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Editorial 5

Editorial

Issue 53 of Socialist History is another unthemed issue which brings 
together four articles covering a very wide range of topics and approaches. 
In ‘Rescuing John Stuart Mill’, Peter Cockcroft challenges the appro-
priation of this nineteenth-century thinker by right-wing, ‘libertarian’, 
free-market fundamentalists. Cockcroft convincingly shows that their 
misuse of Mill’s thought and writings to advocate for untrammelled capi-
talism is a gross travesty of his politics and legacy. Far from being a voice 
in defence of the wealthy against the poor, the powerful against the pow-
erless, Mill’s record as a thinker and a politician was fairly consistently on 
the side of the underprivileged in society. Setting Mill in the context of his 
time, Cockcroft demonstrates that Mill’s campaigns for ‘liberty’ served 
above all to help emancipate the oppressed, whether they were slaves 
in the American south, Jamaicans under colonial rule, British workers 
unable to organise in trade unions or unenfranchised women. For all the 
deficiencies in Mill’s thought from the standpoint of modern-day socialist 
or democratic conceptions, Cockcroft is surely right to conclude that Mill 
‘belongs now, as he did in his own time, to the left’.

The convoluted and much-debated story of the Communist Party in 
the Second World War is the subject of Lewis Young’s study of the Daily 

Worker ban. The CPGB’s paper was suppressed in early 1941, while it 
was promoting the Soviet-inspired line of hostility to the war against Nazi 
Germany. The party and its sympathisers waged a long campaign to get the 
ban revoked, which was particularly energised once Hitler had attacked 
the USSR and the CPGB swung round to full support for the war effort. 
Young shows how the party sought to use both campaigning tactics and 
diplomacy to get the Daily Worker out again, and suggests that the most 
important factor was the support that the party and paper managed to 
win in Labour-affiliated trade unions. Only once the 1942 Labour Party 
conference had voted to rescind the ban did the Labour Home Secretary, 
Herbert Morrison, relent and allow the paper to reappear and play its part 
in mobilising the labour movement for the war effort.

The remaining two articles, originally presented as papers to Socialist 

History’s ‘Echoes of Revolution’ conference in Norwich in February 
2018, take us to Eastern Europe and the complexities of socialist and 
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6 Socialist History 53

national politics before and after the Great War and the Russian revolu-
tion. Samuel Foster looks at the emergence and development of socialist 
ideas and politics in the Slav Balkans, among peoples that Friedrich Engels 
had contemptuously dismissed in 1849 as ‘unhistorical’. Socialist thinkers 
and movements in these societies had to negotiate not only the objective 
difficulties of very rudimentary capitalist development and very small 
working classes, but also the explosion of nationalist sentiments which 
sought to divide by nationality those who should have been united by 
class interest. The ways the socialists sought to respond to these challenges 
determined not only their immediate fates but also the eventual develop-
ment of an authentic South Slav socialist movement which by 1945 was 
able to take state power and suppress – for a time – the ethnic nationalists.

Olena Palko’s study of Ukrainian politics after 1917 looks at a very 
different interplay between social and national impulses within the most 
far-reaching of all revolutions. With the fall of tsarism, revolutionary 
actors in Ukraine agitated simultaneously for both social and national 
emancipation, but in a context in which no one force was able to exercise 
authority over the whole territory. After three years of chaos, civil war, 
invasions, occupations and insurrections, it was the Bolsheviks – a pan-
Russian force with relatively little indigenous support in Ukraine – who 
were the first to be able to take firm control of the territory. But in order 
to gain popular acceptance for Soviet rule, the Bolsheviks were obliged to 
carry out many of the programmatic demands of the Ukrainian national 
movement. Palko’s article explores some of the issues and conflicts which 
beset the creation and early history of Soviet Ukraine – conflicts around 
the very meanings of revolution, socialism and liberation in the Ukrainian 
context.

Francis King

editor, Socialist History
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Editorial 7

Rescuing John Stuart Mill

Peter Cockcroft

Abstract

This article details the efforts of right wing libertarian and neo-liberal 
groups to appropriate John Stuart Mill as one of their own. In refuta-
tion of their position three propositions are made. The first involves a 
detailed analysis of On Liberty, the key tract for libertarians. It shows 
that Mill clearly acknowledged the necessary role of governments and 
the limitations on the rights of individuals which are necessary in any 
society. The second examines the largely neglected role of Mill as a prac-
tising politician both in parliament and in the popular movements which 
he supported. As well as championing votes for women, Mill supported 
trade unions, the working classes more generally, the Irish insurgents and 
French revolutionaries. The third section outlines the various debates on 
whether Mill was in fact a socialist – reaching the conclusion that, while 
the label may be open to debate, Mill can only be categorised as being on 
the left.

Key words: John Stuart Mill, Libertarians, Victorian period, liberty, Socialism.

History is as much about the present as it is about the past. In my adopted 
country of Australia the term ‘history wars’ has become commonplace. 
Most recently, right wing revisionists denied the slaughter of indigenous 
peoples ever took place – and the left responded and routed them. Across 
the world history wars are waged not only over events and their meaning, 
but also over ownership – of victories, of ideas and even of people.

John Stuart Mill was unquestionably one of the greatest minds of the 
nineteenth century and a vital force in the development of ideas which 
preceded the coalescence of working class forces towards the end of the 
century. The libertarian right in the Anglophone world has been waging 
a quiet war in recent years to claim ownership of Mill. This is not only 
an offence against historical scholarship, it is one more weapon in the 
armoury of forces that can only be described as sinister.
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8 Socialist History 52

I am certainly not the first to make such a claim. In October 2013 
the American commentator Max Bruenig wrote in American Prospect 

an article where the title says it all – ‘Sorry, John Stuart Mill Was Not 
a Libertarian’. Breunig complained that, ‘I’ve run into more libertarians 
than I can count who think John Stuart Mill was one of them’.1 

Evidence of the claims of the right is legion. In the United States it 
extends from respectable figures in academia to the ravings of lunatics 
who dream of being holed up in the Kentucky Hills with a year’s supply 
of canned food and enough ammunition to take on the FBI. They all 
love Mill, most particularly as the author of On Liberty and explicitly or 
implicitly claim him as their own. The shortest journey through Google 
will find them.

The website of libertyfund.org, ‘a collection of scholarly works about 
liberty and free markets’ details numerous senior academic alumni includ-
ing Pedro Schwartz, the Spanish professor we will later meet denying that 
Mill was a socialist. Their On Line Library of Liberty, headed by portraits 
of John Locke, Edmund Burke and Mill, provides extensive readings from 
Mill including the ubiquitous On Liberty.2

Libertarian.org, a massive web site associated with the influential Cato 
Institute, offers bite-size, and carefully selected quotes from Mill as well 
as a video lecture about On Liberty.3

Serendipity.li, on the other hand, a web site for conspiracy theorists 
and deranged paranoiacs, tells us little about its contributors, presum-
ably out of concern that they might be abducted by the people who faked 
the moon landings and invented global warming. Yet even in this fraught 
environment the entire text of On Liberty is provided,4 presumably in the 
hope that no one will notice that Mill justifies extensive powers being held 
by the state and by society.

The Australian edition of The Spectator offered the view (on 15 
February 2014) that Mill had a certain type of ‘right of centre politics’.5 
Similarly, on 11 September 2014 a love-in in the pages of the Sydney 

Morning Herald between a right wing columnist and a right wing polit-
ico revealed that the latter listed her influences as John Stuart Mill and 
F.A. Hayek!6 Hayek is remembered as the compiler of John Stuart Mill 

and Harriet Taylor,7 a cut and paste job of their personal correspondence 
comprising in the main travelogues, health reports and waspish comments 
about their acquaintances.

In the UK, right wing libertarianism lacks both the intellectual fire-
power and the political clout of its American counterparts. The Libertarian 
Alliance (‘For Life, Liberty and Property’) appears to be a latter day (it 
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Rescuing John Stuart Mill 9

was founded in 1979) inheritor of Lord Elcho’s Liberty and Property 
Defence League, founded in 1881, an organisation which excoriated Mill. 
The current organisation comprises a handful of Tory politicians and 
propagandists, yet even in this backwater, the claim to be inheritors of 
Mill’s philosophy continues.8 The Alliance couples Mill with Popper and 
(again) Hayek. If readers can hear a distant rumbling, it is probably Mill 
turning in his grave.

The neo-liberal or libertarian line on Mill distinguishes them from tra-
ditional conservatives such as Roger Scruton, who claimed in the Wall 

Street Journal on 19 May 2006 that Mill’s Principles of Political Economy 
was a ‘concealed socialist tract’.9 Scruton’s view is in line with the con-
servative reaction to Mill in the late nineteenth century. Libertyfund.org 
reveals its own intellectual confusion by on the one hand elevating Mill 
to guru status and, in another section, citing A.V. Dicey’s reference to 
‘the socialism of John Stuart Mill’.10 Dicey, the pre-eminent conservative 
thinker at the close of the nineteenth century, also had some pungent criti-
cisms of the revered tract On Liberty.11

In his own century Mill was generally admired by socialists as much 
for his political courage as for his intellect. The exception was Marx, who 
dismissed Mill’s standing among British intellectuals, ‘On the level plain, 
simple mounds look like hills; and the imbecile flatness of the present 
bourgeoisie is to be measured by the altitude of its great intellects’.12 The 
twentieth century saw him consigned to academic discussion and, not 
surprisingly, his achievements as a political activist have been somewhat 
lost, while his academic writings have been analysed to within an inch of 
their collective lives. Were it not for the outrageous proselytising of the 
Libertarians, Mill would probably be best remembered today for the one-
liner in the Monty Python philosophers’ drinking song.

It is therefore timely, in the interests of historic truth and our own 
better understanding of where we have come from, to consider the poli-
tics of John Stuart Mill and to retrieve his reputation from the clutches of 
the far right. Three contentions will be made: that the Mill of On Liberty 
was never a libertarian; that Mill the practising politician was, on the 
great majority of issues, on the side of the left, and that the question as to 
whether Mill was a socialist is at least open to debate.

The equivocal Libertarian

Mill had good reason to strongly defend individual freedom in the mid 
1850s when he wrote On Liberty. As an (albeit closeted) atheist and an 
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10 Socialist History 53

opponent of aristocratic and clerical power, he needed to defend the few 
freedoms he had and to press for more. But Mill the philosopher always 
saw merit in putting both sides of the question. So every declaration for 
liberty carries with it qualifications which vitiate his original contention.

Mill’s ‘Introduction’ briefly considers different forms of social rela-
tions throughout history before addressing his concerns for the present.13 
He begins with de Tocqueville’s warnings of the dangers of tyranny from 
government itself (‘the tyranny of the majority’). He demands ‘protection 
against the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling’ but immediately 
there is a caveat. The protection Mill seeks acknowledges ‘the legitimate 
interference of collective opinion with individual independence’ because 
‘all that makes existence valuable to any one, depends on the enforcement 
of restraints’. And as well as prevention, there can also be compulsion. 
‘There are also positive acts for the benefit of others which [a man] may 
rightfully be compelled to perform’.

Notwithstanding these claims, Mill’s single ‘very simple principle’ is 
that ‘the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or col-
lectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, 
is self-protection’. He then shifts the ground somewhat by approving 
of ‘the subjection of individual spontaneity to external control, only 
in respect to those actions of each which concern the interest of other 
people’.

Mill defines his view of liberty as ‘all that portion of a person’s life 
and conduct which affects only himself’, ‘absolute freedom of opinion 
and sentiment on all subjects’, and the liberty ‘of combination among 
individuals’. Placing Mill in his time, the first of these belongs to the 
philosopher, the second and third to the politician – a politician of the 
left. Freedom of opinion did not exist in Victorian England. Access to 
the universities, to Parliament and to certain professions depended on a 
person’s willingness to swear a Christian oath. Atheism was systemati-
cally persecuted as blasphemy and the advocacy of birth control could, 
as it did for a young John Stuart Mill, lead to an arrest for obscenity. 
‘Combination’ was a risky endeavour, especially combination of workers 
in trade unions. Workers could be and were jailed for the most basic trade 
union activities until the 1870s. 

Mill then moves on in Chapter 2 to his strongest ground, liberty ‘Of 
Thought and Discussion’. Through close and trenchant argument he 
attacks both institutional restrictions on freedom of opinion and expres-
sion and the subtler use of public opprobrium to silence dissidents. 

Chapter 3, ‘Of Individuality’, and Chapter 4, ‘Of the Limits to the 
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Rescuing John Stuart Mill 11

Authority of Society’, consider who should be permitted to do what. He 
asks ‘How much of human life should be assigned to individuality and 
how much to society?’ Crucial here is Mill’s recognition – again – of the 
legitimate interest of the state in any society. He does not believe, as the 
neo-liberals do, that ‘taxation is theft’ or, necessarily, that they govern 
best who govern least. Rather, ‘As soon as any part of a person’s conduct 
affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has jurisdiction over it, 
and the question whether the general welfare will or will not be promoted 
by interfering with it, becomes open to discussion’. 

So it all depends. For matters which solely concern the individual, ‘there 
should be perfect freedom, legal and social’. But that is not the end of the 
matter. Even in matters pertaining only to the individual, society should 
encourage individuals ‘to their good’. ‘Human beings owe to each other 
help to distinguish the better from the worse’. But ‘neither one person, 
nor any number of persons is warranted in saying to another human crea-
ture of ripe years, that he shall not do with his life for his own benefit what 
he chooses to do with it’. Well, almost, because ‘a person may so act as 
to compel us to judge him, and to feel him, as of a fool … and since this 
judgement and feeling are a fact which he would prefer to avoid, it is doing 
him a service to warn him of it’. Such a person may be shunned and others 
warned to avoid them.

Society enters the picture if a person acts injuriously towards others. In 
that case ‘moral retribution and punishment’ can follow. 

The final chapter is titled ‘Applications’. After reiterating that acts that 
only concern an individual are no one else’s concern, but that society has 
a right to punish individuals under the very plastic rubric of ‘protection’, 
Mill provides some examples which ‘may serve to bring into greater clear-
ness’ his principles. Sadly, they do not.

Restraint of trade is wrong, but not an offence against liberty, since 
society is entitled to enforce restraints of social conduct. Mill’s objection 
to such restraints is that they do not work. But then again there are other 
restraints of trade to consider. Adulteration of food and drink, sanitary 
precautions and the protection of workers are acceptable. But the Maine 
Law prohibiting alcohol in certain states of the USA and the efforts to 
stop British traders flooding China with opium(!) are not.

Not for the first time, Mill strays into the ground of moral authori-
tarianism, the antithesis of libertarianism, ‘If, either from idleness or from 
any other avoidable cause, a man fails to perform his legal duties to others, 
as for instance to support his children, it is no tyranny to force him to 
fulfil that obligation, by compulsory labour’. And idleness is not the least 
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12 Socialist History 53

of Mill’s deadly sins. ‘Violations of good manners … might rightly be 
prohibited’. Moreover, since ‘taxation for fiscal purposes is absolutely 
inevitable’, (libertarians please note) taxation of alcohol ‘is not only admis-
sible, but to be approved of’.

Mill’s general principles of Liberty now begin to contract significantly. 
‘A limit is everywhere set to them by the necessities of life, which con-
tinually require, not indeed that we should resign our freedom, but that 
we should consent to this and the other limitation of it’. For parents, the 
state should enforce significant obligations. ‘To bring a child into exist-
ence without a fair prospect of being able, not only to provide food for 
its body, but instruction and training for its mind, is a moral crime … and 
that if the parent does not fulfil this obligation, the state ought to see it 
fulfilled, at the charge, as far as possible, of the parent’. 

Mill appears to be completely unaware that a large proportion of the 
population were hard pressed to even feed themselves and that the tiny 
income their children could earn was needed to keep them above the 
bread-line. The old Malthusian rescues himself from this reality by noting 
that the laws of several countries ‘forbid marriage unless the parties can 
show they have the means of supporting a family’. Such laws, he says, 
‘do not exceed the legitimate powers of the state’. This is a more liberal 
position than Mill took in Book II of his Political Economy where he pos-
tulated that public opinion, mobilised against large families, would force 
people to stop having sex. ‘Over-indulgence is as much caused by the 
stimulus of opinion as by the mere animal propensity’. By a change in 
the opinions of the labouring classes, ‘a revolution will soon take place in 
this department of human conduct’.14 It is difficult to conceive of a more 
fatuous and illiberal position.

There is much in On Liberty to gladden the hearts of the libertarians 
and much more to make them groan. There is also much to give weight 
to the contention that ‘political philosophy’ is an oxymoron. Mill’s enun-
ciation of general principles – radical in his time, banal in ours – merits 
our approbation. But when he enters the murky waters of politics and 
public administration, the realities of conflicting principles blow him all 
over the place. Central to this confusion is Mill’s utter blindness to ques-
tions of class.

Mill considers the oppressive possibilities of the state and of public 
opinion, but not of the landlord or the factory owner. His blindness to 
these realities leads to his failure to realise that freedom means different 
things to people in different situations. But it is a necessary blindness. 
Liberty as an abstraction can only be considered if massive imbalances in 
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Rescuing John Stuart Mill 13

wealth and power are ignored. And this is where the libertarian project to 
thrust Mill to the forefront of their ranks falls down. 

In its time On Liberty was a profoundly important, and hugely popular 
book. The foremost intellectual of the day raised the banner of liberty and 
his qualifications and caveats were neither here nor there to most of his 
readers. 

People wanted to be able to speak their minds, even if most of them 
could not vote. They wanted to lift the dead hand of the church and 
the aristocracy from their backs, they wanted to be able to combine in 
trade unions. The liberties which Mill championed were largely achieved 
through the construction of the social democratic state in the twentieth 
century. But the neo-liberal project to boost On Liberty is on a par with 
Margaret Thatcher’s desire to return to the values of Victorian England. 
No thanks.

The unsung hero of the left

From the early 1820s until the 1870s Mill occupied a commanding posi-
tion in the intellectual life of the country. Formidable in debate, frequently 
outrageous in his opinions (birth control, votes for women, trade unions, 
land nationalisation) he spanned the entire spectrum from philosopher to 
commentator to propagandist to political activist. It is difficult to name an 
activist in the socialist, secularist or trade union movements in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, be it George Odger or Annie Besant, Ben 
Tillett or Sidney Webb, who did not name Mill as one of their greatest 
influences. 

History remembers Mill as the philosopher and to some extent as the 
commentator. But Mill the propagandist and the practising politician – 
Mill as a leader of the left, has been largely forgotten. Necessarily so. The 
resurgent political right could hardly claim him as their own if that part of 
his history was more commonly understood.

As a young man Mill forged his reputation among the Philosophical 
Radicals through debates and frequent letters and articles in the press. Still 
in his teens he wrote a vigorous defence of Richard Carlile, famous for 
his atheism and lurid sex life, who had been prosecuted for blasphemy.15 
By the age of 18 he was the most frequent contributor to the radical 
Westminster Review.

If ‘left’ and ‘right’ have any meaning, the Philosophical Radicals must 
be counted on the left. It was a progressive but distinctly limited ten-
dency, fighting against the established power structure of aristocracy and 
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14 Socialist History 53

church but with an equivocal relationship with the mass movements of the 
growing working class. 

Mill felt that his philosophical views at this time were well set, ‘the only 
[!] substantial changes of opinion that were yet to come, related to politics 
and consisted … so far as regards the ultimate prospects of humanity, to 
a qualified Socialism’.16 Yet even in the 1830s, ‘I was not only as ardent 
as ever for democratic institutions, but earnestly hoped that Owenite, 
Saint Simonian and all other anti-property doctrines might spread widely 
among the poorer classes. Not that I thought these doctrines to be true’.17 
We may infer that Mill’s intent at this stage was merely to make the ruling 
class tremble.

Philosophical Radicals were elected to the first parliament after the 
1832 Reform Act but their performance disappointed Mill. The Radicals 
knew what they were against but not what they were for. Inexperienced 
in parliamentary tactics, they were helpless against their Whig opponents. 
Mill strove in vain to create a Radical Party divorced from the Whigs and 
led by Lord ‘Radical Jack’ Durham.18 

Mill’s standing in political circles by this time can be judged from 
the actions of Lord Molesworth, who in 1834 purchased the Radical 
Westminster Review on the sole condition that Mill, then aged 28, would 
be its editor. Mill’s most signal achievement was to use its pages to defend 
Radical Jack who in 1839 published a report advocating limited self rule 
for Canada. 

The Irish Famine commenced in 1845. By late 1846, when the full 
horrors were becoming known, Mill wrote a series of articles for the 
Morning Chronicle urging land rights for the cottiers and a programme of 
public works to bring waste lands into agricultural production. Neither of 
the major parties showed the slightest interest in dispossessing the English 
landlords of their property rights.

Then in 1848 came the upheavals in Europe, especially in Mill’s beloved 
France. As with the Irish, Mill’s defence of the French revolutionaries was 
politically courageous. Most intellectuals in England were as nervous 
about the revolutionary French as they were about the insurgent Irish. 

Mill’s extensive correspondence with the leaders of the revolution 
provided him with a wealth of information which he used to thunder-
ous effect to counter reactionary statements from Macauley and Lord 
Brougham. ‘Vindication of the French Revolution of 1848’, published in 
the Westminster Review, poured scorn on assertions that the revolution 
was not a popular uprising and looked favourably on plans to establish 
national workshops and to guarantee work for all. When Louis Blanc, 
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the socialist champion of the national workshops scheme, was forced 
into exile in Britain he was one of the few guests welcomed into Mill’s 
household.19

Thus far Mill the philosopher, commentator and propagandist has 
been a leading light in promoting progressive causes. His writings had 
confirmed him as the intellectual leader of the left. He then stumbled 
monumentally on the issue of the franchise, only to redeem himself when 
he entered the practical business of politics. By the end of the 1850s the 
expansion of the franchise had become a major issue. Mill responded with 
a pamphlet Thoughts on Parliamentary Reform. The Thoughts were a long 
way from the spirit of the times. Mill’s elitism led him to notions of ‘fancy 
franchises’ in which everyone would have one vote and then persons of 
‘education and ability’ should be allotted additional votes. Worse was to 
come. Mill did not believe in the secret ballot, believing that the elector-
ate was now so large that it could not be corrupted – a view of which 
anyone with experience of elections in working class areas could quickly 
have disabused him. 

The outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861 saw Mill return to the 
political fray. He later wrote, ‘I contemplated the rush of nearly the whole 
upper and middle classes of my own country, even those who passed for 
Liberals, into a furious pro-Southern partisanship: the working classes … 
being almost the sole exceptions to the general frenzy’.20 Mill understates 
the scale of his problem, because, while the cotton workers of northern 
England suffered heroically and stood by the Union, other sections of 
the working class, as detailed by Harrison,21 were clearly pro-Southern. 
Mill thundered against slavery in ‘The Contest in America’ in Fraser’s 

Magazine and advocated that if Britain were to interfere in the war, as 
many were suggesting, it should be on the side of the North. He followed 
this with a piece in the Westminster Review in support of the anti-slavery 
stand of Professor Cairns. 

Mill was now a national figure with a substantial following. The combi-
nation of his intellectual dominance and radical politics made him the most 
significant figure outside of parliamentary politics. The atheism detected in 
his dismemberment of Sir William Hamilton mightily pleased the secular 
movement which at this time was a powerful force in its own right.22 It was 
therefore hardly a surprise that he was approached with a request that he 
stand for the seat of Westminster in the general election of 1868. 

Mill’s response to the Westminster overture was as shocking as it was 
typical. He might stand, he said, but the names of other Radical candidates 
(he named several) should also be considered. If they still wanted him, he 
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would stand but he would not contribute any money, would not cam-
paign or issue pamphlets or make any speeches. If elected, he wished it to 
be clearly understood that he ‘could not undertake to give any of my time 
and labour to their local interests’. He was frank about the chief cause 
which would take up his time. ‘I made known to them … my conviction 
… that women were entitled to representation in Parliament on the same 
terms with men. It was the first time, doubtless, that such a doctrine had 
ever been mentioned to electors’.23

As the election approached Mill took himself off to holiday in France. 
He returned to London shortly before polling day but only because he 
wished to attend a meeting of the Political Economy Club. Now that they 
could get their hands on him, his supporters managed to prevail upon him 
to make two speeches, one to electors and one to unenfranchised workers. 
At this second meeting opponents brandished a placard with a quote from 
Mill – ‘The lower classes, though mostly habitual liars, are ashamed of 
lying’. Did Mill say this, they demanded to know. ‘I did’, he responded. 
There was a deadly pause then up leapt George Odger, working class mili-
tant and a member of the Central Council of Marx’s International. The 
working classes wanted friends, not flatterers, he said, and had no desire 
not to be told their faults. According to Packe, ‘It was a riot’.24

Mill romped home in the election with a majority of 700 over the Tory 
W.H. Smith. At the age of sixty he finally entered into Parliament, and he 
did so with great vigour and confidence, rising to speak thirty-one times 
in his first year, forty-eight times in 1867 and eighty times in 1868. The 
Tories were furious. Sir William Hardman commented on the victory: 

Awkward citations are made from his books, which show that as to 
rights of property he is scarcely less than communistic, that he would 
give votes to women, that he does not believe in either god or the devil.25

Mill’s determination to focus only on enfranchising women soon gave 
way in the face of many other pressures. He declared, on the Irish 
Question, that England did not have an Irish problem – rather, Ireland 
had an English problem. ‘Every foreigner, every continental writer, would 
believe for many years to come that Ireland was a country constantly on 
the brink of revolution, held down by an alien nationality, and kept in 
subjection by brute force. [Cries of ‘No, no!’]’.26

And at a time when ‘Fenian’ carried the sort of odium which ‘ter-
rorist’ carries today, Mill supported the Irish insurrectionists and told 
the House in 1867 that they were ‘patriotic heroes’. A few weeks earlier, 
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when Burke and McCafferty were due to be executed in Ireland, Mill, 
most uncharacteristically, roused a crowd in the St James Hall to some-
thing approaching a riotous frenzy with his demand that these men 
should be pardoned.27

Mill published his pamphlet England and Ireland in 1867, pointing 
out that the central issue in mainly agricultural Ireland was that the land 
was owned by English aristocrats under grossly oppressive terms. He 
demanded legislation to grant Irish tenants permanent tenure at a fixed 
rent. This effective expropriation of landlords’ property rights caused 
understandable outrage in polite society, but Mill was playing a long 
game: ‘I well knew that to propose something which would be called 
extreme was the true way not to impede but to facilitate a more moderate 
experiment’.28 That hope was fulfilled after Mill’s death with Gladstone’s 
Irish Land Act of 1881.

Practical politics does not permit the sort of nuances which the philos-
opher can afford. Mill positioned himself on the left on every significant 
issue during his time as an MP. 

When Gladstone moved to extend the franchise to a section of the 
working class, Mill spoke with passion in support of the bill. ‘And is 
there, I wonder’, he asked, ‘a single Member of this House who thor-
oughly knows the working men’s view of trades unions, or of strikes, 
and could bring it before the House in a manner satisfactory to working 
men?’ He even abstained from mentioning votes for women as he did 
not wish to ‘encumber’ the bill.29 Mill was equally vigorous in defence 
of trade unions following the court decision in Hornby v. Close (1867) 
which effectively declared trade unions to be unlawful. He demanded leg-
islative action to overturn the court’s decision, pointing out to the House 
that the Boilermakers Society had been found guilty of an offence which 
no one had previously believed was an offence at all and the society had 
consequently been stripped of all legal rights.

