thoughtful assessment of their importance in 
British cultural history.

Jonathan Wood

Plymouth
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Duncan Bowie, The Radical and Socialist Tradition in British Planning: 
From Puritan colonies to garden cities, Routledge, Abingdon 2016; viii + 
224pp; ISBN 9781472479020, £125.00, hbk; ISBN 9781138616561, £38.99, 
pbk; ISBN 9781315553672, £19.50, ebk

In 1909 the Liberal government passed the pioneering Housing and Town 
Planning Act. The idea of town planning was in the air. The journal Garden 

Cities renamed itself Garden Cities and Town Planning. The National 
Housing Reform Council had also renamed itself the National Housing 
and Town Planning Council. Raymond Unwin, who with Barry Parker 
had been one of the pioneers at Letchworth and New Earswick, published 
his Town Planning in Practice – perhaps the grandest example of the new 
literature of public advocacy of the ‘art of designing cities and suburbs’. It 
seems straightforward to locate these developments within the milieu of 
Edwardian progressivism, through Fabian Tracts, the New Liberalism, the 
London County Council and a wider public concern with natural amenity, 
the built environment and the democratisation of land use.

This will be familiar territory to many readers of Socialist History, and 
in the final chapters of this book Duncan Bowie provides a rich docu-
mentation which ties together numerous strands of advocacy and public 
activism. What, however, was the real revelation of Bowie’s survey, at 
least for this reader, was to see how far back the roots of this tradition can 
be traced. Beginning with the Puritans, Bowie takes the reader through a 
whole series of landmarks, some more familiar than others, including cam-
paigns, treatises, utopias, land plans and social experiments as variously 
propounded (inter alia) by Benthamites, Owenites, Saint-Simonians, 
Chartists, Christian Socialists and a gamut of later socialists, reformers 
and labour movement activists. It would be quite wrong to see it only as a 
source book. Nevertheless, Bowie does draw upon a formidable range of 
primary sources and gives them space to speak for themselves. On many 
of the specific themes he considers, there is also an extensive secondary 
literature which he also draws upon extensively, with a note on sources 
following each chapter. Nevertheless, he also indicates significant gaps in 
the literature, including the absence of any study in English of the con-
tribution of early nineteenth-century socialist theories to the politics of 
the built environment. In highlighting the democratic character of many 
of these movements, he also provides a sort of counter-narrative to those 
accounts stitched together from various examples of philanthropy and 
paternalism culminating in ventures like Bournville and Port Sunlight. 
Bowie states that one of his objects in writing the book was to give 
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planning students and practitioners a better sense of their own history. 
Nevertheless, anyone interested in the broader history of Britain’s radical 
and socialist movements will learn a good deal from reading this book.

In some key aspects the account Bowie provides could perhaps have 
been developed further. The most obvious of them, which one feels sure 
must be down to the publishers, is the visual one. The often vivid textual 
extracts are crying out for images and line-plans complementing the text 
as they do in so many of the sources cited. Given the effort that has clearly 
gone into pulling together this material, the least it could have done with is 
a cover image and one would love to think that there might at some point 
be an illustrated edition. I would also have been interested to know more 
about the exchange of ideas across national boundaries. This isn’t entirely 
absent from the book, particularly in its colonial aspects and in the fascinat-
ing chapter on the influence of the French utopian socialists. Nevertheless, 
if one glances at Unwin’s Town Planning in Practice, the first thing one 
notices is its international frame of reference, with its German frontispiece 
and illustrations, and folded plans of Rothenburg and the Nuremberg 
extension plan, and references in later editions to town planning exhibi-
tions of Berlin and Düsseldorf. Is this also a tradition that can be traced 
further back? Are certain political movements drawn towards particular 
international exemplars, or is there a shift in these over time – for example, 
from France to Germany? There are some interesting pointers in Bowie’s 
account, like the example of the Germanophile Manchester planner T.C. 
Horsfall. Nevertheless, in the sequential treatment followed it is difficult 
to pick up these threads and they might have merited a separate chapter.

I should also be very interested to read the sequel which the book so 
clearly deserves. Bowie leaves the story with the institutionalisation of 
planning before the First World War. Perhaps that can also be viewed as 
the internationalisation of planning, looking ahead towards the interna-
tional modern and Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse. Bowie has some strong 
words regarding the relinquishing by modern planners of any real public 
good or public purpose. Against this he seeks to recover a pluralist, decen-
tralising socialist tradition which can be set against what he describes as 
the dominant neo-liberal perspectives within contemporary planning 
discourse. To a very considerable degree he achieves his aim; and yet the 
reader is left somewhat in suspense as to what could have happened to that 
moment of promise before the First World War. I was reminded slightly 
of Ken Loach’s film The Spirit of 1945 where one is brought with a jolt 
from Attlee’s hour to Margaret Thatcher’s without any real sense of how 
we got there. Within its stated parameters Bowie has provided a fascinating 
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account that can be thoroughly recommended. Nevertheless, one would 
love to hear his further reflections on what became of this radical and 
socialist tradition in planning over the course of the twentieth century.

Kevin Morgan

University of Manchester

Richard J. Evans, Eric Hobsbawm: A Life in History, Little, Brown, 
London 2019; 785pp; ISBN 9781408707418, £35.00, hbk

As Richard Evans remarks at the very beginning of his impressive biog-
raphy, when Eric Hobsbawm died in 2012 at the age of 95 he ‘had for 
some years been the best known and most widely read historian in the 
world’. Even relatively less successful works were translated into several 
languages selling in tens of thousands. What many regard as his crowning 
achievement The Age of Extremes completed at the age of seventy-eight 
eventually appeared in thirty languages. In Brazil, where a visit by 
Hobsbawm made front page news, it topped the best seller list with no 
less than an astounding 265,000 sales. Amongst the thousand messages of 
condolence that flowed in on news of his death was one from the Brazilian 
president. The memorial meeting held in London in April 2013 heard a 
tribute from Eric’s friend Giorgio Napolitano, the President of Italy. 
Another memorial was held in New York.

Evans has reconstructed Hobsbawm’s life in meticulous and compre-
hensive fashion. To do so he has made full use of the extensive archive 
which filled the Hobsbawm home and much of which is now housed at 
Warwick University. It contains everything from the records of his liter-
ary earnings to family letters going back to the late 1920s as well as the 
private diary written in German through his teenage years, during the war 
and again as his first marriage was foundering. This invaluable personal 
archive is supplemented by material from public and college archives in 
Italy, France and the USA as well as England, in the many places that 
Hobsbawm left traces of his passage. In addition Evans conducted over 
twenty interviews with Hobsbawm’s family, friends, colleagues, former 
students and literary agents. Nor has he overlooked the now available files 
of MI5 which wasted time and public money following and – unknown 
to him – frustrating Hobsbawm’s army career; during the 1950s his con-
versations at Communist Party Headquarters and the Labour Research 
Department were systematically recorded by the spooks, who noted, 
alongside the weighty matter of ‘his slovenly dress’, the desirability of 
putting some pressure on the BBC not to employ him. 
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Hobsbawm’s own autobiography, Interesting Times: A Twentieth-

Century Life appeared in 2002. Despite the best efforts of his editor to 
persuade him to say more about his personal views, feelings and experi-
ences the autobiography, as the title suggests, is much more about the times 
he experienced than an intimate self portrait. Evans certainly redresses the 
balance with personal details a-plenty. This is where to come if you want to 
know what Hobsbawm thought of his university history tutors (not much), 
why he felt he achieved nothing in the army except digging a few holes or 
what his students thought of him (a great deal). From his birth in Alexandria 
to a British father and an Austrian mother, both of Jewish extraction, to his 
final resting place in Highgate cemetery next to Karl Marx, Evans tells us 
much we might want to know about Hobsbawm’s long and eventful life 
and some things we might not, correcting amongst other details his sub-
ject’s recollection of where he lost his virginity. It is all here: the pain of 
a first marriage unwisely undertaken, the contentment that came with his 
second; between the two his liaison with a married woman resulting in the 
birth of a son who sadly would predecease him and a relationship with 
a young prostitute who shared his love of jazz and subsequently became 
a family friend; his journey from childhood poverty, domestic instability, 
and an itinerant existence (orphaned at the age of 14) to great affluence, 
the comfort of a six-bedroom home near Hampstead Heath and a settled 
if energetic lifestyle. It seems that Hobsbawm never quite got the hang of 
being well off; he was not keen on paying for a taxi and was known to 
comment on the cost of items of food bought by his wife. He also expressed 
some qualms, after years of being blocked for promotion, as the establish-
ment took him to its bosom, wondering ‘how to keep my bona fides as 
an old Bolshevik, itself now a very fuddy duddy and respectable role by 
the standards of the young insurrectionists’ (cited p482). Elections to the 
British Academy and the Athenaeum Club in Pall Mall (‘more Bishops 
anywhere in the world except the Vatican’) were ultimately followed by the 
offer of a knighthood from Tony Blair. He turned down it electing instead 
to be a Companion of Honour because his mother would have wished him 
to do so, a decision apparently eased by the knowledge that he was follow-
ing the example of the celebrated trade unionist Jack Jones. Hobsbawm 
was now a world away from the partly bohemian existence of his years 
before his second marriage in 1962. But his path-breaking 1959 study of 
Primitive Rebels remained his favourite book because of the pleasure that 
it had given him. Evans comments that Hobsbawm’s preoccupation with 
pre-industrial, millenarian and anarchist forms of resistance was ‘all of a 
piece’ with his life among the marginal deviant and nonconformist denizens 
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of Soho clubs’ and ‘his critical appreciation of jazz as a form of unorganized 
and cultural rebellion’ (p383). 