The expansion of the franchise was being driven by the Reform League 
– an organisation which trod a fine line between militant and respecta-
ble campaigning. When the Reform League was banned from meeting in 
Hyde Park, the author of On Liberty declared to the House in April 1866; 
‘It has been for centuries the pride of this country, … that a man has a 
right to speak his mind, on politics or on any other subject, to those who 
would listen to him, when and where he will … Wheresoever’s he has a 
right to be, there, according to the Constitution of this country, he has a 
right to talk politics, to one, to fifty, or to 50,000 persons. I stand up for 
the right of doing this in the Parks’.
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The Reform League attempted to ‘do this in the Parks’ and were 
repulsed by a massive force of police. Some among the tens of thousands 
called out by the league then tore down the railings of Hyde Park and 
there followed some days of skirmishing. Radical MPs, including Mill, 
conferred with the leadership of the league on the next step – to return 
to Hyde Park or to hold a protest in the Agricultural Hall. Mill’s view 
was crucial to the decision: ‘He asked them to look at the principles of 
the thing. Their course of action could be justified only “if the position 
of affairs had become such that a revolution was desirable, and if they 
thought themselves able to accomplish one”. To this argument, rather sur-
prisingly, they yielded’.30

It was agreed that they would meet in the Hall but the league stipulated 
that Mill, who was not even a member of the league, must be the main 
speaker. Reluctantly he agreed to address the crowd, which the Daily 

News called ‘the most numerous and imposing demonstration of popular 
feeling that was ever exhibited under one roof’.31 Mill was called to speak 
(‘received with loud cheers’) and was only able to make a few remarks to 
those of the 20,000 who could hear him before the cheers of the crowd 
overwhelmed him, but it was enough. This strange middle class intellec-
tual had told them that their cause was just, that they had shown their 
strength to great effect and that the government was in the wrong.

Mill was no orator. His voice was not strong and he generally dis-
dained flowery rhetoric. Yet there was something about this old man, 
stick thin with the glistening orb of his bald head which endeared him to 
crowds who often understood very little of what he said to them. He was 
clever, he was honest, he was courageous and he was on their side. In an 
age where intellect was valued, the greatest intellect of the day was with 
the workers.

But the ‘woman question’ was why Mill had entered the Parliament. 
There was nothing new about Mill’s commitment to this cause. As a 
young man he had been arrested for distributing material advocating 
birth control, and while this could be attributed to his early Malthusian 
enthusiasm, there was also concern for the plight of working class women 
with huge families. His journalistic writings in the 1850s focussed on the 
wrongs suffered by women and before entering Parliament he had been 
involved in the annual petition for women’s suffrage which by 1867 was 
garnering 13,500 signatures.

On 20 May 20 1867 John Stuart Mill rose from his place and moved 
an amendment to the Reform Bill to, in all places, replace the word ‘man’ 
with the word ‘person’. He put it simply: ‘There is nothing to distract 
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our attention from the simple question, whether there is any adequate 
justification for continuing to exclude an entire half of the community, 
not only from admission, but from the capability of being ever admitted 
within the pale of the Constitution’.

Of course he lost, but the votes for Mill’s amendment (eighty, count-
ing the pairs) surprised and delighted him. Women’s suffrage was on the 
agenda. Not surprisingly, Mill then entered forcefully into debate on the 
Married Women’s Property Bill. The Bill sought to remedy the situation 
under which any married woman had no rights over either property she 
had owned prior to marriage or property she might acquire after marriage. 
All belonged, legally, to her husband.

‘A large portion of the inhabitants of this country are now in the anom-
alous position of having imposed on them, without their having done 
anything to deserve it, what we inflict as a penalty on the worst crimi-
nals. Like felons they are incapable of holding property. And the class of 
women who are in that position are married women, whom we profess a 
desire to surround with marks of honour and dignity’. As with the Irish 
Land issue, Mill’s intervention failed at the time but the Bill eventually 
became the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870.

During his three years in Parliament, Mill provoked another political 
sensation. Edward Eyre was the incompetent Governor of Jamaica. By 
1865 the combination of poverty and the Governor’s total indifference 
to it led to the outbreak of a minor rebellion. Eyre, whose mental health 
was now becoming questionable, declared marshal law and commenced a 
rampage of hangings, floggings of men, women and children and arbitrary 
shooting of civilians. The authorities killed 586 people and burnt over a 
thousand houses to the ground. 

Opinion in Britain was initially all for Eyre. Imperialism and racism 
were entering their heyday. ‘Sentimentalising over a pack of black brutes’ 
was heresy while ‘saving the women of England’ was the only priority of 
respectable opinion. But Liberalism rallied to a surprising degree with the 
formation of the Jamaica Committee, dedicated to bringing Eyre to justice. 
The Committee had considerable fire-power but Mill was the driving 
force. They soon had over three hundred names including seventeen MPs.

Mill pestered the government into sending a Royal Commission to 
Jamaica to investigate. He also sent the committee’s lawyer along with the 
commission to keep them honest. Mill’s intention was to prosecute Eyre 
for murder. His implacable position frightened some of his own commit-
tee members and energised an Eyre Defence Committee which included 
former allies Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin. Eyre returned to England 
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in August 1866 and vanished into the wilds of Shropshire where no county 
magistrate would have dreamed of signing a warrant against him. 

For another year Mill pursued Eyre through the courts but to no avail 
and the Jamaica Committee wound up in 1868. It had failed to nail Eyre, 
but there can be no doubt that it had given pause to any colonial gover-
nor who contemplated similar atrocities in the future. Mill meanwhile had 
polarised the country in much the same way that his stand on women’s 
suffrage had.32

In the general election of November 1868 Mill was defeated by W.H. 
Smith. His championing of Ireland and pursuit of Eyre did him great 
damage and his performance in the Parliament had roused the Tories to 
such fury that they put vast resources (£45,000) into bringing Mill down. 
He was not much saddened to step down from Parliament. He had raised 
the issues which few others dared to do and advanced these causes with an 
eloquence which none could match. 

Even on his departure from Parliament, Mill could not avoid court-
ing new controversies. Always a generous man, he had made donations 
to the election campaigns of various working class candidates, including 
George Odger. Moderate Liberals were furious that Mill was support-
ing candidates who were in some cases standing against them, but there 
was one much more serious issue. Mill sent ten pounds to support 
Charles Bradlaugh in Northampton. Bradlaugh was the most notorious 
atheist propagandist in the country, long standing editor of the National 

Reformer and the leader of a national secular movement of surprising size. 
A torrent of abuse, from The Times, the Saturday Review and the Lord’s 
Day Observance Society attacked Mill with vigour and yet again even his 
friends turned away from him.

Subsequent events show that Mill was prescient in his support of the 
great atheist. Bradlaugh was elected for Northampton five times. On four 
of these occasions he was refused entry to the House because he refused to 
take the Christian Oath. In following years he was sued, jailed, beaten up 
by the police and vilified in the House until, in 1886, the Tories, no doubt 
exhausted by the chase, gave up and allowed him to take his seat.

Following Mill’s speech in the Commons in 1867 Mill and Helen 
Taylor launched the National Society for Women’s Suffrage. They soon 
had a hundred members enrolled including thirty Members of Parliament. 
The combination of Mill’s great name and Helen Taylor’s driving energy 
helped to recruit established radicals such as Mrs Fawcett and Mrs Cairns 
but also names new to politics such as the philanthropist Mary Carpenter 
and Florence Nightingale.33
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In 1869 Mill felt the time was right to publish On The Subjugation 

of Women, a work which combined all Mill’s talents as philosopher, 
commentator, propagandist and political agitator. As expected, it was 
intensely polarising, scandalising conservatives and inspiring progres-
sives. Mill believed that votes for women might be only ‘as much as three 
years distant’. He had reason for optimism. Radicals who remained in 
Parliament resolved to move Mill’s resolution each year on the anniver-
sary of the date that he first moved it. In 1870 they achieved a majority on 
the first reading and on the second reading obtained 184 votes. Subsequent 
votes, however, fell away.

The campaign for women’s suffrage overlapped with the campaign 
against the Contagious Diseases Acts, which permitted police to force 
medical examinations upon any woman they considered might be a pros-
titute. At first Mill was wary of fighting a war on too many fronts, but 
when the campaign led by Josephine Butler forced a Royal Commission in 
1870, he requested permission to testify. It was to be the last major public 
appearance of ‘that great good man’. His age and poor health were clear 
from ‘his burning cheek, his quivering voice, and in the nervous twitch-
ing of his temple’, but he was still well able to bring relentless logic and 
his passion for justice before the Commission. If soldiers and sailors were 
at risk of venereal disease because they used prostitutes, he said, then the 
fault was theirs and they should be punished for it. The prostitutes were 
the innocent victims of the men who sought them out. Yet again Victorian 
opinion fell back aghast. It would be fifteen years before the Contagious 
Diseases Acts were repealed.34

Mill’s last great struggle was over private ownership of the land. Britain 
had, through legal and customary structures, developed the most con-
centrated systems of land ownership in Europe. In 1874, five per cent 
of landowners held seventy-nine per cent of the country. Mill had made 
control of the land central to his critique of the Irish Question and the 
Whig fears that reforms in Ireland might then ‘cross the water’ became 
Mill’s ambition.

In July 1869 Mill called together a group of Radical MPs to establish 
the Land Tenure Reform Association. There is no evidence that Mill knew 
that shortly afterwards members of Marx’s International, along with 
Fenian sympathisers, would establish the Land and Labour League with 
ambitions to emulate the achievements of the Reform League – preferably 
with pitchforks. Neither organisation flourished. The League petered out 
by 1873, coincidentally the year that Mill died in France. 

Packe sums up Mill’s legacy: At his funeral ‘a large spontaneous crowd 
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stood dumb and damp … These were his real memorial. All his life he had 
fought for them and for the millions they represented; fiercely, though 
never with unfair weapons. All his life they had looked to him, half-com-
prehending, full of trust’.35

Was Mill a Socialist?

Was John Stuart Mill a socialist? This may seem a strange question to 
pose about an intellectual who has become the poster boy for libertarian 
and neo-liberal groups, but Mill forces the question onto an often reluc-
tant audience by his frequent positive references to varieties of socialism. 
The Autobiography provides nine index references to socialism which are, 
significantly for a writer who was not afraid to change his mind, evenly 
spread through Mill’s adult life. More significantly, the Autobiography 

was written twenty years before Mill’s death in 1873 and therefore omits 
the most radical and socialistic period of his career. 

Under the influence of Harriet Taylor, Mill became ‘not the least of 
a Socialist’, and, for the two of them, ‘our idea of ultimate improvement 
went far beyond Democracy, and would class us decidedly under the 
general designation of Socialists’. And again they progressed, ‘so far as 
regards the ultimate prospects of humanity, to a qualified Socialism’.36

Debate has raged within the Mill industry, essentially around the ques-
tion of whether Mill is to be believed, whether his own writings belie his 
commitment to socialism or (misogyny sometimes coming close to the 
surface) whether the hussy Harriet Taylor blew the poor man off course. 
Early editions of The Mill News Letter,37 an invaluable source for the most 
minute details of Milliana Arcana, carried the debate to readers for some 
time. L.E. Fredman and B.L.J. Gordon kicked the issue off in Autumn 
1967 with a repudiation of Sidney Webb’s assertion that Mill was ‘a con-
vinced Socialist’. They rest their argument on three legs: that Mill was a 
follower of the theories of Malthus; that he was a strong believer in indi-
viduality and that his passion was to advance education. Thin legs indeed. 

Pedro Schwartz, he of libertyfund.org, then entered the lists in Autumn 
1968, gently demolishing Fredman and Gordon but then reaching the 
same conclusion by different roads. Mill’s affection for Malthus, argues 
Schwartz, had waned by the early 1850s by which time Mill was arguing 
(in Principles of Political Economy) that social pressure could restrain pop-
ulation growth. Individuality in Mill is significantly circumscribed (even 
in On Liberty).There is now, and was then, no contradiction between 
being a socialist and being passionate about education. Schwartz goes on 
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to deny Mill’s socialist credentials because, as the quotes from Mill above 
show, Mill, as he always did, hedged his bets with qualifiers to his social-
ist commitments such as ‘ultimate’, ‘qualified’, ‘in general’ and, in other 
references, ‘future’. Schwartz then goes on to rather spoil his own argu-
ment with this: ‘[Mill] proposed various radical reforms, such as taxing 
the unearned increment of land rent, modifying the inheritance laws and 
extending co-operation (the latter a feature of the programmes of many 
socialists)’. Not a bad list really for the times.

Some rigour was then brought to the debate by the Canadian William 
Hughes in Spring 1972. Hughes’ first thrust makes the obvious point that 
Mill’s socialism can not be discussed unless we are clear what we mean by 
‘socialist’ – a syllogistic point that the author of A System of Logic would 
surely have supported. If socialists, and only socialists, believe in X and Y; 
and Mill believed in X and Y, then Mill was a socialist. Hughes points out 
that, as well as ‘utopian’ and ‘scientific’ socialisms, there were also the ten-
dencies which Hughes terms ‘Democratic Socialism, Social Democracy, 
Liberal Socialism, Fabian Socialism’. He cites Hobhouse, Tawney and 
Laski as representatives of some of these trends (curiously omitting the 
Webbs), and argues that while Mill was neither a utopian nor a scientific 
socialist, he was clearly close to these thinkers.

Some, especially within the socialist movement, might deny that some 
or even all of these tendencies were really socialist. The same problem 
would arise if we extended Hughes’ list to Crosland’s list of the twelve 
‘Socialist Doctrines’ among the nineteenth-century precursors to the 
Labour Party.38 The issue is thrown into further question by Royden 
Harrison’s work covering the mid-Victorian period. The title, Before the 

Socialists could give us cause to wonder whether anyone at this time could 
be called a socialist. 

Hughes takes a different tack, arguing that for socialism, as for other 
‘isms’, ‘there is no essence in the sense that there is no objective prop-
erty which unambiguously identifies a socialist and which it is the task of 
political theorists to discover’. He notes the complexity of political ide-
ologies (used in the broad rather than the Marxist sense) and conflicting 
hierarchies of importance ascribed to various aspects of such ideologies. 
‘How important is it’, he asks, ‘that Mill and Laski, for example, agree on 
the nature of liberty but disagree on the principle of one man one vote?’

Hughes neatly sidesteps the dilemma he has created by switching from 
digital to analogue. The question ‘Was Mill a Socialist?’ is recast as ‘To 
what extent was Mill a Socialist?’ Complications here are legion. Like 
any writer active for more than fifty years, Mill changed his views on 
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many issues over time. Being a philosopher, and a careful one, definitive 
statements on ideological questions are frequently hedged and heavily 
qualified. For example, in the statement quoted above of Mill’s conversion 
to some form of socialism, he couples that with ‘a shifting of my political 
ideal from pure democracy … to a modified form of it’. So the philosopher 
was contemplating a transition to socialism, albeit ‘in a greater approxi-
mation’, ‘ultimate’ and ‘qualified’, while resisting the full transition from 
aristocratic to democratic rule. 

In a review by Trevor Lloyd of Willard Wolfe’s From Radicalism to 

Socialism. Lloyd cites Wolfe as claiming that: ‘the original Fabians were 
“Ethical Socialists”, devoted to co-operation, social harmony and ethical 
improvement, and that these principles came from Mill and Owen’. This 
perhaps helps us in the task of finding an appropriate label for Mill. The 
Fabians were the first English theorists of social democracy as we came to 
know it in the twentieth century. While they owed a debt to the Positivists 
and Comte, especially in the case of Sidney Webb, Mill must be accounted 
the primary source of their theory which was then combined with the 
research of the Webbs, the rhetoric of Shaw and, all too briefly, the activ-
ism of Annie Besant.

Thus far scholars have examined Mill and then compared him to some 
imagined yardstick of socialism. We may find our way more clearly by 
asking what it meant to be a socialist in mid-Victorian England and then 
looking back at Mill. 

Socialism was a broad church at this time. One might be a follower of 
Fourier or Saint-Simon, of Owen, of the Christian Socialists, of Louis 
Blanc or of Marx. Joseph Chamberlain’s early career was characterised 
as ‘Municipal Socialism’ despite Chamberlain never advancing beyond 
Radicalism. The issue of where Radicalism ended and socialism began 
could occupy a lengthy discussion and conservative thinkers such as A.V. 
Dicey preferred to lump both tendencies together under the general title 
of ‘collectivism’. It is more productive to consider the political issues of 
the time, to build an image, pixel by pixel.

Class was central then as now. The working class were well aware of 
class, but this was a working class divided, between town and country 
and between trades and labourers. Socialists were not only aware of 
class but also clear about whose side they were on. Methods might vary, 
but all socialists sought, in some manner, to advance the interests of the 
working class. Mill was hopeless on class. Unlike Beesly or Marx, Mill 
had no contact with the working class or, beyond occasional formal 
meetings, working class leaders. He sympathised with the class from 
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humanitarian and egalitarian impulses but so did the Radicals and even a 
few Conservatives. 

The labour theory of value, rising in prominence with the growth of 
the factories, was becoming central to socialist thought in Mill’s lifetime. 
Developed by Marx building on the work of Smith and Ricardo, the 
theory became central to an understanding of the exploitation of the class. 
How this should be tackled, by co-operatives, by revolution, by legisla-
tion, divided socialists but the theoretical basis of exploitation did not. 
Again Mill fails poorly on this. He was perhaps hampered by the inten-
sity of his early contact with classical political economy. Adam Smith and 
Turgot were regular subjects taught to him by his father, who himself 
published a volume on political economy, and Ricardo was a regular guest 
and almost a protégé of James Mill when John was in his teenage years. 
This contact with the abstractions and macro theories perhaps blinded 
Mill to the realities of the production of commodities. There is no record 
of his ever visiting a factory. The means of production were foreign to him 
and therefore, necessarily, the relations of production, on which much of 
the socialist project rested. Nevertheless, within the context of bourgeois 
political economy, he gave conservatism a shake. He conceded that private 
property and competition might be necessary but placed them on equal 
ground with a future socialist society because, at the time of his writing, 
neither of them had been tried to his satisfaction. Above all, in Principles of 

Political Economy, he provided a humanist face to a future socialist society 
in which personal ambition would be replaced by the common good.

Mankind are capable of a far greater amount of public spirit than the 
present age is accustomed to suppose possible … And no soil could be 
more favourable to the growth of such a feeling, than a Communist 
association, since all the ambition and the bodily and mental activity 
which are now exerted in the pursuit of separate and self regarding 
interests, would require another sphere of employment, and would 
naturally find it in the pursuit of the general benefit of the community.39

As with the qualifications to his support for a future socialist society, 
Mill is equivocal about laissez faire, which, in Political Economy ‘in 
short should be the general practice, every departure from which, unless 
required by the greater good, is a certain evil’. But what and how much is 
required by the greater good? The issue is left for the future.

A key priority for the working class was political democracy. The 
issue united Radicals and socialists to such an extent that even Gladstone, 
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whose natural inclinations were always towards the Whigs, first forced 
the issue in 1864. We may account the philosopher Mill a failure here with 
his fancy franchises and his terror of ‘the tyranny of the majority’. The 
politician Mill had a more positive record.

In the Newsletter of Summer 1976 L.B. Zimmer posed the question as 
to whether Mill was a democrat. Citing a number of distinguished scholars 
on each side of the question, Zimmer took the startling tactic of examin-
ing not what Mill said or wrote, but what he actually did. Through a more 
detailed analysis than is available to us here, Zimmer concluded that in the 
parliamentary debates on the Second Reform Bill, ‘on these five divisions, 
Mill consistently supported and voted for measures which led to a broader 
franchise or which led to an enlarged democratic representation in the 
urban areas’. In practice Mill the politician was with or ahead of Radicals 
in Parliament and respected by socialists outside Parliament for his role, 
but with one notable exception.

Socialists had campaigned for the secret ballot since before it became 
part of the People’s Charter. The reasons were simple, bribery before the 
vote and retribution after it. As late as the election of 1865, when Mill 
was elected, it was reported to the Reform League from Huntingdon that, 
‘Every tenant of the Earl of Sandwich who voted for Liberals was at once 
turned out, and every [Liberal] voter in the employ of a Tory was imme-
diately discharged’.40

Mill spoke at length in Parliament against bribery and intimidation in 
elections. But for once the nether world of the philosopher overwhelmed 
Mill the politician. He did not support the secret ballot. Gerald McNiece 
(Newsletter, Spring 1973) has traced the linear descent from William 
Godwin to Percy Shelley to Mill of an almost mystical attachment to 
the people ‘assuming the qualities of enlightenment’ by voting in public. 
To this is added Mill’s fear of the tyranny of the majority. Had he but 
attended some of the riotous events that surrounded elections before the 
ballot, had he listened to Radical and working class activists experienced 
in the street fighting which often took place,41 not to mention the drunken 
orgies funded by both sides in elections, he would have taken another 
view. But that was not his world.

Finally, as to the franchise extending beyond working class men 
to women, socialists in the day were split. There were still millions of 
working class men excluded from the franchise after the 1867 Reform Act. 
Enfranchising women on the same terms laid down in the Act would, it 
was believed, increase the voting power of the rich, as it would be mainly 
rich women who would get the vote. This was one of the many tactical 
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divisions which beleaguered the movement for women’s suffrage and 
delayed its implementation for so long. Mill’s courage in raising the issue 
and in prosecuting it in the last years of his life must surely place him on 
the side of the angels.

Liberty, for those seeking to change the existing power relations, has 
always been an issue for socialists. But liberty for whom, and to do what? 
In Mill’s day socialists faced significant constraints on their freedoms. 

The press only become relatively free with the abolition of stamp duties 
on newspapers in 1853 and of the excise duty on paper in 1855. The radical 
press still faced threats of arrest for blasphemy, for obscenity (for advo-
cating birth control) and for sedition. Trade unions were not free to take 
industrial action (Hornby v. Close, Taff Vale) and trade unionists could be 
imprisoned for striking (Beckton Gas Works 1872). More generally, liberty 
and equality are fundamentally linked. A society of obscene wealth and 
grinding poverty left the legions of the poor not only without the liberty to 
travel to Italy for the winter, but without the liberty to engage in the most 
basic political activities. The Second Reform Act gave many the right to 
stand for Parliament, but no working class candidates (and there were few 
enough candidates nominated) were elected in 1868 and if there had been, 
they could not have sustained themselves because Members were not paid.

Aside from the generalities in On Liberty, Mill takes up some impor-
tant political issues. A free press and liberty of combination would clearly 
aid the growing working class movement. The role of the state, while 
minimised for the sake of making Mill’s central thesis, is nevertheless suf-
ficiently present to distance Mill from conservatives and aristocrats who 
felt that they could generally do very well without it,

Socialists, whether scientific, utopian or social democratic, have always 
held to equality, more recently badged as ‘social justice’, as a core value. 
Mill scores respectably on this criterion, railing against the ‘distinction 
between rich and poor, so slightly connected as it is with merit or demerit’ 
and campaigned for changes to inheritance laws. But Mill’s approach was 
primarily that of the Radical rather than the socialist. For him, social 
justice required a society in which each individual could reach their full 
potential. Mill’s answers to the inequality he saw around him were essen-
tially individual – the removal of privilege.

The welfare state was barely more than a thought bubble in Mill’s life-
time. This fact, and Mill’s always equivocal attitude to the state, meant 
that he had few practical solutions to the appalling circumstances of the 
poor. Mill, the bureaucrat from the East India Company, laboured hard 
in Parliament to reform the administration of the Poor Law, but left the 
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principles of the system untouched. In the field of political economy he 
eventually repudiated the wage fund theory which claimed that at any one 
time there was a fixed amount of money available for wages, and trade 
unions which succeeded in raising their members’ wages were simply 
taking that money off other workers. But neither the philosopher nor 
the politician Mill could come near even to a young Radical like Joseph 
Chamberlain who was proclaiming that, ‘It is as much the duty of the state 
to see that [children] are educated as to see that they are fed’.42

Again it is clear that wilful ignorance of the real world prevented Mill 
from ever being able to approach the issues of privilege and inequality 
with any rigour. Unlike Engels, Mayhew and others, he never saw the 
terrible privations of the rookeries of East End London or of the factory 
districts of Manchester.

Public ownership became, in the twentieth century, a defining feature 
of socialism, or at least of social democracy, to a greater extent than in any 
other developed nation. As with the welfare state, ideas on public owner-
ship were in their infancy in Mill’s time but we may easily surmise where 
he would have stood on the question as it grew in importance.

Mill did not like the state. He liked laissez faire and the role of the joint 
stock company. But these positions were based on his notions of utility and 
he readily conceded that, should utility require it, should it be ‘required by 
the greater good’, then the state should step in. He had little to say, perhaps 
through ignorance, of Chamberlain’s ‘municipal socialism’ in Birmingham 
which involved slum clearance and the buy-up of gas, water and sanita-
tion companies. But utility would have been the yardstick Mill would have 
brought to the purchase of the docks, railways and coal mines.

And what of revolution? Socialists sought the complete transforma-
tion of society through changes in the relations of production which 
would lead to changes in the relations between people. How this might be 
achieved remained unclear in Mill’s time. It might be through the ballot 
box, it might be through insurrection, or it might be the Owenites’ model 
in which their co-operative model would gradually supplant capitalism. 
Mill gravitated towards this third model. The writer who believed society 
had the right to impose ‘good manners’ on its citizens would never have 
found himself on the barricades. 

It is however instructive to note that the excitement of real events can 
sometimes inspire even the mildest of spirits. When Parisians took to 
the streets in February 1848 and overthrew their government, Mill was 
vigorous in their defence and clearly stirred by the spirit of the popular 
uprising, however short lived.
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But there was a further more significant gift that he brought to the 
socialist project which changes the outcome significantly. Victorian 
England has many surprising characteristics. Republicanism and atheism 
were more powerful political forces than at any time since. And intellect 
was valued. The most famous intellects were considerable celebrities. The 
fact that the greatest intellect of his generation considered socialism as 
an entirely credible possibility for the future, and not something to be 
dreaded but rather a prospect to be considered calmly against the yard-
stick of utility, was a great gift to the socialists.

Mill told his readers that the transformation of society from capital-
ism to socialism was not unthinkable, that it fell within the realms of 
reasonable debate. Mill’s elevation of socialism to the status of a credible 
alternative shifted the political centre of debate and heartened the diverse 
working class and socialist movement. The fact that he was much more 
than a philosopher, that he put his tattered shoulder to the wheel of practi-
cal political work with courage and energy enhances his standing.