The younger Hobsbawm was capable of a rather determined wayward-
ness. During his wartime service in the army, first in the royal engineers 
and then the educational corps he was reprimanded for ill judged propa-
ganda and forbidden to teach current affairs. MI5 decided that (unlike 
some Communists) he was unfit for the Intelligence Corps. The war over, 
Hobsbawm returned to Cambridge where he had previously graduated 
with starred firsts to embark on a PhD; but he nearly came to grief when 
the authorities, enquiring why he was not in residence, were shocked to 
learn that he had also been appointed to a lectureship in Economic and 
Social History at Birkbeck College. He was rescued from this irregular 
situation by the intervention of his supervisor, the eminent Professor of 
Economic History Michael Postan, and the University kept him on pro-
vided he gave up his college scholarship. Postan rescued Eric again when 
he failed to present his completed thesis in the correct format! Somehow 
he got away with it just as he did when the Communist Party leadership, 
though infuriated by his determination to continue working with former 
colleagues and comrades who had defected after the crises of 1956 to the 
hostile Universities and Left Review, shrank from expelling him because 
of his obvious talent. Evans with some justice observes that Hobsbawm 
wanted to have his Communist cake and eat it.

Otherwise, however, Evans does not add anything of substance to what 
is known about the leading role played by the party historians in oppos-
ing the leadership’s handling of the crises which racked the Communist 
movement in 1956. Certainly the hitherto unused MI5 recordings of 
private conversations at party headquarters in which Hobsbawm’s recal-
citrance was pondered reveal a deep loss of trust and not a little animosity 
that lasted for some time. They do not however sustain Evans’ assertions 
that intellectuals as such ‘were still barely tolerated’ within the ranks of the 
party (p462) or that ‘the Party despised intellectuals’ (p621). As an active 
member for over thirty years this is news to me. Hobsbawm himself did 
not suggest anything like that despite cautioning a friend against joining the 
party because he would waste much time arguing with Stalinists. Some of 
the Stalinists were intellectuals nonetheless, and Hobsbawm discusses one 
or two of them in his autobiography. It is true, as Evans underlines, that 
Hobsbawm, exasperated by the British Party’s slowness to reform after 1956 
found a more appealing intellectual milieu in the Italian Communist Party. 
Unfortunately Evans persistently refers to ‘The’ party in reified fashion as 
though it was a monolithic unchanging entity offering Hobsbawm only an 
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uncomfortable home. Even in the years when his relationship with the lead-
ership had barely recovered from the aftermath of 1956 Hobsbawm did not 
simply take his bat home. In 1960 and 1963 after visits to Cuba and to Latin 
America Hobsbawm gave personal briefings to the party’s International 
Committee, as Evans duly notes. Evans is less careful when he comes to 
1968 and the fallout from the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Here he 
refers merely to the bitter debates within the party from which he says 
Hobsbawm distanced himself, only making clear his support for Dubček’s 
model of democratic socialism a decade later. Unwary readers, ill-served by 
Evans’ failure to mention that ‘The’ Party actually condemned the Soviet 
invasion, might easily infer that nothing much had changed since the crises 
of 1956. Evans also overlooks Hobsbawm’s expressed view in 1984 that the 
British Communist Party had served the labour moment well and deserved 
to have a future. He may perhaps be forgiven for not knowing that some of 
the eminent historians who left the party in 1956 had by this time felt able 
to renew their ties with it. 

Less acceptable is the credence which Evans gives to the idea that 
Hobsbawm was one of the intellectual founding fathers of New Labour. 
Neither his seminal lecture on the ‘Forward March of Labour Halted’ 
in 1978 – essentially an empirical survey of ‘what had happened to the 
British working class over the past century’ – nor the essays reprinted as 
the Politics for a Rational Left in 1989 pointed towards the Blairite third 
way; in the last edition of Marxism Today in 1998 Hobsbawm tore into 
Blair’s Thatcherite conception of modernity and his acquiescence before 
the forces of globalisation. Where Evans is right is in stressing that in the 
1980s Hobsbawm’s prime concern was to promote the need for the broad-
est possible alliance of democratic forces and parties to defeat Thatcherism. 
This undoubtedly implied a rejection of the left sectarianism and entryism 
which was besetting the Labour Party; but there is absolutely no sugges-
tion in the essays of a retreat from socialist objectives which he reaffirmed. 
Nor did his approach set him apart from the Communist Party; not only 
was the concept of broad democratic alliance embedded in its programme 
but as Hobsbawm acknowledged it was the party that had initiated and 
facilitated the debate through its journal Marxism Today. Evans’s claim 
that ‘in terms of practical politics Hobsbawm was always closer to the 
British Labour Party’ (p661) does not really amount to much. True, he 
interviewed Neil Kinnock, who was leading the struggle against the sectar-
ian left, for Marxism Today but only, as Evans notes, to be disappointed 
with the result. Unless Evans has held something back from his explora-
tions of the Hobsbawm archive there is not a jot of evidence that, except 
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for a short period as a teenage member, Hobsbawm ever thought about 
joining the Labour Party even in the company of those comrades who did 
so after the CPGB was dissolved in 1991. It is perhaps worth adding that 
although the Blairite Labour Party did indeed make some positive moves 
towards an alliance with the Liberal Party they were not carried through; 
the ‘broad church’ proved to be much more about isolating the left rather 
than creating an anti-Thatcherite bloc as conceived by Hobsbawm. 

The advice offered by Hobsbawm in the 1980s came almost directly 
from his experiences in the 1930s when his communism took shape, 
specifically in Berlin where he and his sister were dispatched after their 
mother’s death to live with entrepreneurial but none too successful uncle 
and aunt. Although Hobsbawm lived in Berlin for less than two years 
before they all moved to London these were hugely significant ones as 
Evans shows in some of his moist vivid passages. With capitalism appar-
ently on the brink of collapse, Hitler on the brink of power and growing 
political violence on the streets the young Hobsbawm was almost imme-
diately drawn into the orbit of Germany’s mass and youthful Communist 
Party. Inspired by Bertolt Brecht and The Communist Manifesto which 
he found in the school library, followed by an abortive attempt to read 
Das Kapital, he joined the Socialist School Students League, spent eve-
nings in communist pubs debating the desperate political situation and 
in some trepidation stuffed leaflets through letterboxes. He took part in 
the Communists’ last great public demonstration in January 1933 before 
the emerging dictatorship started killing them in their thousands. For the 
young teenager these were heady and exciting days. Just over three years 
later in much happier circumstances he travelled to Paris to share in the 
euphoria engendered by the election of a popular front government. 

He went to a mass rally addressed by the Communist leader Maurice 
Thorez and sang revolutionary songs afterwards on the metro. The follow-
ing day, Bastille Day, he recorded was ‘the greatest and most impressive 
afternoon of my experience’. ‘Can you imagine’ he wrote to his cousin 
Ron ‘a million people on the streets quite crazy with joy. Absolutely dead 
drunk with the consciousness of their unity and strength’ (cited p102). 
The years of anti-fascist struggle were for Hobsbawm, as for so many 
others, critical in forging his commitment to the Communist cause, his 
sense of belonging to an international movement for human liberation. 
It was a commitment he retained until his old age even as the great hopes 
and movements of his youth were disappearing. What he also retained 
as a result of his early political experiences was the need for the widest 
possible unity of progressive forces against those of fascism and reaction. 
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Communist antipathy towards social democrats, often labelled social fas-
cists, had contributed to disaster in Germany; his joyful celebrations in 
France would have been unimaginable had the line not been hurriedly 
reversed. Decades later both his historical and political writing revealed 
the enduring effect of these experiences. 

Hobsbawm’s youthful commitment to Communism did not come, 
however without considerable angst as he struggled to reconcile his sense of 
political duty with a desire to fulfil his intellectual potential. Despite being 
obliged to change both his primary and schools in Vienna before attending 
a Berlin Gymnasium (much devoted to the classics) the only criticism of his 
work appeared to be his handwriting. Arriving at the very public-school-
like Marylebone Grammar in the spring of 1933 he had just the summer 
term to prepare for eight examination subjects he knew little about (though 
no sciences) and in a language he had never used at school. He passed every-
thing gaining distinctions in both History and English. Even more revealing 
is the extraordinary breadth and quality of the youngster’s reading. In 1934 
he made a substantial list of Marxist classics he had got through including 
volume I of Capital and Lenin’s Materialism and Empiriocriticism, more 
than enough to turn the average seventeen year old off Marxism for good. 
I hope he declared that ‘I will grow so far into dialectical materialism that 
I don’t come out of it’ (cited p57). Equally impressive was his astonish-
ing appetite for literature in English, French, German and Latin. Evans 
tells us in that in the last week of March and the first week of April in 
1935 Hobsbawm’s reading included Proust’s A l’ombre des jeunes filles en 

fleurs, Thomas Mann’s Königliche Hoheit, the first four books of Milton’s 
Paradiose Lost, the first fifteen chapters of Boswell’s Life of Dr Johnson, 
poems by Wilfred Owen, Donne, Housman, letters by Dryden and Pope 
and works by Jean Paul, Gotthold Lessing, Maupassant and others. He 
even read metaphysical poets on a cycling and camping holiday. Although 
he read little straight history he had more than a passing acquaintance with 
a galaxy of left wing historical heroes. 