The brutal individualism of neo-liberalism is a far cry from the true 
legacy of John Stuart Mill. He belongs now, as he did in his own time, to 
the left.
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Combining Legality with Illegality: 
the Communist Party of Great 
Britain, the Daily Worker, and the 
battle to lift the ban, 1941-1942

Lewis Young

Abstract

By banning the Daily Worker, the organ of the Communist Party of Great 
Britain (CPGB), in January 1941, the British Government hoped to silence 
a vocal critic of the war effort. In reality, it failed, simply forcing the CPGB 
to carry out new methods of disseminating its message, while also handing 
the party a new issue on which to campaign. This article explores the ways 
in which the CPGB sought to circumvent the ban, and build a coalition 
of support against it. This article will also examine how Daily Worker ban 
transcended two distinct political positions held by the CPGB – anti- and 
later pro-war – and how the narrative evolved from one of the creeping 
authoritarianism of the State, to that of a counter-productive act damag-
ing morale. Ultimately, this article will argue that the CPGB’s campaign 
played a significant role in forcing the Government to lift the ban.

Key words: Daily Worker, CPGB, ban, British Government

Introduction

On 21 January 1941, the Daily Worker, newspaper of the Communist 
Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was banned on the order of Herbert 
Morrison, the Labour Party Home Secretary in Churchill’s wartime 
coalition. The British Government hoped the ban would not only stifle 
criticism from the CPGB – at that time a vocal opponent of the war – but 
would also be seen as a warning shot to others. It was a success only inso-
much that it closed the CPGB’s primary means of communication with 
the British public and shut down the People’s Convention – the party’s 
anti-war vehicle. In all other areas, it was a failure. 
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In banning the Daily Worker, the Government forced the CPGB to 
operate through other means. The paper was out of action for nineteen 
months, but the Daily Worker as a concept – defence of democracy and of 
working class organisation – ‘grew as a political force’,1 as its then editor 
William Rust put it. This article will explore how the CPGB was able to 
both circumvent the ban through other vehicles, such as the Industrial and 

General Bulletin, as well as build a broad-ranging coalition of supporters 
to oppose the Government’s use of censorship. 

This is also a study of how the CPGB’s campaign to lift the Daily 

Worker ban transcended the two very different political positions held by 
the party during the period of the ban in respect to Britain’s war effort. At 
the time the ban was imposed, the party line was one of opposition both 
to the Churchill Government and to the war itself. By the time the ban 
was eventually lifted, more than a year after the Nazi attack on the USSR, 
the CPGB had become a wholehearted supporter of what it had come to 
present as a ‘war against fascism’. For most of the time the Daily Worker 

was banned, the CPGB was in fact pursuing a pro-war line. The fact that 
the ban continued for so long after the CPGB had switched its line to 
support for the war, strengthened public opinion in favour of the CPGB 
and its paper. This allowed the party to turn the original Government 
arguments in favour of the ban – first and foremost, that it damaged 
morale – to their political advantage. 

The CPGB and the war

Within days of Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on 3 September 
1939, the CPGB’s position was in disarray. Harry Pollitt, General 
Secretary of the CPGB, had declared the party’s support of the war effort 
on anti-fascist grounds almost immediately. Meanwhile, however, the 
Soviet Union had shifted its position as a result of the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
Pact concluded on 23 August 1939. The Communist International had 
sent out a telegram to all communist parties setting out the new line, and 
for two days after receiving it, Pollitt had chosen to suppress it.2 Later 
in September and early October 1939 there was extensive deliberation 
on the CPGB Central Committee, by the end of which only Pollitt and 
the Daily Worker editor, J.R. Campbell continued to hold out against the 
new line from Moscow. From then on the war was not to supported, but 
condemned as a war between imperialist powers – Britain, France and 
Germany – in which the only losers were the international working class.3 
As Kevin Morgan has shown, the CPGB’s line was now effectively one 
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of ‘revolutionary defeatism’, of actively opposing the war as imperialist, 
with a view to accelerate the demise of capitalist governments and usher in 
a government of the working class.4

Clearly, Pollitt and Campbell could not carry on as CPGB General 
Secretary and Daily Worker editor after voting against the new line. The 
editor’s role was given to William Rust, a long-time party official who had 
been editor for the first two years of the paper’s life.5 Under Rust’s stew-
ardship, the Daily Worker took a firm anti-war line, positioning itself as the 
lone critical voice against the British Government. It also concentrated on 
domestic matters such as the lack of adequate air raid precaution, arguing 
that Anderson shelters – corrugated steel structures in gardens – were of 
use only as protection against indirect blasts, and were anyway only availa-
ble to those with gardens.6 The paper led on the campaign for deep shelters 
accessible for the public, and the use of warning sirens.7 This was a typical 
‘bread and butter’ issue, and one that the CPGB and its paper could capi-
talise on, presenting itself as the voice of the working class which was being 
ignored and put in peril by its own government. The party line evolved 
as the war did, and the CPGB’s stance changed following the evacuation 
of British troops from Dunkirk. As Morgan has shown, the party’s post-
Dunkirk line developed subtly towards a view that the war was at least 
partially ‘just’. The CPGB and its paper called for a ‘People’s Government, 
People’s Peace’, which would see the current government replaced by 
one of a working class character, so that the war could be carried out for 
the benefit of the workers, not capitalism.8 This meant opposition to the 
existing pro-capitalist government and the main target of the CPGB and 
Daily Worker’s ire was the ‘Men of Munich’, figures like the former Prime 
Minister, Neville Chamberlain who had appeased Hitler and fascism, and 
were still holding office under Winston Churchill.9

From this new shift emerged the People’s Convention in January 
1941, the CPGB’s attempt at building a mass movement calling for a 
People’s Government. Its focus was primarily on domestic policy. The 
Daily Worker, as Rust put it, was regarded as the Convention’s ‘platform 
and organiser’.10 Douglas Hyde, at that time a journalist for the Daily 

Worker who would hold an important role during the period of the ban, 
later wrote that the Convention was ‘the most effective and, from the 
Government’s point of view, potentially dangerous thing we had done’. It 
‘united a reasonably wide and varied number of people and organisations 
on limited, short-term political and economic demands which deliberately 
did not include direct opposition to the war’. Had these demands been 
won, Hyde argued in 1950, after he had left the CPGB, the Convention 
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would have ‘crippled the war effort’.11 The Convention attracted 2,234 
delegates from trade unions and other bodies, and claimed to represent 
1,200,000 people.12 As David Childs has written, this turnout was seen as a 
benchmark of how much support the CPGB’s new line was attracting, and 
was used by both the party and its opponents. Clearly, the Government 
saw the Convention and its support as a threat, and the Daily Worker was 
acting as the main driving force behind the Convention. It has been argued 
that the paper was banned as a result of the January meeting – as an attempt 
to strike a blow against the Convention by attacking its primary means 
of speaking to the working classes.13 If this is the case, the Government 
was in part successful. The ban met with protests, not least, from CPGB 
theoretician Rajani Palme Dutt. Nevertheless, the Convention was weak-
ened both by the ban on the Daily Worker itself, and by the fact that the 
ban caused the CPGB to rethink its overall strategy. Lifting the ban and 
getting the Daily Worker back into circulation became the party’s primary 
focus, and forced it to divert the energy of its supporters into his new 
campaign.14 As a result, the People’s Convention never really took off. 
The Government had succeeded in killing the movement, but had created 
a new headache for itself.

The Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 changed the 
CPGB’s attitude to the war completely. From then on, the new posi-
tion was about mobilising the workers for defence of the Soviet Union 
against fascist aggression – protecting the first workers’ state at all costs.15 
Campaigns for a Second Front against Hitler in the West, increased pro-
duction and national unity became the CPGB’s focus, and the party took 
them on with enthusiasm.16 As Hyde stressed in I Believed, there was 

nothing phoney or mechanical about that enthusiasm. If our emotions 
during the imperialist war phase were those of hatred and of hope, now 
they became those of anguish at the Soviet losses and determination to 
do all possible to keep a minimum the destruction of Soviet lives and 
resources.17

The party now supported the war effort with gusto and this changed the 
tone of its struggle against the Daily Worker ban. No longer was it a cam-
paign against the perceived creeping authoritarianism of the state, but a 
campaign to boost the morale of workers and add another voice to the call 
for increased production and effort against German fascism. Despite this, 
the Government kept the ban in place, lifting it only in September 1942. 
The ban on the Daily Worker had covered just five months in which the 
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CPGB had been hostile to the war effort and more than a year in which 
the party had been unequivocally in support of it. 

The Government and censorship

The Government’s decision to ban the Daily Worker was consistent with 
the ‘establishment’s’ approach to the CPGB publication since its launch 
in 1930. Throughout its eleven years in existence, the paper was often in 
court, its staff had their phones bugged, and more informal measures such 
as wholesaler bans were put in place to limit its distribution and impact.18 
Before the ban was announced, the paper received warning shots from 
the government with the announcement of Defence Regulations (DR), in 
particular 2D; which allowed the Home Secretary to suppress a publica-
tion on the grounds that it was working to lower morale.19 The export of 
the paper had already been banned from May 1940 (similarly, the import 
of the Soviet-published Moscow News had also been banned) and the 
Daily Worker had been threatened with suppression in July 1940.20 In 
another worrying move for the CPGB, the Government had interned a 
Communist shop steward, John Mason, under DR18B, on the grounds 
of slowing down production. The hint was that the government might 
take firmer action against the CPGB as a whole.21 From the CPGB’s 
then anti-war, anti-Coalition standpoint, this move was evidence of the 
fascism emerging from the British Government, and, even before DR2D 
had been enacted against the Daily Worker, the CPGB’s lone Member 
of Parliament, William Gallacher, was denouncing the regulation as ‘a 
deliberate effort on the part of the ruling class of this country to conquer 
the working class’.22 Despite Gallacher’s denunciation of the regulation 
in Parliament, Andrew Thorpe has argued that fear of suppression actu-
ally caused the party and its paper to moderate in its tone. However this 
would not be enough to save the paper.23

The ban, as Noreen Branson remarked, was ‘hardly a bolt from the 
blue’, and the Government had clearly been considering it for some 
time – War Cabinet papers suggest that the Government believed there 
were sounder grounds for banning the Daily Worker than there were for 
banning the fascist newspaper Action, given that the CPGB publication 
had a ‘far more blatant’ anti-war message.24 The final warning shot was the 
appointment of the Labour MP, Herbert Morrison, as Home Secretary in 
the Coalition Government – an act seen by the CPGB as a ‘a clear danger 
signal’.25 A vehement anti-Communist, Morrison was the driving force 
behind the ban’s implementation, with Cabinet papers showing him to be 
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most vocal about the enactment of DR2D.26 Whereas previous approaches 
– banning exports, for example – to the Daily Worker were about having 
a negative impact on the newspaper’s work, and despite the fact that the 
Cabinet was reporting in December 1940 that 

little or no evidence can be found that Communist propaganda is 
having any appreciable effect on the morale of the country as a whole, 
although it may not be without some effect in certain factories

Morrison acted as ‘judge, jury and executioner’ from the off, signing the 
order in January 1941.27 Within days, the Daily Worker’s offices were 
raided, and its printing equipment confiscated.28

Fascism, democracy, and morale

By banning the Daily Worker, the Government had inadvertently 
appeared to confirm the arguments articulated during the Phoney War 
period and through the People’s Convention. The war, the CPGB 
argued, was one of rival imperialisms in which the working class would 
suffer. Furthermore, the Coalition Government which saw Conservative 
and Labour representatives working together represented the British 
Government’s evolution into open fascism. The ban was another step 
in this process and, writing in the Communist journal World News and 

Views, which had escaped any government clampdown, Rust told readers 
that the suppression

and the manner in doing it, has revealed in a most startling manner, the 
intention of the present Government to […] the attack on democratic 
rights and to construct a totalitarian regime in this country.29

This action, so the CPGB’s argument went, was an attack on democracy 
and the workers themselves. Closing down the Daily Worker was an 
assault on the workers and their hard-won rights, and they were warned 
to be fearful of what might follow the ban. All other reasons given masked 
the Government’s ulterior motive – the crushing of the working class. The 
Government’s argument that the paper had been closed because it was 
damaging morale during the ‘Phoney War’ period was lambasted in the 
House Commons by Gallacher who, in a debate immediately following 
the ban, argued the very opposite. The Daily Worker, he argued, 
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played a very big part in strengthening the morale of the people of 
London. It advocated and encouraged the opening of the tubes and 
tunnels. It was the first to advocate shelter committees in order to unify 
and maintain the morale of the people. Will the Minister deny that? The 
actions and campaigns of the ‘Daily Worker’ did an enormous amount 
to strengthen the unity and the morale of the people of London. The 
facts are on record. The tubes and tunnels are open, and the committees 
are in existence.30

Far from a concern about morale, the true reason, Gallacher argued in 
World News and Views, was the fact that the paper ‘consistently fought 
for the interests of the working people of Britain against the rich mil-
lionaires represented by the Churchill Government’. Nor, he wrote, was 
it coincidence that the ban occurred the same night that the Government 
had announced industrial conscription.31 The paper was boosting morale, 
not damaging it, but it was doing so in a way that caused the Government 
concern – an increasingly confident and militant working class posed a 
danger to the war effort and those leading it. The Government, he wrote, 
was fearful of the Daily Worker and its influence amongst the workers, 
and the ban was a direct attack on the working class by an increasingly 
fascistic elite. 

Circumventing the ban

Defence Regulation 2D ‘confirmed the CPGB’s fears that Britain was 
proceeding rapidly towards open Fascism’, and the party was braced 
for further action against it – in particular the all-out proscription of the 
CPGB.32 The Government did not take this step. It regarded the CPGB 
and its members as a less of a threat than British Union of Fascists, and was 
unwilling to grant the CPGB the martyrdom the government believed the 
party craved. Nonetheless, the party did make preparations in anticipa-
tion of a move to outlaw it.33 While Rust remained Daily Worker editor, 
Douglas Hyde organised underground printing and production centres 
and ‘co-ordinated an effective campaign against the ban’.34 Hyde had been 
tipped off by the party to avoid the paper’s offices on the day it was being 
raided, and was instead instructed to produce a ‘small cyclostyled paper’ 
to sell in London.35 He was to go underground, creating the impression 
that he had left the party, while he was in fact running an illegal print-
ing operation.36 Rust was nominally overseeing this operation, but it 
was Hyde who set up printing presses and pulled together a team for the 
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underground work.37 Hyde’s central role was partly due to his experience 
as a journalist, and partly due to his low status within the party hierarchy. 
He was expendable while Rust, as editor and a senior CPGB member, 
was not. Writing in his memoirs, Hyde was scathing about Rust’s attitude 
towards his staff, accusing him of being 

free of any concern for them as individuals. It was more or less inevita-
ble, he said, that after the first few copies had appeared we should lose 
at least one of our presses and also our first team of print-workers […] 
there were in any case, he went on, other teams to call upon. But there 
was only one editor. He was therefore going to disappear as soon as we 
went into production.38

Under Hyde’s direction, some illegal copies were printed, but the campaign 
to get the ban lifted soon took priority over all else.39 As a result, the illegal 
production was ‘short-lived’ and the party regarded the exercise as coun-
ter-productive, being intended as a ‘political demonstration rather than as a 
serious underground effort’.40 Given that the Government appeared to see 
the suppression of the Daily Worker as sufficient, the party decided that 
preparation for illegality was unnecessary. The CPGB would from now 
on concentrate its efforts on building a coalition of support against the 
ban, while also seeking to circumvent it through other legitimate means. 
With that end, Hyde and his team moved to the CPGB’s new news agency, 
Industrial and General Information (IGI), and Bill Rust did not have to ‘go 
into the woods whilst the print-workers and myself [Hyde] went to jail’.41

However, the Daily Worker’s role was much more than simply a news-
paper. It was the organisational core of the CPGB, and in banning it, the 
Government had effectively silenced the party’s primary communication 
with the workers. Furthermore, with the ban, the CPGB ‘faced the loss 
of a vital organising medium’.42 IGI, born out of the party’s underground 
experiment was an ‘imaginative’ answer to the ban, and attempted to plug 
the gap created by the Daily Worker’s suppression.43 Run by Hyde, this 
organisation was spread, and gathered information, across the country.44 
IGI had three purposes, ‘first it functioned as a news agency’ collecting 
stories on industrial and other matters; secondly, it formed the bridge 
between the CPGB and the mainstream press – providing a bulletin of 
no more than two sides to other newspapers as well as being mailed daily 
to CPGB offices. In this, it acted as the connection between the party 
leadership and the members. Thirdly, IGI was there to keep together the 
Daily Worker’s system of ‘worker correspondents’ throughout the ban. 
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The Daily Worker prided itself on using these non-professional journal-
ists, ‘ordinary’ workers based in industry and other occupations across 
the country. These worker correspondents helped to ground the Daily 

Worker in the working class movement. Keeping these people together 
during the ban was of vital importance to the CPGB.45

IGI clearly caused a quandary for the Government. It was an obvious 
attempt to circumvent the ban, but it was not a direct continuation of 
the Daily Worker and so was not a breach of DR2D. While suppres-
sion was not used, the Government resorted to other, low-level tactics it 
had pursued prior to the Daily Worker’s suppression, such as raiding its 
offices, limiting paper supplies, and causing general inconvenience to the 
business.46 Despite the Government’s efforts, Hyde argued that IGI was 
ultimately a success.47 After the invasion of the Soviet Union, IGI’s role 
shifted again; moving towards a more industrially focused news bulletin, 
while also cornering the market for Soviet Union related news.48

Private reassurances

While attempting to keep the flame of the Daily Worker alive through the 
production of IGI, and – as will be seen later – through public demon-
strations, the CPGB also opened a dialogue with the Government, for all 
the party’s accusations that the Government was anti-working class and 
fascistic. This was an example of the party’s pragmatic response to the 
ban. The party’s primary aim was to have the ban lifted, and it would do 
whatever it took to achieve this, including talking to the Government – 
‘fascistic’ tendencies or otherwise.

In their early correspondence with the Home Secretary, Daily Worker 

representatives were firm, but also at pains to strike a conciliatory tone. 
They appealed to the ideas of freedom of speech and Britain’s democratic 
traditions. Writing to Morrison, J.B.S. Haldane of the Daily Worker 

Editorial Board stated that the paper had ‘never concealed’ its views on the 
running of the war, but argued that differences of opinion – and allowing 
them to be aired – was the spirit of democracy. Haldane ended the letter 
by inviting – not demanding – Morrison to repeal Defence Regulation 
2D.49 While decrying the Government’s actions as ‘fascistic’ might have 
helped the CPGB to mobilise public opinion, the party knew that the 
in its private representations the Government would be more likely to 
respond to a more reasonable approach. 

After the war turned and the Soviet Union entered the conflict as an 
ally of Britain, CPGB leaders wrote to the Government assuring it of 
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the CPGB’s support for the war effort.50 The arguments about ‘damag-
ing morale’ were turned on their head, with Haldane writing that the ‘the 
removal of ban would be a means of strengthening the war effort in the basic 
industries’.51 Clearly the CPGB was keen to not only see the re-emergence 
of the Daily Worker, but also to be seen to be playing its part in the war 
against fascism, and it needed the Daily Worker, with its national reach, to 
do that. In fact Rust directly expressed this desire to be seen to be a central 
player in the war effort in a letter to the Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden. 
While highlighting the counterproductive nature of the ban, there was a 
genuine hint from the Daily Worker’s editor that the CPGB was sincerely 
trying to help the Government, so much so that Rust wrote ‘in event of 
republication the “Daily Worker” would have no desire to make reference 
to past controversies’.52 The party was willing to forgive and forget the 
ban, if it could take its place as part of the coalition against fascism, with 
the Daily Worker appearing and publicly calling for support of the war. 

Public support for the Daily Worker

If the CPGB was to keep the campaign alive in the minds of the public, 
it needed a public-facing movement. Daily Worker Defence Leagues 
were at the ‘heart and soul’ of this campaign.53 There already existed a 
network of ‘Daily Worker Leagues’, created to promote and disseminate 
the Daily Worker and so circumvent historical wholesaler boycotts. The 
CPGB simply added the word ‘Defence’ to their title, and used them as the 
primary vehicle to amass popular support. Led by George Allison, a CPGB 
member, as its ‘indefatigable director’, these Leagues were portrayed as a 
grassroots movement of ‘readers and supporters of the Daily Worker, or 
[those] who are aghast at the action of the Government in banning the 
paper’, and led the charge for the overturning of the ban. Its regular bulletin 
decried DR2D as a gag on left-wing criticism of the government, and as a 
threat to other newspapers. The Leagues clearly had some degree of public 
resonance, and by spring 1941 there were 160 local committees spread 
across the country, ensuring the CPGB’s message was heard.54 Following 
the invasion of the Soviet Union, the Leagues turned toward the primary 
campaigns of the CPGB: increased production and a Second Front. At the 
same time their primary purpose remained the campaign to lift the ban, a 
measure the party now argued was necessary for morale of the workers.

More organic, non-CPGB led support for the Daily Worker would 
emerge throughout the period of the ban. This was helped along by 
Morrison’s refusal to lift the ban ‘long after it was clear to everyone 
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else that there was no security justification for the ban anymore’, with 
Gallacher in Parliament asking the Home Secretary ‘whether it is not the 
case that it is infantile stubbornness and pathetic political prejudice that 
are preventing the ban being lifted from the “Daily Worker”?’55 Infantile 
stubbornness or otherwise, Morrison’s refusal even to contemplate lifting 
the ban, played into the CPGB’s hands. It was able to build ‘the biggest 
and most successful campaign of its sort that the British Communist Party 
had ever conducted’, with thousands of resolutions passed by trade unions, 
cooperative societies, and other organisations across the country.56 This 
growing political and public support was evidenced in newspapers from 
across the political spectrum such as the Manchester Guardian, News 

Chronicle, Daily Mirror, and later Daily Express, as well as from indi-
viduals and organisations such as George Bernard Shaw, MPs and peers, 
and the National Council for Civil Liberties.57 This support could not 
be simply written off by Morrison or others as fabricated or organised 
by the Communist Party. Furthermore, it provided the CPGB with an 
opportunity to rubbish the Government’s argument that the ban was 
to protect morale – not now, when the party was backing the war effort 
wholeheartedly. The breadth of support also allowed the party to claim 
that it was in tune not only with the British working class but – at least on 
this issue – with a wider section of British society. It was the Government 
that was out of step with public feeling, a point Gallacher would make in 
one of the final debates on the Daily Worker prior to its ban being lifted.58 
Ultimately, however, Morrison listened to one opinion only – that of the 
Labour Party Conference in August 1942. There, a motion on the issue of 
the ban was tabled by delegates, seeing 1,244,000 votes to lift the ban to 
1,231,000 against.59 For all the CPGB’s undoubted success at tapping into 
public opinion the ban was only lifted at the behest of the Labour Party. 
Even here, however, the vote of the conference was not simply a result of 
the Labour Party listening to public opinion alone, but the determined 
effort of CPGB members in Labour-affiliated trade unions to get their 
unions to cast their votes in favour of revoking DR2D . Once his own 
party decided that the ban needed to be lifted, Morrison had little choice 
but to allow the Daily Worker to reappear.

Conclusion

The ban on the Daily Worker was revoked on 26 August 1942, and the 
paper reappeared soon after.60 As Neil Redfern has argued, by the time 
the ban was lifted the CPGB had ‘demonstrated in practice its fervent 
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support for the war’.61 As this article has shown, if the aim of the ban was 
to curtail a vocal opponent of the war, it failed. The paper was forced to 
cease publication, but the concept of the ‘Daily Worker’ was kept alive in 
the imagination of the public through the concerted effort of the CPGB 
to build a coalition of support for the paper and its plight. Furthermore, 
the party was shrewd in its forward planning, ensuring that through IGI 
or the Daily Worker Defence Leagues, it was able to get its message out 
to the British public and into the press. This article has also shown that 
that CPGB often took on a pragmatic approach when it came to dealing 
with the Government in private, neither seeking to provoke it into further 
action, nor refusing to engage in reasonable dialogue with Ministers if it 
meant there was a chance the ban could be lifted. All the while the party 
sought to mobilise public opinion against the ban and add pressure on 
the Government to reverse its decision. Ultimately, however, the Home 
Secretary only agreed to lift the ban on the insistence of his own Labour 
Party – although that decision was surely shaped by public opinion which 
the CPGB’s efforts played a role in creating.

The article has also explored how the ban was utilised for two very 
different campaigns; a short-lived campaign against authoritarianism and 
for a working class government which lasted until June 1941, and a longer 
campaign supporting the war effort following the invasion of the Soviet 
Union. Arguments of democracy, anti-fascism, and morale, all featured 
in both campaigns and the Daily Worker was central to them. The ban 
was shown by the CPGB to be much more than an attack on one paper, 
but on the freedoms of the press and the British people. Furthermore, the 
party later successfully turned the Government’s arguments for protect-
ing morale on its head. The Government could hardly argue that the Daily 

Worker was damaging the war effort and people’s spirits, if the people – 
through their letters, resolutions and public demonstrations – were telling 
them otherwise. 

While the ban put the Daily Worker out of action for nineteen months, 
the CPGB was effective in its management of the ‘lift the ban’ campaign, 
and in its measures to circumvent the actions of the Government. It is dif-
ficult to assess the efficacy of the CPGB’s campaign in forcing the Home 
Secretary to lift the ban; the sheer length of it suggests that Morrison was 
willing to push it as far as he could despite the CPGB’s protests, until it 
became clear that even his own party was against it. At the same time, 
however, it is hard to see how such a wide-scale campaign could not have 
some effect on the Home Secretary and the wider Cabinet. The CPGB’s 
campaign might not have been the sole reason for the eventual lifting of 
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the ban, but it was successful in keeping the Daily Worker ban in the mind 
of the public. 
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Reviving the Völkerabfälle: The South 
Slavonic Left, Balkan Federalism and 
the creation of the first Yugoslavia

Samuel Foster

Abstract

This article explores how the Southern Slavs, decried as Völkerabfälle by 
Engels in 1849, managed nevertheless to develop a distinctively social-
ist movement and culture of their own, particularly from 1903 to 1914, 
capable of both challenging and shaping politics in the Balkans. Although 
heavily influenced by Marxist theoretical currents and external ideas such 
as Austro-Marxism, the formation of this South Slavonic Left was rooted 
in the social and historic contexts of its adherents’ respective homelands. 

Limited industrialisation, coupled with the rise of rival political move-
ments such as nationalism and peasant agrarianism, prompted many on 
the Left to turn to the region’s early socialist heritage, specifically the phi-
losopher Svetozar Marković’s concept of Balkan Federalism. As well as 
providing a means by which the region could begin to modernise through 
closer economic and political cooperation, the perceived threat of Austro-
Hungarian and Italian expansionist ambitions legitimised the left-wing 
belief that a Balkan Federation was now essential to the future preser-
vation of regional identity and political freedoms. Consequently, the 
creation of the first Yugoslavian state in December 1918 was welcomed as 
the first step to fulfilling these goals.