Despite his evidently exceptional abilities, well recognised by his 
school, Evans observes that Hobsbawm like a typical teenager ‘felt aimless, 
uncertain of whether to plunge himself into some activity or retreat into 
an ivory tower’ (p80). In addition he carried a heavy sense of political 
obligation and a precocious self-awareness. Was not being an intellectual, 
he asked his diary simply a way of concealing his ‘“un Bolshevik” behav-
iour and his adherence to bourgeois convention’? (p68) ‘If one did not 
devote oneself completely to the destruction of capitalism’ was one not a 
traitor? (cited p77) Fleetingly he toyed with the idea of becoming a party 
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full timer although he did not think he would be a very effective organ-
iser. His doubts about the course he chose continued to haunt him into 
the early years of his academic career. Although ‘he shocked some of his 
conservative colleagues by dressing casually and wearing white gym shoes 
when teaching’ he felt that his attachment to conventional society inhib-
ited his commitment to change it (pp293, 301). Was it not just a luxury to 
pretend that being a good historian gives the party kudos? (p280) After 
all, intellectuals produced their best work when in touch with people. 
Retreat into ivory tower meant they produced nothing of worth (p302). 

Eventually Hobsbawm calmed his demons and settled for being a middle 
class intellectual rather than a street fighter. Despite his youthful Bohemian 
side he was in some ways very much a man of his age and not of the 1960s 
about which he later wrote so brilliantly. His cultural attitudes as described 
by Evans remind me of those of my own Communist father who similarly 
joined the Party in the mid 1930s. Hobsbawm disliked the music of Bob 
Dylan and declared that nothing of the Beatles would survive in twenty 
years time, one prediction he got badly wrong! Like my own father he 
disapproved of the preoccupation of young radicals with sex. Pop music he 
regarded as a vehicle for the debasement of culture on behalf of big business 
and in 1960 he urged teachers to stem the tide by introducing folk and jazz 
into the classroom. Politically as well, Evans confirms that Hobsbawm was 
critical of much that many others considered progressive: he was impatient 
with identity politics, political correctness, the changing varieties of femi-
nism and saw little potential in the student agitation in 1968 Paris. Although 
highly sympathetic to the New Left which emerged out of the crisis of 1956 
he felt it was a shambles lacking an organised expression. Here perhaps 
lies an additional and very simple reason to explain why Hobsbawm main-
tained his membership of the Communist Party: a fairly straightforward 
conviction about the role of political parties. 

By this time the Communist Party itself had become less demanding. It 
was no longer the all-consuming machine of the 1930s – vividly described in 
Hobsbawm’s autobiography – and exclusive dedication to its cause became 
a matter of individual choice rather than expectation. This was fortunate 
for Hobsbawm, for History in all its senses as well as for the millions of 
his readers. Evans incorporates discussion of Hobsbawm’s scholarly and 
political works seriatim as he takes us through the contrasting phases of his 
life. This has the advantage of placing his writing in its historiographical, 
cultural and political context. Evans’s judicious and overwhelmingly sym-
pathetic summaries of the reception given to each of the major works gives 
short shrift to nit-pickers and prejudiced reviewers and offers an interesting 
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approach for the academically minded. It is, however, not the easiest way to 
arrive at an overview of their cumulative impact. Their sheer scope epito-
mised by the four ‘ages’ books covering the history of capitalism but also 
everything else from a pioneering essay on ‘The Crisis of the Seventeenth 
Century’, to ‘Social Banditry from Brazil to China’, from essays on Marxism 
to a study of Jazz would makes such an appraisal a daunting task. Evans 
wisely avoids it in what is essentially an exploration of Hobsbawm’s fasci-
nating life. But he is clear about a couple of things. The first is Hobsbawm’s 
immense contribution to the ‘historiographical revolution’ which for the 
first time gave social history a presence at the academic table and moved uni-
versity history away from its ‘British insularity and the fact-clogged courses 
of most of the Dons’ (p127) encountered by Hobsbawm at Cambridge. This 
endeavour was crucially helped by the success of Past and Present, founded 
by the Communist Historians in 1952 and whose editors, Marxist and oth-
erwise, shared as Hobsbawm later observed ‘a common hostility to the sort 
of articles which would get into the English Historical Review’ (cited p317). 
Its remit was ‘nothing less’, says Evans, ‘than to counter the leading histo-
riographical trends of the post war era in Britain’ by developing a broad 
comprehensive concept of history in touch with neighbouring disciplines, 
notably the social sciences. For many students of my generation, coming 
to university in the early 1960s, the journal was a beacon of light in a world 
where Stubbs’ constitutional charters and suchlike were still an inescapable 
part of the curriculum. Secondly, of course, the impact of Hobsbawm’s pro-
digious output goes way beyond British academia and Evans finds the right 
note on which to conclude. ‘A major part of his global appeal, along with his 
vast breadth of knowledge’, he observes, was ‘his ability to illustrate histori-
cal argument with contemporary anecdote and quotation, and his gift for the 
telling vignette and the striking phrase’ (p661). His works are assured of a 
worldwide readership for years to come. 

David Parker

John Callaghan, Brendon O’Connor, Mark Phythian, Ideologies of 
American Foreign Policy, Routledge, Abingdon 2019; 196pp; ISBN 
9780415474306, £120.00, hbk; ISBN 9780415474313, £32.99, pbk

Given the importance of the United States in the international arena, under-
standing what drives this global hegemon is vital. Indeed, some would argue 
it is essential not simply for the wellbeing, but the very survival of the rest 
of the world. John Callaghan, Brendon O’Connor and Mark Phythian have 

Socialist History 57.indd   106Socialist History 57.indd   106 11/04/2020   11:56:5311/04/2020   11:56:53



Reviews 107

written an invaluable study on the crucial and yet much misunderstood area 
of foreign policy. Written in accessible language, the authors bring clarity 
plus a coherent and balanced analysis of the role of ideology in the foreign 
policy of the United States from its emergence as a global force and its 
journey to becoming a world and then the hegemonic power. Good history 
as well as good political science, the authors begin from the premise that 
ideologies facilitate understanding via explanatory patterns and frameworks 
from which meaning can be derived. The authors insightfully probe and 
demonstrate the significance of ideas in US foreign policy by drawing on 
a range of US administrations, considering key speeches and doctrines, as 
well as private conversations. In doing so, the authors present a comprehen-
sive account of how and why ideology was so important. They show how 
key sets of ideas, from anti-colonialism and anti-communism to realism and 
neo-conservatism, were crucial to the way in which specific presidencies 
projected and explained their foreign policy decisions and, moreover, how 
these were sustained through successive administrations. 

Although many scholars have addressed American ideology, the 
authors point out that the role of ideology in US foreign policy is ‘under-
studied and only poorly understood’ (p1). Because the influence of ideas 
is difficult to measure with precision, academics, particularly in the field 
of political science, have rather avoided giving prominence to ideas in the 
study of foreign policy. Hence the authors devote their first chapter, sup-
ported by useful diagrammatic models, to an exceptionally helpful survey 
that addresses the question of ideology in general and then in direct 
relation to American foreign policy. The types of beliefs and traditions 
they examine are those associated with the notions of American excep-
tionalism, American idealism and ideas related to American greatness, 
values and myths at the core of American nationalism. These ideas fre-
quent presidential speeches, especially inaugural and State of the Union 
addresses, most particularly in times of war. At the heart of US foreign 
policy discourse are expressions for support of democracy, often articu-
lated in the language of freedom, the latter used to conflate the benefits 
of capitalism and democracy. Of notable significance was the Cold War 
era shift from an emphasis on democracy to an emphasis on freedom. The 
Cold War context required that freedom be presented as constantly under 
threat and America ever vigilant in its defence, determined to prevent it 
being overturned by the enemies of freedom.

As the book explains, America was of course imagined and, as 
expressed in the Gettysburg Address, created in homage to a proposition. 
During the eighteenth century, as national consciousness developed, the 
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idea of America was strengthened along with the concept of Americans as 
a chosen people, leading to the consequential conviction, an official creed 
in effect, of America as an elect redeemer nation. Born of an anti-colonial 
revolt, America adopted a political religion, eloquently articulated in its 
quasi-sacrosanct Constitution, which drew powerfully from the liberal 
Enlightenment and bequeathed a religious sense of its own innocence 
in a corrupt world. It was a foundation on which it was effectively to 
build in the twentieth century, the century of ideologies born in an earlier 
epoch – nationalism, socialism, communism, conservatism and liberalism. 
Fascism also derived from what came before.

The book addresses how Woodrow Wilson, with his ambition to 
re-make the world in America’s self-image and belief that righteous nations 
held a special relationship with God, succeeded in identifying the US with 
peace, liberty and democracy. At a time when the world was mostly made 
up of colonies and dependencies, Wilson’s merging of American self-
interest with universal values, especially consent and equality, secured a 
global appeal that eclipsed the violent overthrow of imperialism advo-
cated by the Bolsheviks. In the ideological Cold War battle for hearts and 
minds that followed the Second World War, the Americans successfully 
portrayed the Soviet Union as a ‘ruthless, ideologically driven, totalitarian 
aggressor, bent on world domination’. It was a projection that depicted 
the Soviets as ‘uniquely evil’ and the Cold War as a Manichean struggle 
between good and evil (p41). The importance of securing the ideological 
contest was revealed in the, at the time secret, policy document NSC-68, 
drafted in April 1968 by Paul Nitze, Director of Policy Planning for the 
State Department. The authors stress the importance of NSC-68 as a 
defining document that framed the Cold War ‘in almost purely ideologi-
cal terms’, arguing that the US saw in the Soviet Union a global challenge 
that meant: ‘Even military victory, though war might be necessary, was 
no adequate substitute for ideological struggle’ (p43). 