Key Words: South Slavs, social democracy, Balkan Federalism, Yugoslavia, 
national identity, revolution

In January 1849, a young Friedrich Engels published an article in Neue 

Rheinische Zeitung, on the precarious domestic state of the multi-ethnic 
Habsburg Monarchy, still gripped by the Hungarian Revolution. Besides 
commenting on the Hungarian national movement’s faltering progress, 
Engels took the opportunity to denounce those ethnic groups who had 
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lent their support to the Imperial Austrian army. Chief among these were 
the South Slavs: a subgroup of the Slavonic people inhabiting South-
East Europe’s Balkan Peninsula that includes Croats, Serbs, Bulgarians, 
Slovenes, Montenegrins, Bosnian Muslims and Macedonian Slavs. With 
the exception of Bulgaria, these peoples would be unified in 1918 in the 
first Yugoslavian state. To Engels however, this spectrum of identities, 
stemming from centuries of imperial dominance by external powers, 
impeded the South Slavs’ historic cultural development, leaving them 
servile and devoid of any coherent sense of modern nationhood. Indeed, 
not even the region’s native ‘Pan-Slavist’ movement,1 calling for political 
union among the Monarchy’s Croats, Serbs and Slovenes, could disguise 
the fact that they were little more than ‘residual fragments of peoples’, 
Völkerabfälle:  

There is no country in Europe which does not have in some corner 
or other one or several ruined fragments of peoples, the remnant of 
a former population that was suppressed and held in bondage by the 
nation which later became the main vehicle of historical development. 
These relics of a nation mercilessly trampled underfoot in the course 
of history, as Hegel says, these residual fragments of peoples always 
become fanatical standard-bearers of counter-revolution and remain 
so until their complete extirpation or loss of their national character, 
just as their whole existence in general is itself a protest against a great 
historical revolution […] Such, in Austria, are the pan-Slavist Southern 
Slavs, who are nothing but the residual fragment of peoples, resulting 
from an extremely confused thousand years of development.2

Engels’ disparaging cultural assessment can be seen to have vicariously 
informed later historical evaluations on the apparent failure of South 
Slavonic socialism, specifically the collapse of Socialist Yugoslavia in the 
early 1990s. The original interwar state, proclaimed in late-1918 as the 
‘Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes’, has been the subject of par-
ticular scrutiny, frequently presented as doomed at political inception due 
to its elites’ inability to resolve competing nationalist aspirations, the so-
called ‘nationalities question’.3 This dovetailed into broader debates as to 
why the Balkans in general had supposedly deviated from ‘an assumed 
European norm’ since the Balkan Wars of 1912 to 1913.4 

This article challenges the deterministic assumptions of Engels and later 
portrayals of socialism in the South Slavonic Balkans as simply an imported 
concept by considering how these so-called Völkerabfälle attempted to 
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adapt Marxist theories to the socio-political context of the region. Central 
to this were the efforts of the early South Slavonic Left to confront both 
the nationalities question and perceived threat of foreign imperialism by 
championing political and economic union among the South Slavonic 
nations, culminating in their support for the first Yugoslavia’s formation.5 
It also locates and historicises the experiences and shifting priorities of the 
Left against the dramatic context of the modern era, particularly 1903 to 
1918, and the extent to which ideas from this period foreshadowed those 
of Titoism. In this regard, special consideration is given to the activities 
and shifting opinions of the Serbian Social Democrat Party (SSDP) under 
the charismatic pre-war leadership of Dimitrije Tucović and Dragiša 
Lapčević. Alongside its Bulgarian counterparts, this group was arguably 
the most proactive, radical and dynamic of the South Slav Left with its 
members and political doctrines playing a leading role in the founding the 
Communist Party of Yugoslavia.6  

Svetozar Marković and the Origins of Balkan Federalism

The idea that the South Slavonic peoples represented a single nation 
was not a concept unique to the modern era. Indeed, the earliest known 
expression of pan-Slavism in general can be attributed to the writings of 
the sixteenth century Dalmatian Slav humanist Vinko Pribojević who 
judged the region’s linguistic and cultural traditions as evidence of a 
‘lost’ Slav or ‘Illyrian’ identity.7 However, it was only in the nineteenth 
century that pan-Slavism gained political traction and philosophical 
cohesion among regional nationalists, including the informal recogni-
tion of a common ‘Serbo-Croatian’ language by Croat, Serb and Slovene 
linguists in 1850.8

The concept of a unified South Slavonic entity as a political construct 
was itself partially linked to the early development of Balkan socialist 
thought in the late nineteenth century; a process mainly attributed to 
the work of the radical Serbian philosopher Svetozar Marković. Having 
received his education in Russia and Switzerland – where he had become 
active in revolutionary circles – financial difficulties forced Marković to 
abandon his studies and return to Serbia in the summer of 1870. Although 
influenced by various strands of revolutionary thought – specifically 
the populism championed by the Russians Nikolay Chernyshevsky 
and Nikolay Dobrolyubov – Marković initially channelled his energies 
towards promoting economic diversification and attacking Serbia’s con-
servative political culture. Despite the recent adoption of a democratic 
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constitution, he argued that a lack of distinction between the main politi-
cal parties and the Orthodox Church’s stranglehold over the country’s 
cultural life amounted to de facto suppression of public freedoms. Even 
before his return, these rising frustrations over the state of Serbian national 
life had prompted him to found the first European-style socialist party, 
the Serbian Radical-Socialists, formulated around a detailed programme 
of social and economic domestic reforms.9 

Despite the Radical-Socialists’ growing popularity, Marković’s politi-
cal and journalistic activities resulted in him having to flee into exile in 
Austria-Hungary in order to evade arrest in 1872.10 This brief intermis-
sion, coupled with the party’s subsequent electoral failures, prompted 
him to reconsider the nascent socialist movement’s ideological approach 
in his magnum opus Serbia in the East. Through his social analysis of 
recent Serbian history, Marković argued that the early-nineteenth century 
revolutions, which had eventually won the Serbs independence from 
Ottoman rule, were expressions of an inherent class consciousness among 
the country’s peasantry. Allowing for the development of capitalism and 
continued growth of modern state structures would, he predicted, lead 
to the erosion of such qualities.11 In place of Marx’s notion of histori-
cal development, Marković proposed a loose federal association of opštine 

(municipalities) modelled on Serbia’s patriarchal peasant family zadruge 

(collectives). Much like his idealised image of the zadruge, his depictions 
of the opštine as self-sufficient and mostly self-governing, negated the 
need for a capitalist transition, reducing the role of the state to that of a 
coordinating intermediary.12 

For Marković, this revolutionary ideal of ‘zadruga socialism’ necessi-
tated the unification of all Serbs into a single polity, a belief he shared with 
nationalist intellectuals such as the philologist Vuk Karadžić, and, increas-
ingly, Serbia’s ruling elites. Indeed, since 1844, successive governments 
had preoccupied themselves in pursuing a ‘Greater Serbia’ encompassing 
territories populated by Orthodox Slavonic-speakers including Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia and Montenegro.13 Despite sharing 
a desire to end Habsburg and Ottoman rule in the Balkans, Marković’s 
thesis was simultaneously opposed to any form of integral nationalist ide-
ology; the Serb population in the wider Balkan ‘mosaic of nationalities’ 
was, he argued, too fragmented and often outnumbered by other ethnici-
ties. Any attempt to create a greater ethno-national state entity would 
invite ethnic unrest and exploitation from external powers. Addressing the 
subject in 1874, Marković concluded that a pan-national revolution across 
the entire Balkan Peninsula represented the only workable alternative 
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to nationalism. Applying his model of ‘zadruga socialism’ to this wider 
context, he envisioned a loose Balkan Federation comprising ‘opštinas, 
districts, states – whichever suits them best’.14 Within this socio-economic 
macrocosm, individuals would be granted the right to join one of numer-
ous self-regulating communes, irrespective of their nationality.15 

Despite warnings from his peers, Marković’s radicalism, his refusal 
to temper his criticism of the central government in Belgrade, and his 
subsequent arrest for ‘press crimes’ in 1874, captured the public imagi-
nation, elevating him as a symbol of social discontent towards Serbia’s 
state institutions. During elections to the National Assembly held in April 
that year, a small but vocal group of Radical-Socialists were elected as 
deputies, transforming his ideas into matters of serious political debate.16 
It also drew the attentions of foreign observers including the anti-Otto-
man Bulgarian Revolutionary Central Committee in Romania. Writing in 
defence of Marković’s ideas, the Committee’s equally charismatic chair-
man and militia-leader Hristo Botev argued that a future Serbo-Bulgarian 
socialist union, now embodied both their nations’ futures as well as that 
of the wider Balkans:

We are prepared to state thousands of facts showing that that union is 
natural, and necessary, and open and inevitable; that that union existed, 
exists, and will exist, and the honest and intelligent Serbs and Bulgars 
will never be ready to think otherwise.17

South Slavonic society and the Left before 1914

Marković’s sudden death from tuberculosis in March 1875, followed by 
that of Botev during Bulgaria’s failed April uprising against Ottoman rule 
in 1876, deprived the South Slavonic Left of the proactive leadership and 
revolutionary impetus needed to become a sustainable political force. 
By the turn of the twentieth century most radicals had moderated their 
agendas to appeal to wider demographics, while revolutionary activity 
was likely to merit a swift response from conservative state authorities.18 

As a result, the emergence of an organised Socialist Left was a relatively 
late development in South Slavonic Balkan politics. The first modern 
political parties only appeared in 1894 with the founding of the Bulgarian 
Workers’ Social Democratic Party (BWSDP) and Social Democratic Party 
of Croatia and Slavonia (SDPCS). These were followed in 1898 by the 
Yugoslav Social-Democratic Party (YSDP), based in Austria-Hungary’s 
ethnically Slovene territories such as the Alpine province of Carniola, the 
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SSDP in 1903, and the Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(SDPBH) in 1909.19 Additionally, Slavs from Macedonia were known to 
have been active in the socialist movements of Bulgaria and the Ottoman 
Empire, including the BWSDP’s founder Dimitar Blagoev.20

Beyond these elite political and intellectual circles however, the princi-
pal challenge for the South Slavonic Left was the region’s lack of industrial 
or urban development. The formation of the first Yugoslavia illustrated 
the extent of this problem in late-1918: from an estimated population of 
twelve million, less than a quarter of the new South Slavonic kingdom’s 
citizens lived in settlements with more than 5,000 inhabitants. Despite a 
significant diversification in the agricultural sector, only around a fifth of 
all economic activity occurred in urban areas before the 1920s.21 Indeed, 
by the 1900s many of these gainfully employed town-dwellers were either 
wealthier peasants whose incomes was derived from their agricultural 
holdings, or economic migrants from rural districts working as mostly 
unskilled seasonal labourers.22   

Urban culture and the nature of capitalism in the South Slavonic 
Balkans was another critical factor. In contrast to other European 
regions, urban areas, and particularly those in the former Ottoman 
domains, had generally existed to administer largely rural populations. 
While their economic functions had grown in importance during the 
nineteenth century, most South Slavonic towns never developed into 
centres for innovation, remaining little more than trading hubs for their 
specific localities.23 Moreover, Balkan capitalism itself was commercial 
rather than industrial in nature, dominated by trade in basic com-
modities and small-scale light industry. Increased exposure to foreign 
competition compounded this issue, with many pre-existing industries 
subverted by cheap imports flooding domestic markets.24 In conjunc-
tion with this, the South Slavs were distinguished by various imbalances 
in social development. On the eve of Yugoslav unification, the Slovene 
lands recorded an illiteracy rate of around 10 per cent By contrast, over 
80 per cent of Bosnian and Macedonian Slav peasants were deemed 
unable to read or write in 1918, producing a Yugoslavian national 
average of 51 per cent.25  

This ostensibly limited socioeconomic development did not imply 
complete stagnation or an absence of industrialisation. For example, 
between 1905 and 1910 government subsidies and foreign investment 
rapidly expanded Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia-Slavonia and Serbia’s 
non-agricultural workforces, creating potential supporter bases in the 
form of organised labour. This proved especially beneficial to the SSDP, 
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which managed to bring Serbia’s Central Workers Union under party 
control in 1911.26 

Regardless of these efforts, the fact remained that modern South Slavonic 
socialism had simply developed too early to exert itself as an effective polit-
ical force. Reflecting on a series of mostly ineffectual mass demonstrations 
by 12,000 Belgrade factory workers in December 1910, Tucović spoke of 
‘two Serbias’; the Serbs might have possessed Europe’s greatest revolu-
tionary potential, yet they were unable to harness it effectively. Beyond 
the few isolated industrial enclaves, the ‘bourgeois-proletarian division’ of 
Germany and other industrial countries had failed to find ‘an appropri-
ate articulation’ since social divisions were ‘barely visible’ in rural districts 
‘whose own parliamentary deputies dress and behave as peasants’.27 
Echoing Marković’s earlier sentiment that Serbian society’s fundamental 
flaw lay in its inability ‘to create wealth’ rather than distribute it, Tucović 
considered the Balkans’ economic situation to be unique. In place of capi-
talist exploitation, Serbia’s ruling elite perpetuated an imbalanced social 
conflict between ‘patriarchy and modernity’, giving priority to popular 
wellbeing at the expense of modernisation and retarding Marx’s notion 
that an organised industrial working class would form naturally.28 

Even in the future Yugoslavia’s more industrially advanced north-west, 
socialist hopes of an emergent, literate proletariat proved redundant. As in 
other South Slavonic territories, industrialisation in the Slovene lands had 
been modest, limited to small-scale enterprises and reliant on Gastarbeiter 
from other Habsburg domains. Moreover, by 1914 the two industries 
with the greatest potential to serve as fountainheads for the labour move-
ment, textiles and iron refining, had already fallen into decline as firms 
relocated their investments to more productive and resource-rich centres 
in the German and Czech provinces.29 Consequently, the YSDP faced the 
similar problem of appealing to a pre-industrial society. This was made all 
the more difficult by its leadership’s initial refusal to exploit rising anti-
German resentment among ethnic Slovenes; a political tactic increasingly 
favoured by their more patriotically-minded conservative and liberal 
opponents.30

Ultimately, the greatest obstacle that confronted the South Slavonic 
Left before 1914 was whether to extend party membership to those por-
tions of the peasantry receptive to socialist ideas. This proved especially 
divisive for the BWSDP and SSDP, both of which had ostensibly been 
formed as parties of the industrial working class, and perceived rural 
society as socially conservative and inherently reactionary. The con-
tentious question of bolstering the parties’ rank and file from the more 
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demographically sustainable agricultural workforce became all the more 
urgent with the rise of Agrarianism as a regional political force with 
genuine mass appeal. The implications of consolidating a support base 
among rural voters was particularly evident in Bulgaria where Aleksandar 
Stamboliyski’s Bulgarian Agrarian People’s Union, founded in 1899, 
quickly rose to become the main opposition party by 1914. For Bulgaria’s 
Social Democrats, Stamboliyski’s distinctively non-Marxist programme 
of radical left-wing reforms, formulated around land redistribution, was 
especially problematic.31 

Fears of the ‘peasantisation’ of South Slavonic socialism even caused 
a split in the BWSDP with Blagoev and his followers forming a rival 
BWSDP known as the ‘Narrow Socialists’ in 1903. However, in contrast 
to their ‘Broad Socialist’ opponents, the Narrow Socialists immediately 
impeded their own chances of electoral success by proposing the confis-
cation of all private property, including that of the peasantry.32 Among 
the SSDP’s members, a softening of attitudes towards increasing socialist 
activity in the countryside from 1910 to 1911, particularly from Tucović 
and Lapčević, achieved a similar result. Ironically, in relaxing the rules on 
accepting peasants, the party more than doubled its membership and saw 
its first two deputies, one of whom was Lapčević, elected to represent two 
of Serbia’s wealthiest rural districts in 1912. As with its Bulgarian counter-
part, however, this sudden surge in the SSDP’s political fortunes did not 
prevent a fissure among its most radical leftist elements, many of whom 
abandoned the SSDP following the 1912 elections to form their own party. 
Unlike Bulgaria’s Narrow Socialists, the new ‘People’s Socialist Party’ 
quickly became consigned to complete political irrelevancy.33 Even in the 
early 1900s, incompatibility between pure Marxist dogma and domestic 
realities was an already recognised fact. 

Between Austro-Marxism and Balkan Federalism: Navigating the 

‘Nationalities Question’

Throughout the late nineteenth and the opening years of the twentieth 
centuries, the South Slavonic Left’s constituent movements were primar-
ily focused on domestic questions and matters of political reform within 
their respective national territories. From 1903 to 1913, however, left-wing 
politicians and intellectuals became increasingly aware of the myriad exter-
nal threats to Balkan democracy, specifically local nationalism and Great 
Power imperialism. While recognition of these challenges was instrumen-
tal in reviving earlier socialist beliefs in pan-Slavism, they also engendered 
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divisions that came to define both the shape and character of the Left and 
often frustrated efforts to present a unified front. These disputes were 
indicative of the fact that even the supposedly internationalist Left was 
itself immersed in the nationalities question that manifested in the ideologi-
cal divide between Austro-Marxists and Radical Balkan Federalists.  

Despite their shared namesakes, the South Slav social democratic parties 
were divided by a range of differing ideological and national influences, 
as well as the political systems in which they were obliged to function. 
Unlike Bulgaria and Serbia, where universal male suffrage had been 
introduced in 1879 and 1869 respectively, the Dual Monarchy’s restric-
tive system of political enfranchisement, particularly in its Hungarian 
portion, locked the majority of South Slavs out of the political process 
entirely.34 This was even more evident in Ottoman-ruled Macedonia, 
where organised political groups were virtually non-existent outside of 
the larger towns. Furthermore, under the Ottomans’ system of confes-
sional communities,  Macedonian Slavs were legally classified as either 
Turks or ethnic Bulgarians, submerging any attempt to present the case 
for an independent Macedonian identity while strengthening the territo-
rial claims of ‘Greater Bulgarian’ expansionists.35 By contrast, no coherent 
socialist movement existed in the nationally-homogenous principality of 
Montenegro where politics continued to revolve around the patrimonial 
figure of Crown Prince Nikola I Petrović-Njegoš and an assortment of 
shifting clan allegiances.36   

This spectrum of identity and tradition was further complicated 
by diverging philosophical influences and political cultures in those 
territories where an organised political left had managed to develop. Like 
their nationalist rivals, Croat and Slovene social democrats often defined 
themselves through a stated opposition to Austrian and Hungarian 
chauvinism, a position that brought most of their leaders into the ideological 
camp of Austro-Marxism.37 As a reform-oriented movement, leading 
Austro-Marxist theorists, notably Otto Bauer and Karl Renner, contested 
that the Monarchy’s own burgeoning nationalities question could be 
resolved by disassociating the concept of nations from specific geographical 
territories. In place of the homeland, Bauer and Renner echoed Marković 
in proposing a federalised association of differing cultural groups. In a 
more practical sense however, leading Austro-Marxists conceived of their 
theory as an alternative to imperialism, with Austria-Hungary still serving 
as a force for economic development in the Balkans.38 

Socialists in Bulgaria and Serbia, by contrast, drew inspiration from 
more radical movements: both the BWSDP and SSDP for instance, were 
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modelled on the Social Democratic Party of Germany.39 Nevertheless, 
the growing bellicosity of regional nationalism and rising fears regard-
ing Austria-Hungary’s territorial aspirations, following the annexation of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, prompted the adoption of Balkan Federalism 
as a solution to regional matters. In defining the concept of zadruga 
socialism, Marković had emphasised the combined potential to serve as a 
force for direct revolutionary change as one of the Balkan peoples’ most 
shared characteristics. For Tucović, and Marković’s other historical heirs, 
the Balkan revolutionary tradition was reinterpreted as a historical strug-
gle against various regressive forces which sought to stymie the formation 
of an industrial proletariat. This subsequently redefined the concept of a 
Balkan Federation as a form of protective carapace to incubate this process, 
while the nationalities question was perceived as a deliberate ploy by the 
ruling elites to obfuscate issues of social inequality.40 In addition, Blagoev, 
Tucović, Lapčević and other leading pro-Federalists grew increasingly 
vehement in lobbying for closer inter-regional economic cooperation 
as a solution to the perceived dominance of Austria-Hungarian capital. 
Following the cessation of the ‘Pig War’, in which the Monarchy unsuc-
cessfully attempted to impose a customs blockade on Serbia between 1906 
and 1908, Tucović proposed that Serbia turn economically ‘inwards’ in 
the pursuit of forming a Balkan Federation. Failure to do so, would, he 
warned, amount to an effective regression back to the foreign imperial 
rule that the Greeks, Serbs and Bulgarians had revolted against during the 
nineteenth century.41 

As with its faltering embrace of the peasantry, the Left’s efforts to 
appropriate this revolutionary tradition were contested by the parallel 
rise of Balkan nationalism. Following Marković’s premature death, the 
Radical-Socialist Party, rebranded as the People’s Radical Party in the 1880s 
had moved away from its socialist roots to embrace a suitably ambiguous 
mixture of agrarianism, liberalism and Greater Serbian nationalism. Under 
the direction of Marković’s former disciple Nikola Pašić the party came 
to dominate both Serbian and early-Yugoslavian politics until the 1920s, 
with Pašić styling himself as the region’s Bismarck. Correspondingly, 
Bulgaria’s later shift to full independence in 1908, under its authoritarian 
Crown Prince Ferdinand I, saw a gradual escalation of nationalist agitation 
in Macedonia.42

In the period immediately preceding 1914, the revolutionary energy 
of the region increasingly fell under this nationalist sway with Marxist 
rhetoric employed as an affectation rather than an expression of politi-
cal intent. Founded in Thessaloniki in 1893, the so-called Internal 
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Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation (IMRO) initially espoused 
the ideological desire for an autonomous Macedonia founded on a belief 
in ethnic and religious equality and the preservation of the Ottomans’ 
legacy of multi-culturalism. Infiltration by Bulgarian nationalist agita-
tors subverted this idealism however, transforming the IMRO into a 
vehicle for Greater Bulgarian interests. It was soon joined by rival groups 
from Greece and Serbia. Assassination, kidnapping and torture, prop-
erty destruction, and armed robbery were increasingly directed towards 
civilians as well as the Ottoman authorities. In certain districts, IMRO 
cells were even reported to be levying taxes in exchange for granting local 
Christian Slav residents their ‘protection’, allegedly from Turkish and 
non-Slavonic Albanian bands.43 

These activities reached their apex with the Ilinden–Preobrazhenie 
Uprising in August 1903. A wave of armed insurgencies across Macedonia, 
supported by the peasantry, elicited a harsh response resulting in the 
deaths of thousands alongside accusations of mass rape and the punitive 
burning of homes by Ottoman soldiers, with waves of refugees fleeing 
to Bulgaria.44 Lamenting the uprising’s consequences, the left-leaning 
Macedonian Slav linguist Krste Misirkov warned that the cause of revolu-
tionary struggle was now hostage to nationalist ‘megalomania’:

… it is not Russia or Austria-Hungary that are the enemies of 
Macedonia, but Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia. Our country can be saved 
from ruin only by struggling fiercely against these states … 45

Regardless of these concerns, for most social democrats in the South 
Slavonic Balkans regional and international matters, as well as the impli-
cations of nationalist violence, were initially only of marginal interest. 
Despite the overthrow and murder of Serbia’s unpopular pro-Habsburg 
King Aleksander I by a group of nationalist military officers in June 1903 
and the outbreak of the Ilinden–Preobrazhenie Uprising less than two 
months later, neither event was sufficient to sustain the wider interests of 
the Left. Indeed, beyond overtures to the aspirations for international rev-
olution, even the suggestion of a Balkan Federation initially merited little 
enthusiasm from the Serb and Bulgarian movements. In 1894 for example, 
a proclamation by the SDPCS’s leader Ivan Ancel that Croats and Serbs 
were one people was rejected in Serbia. Fearing an attempted Habsburg 
encroachment, Belgrade’s socialist circles insisted that closer relations 
were unfeasible since their countries’ domestic contexts were ‘too differ-
ent’.46 This was further illustrated during Austria-Hungary’s annexation 
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of Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the international crisis it precipitated, in 
September 1908. Having played an active role in fostering the territory’s 
trade union movement since 1905, with Bosnian Serbs dominating its 
leadership, the SSDP joined with the government in voicing its opposi-
tion to the annexation. Among his comrades, Tucović alone suggested that 
Bosnia might be representative of a wider Balkan identity rather than an 
exclusively Serbian one.47 

The international crisis precipitated by the Habsburg Monarchy’s 
annexation also exposed the ideological cleavage between the SSDP and its 
Austro-Marxist counterparts. At the 1907 Socialist International Congress 
in Stuttgart, SSDP delegates clashed with those from the Monarchy over 
the former’s support for an anti-colonial resolution. Opponents argued 
back that for those living in underdeveloped parts of the world, the 
‘civilising mission’ was necessary to encourage industrialisation and the 
formation of class consciousness.48 In a subsequent meeting with Tucović 
in June 1908, the SDPCS president Vitomar Korać dismissed claims that 
Bosnian workers were victims of colonial exploitation by the Habsburg 
administration that had governed the province on behalf of the Ottoman 
sultan since 1878. Rejecting a memorandum, proposed by Tucović, calling 
for condemnation of the Dual Monarchy by the International, Korać 
insisted that full annexation would, in fact, remedy the current suffering 
and marginalisation of the urban proletariat.49  

These disparities in opinion failed to deter Tucović’s hardening resolve 
that the intervention demonstrated by Austria-Hungary’s ‘barbarian act 
of annexation’ constituted the most salient threat to Balkan socialism, 
dealing a blow to the region’s development by jeopardising international 
peace.50 While the SSDP’s stance on intervention initially represented a 
minority viewpoint, developments in the 1910s gradually afforded it 
greater credence alongside the idea of a federal Balkan entity. Already 
in 1910, Tucović and Lapčević’s warnings over the dangers of Austria-
Hungary’s ‘expansionist capitalism’ in the Balkans as a threat to wider 
international peace gained them numerous anti-war allies in the Second 
International, including Leon Trotsky. Nevertheless, the disproportion-
ate level of influence wielded by larger organisations, particularly the 
avowedly Austro-Marxist Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Austria, 
generated further disenchantment with the association. ‘The delegates of 
the small nations are lost in the Socialist International, just as the small 
nations are in world politics’, Tucović glibly remarked in his corre-
spondence with the SSDP’s Central Committee during the 1910 Socialist 
International Congress in Copenhagen.51
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Increasing insistence from more radical elements of the left on the need 
for a social democratic stance moved towards its climax with the outbreak 
of the Balkan Wars. Leading socialists, including Tucović, were con-
scripted into the armies of the so-called ‘Balkan League’ – which included 
Bulgaria, Montenegro and Serbia – and mobilised to drive out the remaining 
Ottoman imperial presence. Writing on the massacre of Albanian civilians 
in Kosovo by Serbian and Montenegrin forces, the former SSDP leader 
accused Serbia’s ruling elite of waging ‘colonial war’ and ‘the attempted pre-
determined murder’ of the Albanian nation.52 Yet, in contrast to Misirkov’s 
earlier denunciations, the atrocities perpetuated by the Serbs were simply an 
expression of malicious ‘foreign influences’ and ‘degenerate higher culture’ 
of Serbia’s elite as they sought to imitate Great Power imperialism:

Our bourgeoisie bends under the pressure of its northern neighbours, 
clings tightly to the coat-tails of Russian diplomacy, and borrows 
the means by which it rules from foreign capitalist companies. It has 
acquired the ideology of an exploiter and a proprietor that sees itself 
at the head of a hungry army, and as the master of several million 
oppressed subjects … The very real and, regretfully, evil consequences 
of that campaign have exposed to the whole nation the incapacity of 
the ruling classes to conduct a policy which is in the national interest.53