A chapter is devoted to the ‘bold and simplistic’ ideology of anti-com-
munism, the way in which it became ‘fixed’, its significance internally on 
domestic politics and its influence on the foreign policies of presidents 
Truman, Eisenhower and Kennedy. The rise and fall of Joe McCarthy is 
examined along with the impact of ‘McCarthyism’. It also looks at how 
anti-communism meant promoting reactionary versions of Islam (Saudi 
Arabia), supporting feudal states resistant to reform and progress (Oman), 
orchestrating regime change via continual coups (Syria amongst others), 
maintaining military presence in critical regions (the Middle East), and 
overt intervention in favour of the status quo. A chapter is also devoted to 
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the Vietnam War, considered by numerous scholars as the price America 
paid for its anti-communist ideology.

Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger are presented as replacing the 
ideological language of exceptionalism and moral purpose with Realism. 
However, as the authors point out, Realism itself is an ideological con-
struct and there was clear continuity with previous presidential policies. 
Nonetheless, foreign policy under Nixon and Kissinger has come increas-
ingly to be viewed as ‘anathema to American values’ (p125). It was Ronald 
Reagan, of course, with his simple freedom-loving worldview and belief in 
the moral superiority of the American system, whose rhetoric appeared to 
intensify the presentation of the Cold War as an ideological struggle, one 
in which there would be a winner and a loser. Reagan certainly presented 
the Cold War as a morality play with biblical overtones. His Manichean 
worldview had a significant impact on American foreign policy toward the 
Third World. The authors argue, moreover, that the Iran-Contra scandal 
was graver than Watergate and, had greater accountability standards been 
applied, could have led to Reagan’s impeachment and dismissal.

The final chapter provides an incisive analysis of the legacy of America’s 
ideological crusades. The authors argue that although the Cold War ended 
in 1991, the worldview it instigated continued, including the extensive use 
of religious imagery, reflected in the presidency of Donald Trump. 

The authors effectively bring valuable new perspectives and fresh 
insights to the field. They most certainly achieve their aim of showing 
that all presidencies had an ideological character to them and persuasively 
demonstrate and explain ideological continuities across administrations, 
as well as the particularities of specific presidencies. This book is highly 
recommended for all teachers and students of American history, politics 
and culture, and a must for reading lists and libraries. 

Dianne Kirby

Trinity College Dublin

Richard Lawrence Jordan, Paisleyism and Civil Rights: An Ambassador 
Unchained, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle-upon-Tyne 2018, 
290pp; ISBN 9781527516434, £61.99, hbk

For a long time it was almost de rigeur to insist that the conflict in Northern 
Ireland, obliquely referred to as the Troubles, was not about religion. More 
recently, however, an increasing number of scholars are examining the reli-
gious dimension of the struggle and recognising that even if the conflict itself 
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was not about religion, the religious played a key role in it from beginning 
to end and at all levels. The most well known, and indeed the most noto-
rious, was the Reverend Ian Paisley. Richard Lawrence Jordan’s analysis 
quite clearly seeks to understand Paisley the man and the influences and 
forces that drove him. Jordan argues that Paisley’s activism, particularly in 
the early part of 1972, the year when communal relations hardened into an 
irreversible sectarian conflict, thwarted attempts to resolve the escalating, 
sectarian divide. He also shows how in aggravating the animosity, Paisley 
courted martyrdom and conferred on himself prophetic status. Jordan 
seeks above all, however, to show that the Northern Ireland conflict was as 
much about theology as it was culture and politics, and that ‘understand-
ing the transatlantic connection between militant fundamentalists and civil 
rights adds an important dimension to the historiography’ (p209).

Any author addressing the role of Ian Paisley in the Troubles and the sub-
sequent peace process has to wrestle with his conversion to power sharing 
with his erstwhile adversaries. In his first book on Ian Paisley, The Second 

Coming of Paisley: Militant Fundamentalism and Ulster Politics (2013), 
Jordan conceded there was no obvious answer as to why the cleric-cum-
politician agreed to share power with the very forces and people he had so 
ardently opposed throughout the Troubles. The second book, albeit con-
cluding with a rhetorical question, seeks to suggest an answer. Compared 
to previous Paisley biographers, Jordan leans more toward the views put 
forward by the sociologist Professor Stephen Bruce, who treats Paisley 
and his followers with a discernible degree of empathy. In contrast stands 
the treatment accorded Paisley by the journalist Ed Moloney. Moloney 
discerned a great deal of opportunism in Paisley’s theological approach, 
suggesting that Paisley was ‘ … the only member of his own flock who 
never really or fully believed his own Gospel?’ Paisley, of course, through a 
series of utterly irresponsible actions, had appeared determined to destroy 
the Good Friday Agreement. However, eventually he ended by supporting 
and promoting the 2006 St Andrew’s Agreement, which paved the way for 
Sinn Fein and the Democratic Unionist Party to share power and work 
together. The St Andrews agreement was in many ways the equivalent of 
the Good Friday Agreement. Moreover, according to Moloney, in its defin-
ing elements the St Andrew’s Agreement is indistinguishable from the 1974 
Sunningdale Agreement, which Paisley had been instrumental in defeating.

Jordan examines how Paisley cultivated an image of himself as a prophet 
and of Northern Ireland as the last bastion of Protestantism in Europe, 
addressing in detail the actions and rhetoric that so outraged Paisley’s 
critics. The thrust of the book is committed to explaining Paisley’s 

Socialist History 57.indd   110Socialist History 57.indd   110 11/04/2020   11:56:5311/04/2020   11:56:53



Reviews 111

worldview and perspective and to take seriously the fears he expressed, and 
aroused, as genuine. Jordan examines how Paisley was a rowdy preacher 
whose anti-Catholic rants and predictions of Ulster’s demise unquestion-
ably served to inflame the Unionist community and provoke Loyalist 
violence. In addition, he carefully evaluates the evidence that suggests 
Paisley was deeply implicated with groups and individuals responsible 
for vicious, unlawful and consequential actions that exacerbated sectari-
anism. Jordan also shows how Paisley’s indictments of Roman Catholics 
were matched by his indictments of mainstream Protestants. The latter he 
denounced as apostates, with ecumenical Christians coming in for par-
ticularly virulent condemnation and active opposition.

Jordan’s treatment of the reverend gentleman inevitably covers a lot of 
the same ground as did his first foray into Paisleyism. There is a particular 
and distinct focus, however, on the influence of segregation on Paisley’s 
militant and fundamentalist opposition to civil rights and the impact on 
him of the success of the American civil rights movement, which he per-
sonally witnessed during lengthy visits to his fundamentalist counterparts. 
Lawrence has carefully constructed an argument based on meticulous 
analysis of the transatlantic relationship that existed between Paisley and 
the likes of Bob Jones and Carl McIntire. Jordan argues this relationship 
is crucial to understanding Paisley’s move from crusading opposition to 
republicanism to a remarkably cosy partnership with Sinn Fein minister 
Martin McGuiness, a former IRA commander. The two were disparag-
ingly designated the ‘Chuckle Brothers’. For Paisley’s critics, the apparent 
friendship confirmed his opportunism. However, and interestingly, pro-
viding an element of support for Jordan’s focus on theology, other research 
on religious personnel within Catholicism and mainstream Protestantism 
(see e.g. my website on ‘Religious Voices on Conflict Resolution, War 
and Peace’) reveals a conviction that the two men were each imbued with 
deeply spiritual outlooks that formed the basis of their ability to bond and 
work together despite all that had trespassed. 

Jordan gives thoughtful consideration to the Calvinist theology that 
united Paisley and his Christian fundamentalist counterparts in America. 
He particularly emphasises how civil rights activism in both the US and 
Northern Ireland was believed to contradict the key Calvinist tenets of 
human depravity and Election and its conception of a Christian magistrate. 
America’s militant fundamentalists despised the theology of the most cel-
ebrated African-American civil rights leader, the Reverend Martin Luther 
King. Notably, it was King’s perceived opposition to a Calvinist magis-
trate that most upset them. Paisley, like his North American counterparts, 
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considered civil disobedience opposed Calvinism. They also detected in the 
dissenters an intent to overthrow lawfully constituted government, of deep 
concern because the militants linked both communism and Catholicism 
to civil disobedience. Jordan argues that Paisley’s admiration for south-
ern political segregationists encouraged his own emerging opposition to 
Northern Ireland civil rights and his choosing to launch a counter-crusade 
that would not abide political marches opposing Unionist misgovern-
ment. Paisley argued that civil rights activists really wanted to ‘overthrow 
the state and enslave Bible Protestants in a Catholic and socialist regime’ 
(p153). Notably, Paisley exceeded the tactics of American fundamentalists 
such as Carl McIntire whose politico-moral demonstrations were non-
confrontational. In his determination to defend God’s plan for mankind, 
Paisley moved from verbal threats and intimidating ‘moral’ protests 
to direct and disruptive confrontation meant to provoke disorder. His 
tactics, particularly when taken abroad to disrupt international meetings, 
for example World Council of Churches’ ecumenical gatherings, caused 
divisions with the International Council of Christian Churches, a global 
fellowship of militant fundamentalists established after the Second World 
War by McIntire to address global concerns, not least of course commu-
nism. Paisley’s behaviour was seen by some as hurting the ICCC.

Paisley of course was unperturbed and undeterred and was to move 
further from a strict interpretation of Calvinist doctrine by personally 
engaging with electoral politics and founding a political party, the DUP. 
Jordan argues that Paisley’s political outlook evolved and changed as civil 
rights led to IRA activism and the subsequent mayhem of the Troubles: 
Paisley and the Free Presbyterian Church re-interpreted Calvin’s argu-
ment that Christ did not want his ministers to be civil rulers, and granted 
their moderator a dispensation … In order to maintain vigilance for the 
Elect, a prophetic minister could intervene into profane affairs’ (p209). 
In this, importantly, Paisley retained the support of North American 
fundamentalists, with McIntire and Bob Jones University supporting his 
political aspirations. Jordan concludes by noting that Paisley could have 
written theological discourses on the Troubles, but that he realised that 
his theological concerns about Bible Protestantism and the civil rights of 
the Elect would be better protected by secular politics than a traditional 
Calvinist magistrate. Jordan has brought a new perspective to the study 
of Paisley that adds to existing knowledge and moves forward the debates 
surrounding this still contentious figure. 

Dianne Kirby

Trinity College Dublin
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Jeffrey Leddin, The ‘Labour Hercules’: The Irish Citizen Army and Irish 
Republicanism, 1913–1923, Irish Academic Press, Newbridge 2019, 304pp; 
ISBN 978178855074, £21.00, pbk

As an armed organisation of Irish workers, and a body that played a 
pivotal role in the planning and execution of the Easter Rising in 1916, 
the Irish Citizen Army (ICA) has an undoubted claim to genuine his-
torical significance and importance. Founded in 1913, and led at various 
points by both James Larkin and James Connolly, it has been described 
by Daithi Mac an Mhaistir as the world’s first working class army (The 

Irish Citizen Army: The World’s First Working Class Army, 2016), and 
arguably became one committed to the eradication of both capitalism and 
imperialism from Ireland. Yet, despite the organisation’s importance and 
centrality to the most significant event in twentieth-century Irish history, 
the ICA has provoked very little interest from academic historians. For 
many decades, those wishing to learn about the organisation had to rely 
on slim volumes and reminiscences written by former members Sean 
O’Casey (The Story of the Irish Citizen Army, 1919) and Frank Robbins 
(Under the Starry Plough, Recollections of the Irish Citizen Army, 1977) 
and the socialist historian, R.M. Fox (History of the Irish Citizen Army, 
1943). In recent years the situation has improved somewhat, with schol-
arly journal articles by, for example, Brian Hanley and D.R. O’Connor 
Lysaght, short monographs by Kevin Morley (A Descriptive History of 

the Irish Citizen Army, 2012) and Mac an Mhaistir, and, most signifi-
cantly, a fuller work by Ann Matthews (The Irish Citizen Army, 2014), 
all adding to our knowledge of this organisation and this period in Irish 
history. Jeffrey Leddin’s Labour Hercules, which is based substantially 
on a PhD he completed at the University of Limerick, is a most valuable 
addition to this field. Constructed largely from archival sources, some of 
which have only recently been digitised and made widely available, it is 
certainly the best researched work to date on this organisation.

An overview of the historiography on the ICA might have been offered 
to provide a context for this study, but Leddin begins with a discussion 
on the concept of the citizen army, and its place in international socialist 
thinking, before turning to Ireland, and the formation of one as a workers’ 
defence force during the 1913 Dublin Lock Out. This was class strug-
gle par excellence, a violent, sustained six-month attempt by the Dublin 
employers and their allies in the Dublin Metropolitan Police and Royal 
Irish Constabulary to break the Irish Transport and General Workers 
Union (ITGWU) and bury the political ideas embodied by its leaders. 
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ITGWU General secretary, Jim Larkin, and Belfast organiser, James 
Connolly, were of course central to this leadership, and it was on the sug-
gestion of the latter that the citizen army was established, in November 
1913, initially under the command of Captain Jack White. 

There was space for more focus on the political outlooks of both Larkin 
and Connolly, and their understanding of the needs of the Irish working 
class at that particular juncture. Leddin highlights Larkin’s syndicalism, but 
Larkin was also a socialist republican who, like Connolly, albeit in a less 
worked out fashion, held to a two-fold conception of the Irish revolution, a 
socialist solution to the national question. Connolly’s socialist republican-
ism is highlighted and it is dated to his first political involvements in Ireland, 
but the full implications of this are perhaps not fully teased out. Leddin 
seems to suggest a difference in the political outlook of the ICA before and 
after the adoption of a new constitution in March 1914, but I’m not so sure. 
Arguably, the socialist republicanism it espoused on its creation in 1913 con-
tinued long after that point. It is true, as Leddin argues, that with the ending 
of the lock out in January 1914, the ICA had lost its principal raison d’être. 
This was followed by a period of uncertainty over the future of the organisa-
tion, which in turn precipitated the re-launch and adoption of a constitution 
in March 1914. The constitution was amended two months later and it vested 
the ownership of Ireland in its people and committed the organisation to 
the establishment of an Irish co-operative commonwealth. Commenting 
on these developments, Leddin endorses an argument that, following the 
close of its pre-constitutional phase, the ICA ‘became primarily a nationalist 
force distinguished from the Volunteers only by the working class nature 
of its members and its publicly more advanced republican aspirations’. But, 
leaving aside the reality that many Volunteers were also working class, the 
fact that the ICA aspired to a co-operative commonwealth – a term that 
had mainly been used by various hues of utopians and socialists, including 
Connolly, to describe a post-capitalist society – was important and suggests 
that the differences remained significant. Neither should the March 1914 
adoption of the prefix ‘Irish’ to the title be taken as a dilution of a commit-
ment to socialism; it represented something of a continuity for Connolly, 
who used that title on all of his Irish socialist organisations throughout his 
entire revolutionary career from 1896 onwards.

Larkin’s departure to the USA in October 1914 left Connolly in control 
of both the ITGWU and ICA. This was a fateful year for Connolly, one 
in which he encountered a number of serious political challenges, the 
response to which would take him to the GPO in 1916. These challenges 
included the very real prospect of partition, and with it the dismemberment 
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of the Irish labour movement, and the outbreak of an imperialist war that 
threatened to devastate the European working class and destroy the inter-
national socialist movement. Leddin discusses this in depth in chapter six, 
offering in the process a very good and very clear exposition of Connolly’s 
thinking and the rationale behind his actions throughout this difficult 
period. In this new scenario, the ICA became the most important organi-
sation to Connolly, and much of his energy was devoted to building it 
into an army capable of mounting an insurrection against British impe-
rial rule in Ireland. This transformation meant that arms procurement and 
military planning became the main tasks for ICA members. The inventive-
ness they showed here prompted Connolly on one occasion to say the 
ICA were true internationalists because they used French bayonets on 
German rifles in the fight for Ireland! As Leddin points out, this modifi-
cation of weapons, which in the case of the French bayonets meant them 
being heated to melting point, then reshaped, in order to fit properly onto 
the German rifles, required ingenuity and expertise, as well as a real deter-
mination to use whatever resources they could muster to prepare for a 
rebellion. Liberty Hall, the ITGWU HQ and home to the ICA, was effec-
tively turned into a barracks in the lead up to the Easter Rising, with armed 
guards on duty permanently from late March onwards.

The ICA would fight alongside the Irish Republican Brotherhood 
(IRB) and the IRB-led Irish Volunteers in 1916, and the implication of this 
for the independence and identity of the organisation is one of the themes 
of the book. During the period, 1914–1916, relations between the ICA 
and Irish republicanism changed from suspicion and occasional hostility 
to eventual collaboration. Key developments here were the outbreak of 
war, followed quickly by the rupture in the Irish Volunteers after John 
Redmond’s pro-British war speech at Woodenbridge on 20 September 
1914, and also Connolly’s accession to the ICA leadership. With both the 
rump Irish Volunteers – just 12-13,000 of the 170,000 members split from 
Redmond – and the ICA embarking on a similar path to rebellion, rela-
tions became somewhat more fraternal. In July 1915, the ICA was present 
at the funeral of former Fenian Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, a landmark 
occasion, at which Padraig Pearse made one of the most famous speeches 
in Irish history, when he lambasted the ‘fools, the fools, the fools’ who had 
left Ireland its Fenian dead. But tensions remained with Connolly uncon-
vinced about the degree of revolutionary intent possessed by republicans, 
and the latter concerned at what it believed to be Connolly’s reckless 
pursuit of a rebellion at all costs. These tensions would finally be resolved, 
following Connolly’s sudden disappearance for three days in January 1916, 
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during which time he met with IRB leaders and agreed on a joint rising, 
set for Easter. Historians have long debated whether or not Connolly was 
kidnapped by the IRB, but Leddin offers evidence to suggest that this is 
a piece of post-rising nationalist mythology, designed to stress the cen-
trality of the IRB to the planning and control of the Rising, and that the 
ICA leader took part willingly in these talks. Leddin argues that the ICA 
and the Irish Volunteers fought as a single army of the Irish Republic 
during the Rising and while this is true, less clear is the degree to which 
Connolly thought this arrangement would survive beyond the Rising. His 
comment to ICA members to ‘hold onto their rifles’ as they were out for 
both economic and political liberty has been corroborated by more than 
one witness and suggests there were limitations to this. It is highlighted by 
Leddin in this book, but perhaps understated in terms of its importance. 
We can of course never know what James Connolly would have done had 
he escaped the firing squad, but for this reviewer it is utterly inconceivable 
that someone with his political analysis and decades long commitment to 
socialism would have ended up as anything other than an opponent to the 
leaders of Irish nationalism and republicanism in the post-1916 period.