Additionally, the outbreak of the Balkan Wars, coupled with a growing 
intransigence in the attitudes of Austria-Hungary’s rulers towards reform-
ing the Dual Monarchy, prompted more moderate socialist factions to 
reconsider their stance on the notion that Habsburg expansionism might 
be a ‘civilising force’.54 Seeking to possibly capitalise on any perceived ide-
ological floundering that Budapest and Vienna’s increasingly draconian 
measures may have engendered in the Austro-Marxist camp, Tucović’s 
correspondence insisted that, despite the war, external intrigue repre-
sented the greatest danger to regional peace. Only a social-democratic 
federation, divorced from the ‘malign influences’ of the Great Powers, 
could defeat Austria-Hungary and Italy’s plans to ‘permanently throttle’ 
the revolutionary spirit of the Balkan peoples.55 

War and Revolution in the South Slavonic Balkans

While the Balkan Wars failed to undermine a growing inter-ethnic dia-
logue on the prospects of a future federation, the First World War almost 
immediately halted all socialist activity in the South Slavonic Balkans. 
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Widespread opposition from the region’s social democratic parties resulted 
in their being banned as part of a wartime cessation of civilian politics. 
Indeed, by the end of 1915, all socialist parties were dissolved or outlawed 
as Serbia fell under the occupation of the Central Powers. Alongside an 
estimated 20 per cent of the entire Serbian national population, many of 
the Left’s most charismatic figures such as Tucović were killed, impris-
oned or driven into exile, their voices largely obscured beneath a tide of 
patriotic propaganda.56 This fractious context was further exacerbated in 
September 1915 when Bulgaria formalised an alliance with the Central 
Powers, disqualifying it from the prospect of joining a post-war South 
Slavonic State, much to the anger of committed Balkan Federalists.57 

Developments in Russia invariably cast a lengthy shadow over Balkan 
politics. With the steady deterioration of morale and wartime conditions 
within the Habsburg army after 1915, thousands of Bosnian, Croat and 
Serb peasant recruits stationed on the Eastern Front began to desert, 
while retaining their weapons and even their military formations. Upon 
desertion, many of these former soldiers dispersed across the Monarchy’s 
eastern and southern territories, often hiding in woods as outlaws. They 
were later joined by former POWs returning from captivity in Russia 
where they had been radicalised by the October Revolution. Although 
lacking a coherent ideological focus, many of these armed units had organ-
ised themselves, often with the support of local peasants, into self-styled 
‘Green Cadres’. Espousing an anarchic mixture of revolution and peasant 
autonomy, the Green Cadres launched numerous raids to plunder towns 
and destroy symbols associated with state authority.58  

The Russian Revolution’s political reverberations had, unsurprisingly, 
a profound impact on the politically proactive remnants of the South 
Slavonic Left. However, it would be incorrect to overstate its impor-
tance in relation to the war itself. Like the Green Cadres, whose primary 
motivations were mostly rooted in localised social unrest, even the more 
radical leftists concerned themselves with the progression of the conflict 
in South-East Europe and the region’s post-war future.59 Indeed, the sense 
of trepidation towards the South Slavs’ larger neighbours, precipitated by 
Tucović’s earlier warnings, were heightened by the revelation that Italy 
had been promised extensive territory in the Slav-populated Eastern 
Adriatic in exchange for its entry into the war against Germany.60 

By 1917, what remained of the SSDP’s exiled leadership had increas-
ingly adopted Tucović’s rhetoric of revolutionary unification as the only 
solution to the threat of Great Power colonialism and the perpetuation of 
victimhood. In a report to the Third Zimmerwald Conference of anti-war 
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socialists in Stockholm that year, Dušan Popović, the SSDP secretary, 
asserted that occupying Habsburg and Bulgarian forces were undertak-
ing an ‘extermination campaign’ comparable to Armenia.61 Despite having 
come to lead the party’s pro-Leninist faction, Popović specifically empha-
sised that continued support for the Entente’s war effort, rather than a 
shift to world revolution, was necessary in order to rescue those who 
had fallen under the occupation of the Central Powers from ‘threatened 
extinction’.62  

The ideological mantle of unity through language and tradition con-
veyed by the mostly Liberal-Nationalist wartime Yugoslavist movement 
was also demonstrated in appeals for the liberation of Yugoslavia’s 
future working class by Bosnian and Croat delegates.63 From a Marxist 
perspective, it was argued that the economic potential of the Habsburg 
Empire’s South Slavonic provinces had been squandered by Austrian and 
Hungarian officials and landlords treating them as ‘African colonies’; 
forty years of ‘civilisatory activity’ had yielded few positives to counter 
widespread illiteracy while those attempting to rectify this state of affairs 
faced persecution. To the Habsburg authorities, it was argued, civilisation 
merely equated to the safe-guarding of feudal privileges, ensuring that in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina ‘650,000 persons … live in a state of veritable medi-
eval slavery and work like beasts of burden for 10,000 Mussleman Aga 
families’.64 In Dalmatia ‘the Jugoslav peasant languishes under the latin 
form of serfdom, the state of the colonati’.65 To the north, feudalism also 
persisted in ‘the serfdom of the mortgage’ locking the ‘rural masses’ into 
generational cycles of debt exacerbated by banks controlled by a surplus 
of ‘feudal squires and priests’.66

On 20 July 1917, Pašić, Serbia’s then Prime Minister-in-exile, and Ante 
Trumbić, the Croat leader of the anti-Habsburg secessionist Yugoslav 
Committee, signed the Corfu Declaration. This loosely-worded state-
ment of joint intention not only pledged both parties to the Habsburg 
Monarchy’s post-war dissolution, but formalised the creation of an inde-
pendent South Slavonic state as an official war aim. For the scattered 
and isolated remnants of the South Slavonic Left, such an action was 
duly, albeit not always enthusiastically, accepted as a matter of absolute 
necessity.67

The First World War thus represented a contradiction. Despite scat-
tering and dividing the South Slavonic Left, the chaos and humanitarian 
tragedy inflicted upon the region’s civilian populace, notably in Serbia, 
appeared to validate the radical belief that the pre-war status quo no longer 
guaranteed the promise of socioeconomic transition. Moreover, while 
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the deeper repercussions of the Russian Revolution would soon be made 
apparent, the era of the Great War served more as a point of convergence 
and consolidation for what would become the main preoccupations of the 
South Slavonic Left after 1918. Following the sudden death of Popović, 
its most avowedly pro-Bolshevik leader, in November 1918, a statement 
issued by the revived SSDP did not even mention Russia, focusing instead 
on the war, nationalities and denouncing the new Yugoslav government.68

Conclusion: The Völkerabfälle revival, and the origins of Titoism?

The conclusion of the First World War and subsequent declaration of 
the Yugoslav Kingdom less than a month later, not only brought pre-
viously disparate groupings together into a unified body, but served to 
determine the final form of South Slavonic socialist politics prior to 1945. 
Notwithstanding Bulgaria’s exclusion from the union, at a practical level 
the creation of Yugoslavia appeared to initially resolve the more pressing 
concern of foreign interference. Austria-Hungary was politically mori-
bund by October 1918, and essentially disappeared the following month, 
while Pašić and Trumbić’s skilful negotiating tactics at the Paris Peace 
Conference had mostly preserved the new country’s territorial integrity, 
despite Italy’s aggressive posturing.69 Internally as well, the principal threat 
to the Left’s aspirations of presenting a radical alternative to the socio-
political status quo had already been dealt with by the Serbian army’s 
deployment to the former Habsburg territories in late 1918, leading to the 
disbanding, or assimilation, of the Green Cadres.70 

By 1921, the majority of the Yugoslavian Left had unified into the (cen-
trist) Socialist and the (revolutionary) Communist parties. Widespread 
disaffection from returning soldiers, the unemployed and other margin-
alised sections of the urban and rural proletariats allowed the latter to 
achieve its biggest electoral successes, briefly becoming the single largest 
opposition party in the 1920 elections. Despite a ban on its activities in 
1921, and a subsequent failure to articulate a coherent revolutionary alter-
native to its rival ideologies, the new Communist Party’s ability to tap into 
the rising social unrest bolstered its ranks with newly politicised activists, 
including a certain Josip Broz ‘Tito’.71

This article has explored the complex and multi-faceted local and 
international contexts which shaped the agendas and ideologies of the 
South Slavonic Left.72 For the majority of the SSDP and its counterparts 
in Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria, the turn of the twentieth century was 
defined by a gradual acceptance that a commitment to revolutionary 
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Marxist doctrine amounted to political oblivion. This shift in priorities was 
exemplification in reactions to the Bosnian Annexation Crisis of 1908. On 
the one hand, the ability to shield and nurture a nascent urban working 
class against the influences of local nationalism or its stifling by parochial, 
anti-urban agrarian movements, became a central tenet of the socialist 
mission. By the outbreak of the Balkan Wars however, appropriating the 
anti-imperialist tenets espoused by their political opponents became an 
essential strategy in order to protect this fragile process of social transition 
from the predations of external forces. The excesses of the First World 
War granted this belief further veracity: Yugoslavia became a necessity for 
banishing lingering perceptions of the South Slavs as mere Völkerabfälle 

whose destiny would continue to be determined by outsiders. 
The decade that preceded the outbreak of the First World War, might 

therefore be viewed as a period in which the South Slavonic Left sought to 
develop a ‘Balkan’ identity. Conversely, the Left’s continuing propensity 
to absorb ideas from outside the region, such as the SDCPS’s and YSDP’s 
gravitating towards Austro-Marxism, mirrored divisions already present 
in international socialism. Fractional tensions and political inconsistency 
continued after the First World War. In keeping with the Comintern’s 
opposition to the Paris peace settlements, Communist leaders who received 
instruction in the Soviet Union, argued at first for the immediate dissolu-
tion of ‘Versailles Yugoslavia’. Such a stance placed them at odds with the 
party rank and file and the broader Left that now conceived Yugoslavia as 
critical to a future Balkan Federation; by the 1930s, preserving Yugoslavia 
as a vehicle for revolution was also a Communist priority.73 While these 
ideological currents were repurposed towards the goal of turning the 
peasantry into an industrial proletariat, their cultural and philosophical 
form remained. The Left’s efforts to confront the nationalities question 
and economic development before and after the Second World War, 
recurrently involved a federal solution, built upon localised self-manage-
ment.74 Furthermore, the mythologizing of the Communist resistance to 
the Yugoslav Balkans’ occupation by the Axis powers from 1941 to 1945, 
evoked Tucović’s belief in the necessity of cumulative struggle for South 
Slavonic identity’s very existence.75 

The process through which the pre-Communist Left rationalised 
and looked to harness regional political traditions, including Balkan 
Federalism, represented the genesis of a distinctive type of South Slavonic 
socialist thought that would come to exert considerable influence over the 
later development of the European and wider international Left. 
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Social and/or National Revolution? 
Ukrainian communisms in the 
revolution and civil war

Olena Palko

Abstract

The article examines the main political and ideological rivals of the revolu-
tionary period of 1917-1920 in Ukraine. It is argued that at the time parallel 
visions of Ukraine’s sovereignty and political autonomy developed, which 
corresponded to two dominant political horizons: the pan-imperial atti-
tudes of the Russian parties in Ukraine and the separatist orientation of 
Ukraine’s nationally-oriented socialist organisations. The competition 
between these two political cultures led to the crystallisation of national 
communism, an ideological current, whose representatives continued to 
challenge the Bolsheviks throughout the civil war period. The definitive 
victory of the Bolshevik party in Ukraine in 1920 is explained by the fact 
that the Bolshevik leaders were able to embrace the popular nationalist 
discourse, articulated by diverse Ukraine-oriented left forces, and use this 
national factor to mobilise the population after the civil war was over.

Key words: Ukraine, revolution, communist parties, nationalism

Ukraine in the revolutionary period of 1917-1920 found itself in an ide-
ological and political cauldron. Revolutionary parties and movements 
developed and attempted to implement various – often contradictory and 
mutually exclusive – projects of state-building and social transformation. 
These diverse visions often developed under the ideological umbrella of 
‘socialism’ – since the revolutionary events of 1905-1907 most activist polit-
ical currents in Ukraine had professed a socialist orientation. However, 
the socialist movement in Ukraine became significantly diversified after 
the February Revolution of 1917, a time when national aspirations and 
political separatist currents were gaining strength all around the margins 
of the Russian Empire. In the new conditions of political freedom in 
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Ukraine, parallel projects were developed and canvassed. In these pro-
jects, which articulated different conceptions of Ukraine’s sovereignty and 
political autonomy, two different political horizons can be distinguished. 
In the all-Russia parties and movements active in Ukraine, pan-imperial 
attitudes and horizons remained dominant even after the downfall of the 
Romanovs. The most important of these parties – the Russian Social-
Democratic Workers’ Party (RSDRP, both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks) 
and the Party of Socialist-Revolutionaries (SRs) – all supported the idea of 
unchanged political borders and, as before, a centralist government. But 
there was another entire spectrum of nationally-oriented socialist organi-
sations, consisting of the Ukrainian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party 
(USDRP) and the Ukrainian SRs in 1917, and later the Ukrainian com-
munist parties of the Borot’bysty and the Nezalezhnyky, which adopted 
a separatist orientation and stressed the need for Ukraine’s autonomy in 
political, economic and cultural matters. In 1917, it was these parties, with 
their national Ukrainian horizons and concerns, which gained the great-
est support among the population, as the massive votes for these parties 
in Ukraine in the elections to the all-Russia Constituent Assembly in 
November 1917 demonstrated.

Nonetheless, these nationally-oriented parties and their intelligentsia 
leaderships were unable to maintain power in the chaos of the post-
revolutionary years. Ultimately, it was an all-Russia political force, the 
Bolsheviks and the Red Army, which proved to be the only one able to take 
control over most of Ukraine. However, as the Red forces’ rapidly chang-
ing political fortunes in Ukraine during the civil war showed, military 
supremacy alone was not enough to take and exercise power in Ukraine. 
The Bolshevik leaders had to take on significant parts of the national aspi-
rations which had been expressed in 1917-1918, and co-opt and absorb 
many of the diverse Ukraine-oriented left forces which had been articulat-
ing these aspirations. By embracing the popular nationalist discourse and 
making the national question an intrinsic part of their programme, the 
Bolsheviks were able to use the national factor to mobilise the population 
for reconstructing the country and help strengthen their position in the 
borderlands after the civil war was over. A policy known as korenizatsiia, 
or indigenisation, was introduced Union-wide in 1923. It was intended 
to head off local nationalism by recruiting natives to staff and lead local 
Soviet bodies, but in Ukraine the policy rapidly led to the emergence of 
new Soviet Ukrainian elites, who by the late 1920s had started challenging 
the central party leadership in Moscow. With the launch of the industri-
alisation campaign at the end of the 1920s, which required centralisation 
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of political control, Ukrainian ‘national communism’ became a political 
threat that Moscow could no longer tolerate.

Ukraine after February

The February Revolution initiated a complicated process of transforming 
the autocratic Russian Empire. As Nicholas II abdicated, a Provisional 
Government was formed in Petrograd, which began to replace impe-
rial bureaucrats with its own administrations throughout the empire. 
The Provisional Government was intended as a caretaker administra-
tion until elections could be held for an all-Russia Constituent Assembly 
empowered to decide the future of the empire. In its early declarations, 
the Provisional Government condemned the repressive tsarist regime, 
promised the equality to all citizens, and provided for cultural national 
autonomy. Despite those initiatives, it never enjoyed firm public support 
and rapidly lost authority due to its inability to tackle the problems of the 
Russian empire in conditions of wartime chaos, economic collapse and 
general social unrest.

At the same time, councils (soviets) of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies 
were spontaneously formed in the industrial centres and the garrisons of 
revolutionary soldiers at frontline. In Ukraine the first soviet was elected in 
Kharkiv on 2 March 1917, and a day later a soviet was founded in Kyiv. By 
mid-1917, there were already 252 soviets on Ukraine’s territory. Most of 
them were situated in the east of Ukraine (180 soviets or 71 per cent in the 
industrial Donbas area); big cities, such as Kharkiv, Kyiv, Katerynoslav, 
and Poltava, and in the frontline areas.1 The soviets on Ukraine’s terri-
tory were generally dominated by the all-Russia socialist parties – initially 
the SRs and Mensheviks, but as 1917 wore on they increasingly became 
Bolshevik strongholds in Ukraine.

Both the Provisional Government and the soviets of workers’ and sol-
diers’ deputies represented the all-Russia, pan-imperial political horizon 
in Ukraine. Neither of them could offer anything to satisfy the separatist 
movement that started gaining strength after February 1917. Ukraine’s 
nationally-conscious intelligentsia interpreted the revolutionary upheavals 
as the precursors for a national, Ukrainian, revolution, leading eventu-
ally to the full social and national emancipation of the country. But first 
of all, Ukraine itself needed to become a reality. ‘Ukraine’, as such, had 
not existed in the Tsarist empire; its territory consisted of three provinces 
(gubernii) populated predominantly by ethnic Ukrainians, but with no 
special political status within the empire. The fall of the monarchy created 
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the opportunity for recently formed nationalist political parties to raise 
the question of Ukraine’s autonomy and free cultural development.2 

Representatives of pro-Ukraine political parties and nationalist activists 
gathered in Kyiv on 4 March 1917, where a future national legislative author-
ity, the Tsentral’na Rada (Central Council) was founded. Its formation was 
initiated by the Society of Ukrainian Progressives (Tovarystvo Ukraïns’kykh 

Postupovtsiv, TUP), a nonpartisan political and civic organisation formed 
in 1908, and the Ukrainian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party, a succes-
sor of the Revolutionary Ukrainian Party, the first mass party in Ukraine, 
established in 1899 in Kharkiv. The Rada consisted predominantly of left-
wing political groups; beside the USDRP, most members belonged to the 
Ukrainian Party of Socialist Revolutionaries (UPSR) and the Ukrainian 
Party of Socialist-Federalists (UPSF). They represented all the social groups 
on Ukraine’s territory, for whom Kyiv was the main point of political ref-
erence and Ukraine was the main scope of their political objectives. The 
leaders of the Central Rada included intellectuals, academics, writers, and 
public activists, many of whom had hurried back from Petrograd, inspired 
by the outbreak of the Ukrainian Revolution. Mykhailo Hrushevs’kyi, 
an historian and a public activist, one of the founders of the Ukrainian 
National-Democratic Party in Eastern Galicia and the Society of Ukrainian 
Progressives, was elected as president of the Central Rada. Alongside the 
Provisional Government and the network of soviets, the Rada became the 
third competing authority on Ukrainian territory.

This nationally-oriented intelligentsia believed that Ukraine was 
oppressed both nationally and socially. Accordingly, the Rada tried to 
respond equally to the nationalist aspirations of the intelligentsia and the 
pressure for social and economic reforms. We should note that at this 
early stage, the Ukrainian intelligentsia did not even consider the possi-
bility of Ukraine’s independence. Immediate separation from Russia was 
entirely absent from Ukrainian public discourse – the initial demands of 
the nationalist leaders in the Rada did not go beyond national-territorial 
autonomy for Ukraine within a democratically transformed Russia. In a 
letter of greeting from the Rada to the head of the Provisional Government 
in Petrograd Prince L’vov and the Minister of Justice Alexander Kerensky 
on 7 March 1917, the Ukrainian leaders expressed their hope that in a 
free Russia, equal rights for the Ukrainian people would be guaranteed.3 
A month later, during the First Ukrainian National Congress held in 
Kyiv on 6-8 April 1917, it was reiterated that ‘only the national-territorial 
autonomy of Ukraine can guarantee the needs of the Ukrainian people 
and other people living on Ukraine’s land’.4 
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It was clear, however, that Ukraine’s autonomy could not be achieved 
without support in the army. The Ukrainisation of the military units was 
controlled by Symon Petliura, at that time head of the Ukrainian front 
council in Minsk, and Mykola Mikhnovs’kyi, a founder of the Ukrainian 
independence movement. In early May 1917, the First All-Ukraine 
Military Congress took place in Kyiv, representing those Ukrainianised 
military units which pledged allegiance to the Central Rada. Altogether, 
around nine-hundred delegates, representing Ukrainian military units 
on all fronts, the Baltic and Black Sea fleets, and military garrisons in 
Ukraine and Russia participated in the Congress. It passed a resolution 
‘On Ukrainian Autonomy’, encouraging the Rada to declare national-
territorial autonomy for Ukraine immediately.5 Armed with this support 
from military units, a delegation from the Rada left for Petrograd on 13 
May 1917 to present the case for Ukraine’s autonomy to the Provisional 
Government. The Ukrainian demands were largely ignored in Petrograd, 
however.6

Nevertheless, the Ukrainian Rada leaders proceeded with their agenda. 
Backed by the decision of the Second All-Ukraine Military Congress (5 
June 1917) and the First All-Ukraine Peasant Congress (28 May - 2 June 
1917) the Rada decided to declare Ukraine’s autonomy unilaterally. The 
First Universal (a legal act-declaration) of the Central Rada, issued on 
10 June 1917, proclaimed that ‘without seceding from all of Russia […] 
let the Ukrainian people have the right to manage its own life on its own 
soil’.7 The First Universal also envisaged the creation of a democratically 
elected all-Ukraine people’s assembly with the sole right to draft laws 
for Ukraine, which, however, were to be confirmed by the All-Russia 
Constituent Assembly.

As the political crisis in Petrograd deepened in the summer of 1917, 
the position of the Ukrainian Rada became stronger. On 28 June 1917, 
a delegation headed by Kerensky arrived in Kyiv to negotiate the status 
of Ukraine.8 A compromise was reached, which laid the foundation for 
the Second Universal, issued on 3 July. This Universal reiterated that 
Ukraine had no aspirations to separate from Russia, ‘in order that we and 
all her peoples might jointly strive toward the development and welfare 
of all Russia and toward the unity of her democratic forces’.9 The princi-
ple of Ukraine’s autonomy was thus recognised by both the Provisional 
Government and the Central Rada – but without any precise delineation 
of the territory on which Ukrainian autonomy was to be applied.10

It was events in Petrograd which precipitated the shift from autono-
mism to separatism in Ukraine’s political discourse. On 25 October the 
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Bolsheviks overthrew the Provisional Government and took power in 
Petrograd. In Ukraine, the local soviets of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies, 
by now dominated by Bolsheviks, quickly declared their support for the 
new authorities. On the streets of Kyiv, Bolshevik activists revolted against 
the forces of the Provisional Government. The immediate response of the 
Central Rada was to create a Committee for the Rescue of the Revolution, 
in which representatives of all political forces in the capital, including 
the Bolsheviks, Russian SRs and the Bund leaders were invited to take 
part.11 The Rada at first tried to remain neutral in the struggle between 
the Bolsheviks and the defenders of the Provisional Government in Kyiv. 
After three days of fighting, a truce was agreed, according to which the 
Rada assumed the powers of the Provisional Government in Ukraine and 
took over its military forces.12 

Exploiting this prerogative further, on 7 November the Rada adopted 
its Third Universal. ‘Without separating ourselves from the Russian 
Republic and maintaining its unity’, the creation of a separate Ukrainian 
People’s Republic (Ukraïns’ka Narodna Respublika, UNR) and its gov-
ernment – the General Secretariat, was proclaimed.13 The Universal also 
included a number of important political and social decisions – abolish-
ing existing private landownership, introducing an eight-hour working 
day and state control over production, and granting national minorities 
the right to national-personal autonomy. All these initiatives were to be 
legalised by a Ukrainian Constituent Assembly (a separate body, not to 
be confused with the All-Russia Constituent Assembly), scheduled for 9 
January 1918.14

The elections to the All-Russia Constituent Assembly were held across 
the empire on 25 November 1917. Lenin’s Council of People’s Commissars 
in Petrograd had allowed these elections to take place, despite the fact that 
they were based on universal suffrage rather than the class-based franchise 
system of the soviets. Among other things, they hoped the results might 
legitimise their claims to power in the former imperial borderlands. In 
Ukraine, the Bolsheviks’ hopes were disappointed. The results showed 
that the project for Ukraine elaborated by the nationally-oriented parties 
had increased its support in the country – these parties between them 
gained seventy-five per cent of the votes. The Bolshevik share of the poll 
in Ukraine was just ten per cent.15 After another attempted but unsuc-
cessful uprising in Kyiv on 29-30 November, followed by their failure 
to secure control of the All-Ukraine Congress of Soviets held in Kyiv 
on 4-6 December, the defeated Bolsheviks retreated eastward to Kharkiv. 
Here they convened an alternative congress, at which they proclaimed an 

Socialist History 53.indd   74Socialist History 53.indd   74 10/06/2018   13:57:3810/06/2018   13:57:38



Social and/or National Revolution? 75

autonomous Ukrainian People’s Republic of Soviets and its government 
– the People’s Secretariat of Ukraine. At the same time, an ultimatum, 
signed by Lenin and Trotsky, was sent to the Rada. It demanded the legal-
isation of the Bolshevik military units, and threatened war if their demand 
was unmet.16 

The UNR leaders rejected the ultimatum, and armed conflict began.17 
On 11 January, under Bolshevik fire, the Rada with its Fourth Universal 
finally declared the independence of Ukraine: ‘From this day forth, the 
Ukrainian People’s Republic becomes independent, subject to no one, 
a Free, Sovereign State of the Ukrainian People’.18 But by this time the 
declaration made little practical difference; the General Secretariat was 
too weak to defend its territory. On 26 January 1918, Bolshevik and pro-
Soviet forces took Kyiv for the first time, and the UNR was forced to 
retreat westward to Zhytomyr.

In the developing chaos of revolution and civil war in Ukraine, foreign 
governments started looking for opportunities. In their search for allies 
against the pro-Soviet forces, the Ukrainian nationally-oriented political 
elites turned to the Central Powers, inviting those recent enemies into 
Ukraine. By the end of February 1918, there were almost half a million 
German and Austro-Hungarian soldiers on the territory of Ukraine, and 
by the end of April they had occupied its entire territory. With German 
military support, on 29 April General Pavlo Skoropads’kyi mounted a 
right-wing coup and declared himself Hetman of Ukraine, abolishing the 
UNR and scrapping its moderate socialist social measures. 

In return for their military support, the Central Powers required 
Skoropads’kyi’s government to honour the UNR’s earlier pledge to 
deliver substantial quantities of grain, food and raw materials to them. 
The main burden fell on the peasants, who could not comprehend how 
or why the Germans had come to be in control. The whole project of 
‘independent’ Ukraine was losing the sympathy of its main social basis – 
the Ukrainian-speaking countryside. Numerous peasant leaders, otamans, 
took the advantage of the power vacuum on the ground to declare self-
rule and take control over the land. Their mistrust towards the Ukrainian 
government, which had forced them under German control, proved fatal 
for the nationalists’ cause. Skoropads’kyi’s regime fell with the defeat of 
the Germans at the end of 1918, and throughout 1919 Ukraine was a bat-
tlefield, as Red forces, White forces and local peasant armies fought for 
control. When the erstwhile UNR leader Symon Petliura, this time backed 
by the Polish army as part of the Polish-Soviet war, returned to Kyiv in 
May 1920, the general anti-Bolshevik uprising he had hoped for failed to 
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materialise through lack of support. Many peasant otamans, instead, sided 
with the Bolsheviks, whose promised system of soviets and revkomy 

appeared more in line with the popular slogans of self-government and 
desire to possess land.19 

Soviet power in Ukraine

During the post-revolutionary decade, the Bolsheviks in Ukraine evolved 
from a regional organisation of the RSDRP(b), representing the Russian-
speaking industrial workers and soldiers in the border provinces, to 
become the only legal political organisation in Ukraine – the Communist 
Party of Bolsheviks of Ukraine (KP(b)U), consisting predominantly of 
ethnic Ukrainians. This monopoly was achieved equally through military 
supremacy, successful propaganda, tactical political alliances and revisions 
to their political programme.