Three chapters of the book are devoted to the role played by the ICA 
during the Easter Rising. These focus on the engagements at St Stephens 
Green and the Royal College of Surgeons; Dublin Castle and its environs; 
and the GPO. These chapters are meticulously researched, with much val-
uable material gleaned from both the Bureau of Military History and the 
Military Pensions archives. The ICA is centred at all times in the discussion, 
and we get a full account of the activities of its members throughout Easter 
Week. My only criticism of these impressive chapters is the absence of more 
detailed maps, which would have allowed the reader to gain a better under-
standing of ICA movements throughout Easter week. There is a reprint of an 
ICA map of central Dublin in one of the introductory pages, but while this is 
welcome, many streets are unmarked and it might have been better had each 
of these three chapters had a fuller and more detailed map appended to it.

The ICA went through a re-organisation after 1916, but played very little 
role in the events of the Irish revolution thereafter. When it is considered 
that this period saw a guerrilla struggle against the British crown forces; 
unprecedented, widespread and intense labour militancy, which included 
the establishment of soviets and general strikes that rocked British imperial-
ism to its foundations; and a bitter civil war between pro- and anti-Treaty 
republicans, this lack of input seems hard to explain. Leddin does offer 
much detail of ICA activity and its efforts in securing arms, many of which 
ended up with the IRA, but we might have had more explanation of why 
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an organisation that saw itself as the armed expression of the Irish working 
class was unable to intervene in this revolutionary situation to any effect. 
He does invoke Hanley’s summation of the ICA’s post-1916 failings, that 
they were the outcome of an organisation that was unsure of its military 
and political purpose and had no definitive and homogenous ideological 
drive, but this is a hypothesis that required greater excavation, and more 
consideration than was undertaken here. As a result, although we know 
that the ICA was anti-Treaty for the most part and fought in the Civil War 
alongside the IRA, before a wave of arrests crippled it in early August 1922, 
there is little examination of ICA thinking and analysis of these events. 

The conclusion does not focus on the ICA, in terms of its political 
outlook, its achievements, and its role in Irish history. Such a conclu-
sion would have allowed for a final consideration of some of the most 
important themes which are examined in the chapters. Instead, the author 
chooses to examine the organisation’s legacy and the manner in which 
it has inspired successive generations of socialist republicans, from the 
likes of Roddy Connolly in the 1930s, who advocated a revamped ICA as 
part of the labour movement’s response to the rise of Blueshirt fascism, 
to those within both the Official and Provisional IRA, who later turned 
to class as a means of building support for their political struggles. In 
many respects this final chapter is more about Connolly’s legacy than the 
ICA, but is refreshing and well constructed. Overall, this is an excellent 
addition to the growing historiography of the ICA, and thanks to Jeffrey 
Leddin we now know a lot more about that organisation, and its role 
in the 1913–1923 period. Hopefully it will serve to stimulate and inspire 
more research into one of the Irish Left’s most cherished organisations, 
and with it, further establish class as a legitimate and insightful means of 
exploring and evaluating the Irish Revolution. 

Charlie McGuire

Teesside University

John Mulqueen, ‘An Alien Ideology’: Cold War Perceptions of the Irish 
Republican Left, Liverpool University Press, Liverpool 2019; xviii+275pp; 
ISBN 9781789620641, £75.00, hbk

Since the 1980s, Irish historians have produced a trickle of publications on 
communism, left republicanism, anti-communism, and state intelligence. 
Socialist republicanism during the Free State era was the fascination ini-
tially. Subsequently, the caravan moved on to the years of the Cold War and 
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the Northern Troubles, encouraged by the release of state papers. Yet, the 
level of interest has been relatively small, compared, for example, with our 
endless obsession with who shot whom in 1916–23. And much of the work 
amounted to a subset of historical revisionism and the debate on whether 
socialism and nationalism were complimentary or contradictory. Not even 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the opening up of Russian 
archives, with their exotic nuggets on Ireland, generated much attention. 
While Moscow was the Klondike for historians in the 1990s, our academics 
and the burgeoning legion of post-graduates remained stubbornly paro-
chial. John Mulqueen’s book offers an admirable corrective by setting Irish 
events in the context of British, American, and Soviet intelligence.

Based on a PhD completed in Trinity College, Dublin, ‘An Alien 

Ideology’ reflects the strengths and weaknesses of the genre, being well 
researched, but occasionally overwrought and over-referenced. The 
narrative is cluttered with name-checking and historians are cited to cor-
roborate banalities like the Cold War leading to anti-communism in the 
west. Surprisingly, the choice selection of archives does not include any in 
Moscow. The ambiguous sub-title echoes an ambiguity in the content in 
two respects. First, Mulqueen defines his focus awkwardly as ‘The strand 
of the Irish republican left which followed the “alien ideology”, inspired 
by the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics …’ (p9). So, one supposes that 
his subject is going to be Official Sinn Féin, later Sinn Féin/the Workers’ 
Party, and later still the Workers’ Party (WP). (Its hopes of becoming 
‘the Party’ were never realised). But he also includes Irish communism 
in its various iterations since the 1940s in his description, and has a few 
references to Maoists and Trotskyists too. Secondly, while his purpose is 
‘to analyse the evolution of Soviet-oriented Irish revolutionaries’, within 
‘the wider area of militant republicanism’, the emphasis is on percep-
tions, those of state agencies especially, and the narrative is written from 
the perspective of officialdom (p16). This would not be a problem if the 
author did justice to the political forces under scrutiny. 

The communists come off worst. The first of seven chapters is devoted 
to ‘Communists: Ireland’s “Fifth Column”?’. On Soviet Russia’s entry 
into the war in 1941, the Communist International decided that Ireland’s 
neutrality could not be reconciled with a pro-war policy and had the 
Communist Party of Ireland (CPI) dissolved in Éire. Members were 
instructed to enter the Labour Party and work for a Labour-Fianna Fáil 
government that would take Éire into the war. There followed red scares 
and splits in the Labour Party and the Irish Trade Union Congress even 
before the Cold War began. When the comrades re-organised as the 
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Irish Workers’ League in 1948, the Catholic Church had turned neuroti-
cally anti-communist and the League survived in de facto semi-legality. 
Meanwhile, the United Kingdom’s phenomenal wartime enthusiasm for all 
things Soviet allowed Belfast communists to win lasting positions of influ-
ence in the trade unions, despite the severe contraction of the Communist 
Party in Northern Ireland after 1945. All of this is reasonably well pub-
licised and Mulqueen could be forgiven for giving it a brief synopsis. His 
focus, after all, is on state surveillance. But to appraise the hunt, one needs 
to know the quarry, and the account treats the communists as incidental 
to what is more a history of anti-communism. The Irish Workers’ League 
is dismissed as a ‘cult’, ‘slavishly’ following Moscow, which was how the 
Garda and G2 (Irish army intelligence) saw them. That the whole point of 
joining the League was to be part of a global revolution is not considered. 
Much more space is given to the activities of individuals cited in state files 
than to the social and political impact (or lack of it) of communism.

Communists and a God-fearing republican movement remained dis-
crete in the 1950s. That would change over the next decade. Mulqueen’s 
explanation for the transformation is fairly superficial and he concentrates 
on the men who took Sinn Féin to the left. The early 1960s is an excel-
lent example of a good crisis being a good opportunity. Like all of the 
IRA’s wars since July 1921, Operation Harvest, the ‘border campaign’ 
of 1956–62, had ended in crushing defeat. Constitutional nationalism too 
seemed discredited by repeated failure. Since the mid-1950s the Connolly 
Association had been arguing that the best way to undermine Stormont 
was to highlight sectarian discrimination. Now, with the help of some 
talented and prescient communist republican cadres, the strategy would 
evolve into the civil rights movement. The election of a Labour govern-
ment was critical too, and Harold Wilson was a greater stimulus than 
Martin Luther King, despite the wishful thinking of the ’68 generation. 
Mulqueen is excellent in presenting a concise and judicious analysis of 
the crisis of 1968–69. The civil rights movement began and ended on 
5 October 1968, day one of the Troubles. Before 5 October it was not 
a movement. After 5 October it was no longer about civil rights. As 
Mulqueen observes, its anti-sectarian agenda ‘went up in smoke’ (p73).