The Bolsheviks started from a marginal position, however. In 1917, 
the regional organisations of the RSDRP(b) in Ukraine numbered some 
twenty-two thousand members, with two thirds of them being concen-
trated in the industrial and Russian-speaking Donbas area.20 The course 
of the civil war changed matters. By mid-1918, the Bolsheviks had been 
ousted from power and driven underground in Ukraine by the German-
Austrian occupying forces, the allies of Skoropads’kyi’s government. 
However, the terms of the Ukrainian-German alliance antagonised the 
countryside, which gave the Bolsheviks and other pro-Soviet forces an 
opportunity to compete for social support. 

Regional party organisations needed resources to react more quickly 
to political and military reversals on the ground. The Russian Bolsheviks, 
bound by the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, could not openly wage war against 
Germany, whereas a nominally independent Soviet government on 
Ukraine’s territory could engage the German occupying armies in combat 
without breaching the treaty,21 and secure grassroots support by co-opting 
other leftist parties in Ukraine in the struggle against the common enemy. 
Consequently, on 7 March 1918 at the All-Ukraine Congress of Soviets 
the creation of the Ukrainian Socialist Soviet Republic was proclaimed.22 

A separate soviet republic required a separate leadership. On 18-20 
April 1918, communists from Ukraine met in Taganrog to discuss a 
possibility of a separate communist party for Ukraine. At Taganrog, 
the Bolsheviks, whose party had by now been renamed the Russian 
Communist Party (RKP(b)) were joined by radicals from the Ukrainian 
SRs and the USDRP, who had retreated east together with the Red Army. 
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This was not a sign of an ideological unanimity between the left parties, 
however. The primary goal of the left parties at this stage was to fight ‘the 
dictatorship of the counter-revolutionary bourgeoisie’,23 the Ukrainian-
German forces in Ukraine. There was little agreement beyond that. The 
main concerns of the Taganrog meeting were the status of the commu-
nist party in Ukraine – was it a separate organisation or a branch of the 
Russian Bolshevik party? – and its social support – should the peasants, 
who constituted the majority of Ukraine’s population, be seen as a revo-
lutionary class? 

Already at Taganrog, two different ideological camps within the 
Bolsheviks in Ukraine took shape. The so called Katerynoslav group, 
headed by Fedor Sergeev (Artem) and Emanuil Kviring, represented 
the industrial south-eastern provinces. This group rejected the idea of 
a separate party outright, arguing that Ukraine’s revolutionary forces, 
weakened by the civil war and the German occupation, would not be able 
to restore soviet power without the help of the Russian Bolsheviks. Hence, 
Ukraine’s Bolshevik organisation should remain the part of the all-Russia 
Bolshevik party. In contrast, the Kyiv group headed by Georgii Piatakov 
promoted the idea of an autonomous Ukrainian Bolshevik party, which 
would become the vanguard of the oppressed people in Ukraine, espe-
cially the revolutionary peasantry. A similar position was articulated by 
Mykola Skrypnyk, an old communist and Lenin’s close ally, who was sent 
to Ukraine to mediate between the two groups. Skrypnyk, who headed the 
Soviet government in Ukraine between December 1917 and April 1918, 
sided with those supporting a separate communist party. Unlike Piatakov, 
who envisaged that the central committee of a Ukrainian Bolshevik party 
would act under the central committee of the Russian party, Skrypnyk 
advocated a Ukrainian party with its own independent central committee, 
which would cooperate with the RKP(b) only through an international 
organisation, the envisaged Third International.24 Of these three propos-
als, Skrypnyk’s one gained the majority of votes at Taganrog.25

Nonetheless, this separate status for Ukraine and its party was sig-
nificantly undermined by the fact that the organisational bureau of 
the KP(b)U was situated in Moscow. The resolution of the Taganrog 
Conference was cancelled by the KP(b)U First Congress, held in Moscow 
on 5-12 July 1918. This congress resolved that the KP(b)U would be an 
integral, although autonomous, part of the RKP(b). The central commit-
tee of the KP(b)U acknowledged the authority of the central committee 
of the RKP(b). The party lost its status, but retained its name.26 To make 
things unambiguous, the RKP(b) programme, adopted by the Eighth 
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Party Congress in Moscow on 18-23 March 1919, stated that despite the 
separate status of the Soviet republics there was no intention to reorgan-
ise the Party as a federation of independent Communist parties: ‘There 
must exist a single centralised Communist Party with a single Central 
Committee leading all the Party work in all sections of the RSFSR. All 
decisions of the RKP(b) and its directing organs are unconditionally 
binding on all branches of the party, regardless of their national composi-
tion. The Central Committees of the Ukrainian, Latvian, and Lithuanian 
Communists enjoy the rights of the regional committees of the party, and 
are entirely subordinated to the Central Committee of the RKP(b)’.27

Ukraine’s subordinate position was also reflected in the status of 
its government. The first soviet government in Ukraine, the People’s 
Secretariat, was formed in Kharkiv on 17 December 1917. It consisted 
mostly of RSDRP(b) members, as no specifically Ukrainian Bolshevik 
organisation had yet been established. This government, headed by 
Skrypnyk, included a number of Ukraine-minded Bolsheviks, however, 
such as Vasyl’ Shakhrai, Iurii Kotsiubyns’kyi, and Georgii Lapchyns’kyi, 
who would later champion the inner-party opposition to party centralisa-
tion. The second soviet government, the Provisional Workers-Peasants 
Government of Ukraine, was formed during the Second All-Ukraine 
Congress of Soviets in Kursk on 28 November 1918. It was later renamed 
the Council of People’s Commissars (Radnarkom). Khrystian Rakovs’kyi 
headed the government until July 1923. 

The authority of the Soviet government in Ukraine was significantly 
limited. Already in June 1919, a decree ‘On the Unification of the Soviet 
republics of Russia, Ukraine, Latvia, Lithuania, and Belarus for the 
Struggle against War Imperialism’ deprived the enumerated republics of 
their own Commissariats of War, National Economy, Railroads, Finance 
and Labour.28  The need to unify these commissariats with their Russian 
counterparts ‘for defence purposes as well as in the interests of economic 
development’ was further reiterated in a separate agreement between 
Russia and Ukraine, signed on 28 December 1920. In return for Russia’s 
control over most important commissariats, Soviet Ukraine was recog-
nised as an independent and sovereign state.29

Ukrainian Communist Parties

In 1923, the first historian of the KP(b)U Moisei Ravich-Cherkasskii sug-
gested that the history of the KP(b)U was ‘a sum of two histories: that of 
the Ukrainian proletariat and that of the Russian proletariat in Ukraine’.30 
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Accordingly, there were two distinct ideological roots in the KP(b)U, one 
extending from the Russian revolutionary movement and another from 
the Ukrainian socialist movement. The differences between these two ide-
ological camps conditioned a certain level of plurality within the KP(b)U 
during the 1920s. Among the most frequent concerns were the status of 
Soviet Ukraine, its government and its Bolshevik party.

Perhaps the earliest attempt to voice national concerns inside the party 
belonged to the Ukrainian Bolshevik Shakhrai, Commissar for Military 
Affairs in Skrypnyk’s government before January 1918. In his pamphlet 
Revoliutsiia na Ukraine (The Revolution in Ukraine), Shakhrai summa-
rised the experience of Soviet state-building in Ukraine, highlighting the 
importance of the national component in the socialist revolution.31 In 
January 1919, Shakhrai in co-authorship with another KP(b)U member 
Serhii Mazlakh published a pamphlet Do Khvyli: Shcho Diiet’sia na 

Ukraїni i z Ukraїnoiu? (Concerning the Moment: What is Happening 
in and to Ukraine?).32 This work highlighted the contradiction between 
Lenin’s claims for nations’ right to self-determination (realised, the 
authors believed, in the creation of Soviet Ukraine) and the subordinate 
position of the republic’s Bolshevik party.

In Do Khvyli, Shakhrai and Mazlakh scrutinised the Russian posi-
tion towards Ukraine. They supported the idea of an independent Soviet 
Ukraine with its own separate communist party, standing on an equal 
footing with the RKP(b). At the party meeting at Taganrog Shakhrai 
even suggested calling it the ‘Ukrainian Communist Party of Bolsheviks 
– UKP(b)’, modelled on the RKP(b), rather than KP(b)U (Communist 
Party of Bolsheviks of Ukraine). The idea was, however, rejected at the 
Congress in order to avoid ambiguity: ‘Ukrainian’ could both mean ‘of 
Ukraine’ and ‘of Ukrainians’; and the latter could hardly be used to char-
acterise the Bolshevik party at the time.33

For Shakhrai and Mazlakh, Ukraine’s socialist orientation was beyond 
question. The question of who would be in the vanguard of this socialist 
construction remained, however, open. In Do Khvyli, a list of demands 
was put forward which challenged Russian dominance in Ukraine. This 
list, which can be seen as the foundation of Ukrainian national commu-
nism included:

—  Ukraine and the Ukrainian people had defined themselves as a 
nation and proclaimed their independence;

—  Ukraine will fight for its independence till the end. Sooner or later, 
whether in a hard and bloody way though armed struggle, or in a 
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democratic way through compromise with neighbouring countries, 
Ukraine will be independent and sovereign;

—  Ukrainian reunion with Russia is progressive only for Russian great 
power. In contrast, Ukraine’s sovereignty is widely beneficial. The 
fewer national struggles we have, the better it is for the economic, 
political, social and cultural life of Ukraine; the bigger contribution 
it will be for the world revolution;

—  Unless the independence of Ukraine is assured, unless the Ukrainian 
worker is not nationally discriminated against, to be ‘nationalist’ and 
‘chauvinist’ for Ukrainians is not only a historical right, but an obliga-
tion. Our ‘chauvinism’ depends on your [Russian] ‘internationalism’, 
but you hide behind the words and we don’t want to hide any more.34

These statements by Shakhrai and Mazlakh gained support from other 
Ukraine-minded Bolsheviks. In summer 1919, an organising committee 
of the federalist group in the KP(b)U was formed. The faction’s leader 
Lapchyns’kyi was a former member of the Skrypnyk government, where 
at different times he headed the Commissariats for Office Affairs, Social 
Security and Justice. Lapchyns’kyi gradually developed a critical stand 
towards the Russian Bolsheviks, condemning the RKP(b)’s centralisation 
drive towards Ukraine.35 He continuously criticised Russian and centrally-
minded Bolsheviks for their chauvinistic attempts to maintain Moscow’s 
domination over Ukraine. He believed that since the two republics had 
different economic and social bases, and therefore different objectives and 
concerns, the communist party could not be the same in both Ukraine 
and Russia. He campaigned for a separate communist party in Ukraine, 
which, as he explained at the Fourth KP(b)U conference, should stand on 
an equal footing with the Russian communist party and become eventu-
ally a self-standing member of the Communist International.36

While these Ukrainian Bolsheviks opposed Russia’s domination of 
Ukrainian affairs and demanded equality in representation and decision-
making, the members of other non-Bolshevik left-wing parties in Ukraine 
rejected outright the Bolsheviks’ claim to represent the Ukrainian toiling 
masses. The left-wing section of the nationally-conscious intelligentsia also 
regarded Ukraine as an oppressed nation, and the Ukrainian workers, and 
especially peasants, as doubly-oppressed: both as the toiling masses and as 
Ukrainians. To liberate Ukraine’s toiling masses, a revolution which was 
simultaneously social and national was needed. For these parties, commu-
nism and nationalism were compatible. Each nation needed to find its own 
way to communism and to adapt the universal doctrine where necessary. 
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Ukraine’s national communist camp during the civil war was repre-
sented by the Borot’bysty (former left-wing of the Ukrainian Party of 
Socialist-Revolutionaries); the Nezalezhnyky (left wing of the Ukrainian 
Social-Democratic Workers’ Party); the Bor’bisty (Ukrainian Party of 
Left Socialist-Revolutionaries), and the Ukapisty (Ukrainian Communist 
Party, UKP).37 These parties all supported the idea of ‘soviet power’ – 
that is, that Ukraine should be a republic of soviets, in which power was 
exercised by these workers’ and peasants’ councils. They did not equate 
this with rule by a single hierarchical party where all the important deci-
sions were taken in Moscow. These Ukrainian communist parties all 
underwent major transformations during the civil war. Most of them 
originated from the Ukrainian SR movements, hence their attention to the 
Ukrainian countryside. They had been represented in the Central Rada 
and the Ukrainian government. But after the failure of the UNR and the 
German occupation they started gradually evolving towards accepting the 
soviet regime. Overall, the national communists supported the October 
Revolution, which they regarded as a necessary constituent of the world 
proletarian revolution. However, they rejected the idea of a messianic 
role of the Russian working class, arguing that its example could not be 
copied blindly. As a Borot’byst paper put it in August 1919, the revolution 
needed to be translated ‘into the language of local conditions’,38 taking 
into account the peculiarities of Ukraine’s social situation. The socialist 
revolution in Ukraine had different social bases – semi-proletariat and 
poor peasantry that needed to be co-opted into the revolutionary struggle.

The national question was the cornerstone of national communism. As 
the Borot’bysty argued in February 1919, ‘the best solution to the national 
question would be to reach socialism; thus, the primary goal of each and 
every revolutionary socialist party [in Ukraine], despite their national 
affiliation, should be strengthening the achievements of the socialist revo-
lution, which will eventually result in national emancipation’.39 Although 
in this schema social preceded national emancipation, Ukraine’s independ-
ence was the primary goal of the national communists. The Nezalezhnyky, 
for example, argued that national self-determination could be easily justi-
fied in class terms: ‘only in a sovereign national state, the struggle with the 
bourgeoisie could not be overshadowed; under any other circumstances, 
this struggle automatically becomes the national struggle’.40

A Bolshevik-led Soviet Ukraine, with its pan-imperial political hori-
zons did not represent an attractive alternative. The Nezalezhnyk 
social-democrat Mykhailo Tkachenko charged that it united ‘all 
sorts of Russian nationalist elements from the Black Hundreds to the 
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revolutionary intelligentsia in Ukraine […] joining forces with the 
Bolsheviks to help reconstruct a “united and indivisible Russia”’.41 The 
Bolsheviks in Ukraine, who continued to disregard the national dimen-
sion of the revolution, were dismissed by the national communists as 
subordinates of the RKP(b) and promoters of an imperialist Russian ide-
ology.42 A Nezalezhnyk resolution charged that the Bolsheviks were ‘a 
hypocritical party which continually violates its own principles’,43 while 
the Borot’bysty claimed that Bolshevik chauvinism was detrimental for 
the entire communist endeavour in Ukraine.44 

Despite these polemics, the Ukrainian national communists, aware of 
the danger of division among the communist forces during the civil war, 
sought to cooperate with the Bolsheviks. They continuously repeated 
their desire to take part in soviet institutions and share the responsibil-
ity for governing Ukraine. The Bolsheviks, however, were wary of their 
fellow revolutionaries. On the one hand, the Bolsheviks during the civil 
war were seeking political allies, all the more so since the Ukrainian com-
munists could offer a link with the resentful Ukrainian peasantry and 
intelligentsia. On the other hand, the Bolsheviks did not trust these parties. 
The Bolshevik Larik (Ievgen Kasianenko), for example, called Ukrainian 
national communism ‘the worst enemy of the communist revolution in 
Ukraine’.45 The KP(b)U Third Congress (1-6 March 1919) confirmed 
its stand against cooperation with the other, nationally-oriented, pro-
soviet parties, and refused to allow their representatives into the soviet 
government in Ukraine.46 Similarly, Lenin denounced the Borot’bysty in 
February 1920 as ‘a party that aims to split the military forces and sup-
ports banditism; it is violating the basic principles of communism and 
thereby plays directly into the hands of the Whites and of international 
imperialism’.47 As we shall see, the Bolsheviks by 1920 were pursu-
ing a twin-track policy towards the smaller soviet parties, including the 
Ukrainian national communist parties. On the one hand, some of these 
parties’ activists were being encouraged to come over to the Bolsheviks, 
singly or in groups, while the organisations themselves were being driven 
out of existence. Whilst encouraging this process of absorption, Bolshevik 
leaders in Ukraine were instructed to collect information on ‘the non-
proletarian and most disloyal nature’ of Borot’bysty activity.48 

Soviet Ukraine: sovietising the national communist project

In order to attract the ‘best’ elements of the Ukrainian revolutionary 
intelligentsia – and their social constituencies – to the Bolshevik project, 
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the Bolsheviks needed to offer a plausible alternative to the ‘bourgeois 
nationalism’ of the Ukrainian governments and national communists. 
Firstly, they had to be seen to avoid ‘chauvinistic’ behaviour in Ukraine. 
The language question was among the most urgent to tackle, since in their 
first attempts at ruling Ukraine the Bolsheviks had pursued Russification 
tactics reminiscent of the former tsarist government. The adverse con-
sequences of ‘forced Russification’ of the republic were highlighted in 
the draft constitution of the Ukrainian SSR, adopted by the Third All-
Ukrainian Congress of Soviets in March 1919.49 Further on, to encourage 
the free development of local commonly spoken languages, there was to 
be no official state language – which up to then had been Russian. The 
preference, nonetheless, was clearly given to Ukrainian.50 

A turn in the national policy in Ukraine was marked by the RKP(b) 
central committee resolution of late 1919 ‘On Soviet Rule in Ukraine’. 
This resolution, adopted after the victory over General Denikin’s White 
forces, proclaimed that the RKP(b) was committed to ‘removing all bar-
riers to the free development of the Ukrainian language and culture’. The 
Bolsheviks in Ukraine were instructed to treat the existing nationalist ten-
dencies ‘with utmost patience and tact, countering them with a word of 
comradely explanation of the identity of interests of the toiling masses 
of Ukraine and Russia’. Ukrainian was declared ‘a weapon of commu-
nist education of the toiling people’ and a tool in establishing ‘the closest 
contact between Soviet institutions and the native peasant population of 
the country’.51 

Next, the Bolsheviks needed to disarm their ideological rivals, the 
Ukrainian communist parties. This was a process which developed over 
time. Firstly, the Bolsheviks had to show their interest in Ukrainian affairs, 
to embrace the Ukrainian language and some of the separatist discourse. 
In his letter of 28 December 1919 ‘To the toiling masses of Ukraine after 
the defeat of Denikin’, Lenin assured his readers that it was ‘self-evident 
and generally recognised that only the Ukrainian workers and peasants 
themselves can and will decide at their All-Ukraine Congress of Soviets 
whether Ukraine shall amalgamate with Russia, or whether she shall 
remain a separate and independent republic, and, in the latter case, what 
federal ties shall be established between that republic and Russia’.52

Subsequently, the national communists were finally invited to join the 
government of Rakovs’kyi, where they were given posts in education, 
justice and communication. In addition, a merger of the national com-
munist parties was initiated. For instance, following their self-liquidation 
in March 1920, around 4,000 former Borot’bysty members were admitted 
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to the KP(b)U on an individual basis.53 The unification of the leading 
communist parties in the short run had proven to be mutually beneficial. 
The Bolsheviks had eliminated an important political rival, engaged those 
national communists in the Soviet bureaucracy and governmental insti-
tutions, and had been able to exploit their organisational structures and 
networks for Bolshevik party work.54 In their turn, the Ukrainian com-
munists gained a possibility to further promote Ukraine’s autonomy and 
cultural development from within the ranks of the ruling party.

The influence of the former Borot’bysty was especially significant in 
the cultural sphere, which the Bolsheviks had neglected in the frenzy 
of the civil war. Following the merger, the former Borot’bysty Vasyl’ 
Ellan-Blakytnyi and Oleksander Shums’kyi entered the KP(b)U Central 
Committee, and the former also acquired a seat in the Politburo. Arkadii 
Liubchenko became the Central Committee Secretary for Culture and 
the editor-in-chief of the party newspaper Kommunist. Already in May 
1919, the Borot’bysty had taken control of Ukraine’s Commissariat 
for Education (Narkomos) and the All-Ukraine Literary Committee, 
Vseukrlitkom. In May 1919, the Commissariat was handed over to the 
Borot’bysty leader, the poet Hnat Mykhailychenko, who was succeeded by 
Mykhailo Panchenko, Shums’kyi and Hryhorii Hryn’ko. Under the aus-
pices of the Narkomos, a State Publishing House of Ukraine (Vsevydav) 
was opened in Kyiv. At the same time, the Borot’bysty launched the first 
Soviet-sponsored Ukrainian-language literary journal Mystetstvo [Art]. 
In this way, former Borot’bysty had gradually taken control of much of 
the cultural and intellectual life in the republic, providing for the unprec-
edented cultural flowering of the 1920s.

In short, to win the civil war and re-unite the former imperial territories, 
the Bolsheviks were forced to make concessions to nationalist sentiments 
and form alliances with local political forces. In doing so they co-opted, 
absorbed and were themselves changed by diverse Ukraine-oriented left 
groups. However, this change of attitude in Ukraine also reflected a more 
general moderation of the nationalities policy within the Soviet Union. As 
the civil war had proven, the national question in the peripheries could not 
be ignored. In Ukraine, this acquired even greater importance since the 
newly acquired western Soviet borderlands fell under the strategic plans 
of Poland’s new head of state Józef Piłsudski. The possibility of losing 
Ukraine became especially apparent after the united UNR-Polish Army 
had driven the Bolsheviks out of Ukraine’s capital in May 1920. As the 
Polish-Soviet war raged, Stalin, Russia’s Commissar for Nationalities at 
the time, highlighted the urgent need to reassess the position of the Soviet 
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government on the national question. In October 1920, he observed that 
the very success of the Russian Revolution depended heavily on redefining 
the centre-periphery relationship: ‘Central Russia, that hearth of world 
revolution, cannot hold out long without the assistance of the border 
regions, which abound in raw materials, fuel and foodstuffs. The border 
regions of Russia in their turn would be inevitably doomed to imperial-
ist bondage without the political, military and organisational support of 
more developed central Russia’.55

This new approach to the national question was approved at the 1921 
party congress. The political, social and economic modernisation of the 
former imperial lands was seen as the remedy for the alienation of the 
peripheries, their mistrust of the centre, as well as their search for foreign 
alliances. A comprehensive national programme was envisaged, which 
included establishing local administration, promoting national languages 
and cultures, and recruiting indigenous intellectual forces into the party.

The success of the task, however, relied on the active participation of 
the indigenous population in creating these new Soviet elites. As Stalin 
explained in October 1920, in order to make Soviet power ‘near and dear 
to the masses of the border regions of Russia’, it was necessary to engage 
‘all the best local people’ into Soviet administration, since ‘the masses 
should see that the Soviet power and its organs are the products of their 
own efforts, the embodiment of their aspirations’.56 This process could 
not be spontaneous, however. Engaging indigenous cadres was the key 
priority of the new Soviet nationalities policy of korenizatsiia introduced 
at the 1923 party congress. The resolutions of the Twelfth Party Congress 
of 1923 obliged regional leaders to engage locals into governmental and 
party work, use local languages in party bureaucracy and paperwork, and 
encourage the development of national cultures through book-publish-
ing, cultural activities and promotion of local languages. Ukraïnizatsiia 
became the local variant of korenizatsiia. 

Despite being officially declared, the implementation of korenizatsiia 
did not start in earnest in 1923. This policy met with stubborn passive 
resistance at all levels. For party officials, such declarations did not seem 
important or obligatory. A number of initiatives, such as attending lan-
guage courses or examinations in language proficiency for government 
employees, were prescribed, but never enforced. As a result, there was a 
certain level of cynicism on the ground, with the lower ranks not taking 
linguistic korenizatsiia at all seriously.

The low impact of korenizatsiia was discussed at the 1926 KP(b)U 
Plenum.57 It was decided that more control over the implementation of 
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the policy was necessary, especially in those historically Russian-speaking 
areas, where party members and the working class continued to oppose 
Ukraïnizatsiia. The status of korenizatsiia was upgraded in 1926, when 
Lazar Kaganovich, Stalin’s protégé, was appointed the First Secretary of 
the KP(b)U. Kaganovich was selected to implement korenizatsiia using 
the mechanisms of hard-line policies: direct leadership, constant control 
over the policy’s implementation, use of pressure and force as its methods, 
and restricting disapproving public discussion around this project.58 

In 1926, the implementation of korenizatsiia was reinforced. In a short 
while, the party entrenchment and the indigenisation of the party appa-
ratus achieved remarkable results. Ukrainians were given priority during 
party enrolments. The 1927 party census already attested that 69.7 per 
cent of party members and 99.5 per cent of candidate members had joined 
the party in or after 1922.59 Within a couple of years, the percentage of 
ethnic Ukrainians in the party organs in Ukraine grew from 23.6 per cent 
in 1922 to 47.0 per cent in 1927 and 53.0 per cent in 1930. The number of 
Ukrainian bureaucrats increased from 35 per cent in 1923 to 50 per cent in 
1925 and 54 per cent in 1926 and the number of Ukrainians in the govern-
ment amounted 56.5 per cent in 1926.60

The increased weight of ethnic Ukrainian party members, however, led 
to growing demands for political, economic and cultural autonomy. By 
the end of the 1920s, an ethnic Ukrainian political elite, which owed its 
status and position to the Soviet regime, had been created. As a result of 
the Soviet modernisation campaign, many more people gained access to 
higher education and promotion opportunities, whereas the new Soviet 
preferential nationalities policy created a demand for competence in local 
languages. The outcomes were, however, twofold. On the one hand, the 
central leadership managed to combat political manifestations of local 
nationalism outside the Bolshevik party, to undermine the position of 
the former nationalised elites and to embrace the nationalist sentiment 
of the local population. On the other hand, as Francine Hirsch put it, 
Soviet ethnic particularism ‘activated national categories, showing that 
nationality, resources, and local political power were officially linked’.61 
By the late 1920s, on the eve of the great industrialisation drive of 1929 
onwards, these new, Soviet, nationalised elites in many places – not least 
Ukraine – were challenging the central leadership, attempting to gain 
control over the power structure and decision-making. More impor-
tantly, regional leaders started to question the internationalist (Russian) 
nature of the Soviet industrial proletariat, the political base of Bolshevik 
ideology, and demand a say in the industrialisation campaign. With Soviet 
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institutions more firmly implanted across the USSR, and a whole new set 
of challenges facing the leadership in Moscow, the start of the 1930s saw a 
change of course in nationality policy. Although korenizatsiia was never 
suspended officially, its course was significantly redefined by the urgent 
need to address the growing – and potentially dangerous – influence of the 
nationalised regional Soviet elites, while encouraging a process of rapid 
industrialisation. Unsurprisingly, responses to both of these challenges 
coincided. The fastest possible industrial development was now the party’s 
top priority, and sensitivity in handling national, or any other, sentiment 
could be readily sacrificed to this one goal. The Ukrainian famine of 1932-
1933 provided a stark illustration of where these new priorities could lead.
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Where There’s Smokestack, 
There’s Fire

Four poetry collections from Smokestack Books 

Alan Morrison

David Betteridge, Granny Albyn’s Complaint, Smokestack Books, 
Middlesbrough, 2008; 65pp; ISBN 9780955402838, £7.95, pbk

Ruth Valentine, On the Saltmarsh, Smokestack Books, Middlesbrough, 
2012; 63pp; ISBN 9780957172210, £7.95, pbk

Owen Gallagher, Tea with the Taliban, Smokestack Books, Middlesbrough, 
2012; 66pp; ISBN 9780956814470, £7.95, pbk

James Scully, Angel in Flames – Selected Poems & Translations, 1967-2011, 
Smokestack Books, Middlesbrough, 2011; 224pp; ISBN 9780956417589, 
£8.95, pbk

Andy Croft’s Middlesbrough-based Smokestack Books has been at the 
forefront of radical – socialist and communist – poetry publication since 
2004, and has produced some of the most exceptional poetry collections to 
come from any imprint during this time. This bulk review of a small selec-
tion from Smokestack’s prodigious output should give a sense of just how 
ambitiously broad the press’s range and how unflinchingly committed the 
press is to providing a platform for some of the most thought-provoking 
nonconformist voices in twenty-first century verse. 

This reviewer has previously reviewed an extensive range of Smokestack 
titles at his socialist literary webzine The Recusant; however, he had mis-
takenly overlooked Granny Albyn’s Complaint by Glaswegian poet David 
Betteridge (2008), and since it is a volume drawing heavily on socialist 
history, it is particularly relevant to readers of this journal. The blurb to 
Betteridge’s book encapsulates this absorbing collection as ‘Green thoughts 
in a red shade’, and while there is something of the British lyrical tradition 
running through much of Betteridge’s poems, there is also an interna-
tionalist leaning stemming from a career spent partly abroad, including 
in Scandinavia – the Continent’s last outpost for social democratic values. 
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There is, too, something of the Makar in Betteridge, which puts him – 
together with his political and poetic sympathies – in the Scots tradition of 
Sorley Maclean (Gaelic: Somhairle MacGill-Eain) and fellow Glaswegian 
Edwin Morgan (d. 2010). The title of this volume alludes to the Scottish 
polemical tradition of the complaynt, a form of robust – but anonymous – 
territorial sparring-by-parchment of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
It is also intended as a titular homage to Betteridge’s native Glasgow; as is 
most of the book, albeit punctuated with flourishes of English red, as in 
the Shelleyean ‘A New Mask of Anarchy’; and the Blakeian ‘Auguries of 
Evil’, which has the timbre and imagery of the anthemic ‘London’ from 
Songs of Experience (1794). ‘May Day: In Parenthesis’, a poem about a 
public protest march, is scorched with political optimism, as symbolised 
in the ‘unimpeded blue’ of the sky. There is an almost religious tone to 
its celebration of common purpose: ‘pipers, with their melismatic turns 
of tune’ (melismatic: the vocal style of Gregorian chant in which one syl-
lable in a sung text is protracted with several notes). One speaker at the 
demonstration is quoted using a cartographical metaphor for political 
transcendence: 

‘… We are, or should try to be/ makers of the maps we follow, / mer-
cators of our polity’ – a plea for true participatory democracy. The poem 
also incorporates an allusion to Rosa Luxemburg, doomed heroine of 
the short-lived Marxist revolution of 1918-19 Germany. Betteridge is a 
socialist poet bursting with a sense of Romantic optimism, even during 
meditations which choose overarching metaphors of the perennial fore-
stalling of true socialist progress; as in ‘A Fish Rising’, where capitalism 
and the forces of ‘reaction’ are personified as a bottom-feeding carp, 
which periodically drifts up to the surface to feed off human social pro-
gress – ‘noses/ back to the cool of its brown deep’. Betteridge names these 
carp of history: first they were the ‘Romans’, then they were the Christian 
‘monks’. But almost in an unconscious echo of the lingering afterglow of 
Christianity’s original message, we get: ‘One wound, one cry, one song, 
one name / can travel faster than a Caesar’s hate’. Betteridge is a poet with 
a firm grasp of socialist history, as shown in ‘The People’s Palace History 
Paintings’, where he invokes historic movements such as ‘the Calton 
Weavers / then the Chartists, Suffragettes, and Socialists’. In ‘In Brecht’s 
Bar’, Betteridge recounts the yarns of a late socialist associate who is 
‘Now dead … – a hero – / in the History he liked to hear’. ‘Glasgow’s 
Needleworks Project’ is a wonderful surge of panegyric lyricism evoking 
the atmosphere of William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement. 
The ebullience of the sentiment is buoyed on the delight in language. The 
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poet writes of the River Clyde ‘dwindling through my window’, and 
eulogises on his city’s artistic heritage, citing the Fauvist-inspired ‘Scottish 
Colourists’, in suitably painterly language. This phantasmagorical pag-
eantry is a demotic coming together of the living with their ancestral 
phantasms (including Rosa Luxembourg’s ghost). Betteridge then bleeds 
the teleological imagery into a reemphasis of the socialist inheritance as a 
moving continuum of collective human consciousness. The volume as a 
whole serves as a poetic celebration of key figures, movements and events 
in the history of British and European socialism; the seam of dialectical 
materialism runs throughout, but it is one which is implicitly the sum of 
its very human and inspiriting parts.

Ruth Valentine is very much a community-oriented poet, dividing her 
time between writing books for schools on welfare issues, advising chari-
ties, conducting secular funerals, and producing her own highly lyrical and 
socially incisive verse. On the Saltmarsh (2012) is described by its blurb as 
‘a book about language and silence’, in particular, the ‘silence’ of countless 
victims of corrupt and violent regimes throughout the world. The title of 
the book, echoing – at least to this reviewer – that rather surreal anthologi-
cal favourite of early twentieth-century poet Harold Monro’s, ‘Overheard 
on a Saltmarsh’ (in which a ‘Green glass goblin’ is attempting to cajole 
some ‘beads’ from a nymph), feels appropriate for a poet who, similarly to 
Monro, couches social polemic in refined lyricism. Indeed, ‘The Boat on the 
Saltmarsh’ is adumbrated by a Monro-esque quality in its dialogic struc-
ture and eerie imagery reminiscent of old nursery rhymes. ‘The Saltmarsh 
as No Man’s Land’ closes the first sequence with the saltmarsh personified 
as a neglectful, even abusive, elemental mother, and some contempora-
neously polemical allusions to ‘rusted land-mines’ and ‘cluster bombs’. 
‘Where the Bodies Are’ is a poem-polemic on General Pinochet’s violently 
oppressive right-wing Chilean regime (1973-1989). Valentine’s greatest 
poetic strength is to graphically evoke political atrocities through physical 
description – objects, stains on furnishings – almost as if she is getting each 
tangibly evoked scene to express not only the events themselves but also 
the polemical echoes of them, as in ‘Handprints’. Valentine’s unflinch-
ing deep-focus lens produces some truly shocking tropes throughout ‘The 
Fortunate’, as in ‘2: Hamide’, where an attempt by Pinochet’s authorities 
to clean up a scene of domestic torture is crafted in a gruesomely satirical 
tone: ‘No-one has yet invented the right bleach / to take out finger-trails 
on a veneer / kitchen-door’. In ‘5: In Person’, Valentine moves sublimely 
from the physical to the metaphysical quandaries and repercussions of 
violent oppression. ‘The Chosen’ is a graphically evocative poem about 
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the Jewish Holocaust, almost mediumistic in its deeply empathetic depic-
tion. On the Saltmarsh is a beguiling, exceptionally composed volume of 
poems touching on some of the most sensitive nerve-points of mid-to-late 
twentieth century history, as well as treading the still-primed mines of 
the present; it is a highly figurative, lyrical circumnavigation of the whole 
Grand Guignol of gulags, guerrilla regimes and the terrible ramifications 
that scar civilian populations long after desert fatigues have vanished back 
into the sand-dust of departing helicopters. 

Owen Gallagher’s Tea with the Taliban (2012) is a more directly polem-
ical poetry volume. Gallagher shares a very clipped – sometimes sparse 
– lyrical precision with other politicised Northern poets such as Ian Parks 
(cue his The Exile’s House, Waterloo Press, 2012); also in common with 
Parks is a curious propensity for dovetailing poetic themes and metaphors of 
politics and romantic love. But much of Gallagher’s polemical tilt is towards 
empathising with and expressing the traumas induced in young servicemen 
thrust into futile Middle-Eastern war zones. In the more historical context, 
there is much to relish: ‘Emma Goldman’ is a hagiographical poem to its 
eponymous early twentieth century Russian anarchist and ‘riot inciter’. In 
many ways this figurative encomium reads like a political love poem when, 
after imagining receiving a ballot paper scrawled over by Goldman advis-
ing the poet to ‘spoil it’, Gallagher produces a startlingly imagistic, almost 
romancing trope: ‘Without hesitating I struck a match for Anarchy / and lit 
out on horseback / past a world I knew, galloped towards Emma / her arms 
open like a wishbone’. ‘On Trotsky’s Anniversary’ is a similarly respectful 
memorial-poem: ‘I raised the ice-pick and thought of Mercader / bringing 
it down on Trotsky’s skull/ and red spilling all the way to Russia / seeping 
upwards onto Stalin’s hands’. Gallagher poignantly allows war imageries to 
seep into poems on ostensibly very different subjects – though in the case 
of ‘The Mind Hospital’, touching as it appears to on his ex-soldier father’s 
post-traumatic afflictions, possibly related to dementia, such battle-dressed 
leitmotivs seem both literally and metaphorically appropriate: ‘My father’s 
mind is full of land-mines  / his finger jerks an imaginary trigger’. ‘The 
Afghan Rope Trick’ stands comparison with some of the desert-bound war 
lyricism of Alun Lewis and Keith Douglas: ‘his laced up boots, his rifle 
protruding from the sand/ and tags hanging from the trigger / were left 
where he had been posted / He would peer past snipers, wade/ in the River 
Tullaghabegely and catch  Donegal salmon in his hands’. ‘The Unofficial 
Exhibit’ is another figurative war-piece, this time brilliantly highlighting 
the shameful plight of many ex-soldiers who return home to different types 
of battle, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, but who lack psychiatric 
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support, meaning many are unable to re-adapt to civilian life, unable to 
work, and, in many cases, become homeless. As Gallagher puts it in the 
first moving verse: ‘The one-armed soldier’s hand extends, not / for him 
to be hauled back from where he has / in the past, fallen, or to be shaken, 
but/ to beg for loose change. His beret lies/ empty … ’. This is hugely 
poignant imagery (particularly in the last trope), and echoes once more the 
perennial domestic plight of the soldier, idolised when at duty abroad, but 
either tacitly judged, or even ignored entirely, when returning home. Here 
one recalls Rudyard Kipling’s ballad on precisely this theme, ‘Tommy’. It 
almost makes one wonder whether the only soldiers ever really accorded 
true respect are those who return in coffins draped in Union Jacks (those 
public processions late of Wootton Bassett). But what of the returning vet-
erans, physically and mentally scarred by wars that also seem to have little 
except futile purpose? Well, in the case of Gallagher’s veteran, many end 
up on the streets of the nation for which they have made such sacrifices. 
Gallagher’s khaki polemic has an almost symbiotically regimented way of 
keeping strictly but evocatively to its point: ‘The streets of London are 
paved with ex-soldiers / from the Falklands to Afghanistan / in hand to 
hand combat with themselves’. This is powerfully empathetic poetry which 
brings much-needed attention to the guilty secret of a nation only too glad 
to wave its ungrateful flag. Not only have so many of the troops sent out to 
Iraq and Afghanistan been shamefully under-equipped in practical terms 
by successive governments, but those who have survived their ordeals 
have returned home to a mental health system under-equipped to provide 
them adequate support. ‘Yalta’ is another accomplishedly composed poem 
on the timeless societal and military betrayal of army veterans: ‘An iron 
curtain was drawn that only birds and missiles / could cross. Stalin’s claim 
to Poland hardened / as did Roosevelt’s arteries’. Again, Gallagher’s ability 
to be so succinctly emotive is impressive. His tropes feel instinctively con-
trolled, compact but loaded, like little bombs. This concision gives many 
of his poems an epigrammatic quality, and their very metrical, sometimes 
half-rhymed lines also lend them a mnemonic potency – these are, after all, 
poems well worth remembering. ‘The Pope and Saint Marx’ is a depiction 
of the poet’s working-class Catholic upbringing, infused as it was with a 
conscious socialism: ‘Back then, every Catholic home possessed a picture 
of Pope John / XXIII. Some had lights that flashed, it was said,/ to the 
rhythm of his heart …// Mother’s brother, Hugh, had two pictures, side 
by side:/ one was the Pope, the other Saint Marx as Hugh called him / 
One was to assist us/ into Heaven, the other to enable us to take what we 
were due/ on Earth’. ‘The Pay Poke’ is a poem about working poverty of 
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the type which sees the monthly wage practically disappear as soon as it’s 
received – again, Gallagher invokes religious imagery to satirise this sacrifi-
cial monthly ritual of paying debts and bills from a rapidly dwindling pay 
packet: ‘Only the shadows of the two men crossed the doorway./ I peeled 
father’s pay packet open, laid out his wages in piles’. ‘The Lead Thieves’ 
is an irreverent poem about the poet’s father and brother stripping ‘lead 
from the church roof’ to boil down and use to ‘cast / religious figurines’ 
including ‘Arsenius the Weeping Monk’ and, of course, ‘Jude for hopeless 
causes’. It’s a scene straight out of the Boulting Brothers’ Heaven’s Above! 
(1963), a perpetually rollup-lipped Eric Sykes rolling up the church roof 
with sidekick Roy Kinnear. Again, it’s slightly ambiguous as to just how 
figurative or imagined some of these poems are, but one suspects there 
are grains of genuine experience within them. ‘The Aisle to Heaven’ is a 
beautifully described vignette on the poet as a child at what would seem 
to be a Catholic boys’ school. In ‘Newsworthy’ Gallagher aphoristically 
coins: ‘workers race like paramedics / to where a capitalist axe was raised’. 
‘The Land Rush’ produces a similarly striking aphorism: ‘This planet has 
more owners of title-deeds than trees’. ‘Left, Right Left … ’ is a brilliant 
epigram to dialectical materialism, which ends poignantly: ‘This we know: 
there is need on one side / greed on the other; our stomachs expand / or 
shrink to what they know / Anthems, arms and flags accumulate / in his-
tory’s wardrobe’. 

‘The Minister of Poetry’, cushioned by the quote ‘a people without 

poetry are butterflies without wings’, is an amusing satirical piece which 
begins: ‘Under the State of Emergency/ the first act of the new Government 
/ will be to declare a Department of Poetry’. Poetry being perhaps the 
most impecunious of artistic mediums, the depiction of its sudden pro-
curement by politicians as a powerful and essential societal tool is at once 
hilarious as it is ironic given that in Soviet Russia, for instance, it was 
considered of high cultural and political capital by certain state leaders 
(albeit more often than not channelled through ‘agitprop’, Gorky being 
one early exponent). ‘Driving to Utopia’ is another satirical piece, this 
time depicting an idyllic socialist society peopled by such luminaries of 
the Left as ‘Red’ Shelley, Mayakovsky, and counting among its customary 
tipples ‘a Robert Owen cocktail’. Highly surreal. The collection ends on 
one of the most memorable epigrammatic poems, ‘Democracy was a Fine 
Idea’, which warrants quoting in full – the first line being a capitulation 
to the intra-textual title: ‘until the Government dragged it onto the floor/ 
of the House of Commons, ripped / its thoughts out and held them high, 
/ taunting the opposition’. Owen Gallagher’s Tea with the Taliban is a 
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collection of incontrovertible, distinctly red truths poured like liquid lead 
into the moulds of succinct, well-formed – and -informed – poems, many 
on the under-written theme of war veterans, which have much to impart 
for these protracted days of sandy fatigues, Union Jack-draped coffins 
processing through quaint country towns, and successive ‘interventionist’ 
prime ministers intent on their stints at foreign adventurisms in desperate 
attempts to resuscitate the blimpish sentiments of long-dead empire, as 
well as bagging a bit more oil into the bargain. 

Finally we turn to Angel in Flames (2012), which brings together 
radical American poet and political activist James Scully’s ‘Selected 
Poems and Translations, 1967-2011’. It is important to mention here that 
Connecticut-born Scully was the son of a factory worker mother and 
shipbuilder father, so solidly from the American working class (or possi-
bly what the Americans themselves might term ‘middle class’). Scully was 
active in the US anti-war movement during the Sixties, and also lived in 
Chile at the toxic period of 1973-4, his ‘Santiago apartment … used as a safe 
house for the Movimiento de Izuquierda Revolucionaria’. Emphatically, 
then, Scully is an empirically political poet, and his prolific output force-
fully reflects this. Scully’s sparse, surgically precise but richly worded, 
very assonantal, lyricism is often infused, ironically, given its Marxian 
sensibilities, with an almost religious urgency. But isn’t Marxism after all 
a form of secular Manicheaism? Whereas religion is about the eternal con-
flict between good and evil, dialectical materialism debatably translates 
this conflictual dualism into the paradigm of labour and capital. A poem 
such as ‘Wild Trees’, for instance, may possibly be read – pessimistically 
– as an allegory on the seeming impossibility of utopian socialism, dis-
guised as, or juxtaposed with, the unreachableness of a mythical pre-Fall, 
perfect human condition; just as the seventeenth-century Levellers and 
Diggers believed in a pre-Norman Saxon Golden Age of land-based egali-
tarianism before the patchwork hedged-in hegemonies: ‘we came upon/ 
the obvious: crab apples, / blood clots of rusted fruit // these aroused in 
us / nostalgia / for what never existed / and never would // beyond, we 
noticed other trees / orchard apples abandoned / to the obsolescence / 
of prelapsarian desires’. With the term ‘prelapsarian’ we have an implicit 
allusion to the pre-Fall state: it would appear Scully’s polemic here is in 
the vestigial impotence that is, in the minds of most Marxists, the inef-
fectual, inhibiting (i.e. ‘opium of the masses’), even damaging nature of 
Christianity, as symbolised in the ‘orchard (or ‘church’?) apples’ ‘aban-
doned’ to its ‘obsolescence’. The totems of Christian religiosity are to 
the poet ‘hollow trunks / twisted, fruitless, lifeless’ and, at least to Scully, 
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a lapsed Catholic, ‘they explained nothing / illuminated nothing’. They 
are ‘scabrous trunks’ which line the ‘trolley rails of childhood / torn up’. 
Scully then strips down the stony icons of Catholicism, ‘the Mary’ who ‘in 
her muteness / …gives away nothing’: ‘Mary, in whom / all questions died 
before they could come to mind’. This poem forms a powerful polemic 
against the social complacency of religion, and though this writer is not 
an atheist as presumably – and no doubt for good reasons – Scully is, he 
completely empathises with the sentiments, especially the expressionless, 
seemingly unquestioning Catholic iconography. But at another level, it 
seems clear that Scully is expressing here a sense of disillusionment in his 
lifelong socialism – his own ‘Auden moment’ – by the implied juxtaposi-
tion of a mythical prelapsarian state with a debatably equally mythical 
pre-capitalist past; and this reviewer uses the word debatably here since 
Scully’s dialectic is by no means conclusive and is thereby more a prompt 
towards such a debate than an attempt to close it on a permanently pes-
simistic note. 

In ‘Babble’, Scully describes his factory-working mother Hazel while 
she is dying of an unspecified illness in what is presumably a nursing 
home. Here the poet brings in many ancient Classical images and allusions 
to evoke the timeless theme of human mortality and its seeming futility: 
‘baa baa baa baa baa/ behind the screen – / Irene, a fetal curl / dying of 
nothing but old / babbling gargling old old argh’. Those first two lines 
are in many ways sublime: ‘baa baa’ would appear to allude to the roots 
of the Greek word barbaros (βάρβαρος) which onomatopoeically denoted 
those people who spoke in a language other than Greek, which, unintel-
ligible, sounded like babble (derived, of course, from Babel, or Babylon, 
whose tower of Biblical legend was struck down by God who then pun-
ished the world with a splintering of its one single language into many 
different ones, or ‘tongues’). Following this oral Glossolalia (to speak in 

tongues) with the phrase ‘behind a screen’ at once creates a metaphysical 
analogy with the incomprehensibility and ‘unknowableness’ of the nature 
of death and non-existence: the undiscovered country over a border, or 
‘behind a screen’. This extended lyric is scored through with some linger-
ing aphorisms, such as ‘how did we ever/ leap into speech?’, ‘agonies of 
rumour’, ‘the logorrhoea of eternal life’ and ‘the factory crumpled hands 
/ are monumental’. 

In ‘There is No Truth to the Rumour’, Scully explores the ancient use 
of animal skins to make papyri to write on, and sublimely juxtaposes this 
archaic human practise – before the development of wood-based paper – 
with imagery of bruising, wounding, mutilation: ‘yet regardless of grade, 
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without exception, / skin being mostly collagen, / the water in ink or paint 
/ would melt it slightly / creating a raised bed for the writing / like welts 
on a body / showing what’s been done to it’. 

‘Boxcars’ touches on the Jewish Holocaust and again Scully pro-
duces resonant biblical-arboreal imagery: ‘these faces / like tremulous 
leaves / curled whitely, sensing change in the weather / of a place with no 
trees’. This is an epic lyric, unflinching in its descriptive directness of the 
Holocaust, and is one of the most powerful empathic depictions of that 
terrible episode in human history this writer has read. Scully’s stripped-
down, surgical lyricism rises to the occasion of this most challenging of 
subjects: ‘more night, more fog, rolls in/ the natural light of the world/ 
obsessed/ with an agenda/ turns, merely, to lightning …’. Scully doesn’t 
flinch from facing this horror head on: ‘HOLOCAUST fires gasped 
sucking / air out of the air, … / the long dead, first, in shrouds of cloth-
ing,/ then the sad-eyed, the darkly artful, the sullen / leaving behind / 
the striped stick figures in terrible baker’s caps / serving now no further 
purpose’. ‘Boxcars’ is certainly no easy read, due to its acutely graphic 
grip on its subject, but it demonstrates Scully’s undeniable gift at stripping 
down the grisly reductionism of the crimes themselves into a sparse and 
gut-churning precision of image: ‘eyes, nose, lips / never again / to relate a 
human face’. Scully also deftly emphasizes the cowardice of human com-
plicity in the inhuman act: ‘machetes take their sweet time awaiting / the 
decency of dark / to come in’. Scully evokes much of the horrors symboli-
cally: ‘the way a column of smoke / gushes up / on its own exhaustion / 
wreathing an agony of shadows’. Ultimately there is an understandable 
nihilism in Scully’s poetic exposition of the Holocaust, and it touches on 
the arrested ghostliness of human existence in the timeless continuum we 
attempt to map as history: ‘we exist as present absentees / insects / in per-
ennial rubble / under a heaven of unforgiving genesis’. 

The existential futility, meaninglessness, of war and conflict, par-
ticularly genocide, is touched on again in ‘Qana’: ‘their deaths / like 
little yapping dogs / rush out / into the nerve-endings of the universe’. 
‘Atahualpa Death Prayer’ comprises twenty-three short lyrics relating to 
the eponymous last emperor of the Incas; twenty-one particularly caught 
this writer’s eye: ‘ruled be heaped up punishments / cut to the quick / 
stupefied, estranged, without justice / isolated / weighing how our bodies 
have no shadows’. ‘White Phosphorus’ chillingly depicts the slow, corro-
sive scarring on victims of the eponymous chemical weapon, in this case, 
that which was allegedly dropped as bombs by Israeli forces on Palestinian 
residential areas (2008-9).
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‘Midsummer’ finds Scully in rare bucolic mood, but not without a 
characteristic hint of the apocalyptic: ‘the cows browse in oblivion’. ‘I 
Frammenti’ is a portrait of an elderly couple the poet stayed with in 
Dalmatia on the Croatian coast in 1963, and contains some exquisite 
descriptions. The war-torn nature of this particularly Balkan society 
is hinted at with descriptive brio: ‘Even the washed up sea urchin, / a 
raspberry-speckled egg / shocked with spines / like a contact mine’. 
In ‘Walking With Deirdre’ we are treated to the following morbid but 
sublime trope: ‘To open a window / Pasternak observed this / before he 
melted into the landscape – / is to open a vein’. Another of Scully’s linger-
ing visceral images occurs in ‘In Cuzco’, set in said Peruvian city, Scully’s 
last stop before entering Pinochet’s Chile: ‘(the heart in its ribs / like a 
bloody flag in a fist) / they quick-stepped in / through the cold wet street, 
/ hupping and fluttering a red flag’. These empirical South American 
poems produce some of Scully’s most striking images: ‘The worn out / 
blue of his shirt / is gray as the overworked sky’ from ‘The Day of the 
Night’ is one of many examples.

The longer narrative lyrical poem ‘Isa Mar’ pays tribute to the over-
thrown Chilean Socialist government’s exiled diplomat Marcos Orlando 
Letelier del Solar who was assassinated in Washington DC, 1976, by 
Pinochet’s agents. On Pinochet Scully writes: ‘When he opens his mouth 
/ all Santiago / contracts to a shrunken head // The poet is dead. / The 
Minister of Public Works / lugs his urn from one rented mausoleum/ to 
another. / His land can’t live with it. / Which tosses and turns / in the 
General Cemetery / like a relic thrown into the sea … ’. ‘Isa Mar’ is a poem 
which serves as Chilean social document; it is didactic in the least obtrusive 
sense, carried as it is by some astonishingly astute and evocative images – 
as, again, in Scully’s scalpel-sharp depiction of the deceptively avuncular 
and dusty dictator: ‘General Pinochet / pokes up / his grandfatherly head 
/ barking like a seal / out in the mist’. Scully adds that he ‘is addicted to 
stiff white uniforms / like self-torture, / To recall / how crisp / and clean it 
used to feel?’. ‘Now Sing’ is one of the most uncompromisingly graphic, 
lyrically affecting poems on the torture and execution (by firing squad) 
of a casualty of conflict this writer has ever read: ‘NOW sing: the guards 
howling / beat him with obscenities. / But he did. / His legend is / he 
was singing / Venceremos / when they shot him. / Even for them, it was 
too much // they killed him, / they couldn’t kill enough’. ‘Witness César 
Vallejo’ is a kind of invocation to the radical Peruvian poet; it is a strange 
but strikingly aphorismic lyric, partly touching on the Spanish Civil War, 
in which Vallejo was involved, which seems initially slightly sardonic: ‘To 
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his card carrying / communism we appeal, / his blank passport / utopian 
/ forehead, / his vest and shoes, / his marxist-leninist study groups. / and, 
why not, his arrogance / his fractured earnestness / so literal! / And the 
blushing / aureole on his pillar of militant light … / Why not!’. 