‘An Alien Ideology’ gets into its stride after 1968. Sources become 
more plentiful, the confluence of communism and republicanism more 
substantial, and the threats to security, north and south, more real. The 
net effect is a more confident style, a brisk narrative, and a more coherent 
history. Prompted by republican fellow travellers, the communist parties in 
Northern Ireland and the Republic united as the third CPI in 1970, the IRA 
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and Sinn Féin divided between the Officials and the Provisionals, and new 
currents of Marxism, chiefly Maoism and Trotskyism, surfaced in Ireland 
after the ‘events’ of May 1968 in Paris. Mulqueen rejects the myth, beloved 
of the Officials, that Fianna Fáil split the republican movement to frustrate 
its evolving Marxism, but agrees that there were elements in the state appa-
ratus who advocated this policy and encouraged it in practice. Ultimately, 
the fetishised Marxism, coupled with the assault on six-county nationalists, 
proved too much for the traditionalists. ‘Red scare’ would soon give way 
to ‘green scare’. Once the Officials began their internecine war against the 
Provos, they were welcomed by the establishment, even into the current 
affairs division of RTÉ. The last three chapters are often humorous in 
charting the WP’s descent into an obsession with reviling the Provos and 
clutching at the characteristics of a pro-Soviet party as if they were talis-
mans. By the 1980s the CPI reckoned it had gone too anti-nationalist and 
objected to international fraternal recognition of the party. In the 1989 elec-
tions, the WP crowned two decades of incremental advance with five per 
cent of the vote. Months later came the ‘fall of the wall’, and in 1992 the WP 
split over internal demands for the abandonment of Marxism-Leninism and 
ties with the allegedly moribund Official IRA. It never recovered. 

‘Alien Ideology’ is uneven as a study of Ireland’s pro-Soviet Marxists, 
and better for the post 1968 years than the earlier decades. But it’s sharp on 
international perceptions, and in distinguishing between the United States 
and the Soviet Union with their Cold War lenses on Ireland, the nuanced 
views of the British embassy, and the Irish government, which clung to its 
traditional analysis of ‘subversives’ while ‘playing a Cold War role in sup-
plying high-quality intelligence to Washington’ (p105). As a history of state 
intelligence on Ireland’s far left, it’s original, engaging, and recommended. 

Emmet O’Connor

Ulster University

David Swift, For Class and Country: The Patriotic Left and the First 
World War, Liverpool University Press, Liverpool 2017; 256pp; ISBN 
9781786940025, £25.00, hbk; ISBN 9781786948021, £25.00, ebk

There is no serious argument among historians about the overwhelming 
support for the Great War within the British working class and the Labour 
Party; it was recognised at the time – by socialists like Bruce Glasier, for 
example, mentioned by Swift in this volume (p75). But there is plenty to 
investigate about the nature of that support. Was it unconditional; did it 
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change over time; what were its many motivations; what forms did it take; 
how did the experience of war affect matters? The focus here is on the 
‘patriotic left’ by no mean synonymous with the patriotic working class, 
most of which had nothing to do with Labour.

The study is at its best when it examines the nature of the Labour move-
ment’s war effort, as in the work of the Workers’ National Committee 
– collecting information, exposing abuses, airing grievances, lobbying the 
government, demonstrating the value of the Labour Party at local level, 
keeping the various components of the party working together. It’s clear 
that the simple patriotism of Labour activists assumed that Britain’s role 
in the conflict (and the world) was virtuous. Militarism, bullying weaker 
peoples, invading innocent countries – these were German vices. Swift is 
probably right that the British tendency to think themselves culturally and 
racially superior had a lot to do with this, as did the relative contentment of 
the working class – with their leaders, institutions, and way of life (pp34-38). 
But the Germans were just as committed to the war effort. Fulminations 
against ‘the Huns’ as the ‘enemies of humanity’, one suspects, drew from 
outrage that Britain’s place as ‘top nation’ was threatened by Germany. If 
the patriots of print – like Robert Blatchford – could imagine Germans filled 
with self-righteous anger against the greedy, bullying, hypocritical British, 
they didn’t confess to it. They did imagine slackers, people not pulling their 
weight in the war effort. They were not the only ones to do so. Oddly, Swift 
makes no mention of the embittered class relations immediately succeed-
ing the war – though Ross McKibbin has drawn attention to the evidence 
– one important aspect of which was middle class resentment that organ-
ised labour had done very well out of the war while the patriotic (middle 
class) backbone of the country had paid a very heavy price. Nor does he 
mention the hatred many veterans felt for patriotic civvies, as described by 
Paul Fussell in The Great War and Modern Memory (1975). The war was 
fought in unity to a very large extent; the inter-war peace was full of division 
and doubt. But the Labour leadership emerged from the conflict even more 
securely in control of the party than it had been in 1914 – and it was the only 
socialist party among the belligerents in which this was true.

To make this study argumentative the author resorts to a good deal of 
speculation and some strange reasoning. Thus ‘the tendency on the Left to 
see [the Second World War] as the “good” war, fought against an obvious 
evil, and the earlier conflict [the Great War] as an imperialist blunder, the 
result of backroom scheming, secret pacts, and a thirst for colonies’ is 
deemed ‘ahistorical’ even though the negative view of the Great War took 
shape well before 1939 and the ‘anti-fascist’ dimension in the later conflict 
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justified it in the eyes of most socialists of the period (p1). We are lectured 
to the effect that ‘mainstream labour thought was well to the left of most 
working-class people’ in 1914 (p3). That would help to explain why Labour 
had less than fifty MPs, most by virtue of the pact with the Liberals of 
1903 and why the vast majority of workers did not belong to a trade union, 
let alone vote Labour. G.D.H. Cole pointed out seventy years before this 
book was published that in August 1914 the three socialist societies had 
at most 65,000 members between them (Sidney Webb put it at 50,000 in 
1918) and the Labour Party itself had some sort of local organisation in 
only 158 areas, most of them trades councils designed for industrial rather 
than political work. It is the author who engages in flights of fancy at inter-
vals throughout this text, as when he says ‘it is a contention of this book 
that labour patriotism during the First World War had the effect of bring-
ing the mass of the working classes towards the labour movement … ’(pp3, 
81-82). When? Apart from the problem of how one would demonstrate 
such a causal connection, one would want to ask why the alleged attraction 
took so long to manifest itself in voting behaviour? Given the support for 
the war of the Conservatives and Liberals why was Labour’s patriotism so 
special? It was the Conservative Party that enjoyed governmental office for 
most of the time between 1916 and 1945, obtaining over half the working-
class vote on occasions – as in the 1931 and 1935 general elections. Yet Swift 
is quite sure that those like E.D. Morel who believed the war would create 
a worse world were wrong; ‘Not only did Labour patriotism ensure that 
the Labour Party was not toxified in the eyes of the working class; labour 
participation in the war laid the foundations for a world unimaginable in 
the 1900s … ’ a world of prosperity no less! (p70) One is reminded of the 
one-eyed optimism of Pangloss.

John Callaghan

University of Salford 

Matthew Taunton, Red Britain: The Russian Revolution in Mid-
Century Culture, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2019; 302pp; ISBN 
9780198817710, £55.00, hbk

‘England’ wrote Arthur Ransome from Soviet Russia in 1918, ‘seems to be 
a vast nightmare of blind folly, separated from the continent, indeed from 
the world, by the sea, and beyond that by the trenches, and deprived, by 
some fairy godmother who was not invited to her christening, of the imag-
ination to realise what is happening beyond. Shouting in daily telegrams 
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across the wires from Russia I feel I am shouting at a drunken man asleep 
in the road in front of a steam roller’.

It is a pity that Ransome is not mentioned in Red Britain, which might 
be described as an attempt to measure the effect of the Bolshevik steam-
roller on intellectual opinion in Britain. As a non-Communist, Ransome’s 
enthusiasm for the Revolution says a good deal about the impact and 
range of its initial appeal.

But there are surprisingly few enthusiasts for the Revolution in Red 

Britain. While Taunton wisely eschews the usual lists of incriminating 
statements by credulous poputchiki, he has perversely chosen to construct 
the book around the lengthy discussion of six well-known anti-communist 
texts: Animal Farm, Nineteen Eighty-Four, Darkness at Noon, The Golden 

Notebook, Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage, and – somewhat bizarrely – 
Spender’s 1938 verse play The Trial of a Judge. This is because, he argues, 
‘anti-Communist voices have proved so much more influential (for better or 
worse) in the British reception of Russian and Soviet politics and ideas. The 
work of writers such as George Orwell and Arthur Koestler … was funda-
mentally shaped by their engagements with Communists and Communist 
ideas. This was not simply a debate between two homogenous rival camps, 
but a deeply interconnected and polycentric cultural constellation’. 

This makes for a very odd book indeed, less a study of the presence of 
‘1917’ in British intellectual life than a book about ways in which a few 
famous writers sought to ensure its absence.

While opponents of the Soviet Union were generally motivated by the 
same a priori arguments (internal democracy, civil liberties, free markets, 
artistic and religious freedoms), those who admired the Soviet Union 
from afar – communists and non-communists alike – did so for different 
reasons at different times. In the 1920s there was the excitement of the 
Revolution, the decisive blow against War, Capital and the old regimes, 
then industrialisation and planning (1930s), the defeat of Fascism (1940s), 
post-War reconstruction (1950s), the space programme (1960s), Moscow’s 
support for Third World liberation movements (1970s), Gorbachev, pere-
stroika and glasnost (1980s). 

One of the weaknesses of this book is that the specificity of historical 
moments are lost, blurred by the idea that (like the long Cold War, the short 
twentieth century or the newly elongated 1930s) we need to understand the 
Bolshevik Revolution as a ‘long 1917’. The result is a strangely un-political 
study of ideas cut loose from their histories – like the use of the word ‘red’ 
in the title (not many British communists called themselves ‘red’ after 1933). 

The strength of Red Britain is that instead of the usual story about the 
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‘doomed romance’ between the British intelligentsia and Communism, it 
provides an account of some of the ways in which ‘the characteristic modes 
of a Romantic, humanist English socialism established in the nineteenth 
century were overlaid with a harder and more utilitarian socialism ema-
nating from Russia’. There are chapters about the impact of Soviet ideas 
about the future, about planning, the law, agriculture and literacy. Taunton 
offers a very good summary of the unresolved and antagonistic appeals of 
Tolstoyanism and collectivisation, played out in Britain between follow-
ers of Morris and the Fabians, and of the ways in which the Soviet Union 
simultaneously represented the modernising effects of literacy and roman-
ticised ideas of pre-literate folk traditions. The book is good on early Soviet 
science fiction, there’s a fascinating discussion of Soviet mathematics, and a 
very interesting account of John Rodker’s translations from Russian. 

In many ways it’s a dazzling study, drawing on an extremely wide 
range of sources, from Auden to Zoschenko, Arendt to Žižek. But why 
discuss Soviet maths and not Soviet sport (Olga Korbut, Lev Yashin)? 
Why Soviet jurisprudence but not Soviet chess (Petrosian, Tal, Spassky). 
Why is there nothing about Soviet travel-books (Alan Sillitoe, Ethel 
Mannin, Jack Lindsay, Alaric Jacob), when there are so many pages 
devoted to Orwell (who never visited the place)? Why so much attention 
to Nabokov, but no mention of those artists who in the middle decades 
of the twentieth-century represented Soviet culture on the world stage 
(Shostakovitch, Grossman, Sholokov, Khachaturian, Ehrenburg)?

Unlike enthusiasts for the Third Reich, most British admirers of the 
Soviet Union never visited the place (this is arguably one of the reasons 
why it retained its utopian character for so long). Restricting this study to 
the published record of professional writers, intellectuals and journalists 
unavoidably restricts the reach of the book’s arguments. Taunton does 
not explain why he makes no use of opinion polls, of Mass Observation 
archives, or newspapers. He has nothing to say about the complex soci-
ology of Russophilia in Britain (Chopwell and Hampstead, Mardy and 
Stepney). And there is no discussion of those moments when it seemed 
that the Russians really were coming – for example, the visit of Dynamo 
Moscow to Stamford Bridge in 1945, or of Yuri Gagarin to Manchester in 
1961. For a book concerned with the impact of Soviet science and science 
fiction in the UK, it is strange that there is no mention at all of Gagarin or 
Tereshkova – or Laika.

To argue that ‘the cultural effects of the Bolshevik Revolution are 
broader and more wide-ranging than is commonly assumed’ and that 
‘the cultural resonances of the Russian Revolution are more far-reaching 
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and various than has previously been acknowledged’ seems a remarkably 
unambitious conclusion to a book costing £55.

Andy Croft

Ahmed White, The Last Great Strike: Little Steel, the CIO, and the 
struggle for labor rights in New Deal America, University of California 
Press, Oakland CA 2016; 416pp; ISBN 9780520285606, £70.00, hbk; ISBN 
9780520285613, £25.00, pbk

On March 13, 1937, the United States was rocked by the news that the 
industry giant US Steel had signed a collective bargaining agreement with 
the recently formed Steelworkers Organizing Committee (SWOC). In a 
written statement, the SWOC President Philip Murray said this marked 
‘an epoch in the history of industrial relations’ and was ‘mystifying to the 
casual observer’. To the steelworkers, however, he added, ‘they represent 
a realization by steel management that this is 1937 and not 1919 or 1892’. 
The outcome, he predicted, ‘will be constructive leadership and real indus-
trial progress. We expect it will bring about complete unionization of the 
entire steel industry’. Events would soon challenge Murray’s assertion.

The major independent steel companies were appalled at US Steel’s 
betrayal and vowed to never recognise the union. As a result, Bethlehem 
Steel, Jones & Laughlin (J&L), Republic, Youngstown Sheet and Tube, 
Inland, National (Weirton) and American Rolling Mills (ARMCO) took 
their stand as ‘Little Steel’. The man who would lead the Little Steel 
onslaught against the SWOC and the New Deal would be the head of 
Republic Steel, Tom Girdler, who would come to personify Little Steel’s 
recalcitrance. The strike was called for 26 May 1937. The next day Chicago 
police opened fire on an unarmed crowd outside the gates of Republic 
Steel’s South Chicago mill. Ten were killed that day. The Memorial Day 
incident was to set the tone for a violent summer.

The Little Steel Strike is the bloodiest strike between the post-World 
War I era to the present time. The strike embodied class conflict on a scale 
and intensity which has yet to be repeated in American history. What is 
surprising is that the Little Steel strike has received relatively little attention 
as an event in itself, and tends to be studied in the context of the broader 
histories of the New Deal era. Both Ahmed White’s work and Michael 
Dennis’ more localised works, The Memorial Day Massacre and the 

Movement for Industrial Democracy (2010) and Blood on Steel: Chicago 

Steelworkers and The Strike of 1937 (2014), go a long way to correcting this 
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void. Traditionally the strike was understood as a modest setback for steel 
workers – a minor setback on the way to eventual victory. The reviewer of 
this work was very much of that opinion. White does an excellent job at 
casting doubt on this assertion.

The work is divided into three sections. Part I describes the back-
ground of industrial relations in the steel industry from the Homestead 
Lockout of 1892, through to the Open Shop era, the New Deal and the 
dawn of the Little Steel strike. 

Part II deals with the strike itself. It is here that the author master-
fully brings us through the sequence of dramatic and violent clashes. 
One such flashpoint occurred at Monroe, Michigan, a small semi-rural 
town halfway between Toledo and Detroit. On 10 June the SWOC’s 
lead organiser, Leonides McDonald, was ambushed by company loyal-
ists when leaving the post office. His badly beaten body was left by the 
roadside to be rescued by union supporters where he was taken to the 
hospital in Toledo. After an attempt to break the picket line was repelled 
earlier in the day, at around noon a combination of up to hundred special 
police armed with gas and clubs, and a few hundred company loyalists 
launched a coordinated assault. The attack began with a flanking action 
by the company who fired gas behind the picket line. As the gas scattered 
the picketers, the company loyalists rushed forward beating and chasing 
strikers, and later smashing and burning picket installations and automo-
biles. Surprisingly there were no casualties.

19 June saw another flashpoint this time at the Stop 5 gate to Republic 
Steel’s Youngstown, Ohio works. Women had been picketing at the gate, 
when a city police captain Charles Richmond, following a verbal alterca-
tion with the picketers, threw several tear gas grenades at the women’s 
feet. This in turn started a riot as nearby union people started throw-
ing bricks at Richmond’s forces. Two unarmed men died that night. A 
Croatian immigrant named John Bogovich and a Czech immigrant named 
James Eperjesi died on the morning of 20 June. Both had been shot and 
had worked at the Youngstown Sheet & Tube plant. 

A further extraordinary event occurred at Republic mills in Warren and 
nearby Niles, when aerial plane battles occurred between aircrafts hired by 
Republic steel to resupply employees loyal to the company who had stayed 
inside the plant, and planes hired by SWOC. Local SWOC organiser, Gus 
Hall (who unlike many accused of being one was an actual communist), 
even ran a campaign of sabotage on rail tracks feeding the mills. The fatalities 
of Fulgencio Calzada, (shot in the back of the head) and Nicholas Vathiaz 
(shot through the pelvis), following a police assault on the night of 11July 
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on the Union hall in Masillion, Ohio brought the number of fatalities to 
sixteen. Ahmed White is correct in stating that violence was seldom random 
or irrational. It originated in attempts by the union to set up pickets, and in 
the efforts of the steel companies and allies to counter this. 

Part III deals with the aftermath of the strike. White is shrewd in his 
analysis that the companies’ victory was based not only on suppression 
but also on the success in which it managed to integrate the episodes of 
violence with skilful manoeuvring in the fields of politics, law, and public 
relations, all the more drawing on its considerable economic advantage. 
All of this was aided by shortcomings in the way in which the strike was 
conducted by the SWOC, as well as by the actions of radical organisers 
and militant rank-and-filers. 

The author also skilfully navigates through much of the counterfactuals 
and the conjecture which have since accompanied the failure of the strike, 
and raises important issues regarding the relationship between SWOC 
leaders and radicals during the course of the strike and its aftermath.

What we can say with relative certainty is that Phil Murray and the 
CIO essentially misapprehended the function that the police, the National 
Guard, and government officials would play in the strike. As historian 
Melvyn Dubofsky has rightly stated, the chief goal of public policy-makers 
was political stability and social peace. This made administrations extremely 
wary of all forms of unruliness and uncontrolled mass upheavals, which is 
what this strike was. The state was never going to implement policies which 
were going to harm capital. While New Deal legislation like the Wagner Act 
did protect and promote collective bargaining, it did so by appealing to the 
expediency of commerce, not of freedom of assembly or freedom of speech.

One o f the many highlights of this work is White has marshalled all 
of the scattered archival sources, to examine the Little Steel strike in its 
wider historical context. His legal analysis of the various aspects of New 
Deal legislation was a further highlight. White paints a vivid picture of 
the aftermath of the strike, and draws attention to the despondency of the 
workers, their frustration and slight disenchantment with the leadership 
of the SWOC following the defeat.

Where the book differs from the work of Michael Dennis is that this 
takes into account the strike in its entirety, and how the strike was and has 
shaped labour law and labour relations. It is here where White’s legal back-
ground has really come to fore. This book is a tour de force and a must for 
those who have an interest in American labour history.

Liam Diskin
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