Scully occasionally invokes some key voices in the modernistic 
American poetic heritage to which his own belongs, as in ‘Poe Votes’: 
‘Wednesday Oct. 3rd, 1849 / all liquored up / and dragged / (Crane guesses) 
/ retching through Baltimore’. This poem also commemorates the appar-
ently sordid death of the great American author of gothic phantasmagoria, 
Edgar Allen Poe, who was found delirious – or intoxicated – on the streets 
of Baltimore, seemingly dressed in someone else’s clothes, on an election 
day. All these aspects led some to speculate that, in spite of his own fragile 
and poisoned pathology (tubercular, alcoholic etc.), Poe might have been 
the victim of a macabre practice known as ‘cooping’, whereby unwilling 
persons were sometimes made drunk, even drugged, and forced by gangs 
hired by certain politicians to vote for particular candidates, sometimes 
several times, and who were sometimes beaten or even murdered if they 
refused.

Scully’s voluminous and absorbing volume concludes caustically with 
his own poetic polemic on the state of contemporary poetry, simply titled, 
without rhetorical question mark, ‘What is Poetry’. From his empirically 
politicised perspective, he immediately challenges much of the synthetic 
‘radical chic’ (a term coined by the socialist poet and critic Alan Dent) and 
posturing of contemporary mainstream poetry: ‘At night whom does it 
adore / yet at dawn / what dream would it go to the wall for’. Scully asks, 
is poetry ‘the ideology of a class or the puff of genius’ – again, sans ques-
tion mark, which makes it more rhetorical; a kind of Socratic statement. 
Scully also puts in his own inimitable word on the perennial Audenian 
‘poetry and politics’ paradigm: ‘does it make anything happen / or does 
it die to itself, till others notice the smell / is it shrill does its voice break 
/ or must it be a baritone of honey’. This is a blistering riposte to the 
continuing poetic debate on the true meaning of Auden’s ambiguous 
trope ‘poetry makes nothing happen’ (‘In Memory of W.B. Yeats’; always 
interpreted literally, and conveniently truncated by anyone who cherry-
picks it, since Auden’s passage goes on to partly contradict itself by saying 
poetry ‘survives / In the valley of its making / A way of happening, a 
mouth’). But the very experiential nature of poetry such as Scully’s shows 
that, in a symbiotic sense, poetry does make things happen, or can at least 
play some part in happenings – and in that sense is sometimes itself ‘a way 
of happening, a mouth’ – of witness. And even if, in the eyes of the jaded, 
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poets such as Scully ultimately ‘make nothing happen’, it will still be an 
emphatic, titanium ‘nothing’. Angel in Flames is not simply a collection of 
deeply compassionate and imaginative poems; it is a collecting together 
of forty-plus years’ socialist commitment through thought, witness and 
activism, and will undoubtedly prove to be an invaluable future source of 
political experience as poetic document. 

Where there’s Smokestack, there’s fire; and it is heartening to know that 
in these dark days of literal and literary austerity there is still a formidable 
publishing light shining in Middlesbrough; one which is kindled on the 
living trans-historical spirit of the British and European radical socialist 
tradition, commemorated in exceptional contemporary political poetry. 
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Jakub S. Beneš, Workers and Nationalism: Czech and German Social 

Democracy in Habsburg Austria, 1890-1918, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford 2016; 288pp.; ISBN 978019878929, £60.00, hbk

With the rise of populism in America and across Europe forcing the main-
stream left to rethink its entire reason for being, or risk extinction, Jakub 
S. Beneš’s study of the relationship between internationalism and ethnic 
nationalism is a timely one. 

 Looking at German and Czech social democratic approaches to nation-
alism in the last two decades of the Habsburg Empire, Beneš seeks to 
examine an ‘eventful understanding’ of nationalism through the culture 
– socialist clubs, newspapers, literature – of the Austro-Hungarian Social 
Democratic Party. With this approach, Beneš aims to extend the histori-
ography of the working class in Central East Europe from a ‘history from 
below’ perspective. For the most part Beneš succeeds in that. While Beneš 
cannot, and indeed should not, ignore the role played by Otto Bauer, 
Victor Adler and others in the rise of social democracy, his method of 
focusing on ‘popular culture’ and the uses of place and space to build a 
movement and create identity, is a sound one. Indeed Beneš successfully 
charts how the Social Democrats used these to their advantage. How the 
Social Democrats tapped into the feeling of exclusion from the Habsburg 
state using verse and public space is an interesting question that has yet 
not been fully explored. 

What is particularly interesting about Beneš’s work is his attention 
to the creation of an emotional bond between the working class and the 
social democratic movement. He focuses on the Social Democrats’ forging 
of links between popular activism and Christianity, on Adler’s drive to 
bring so-called ‘high culture’ to the masses, and on the use of national 
symbols such as the Hussite leader, Jan Hus. This shines a light on left-
wing strategies to make their movement and ideas not only relevant to the 
working class of the Habsburg Empire, but also successfully appeal to a 
form of populism, thus claiming the ground other nationalist organisa-
tions would usually occupy. In this examination, Beneš clearly shows how 
the use of these symbols had both advantages and disadvantages; high-
lighting the difficulty in appealing to the working class of a diverse and 
disparate area. The aforementioned appropriation of Jan Hus is a perfect 
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example of this. While Hus was a celebrated figure amongst the Czechs, 
and the Social Democrats successfully played on his mythologised image 
here, they could not use him in Austria. Indeed as Beneš shows, finding 
a relevant figure in Austria was much more problematic. Furthermore, 
Beneš questions the idea of trying to ‘outdo’ the nationalists, suggesting 
to some degree that this only further pushed the Czech working class 
towards ethnic nationalism. 

Indeed it is the weaknesses of Austro-Marxism that runs throughout 
Beneš’s work. As his study shows, by playing to nationalistic tenden-
cies whilst maintaining a ‘pragmatic’ line, the Social Democrat leadership 
encountered serious issues such as an increasingly radical, and nationalis-
tic, rank-and-file membership, and the struggle for dominance amongst 
the working class in a climate of rising extremism from both left and right. 
Beneš’s study is very good at charting these issues through his ‘event-
ful’ approach, setting out the ebb and flow of Austro-Marxism in his two 
decade period of enquiry. For example, the leadership’s acceptance of ‘war 
socialism’ and support for the Habsburg Empire during the First World 
War, coupled with its cool view of wartime strikes and disruption of the 
war effort in 1918, only served to increase the distance between itself and 
the party’s grassroots. As Beneš shows, what seemed to the leadership to 
be a perfectly reasonable argument of supporting the moderate conces-
sions of the Habsburgs against a reactionary Tsarist Russia, only helped 
to forge a perception from the Czech side that Austrian-German social 
democracy was indistinguishable from its German Empire counterparts. 
This heightened the Czech feeling of separatedness and precipitated a split 
within the movement. Rather than rely on a solely theoretical understand-
ing of Austro-Marxism to explain the split between Austrian-German and 
Czech wings of the Social Democratic Party, Beneš’s focus on the ‘grass-
roots’ as a point of historical enquiry serves to show that the success and 
failures of the social democratic movement were much more linked to 
events ‘on the ground’ as they happened. As Beneš’s work shows, the 
working class of the Habsburg Empire were motivated into action not by 
theory but by their own experiences. 

Beneš is correct in his assertion that there is no inherent contradiction 
between internationalism and nationalism as a dual approach to building 
up support amongst the working class, but as evidenced in this work he is 
also right to stress that this ‘nationalism’ was not one of chauvinism but 
of commitment to democracy and progressive reforms. What this study 
also shows, is that the appeal to nationalism had its risks. Ultimately this 
work highlights the ‘profound crisis of European socialism’ in the early 
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twentieth century, a position that is in some ways being played out again 
in the present day. Social democracy had to build mass support and one 
way to do so was to claim national figures and symbols as their own. 
While in the short term this saw the Social Democrats grow in support, 
the resultant radicalisation of the Czech wing of the party, eventual 
demise of ‘Old Austria’ following the end of the First World War, and 
the squeezing of the Social Democrats between two seemingly attrac-
tive extremes – communism and fascism – showed that this strategy 
failed longer term. For contemporary socialists Beneš’s work is a lesson 
worth learning. There are ways to challenge populists and even occupy 
their natural territory without abandoning the basic principles of social 
democracy, but this is the beginning of a long process of winning the 
trust of the working class, not the end. European socialists and American 
liberals ignore this at their peril. 

Lewis Young

Mark Bulik, The Sons of Molly Maguire: The Irish Roots of America’s First 

Labor War, Fordham University Press, New York 2015; 352pp.; ISBN 
9780823262236, £25.99, hbk

The emergence of the Molly Maguires and their prolonged battle with 
mine owners is one of the most sensational episodes of American labour 
history. Popularised in a ballad by ‘The Dubliners’, the legend of the 
Mollies even made it as far as the silver screen, with Sean Connery and 
Richard Harris starring in ‘The Molly Maguires’ (1970). What Mark Bulik 
attempts to do is to place the labour unrest and violence in an Irish context, 
to wade through much of the myth and legend that surrounds the Mollies, 
and to examine the consequences of the violence. 

The first question that needs to be answered is: who were the Molly 
Maguires? Who were the men who were hanged? The Molly Maguires 
were a secret, oath-bound society with roots in pre-famine Ireland known 
for committing revenge attacks on unscrupulous landlords and their 
agents. As a result of the wave of famine immigration they were trans-
planted from Ireland via the Ancient Order of Hibernians and union 
activity. After a number of violent incidents, twenty men accused of being 
Molly Maguires were hanged in 1877 and 1878. They became a subject of 
both controversy and folklore. They were either innocent men – valiant 
protectors of labour, or a band of cutthroats. 
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The troubles in the north-eastern coal fields ranged from resist-
ance to nativist anti-Irish campaigns; opposition to the draft during the 
American Civil War, and a determination, from the mid-1860s through 
the mid-1870s, to maintain wage levels and improve working condi-
tions by organising unions. In May 1862 troops occupied the towns 
of Heckersville and Forrestville during a strike. That autumn striking 
workers opposed to conscription staged a march from mine to mine. That 
December strikers invaded the Phoenix Park Colliery uttering the battle 
cry ‘Mollie Maguire’. 

The author rightly points out that Molly violence, which occurred over 
a relatively short time period, did not emerge until conscription was used 
as a ploy for rooting out union troublemakers and political adversaries. 
The first murder attributed to the Molly Maguires was a disabled Union 
Army veteran in 1863. Over a week later two of the victim’s acquaintances 
were shot down. In 1865, a mine boss was gunned down. The following 
year a mine superintendent was killed.

The task of prosecuting the Molly Maguires fell to the Reading Railroad 
company and other major coal companies. Franklin Gowen, president 
of the railroad company, served as one the lead prosecutors. Charles 
Albright, who had close ties to coal operators, had previously written a 
letter to President Lincoln calling for ‘martial law’ and ‘summary justice’ 
to be enforced during the coal strike and blamed the industrial strife 
entirely on the Irish – was now a lawyer for the Lehigh and Wilkes-Barre 
Coal Company. Gowen concluded that the railroad needed to monopo-
lise not only the transportation of coal, but its production and distribution 
as well. In order to do this he would have to crush not only the union, but 
also the Hibernian Order – a source of political power.

The execution of the Molly Maguires began on 21 June 1877, when ten 
men went to the gallows. It was the largest mass hanging in the history 
of the commonwealth of Pennsylvania – yet did nothing to stem the 
tide of union militancy. Strikes went on in the collieries of northeastern 
Pennsylvania, while in the weeks after the hanging the Great Railroad 
Strike of 1877 occurred.

Bulik is correct in his assertion that Molly violence was a by-product 
of a long and painful process by which Irish peasants, displaced by the 
Great Famine, transformed themselves into American industrial workers. 
The decline of Molly Maguire violence after 1867 cannot be under-
stood outside the context of a new miners’ union – the Workingmen’s 
Benevolent Association spread throughout the anthracite region of north-
eastern Pennsylvania. The Workingmen’s Benevolent Association bespoke 
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a growing maturity and class consciousness on the part of the region’s 
miners that would ultimately serve the United Mineworkers of America.

The Sons of Molly Maguire is both a political and cultural history. 
Bulik’s work explores in detail the link between Irish folk culture and the 
Mollies, ‘A link’, the author claims, ‘so profound in famine era Ireland 
that it echoed across the Atlantic during the Civil War’. The key to under-
standing what happened in the anthracite region is that it was one of the 
few rural areas of the US where Irish Catholic immigrants settled in such 
an extent that they retained the folk culture of the countryside, and even 
the Irish language.

Bulik manages to connect the Irish ‘secret societies’ with mummers 
plays, that is, the sketches performed by men attired in straw masks, who 
went from house to house performing at certain feast days throughout the 
year. The plays performed by mummers, the meaning of the straw cos-
tumes, white shirts, and men masquerading as women do draw comparison 
to a party of armed men, led by ‘Mollie Maguire’ arriving at night at the 
house of an opponent but to act out a real rather than symbolic act of vio-
lence. Bulik’s discussion of the mummers’ relationship to popular political 
activity is the most wide ranging to date, and should encourage others to 
look again at the symbolic aspects of Ribbonism and the socio-political 
function of mumming, and how this played out with regards to the Mollies.

While the author makes a few overly simplistic comparisons with 
contemporary Irish society, all in all, Bulik manages to produce a thor-
oughly enjoyable study, original and deeply sourced in its content. The 

Sons of Molly Maguire is an important contribution to the history of the 
Irish working in the anthracite fields of Pennsylvania, and a further mile-
stone in the study of the Molly Maguires. It will have particular appeal to 
anyone interested in Ribbonism, Irish-America, and in American labour 
history in generally. 

Liam Ó Discín

Fedor Il’ich Dan, Two Years of Wandering: A Menshevik Leader in Lenin’s 

Russia, translated, edited and introduced by Francis King, Lawrence and 
Wishart, London 2016; 236pp.; ISBN 9781910448724, £15.00, pbk

Memoirs constitute some of the most vivid and revealing sources for stud-
ying any history, and the Russian revolution and civil war is no exception. 
Thanks to the hard work and keen eye of Francis King, we can now add 
Fedor Dan’s Two Years of Wandering to a long list of such published 
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personal accounts available in the English language. The work of a leading 
Menshevik writing from exile in 1922, Dan’s superbly translated memoirs 
will undoubtedly prove valuable to both historians and critically-minded 
socialists looking back on this period for years to come.

The volume opens with an extended useful introduction, written by 
King, detailing Dan’s family background, politics, party activities, and 
personal life before, during and after the Russian revolution and civil war. 
The subsequent nine chapters, comprising Dan’s original memoir, docu-
ment in his own words the Menshevik leader’s dramatic, often alarming, 
sometimes tragic, but always readable and compelling personal life from 
May 1920 until late January 1922. From wartime Petrograd, Dan’s account 
leads readers into internal exile in Ekaterinburg; then on to Moscow via 
Minsk and Smolensk, two cities on Russia’s international military front; 
before returning to Petrograd and, finally, via Moscow, into European 
emigration. The book concludes with some thirty pages of appendices, 
including several valuable primary documents, and a list of further reading.

As King notes in his introduction, however compelling Dan’s story 
itself may seem, his memoirs were written ‘first and foremost as a political 
intervention’ (p1). Their forthright and impassioned critique of the early 
years of Bolshevik rule must be seen within their immediate context of 
post-civil war Russian and émigré politics. At the same time, Dan’s own 
Marxist commentary underscores the memoir’s importance to socialists 
reflecting critically on this period today. Much of the memoir serves to 
decry the regime of ‘war communism’, established shortly after the Soviet 
seizure of power in October 1917 and lasting until 1921, which Dan por-
trays as a dark time marked by corruption, repression, and hunger. In his 
commentary on the Bolshevik political leadership, he does not mince his 
words. Taking aim at its most prominent figures, Dan condemns Lenin 
and Trotsky thoroughly, while Zinoviev he describes as ‘the most repug-
nant and dishonourable of all the Bolsheviks’ (p97). At the same time, 
Dan expresses his disgust at the lowest ranks of the regime. Reflecting the 
long-standing intelligentsia fears of Russia’s ‘dark masses’, he repeatedly 
argues Bolshevik rule has empowered ‘politically illiterate’ chancers and 
thugs, drawing them into positions of administrative and cultural author-
ity, military command, and the security apparatus without ensuring they 
have the knowledge and responsibility required for such roles.

Dan’s condemnation of the practices of the Soviet regime guaranteed 
his memoirs a hostile reception in Russia at the time. One review, penned 
by the literary critic, A.K. Voronsky, soon after the memoir’s publication 
in Berlin in 1922, is included in full as an appendix to this volume. Sneering 

Socialist History 53.indd   108Socialist History 53.indd   108 10/06/2018   13:57:4110/06/2018   13:57:41



Reviews 109

at the Menshevik’s ‘little book’, Voronsky concludes that it shows Dan 
‘stood for the overthrow of Soviet power’ (p223). As King suggests, Dan’s 
uncompromising view of the early years of Soviet rule may also explain 
why his memoirs have been overlooked for so long in the West, where many 
socialist critics of the Soviet Union were drawn to Trotsky, whose writ-
ings ‘kept the romantic image of October 1917 intact’ (p35). Nonetheless, 
any reading of the memoir must show that Voronsky was absolutely 
incorrect in his characterisation of Dan, who had a complex relationship 
with Soviet Russia. At the same time as condemning what he saw as the 
abuses of authority and governmental incompetence of the Bolsheviks, 
Dan consistently defends the revolution they have taken guardianship of. 
In the first episode Dan describes in his memoir, a workers’ meeting to 
greet a delegation of British socialists, he recalls speaking up to expose the 
Bolshevik regime’s crimes before ‘protest[ing] against the [allied] inter-
vention [in Russia] and […] appeal[ing] to the British workers to struggle 
to lift the blockade against Russia’ (p49). Throughout the remainder of the 
memoir, he makes constant reference to the ‘gains of revolution’, which 
must be preserved not only from Bolshevik, but also from ‘counter-
revolutionary’ (read: ‘capitalist’ and ‘imperialist’), hands. This position 
would lead him, both during and after the period covered in his memoir, 
to defend the premise of the Soviet state and reject calls for its overthrow. 
Indeed, Dan shows a degree of fondness and respect for those Soviet insti-
tutions he sees as most intimately connected with the revolution itself. 
While decrying Bolshevik attempts to bring socialism to Europe ‘on the 
bayonets of the Red Army’ through their ill-fated invasion of Poland, he 
nevertheless lauds the Red Army as ‘invincible when it is a question of 
defence, of protecting the peasants’ revolutionary gains against encroach-
ments from domestic reaction or foreign imperialism’ (p82).

Whatever the importance of Dan’s memoir as a political intervention, 
however, it remains an intimate personal account, and perhaps its most 
striking aspects are the portraits of human interaction and relationships 
it offers. The richness of these observations will ensure that, in coming 
years, his memoir will become a valuable source for historians of Russian 
society during the civil war and early Soviet period.

Two aspects of everyday life and human interaction stand out particu-
larly clearly. The first is the trade and commerce, where Russians were 
forced to adapt their practices continuously to meet ever-changing mate-
rial and political circumstances. Civil war markets and the practices they 
engendered are recalled as simultaneously desperate and colourful. On 
his way to Ekaterinburg in 1920, Dan recalls how ‘crowds of peasant 
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men, old women, and children selling bread, milk, butter, curd cheese, 
cooked meat and poultry’ mobbed railway stations to offload their wares 
before they could be apprehended, in a constant high-risk game of cat 
and mouse with Soviet authorities (p58). Once in Ekaterinburg, Dan 
acquainted himself with the local bazaar, where ‘“free trade” took place’, 
attracting local peasants, soldiers, and residents to buy and sell their 
wares before, inevitably, Soviet authorities descended to shut down their 
operations (p61). By contrast, NEP markets are portrayed as depress-
ing and soulless, reflecting the disappointment of revolutionary dreams. 
Between spells of incarceration by the Cheka in 1921 and 1922, Dan 
had the opportunity to see the new Moscow. As trade re-appeared ‘in 
almost every building’, poverty and vice appeared on the city’s streets. 
Employees and workers were laid off en masse, leaving ‘young women 
and girls’ to ‘mak[e] use of the “freedom of trade” in order to sell the only 
thing that remained to them – their own bodies’. Conspicuous wealth 
was on display in the form of prestigious foodstores and cafes, but shops 
were often devoid of any useful goods whatsoever. Dan recalls being left 
with ‘the most depressing impression [of NEP Moscow]: not one iota of 
economic progress, and rapidly developing moral and political disinte-
gration’ (pp184-186).

The second particularly striking aspect of everyday life and human 
interaction vividly revealed by Dan comes from behind bars. Indeed, 
he spends so much of the time covered in his memoir in prison that his 
memoir might easily have been called Two Years of Incarceration. His 
prison reminiscences are surely some of the most remarkable and reveal-
ing to be published in English from this period, displaying the social and 
human dynamics of incarceration. In general, Dan describes early Soviet 
prisons, which were at that time filled with non-Bolshevik socialists and 
anarchists, as cramped, cold, and infested with vermin, although some 
were certainly worse and others better. His prison experiences evidently 
were a great burden, and he recalls movingly the desperation of being 
deprived of freedom. One constant, however, is the importance of per-
sonal relations in surviving prison.

Above all, the power relationship between prisoner and guard in 
Dan’s memoir is not fixed and unchanging, but continually negotiated: 
in order to secure basic rights, prisoners engaged their jailers in what-
ever way they could. In the relatively benign conditions of the Peter and 
Paul fortress, Dan and other imprisoned socialists involved the military 
commander and Red Army men guarding them in animated political dis-
cussions. These discussions do not appear to have shifted the positions of 
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either prisoner or jailer, but they do seem to have contributed to better 
treatment and an altogether improved rapport between the two, ensuring 
Dan and others ‘were given mattresses, books, newspapers, tobacco’ and 
‘that the food improved’ (pp120-122). By contrast, in the grim and deso-
late Butyrki prison, where Dan was held last before being released into 
European emigration, he recalls that prisoners were forced to take matters 
into their own hands and force concessions from the ‘[i]gnorant, dense, 
and cruel’ head of the prison, Popov, and his ‘small, slippery’ assistant, 
Sokolov. While both men presided over a brutal and dehumanising prison 
regime, Dan and his fellow socialists and anarchists on the other side of 
the bars conspired to gradually expand their rights through a complex and 
coordinated plot involving such illicit schemes as the forging from scrap 
metal recovered from the prison yard of skeleton keys to open cell doors. 
The memoir reveals clearly the comradeship of prisoners, which brought 
together Mensheviks with Socialist-Revolutionaries of various stripes, dis-
sident Bolsheviks, and even anarchists (a group which, as one document in 
the appendix to this volume reveals, Dan and his comrades otherwise felt 
very little political affinity towards at this time [p203]). Unable to counter 
the ingenuity and determination of their prisoners, Butyrki’s head jailers, 
Popov and Sokolov, were forced to concede all manner of rights until 
one wing ‘became a solid socialist oasis […], enjoying all the “freedoms” 
which are possible in a prison’ (p170).

In bringing this fascinating memoir to light for an English reading audi-
ence, Francis King must be commended for his careful translation, which 
not only captures the core message, but also the human and emotional 
dimensions of Dan’s writing. King has made great efforts to make the text 
both as accessible and as deeply contextualised as possible to readers not 
already familiar with his story. Some of the more obscure references Dan 
makes are explained in useful editorial notes. (Somewhat inconveniently, 
these notes appear at the end of each chapter, rather than in a single self-
contained section at the end of the memoir or, better still, at the bottom 
of each page.) King has also selected five highly interesting documents as 
appendices, which will certainly prove to be valuable primary sources for 
students and professional researchers, along with a short annotated bib-
liography of further reading. Combined, King’s dedicated editorship has 
ensured that Dan’s memoir will endure for years to come as a key text for 
anyone studying this formative period of Soviet rule.

Alistair Dickins

Manchester
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Nicholas Deakin (ed.), Radiant Illusion? Middle-class Recruits to 

Communism in the Thirties, Eden Valley Editions, Edenbridge 2015; 
187pp; 31 illustrations; ISBN 9780992972325, £10.00 pbk 

Discussions of the fairly numerous middle-class individuals, many from 
the intellectual or artistic milieu, who in the 1930s chose to join the 
Communist Party, have some aspects of a folklore narrative, at any rate 
among politically minded historians. On the whole, mainstream judge-
ment has dismissed these recruits as being at best well-intentioned dupes 
or, in Deakin’s words ‘… children of the bourgeoisie suffering from acute 
class guilt’, (p15) or even as scoundrels motivated by evil and treasonable 
intent. 

Such is the mythology that was generated by the Cold War, when ‘pre-
mature anti-fascism’, namely any previous association with the erstwhile 
wartime ally, let alone an unrepentant continuing one, rendered the target 
of the accusation liable to suffer discrimination, denigration and exclusion 
from the civil service, academia, the arts or broadcasting – not to mention 
polite society.

This estimable volume with multiple authors takes up the challenge of 
presenting a number of these individuals in a truer light. Though short 
and brought out by an obscure publisher it is instructive and illuminat-
ing and well worth its modest price (all the proceeds are being donated 
to charity). Although the points noted above applied throughout all the 
‘Western’ bloc, most intensely in the United States, this collection deals 
with the British experience.

In the opening chapter Deakin quotes John Saville’s remark that ‘ana-
lytical examples of the Communist experience are rare, in personal terms 
especially’, but then goes on to note that through the work of Kevin 
Morgan and his colleagues such deficiency is now being amended, and that 
in addition through his own academic work he has had access to personal 
accounts and private papers. He advises that, ‘… it is important to stress 
that this exercise is not intended as an apologia – it is simply an attempt at 
securing a better understanding of the motivation and attitudes of a group 
of young people, not a post-Soviet-style rehabilitation process’ (p16).

The CP in the twenties did include some members and sympathisers 
of middle class and academic background, such as the economist Maurice 
Dobb, the historian Leslie Morton and the scientist Desmond Bernal – not 
forgetting Palme Dutt himself. Nonetheless at that time the Party was 
resolutely proletarian and proud of it, as Kevin Morgan emphasises at the 
beginning of his chapter, which is entitled ‘Recruiting the middle-class’.
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In the earlier part of the thirties thanks to falling prices and new forms 
of consumer commodities coming on stream, the British middle class 
as a whole was doing quite well so long as their wage earners remained 
in employment. On the other hand intense misery was resulting from 
government economic and social policy among large swathes of the popu-
lation, particularly in traditional centres of industrial production. British 
fascism was on the march both literally and figuratively, while abroad the 
political skies were darkening with Hitler’s takeover in 1933 and military 
aggression and massacre by the fascist and quasi-fascist regimes ruling in 
Japan, Italy and Austria. 

Throughout eastern Europe regimes of a similar character were in the 
ascendant, while by contrast the Soviet Union had apparently solved the 
problems of slump, unemployment and poverty by means of a planned 
economy of unprecedentedly impressive growth figures, and seemed to be 
moving towards a society of unprecedented social harmony; a ‘new civi-
lization’, no less, according to the Webbs. A growing number of young 
middle class people, horrified at the realities around them, were attracted 
to the British representative of this seeming communist miracle. Among 
its members and sympathisers in the thirties were two future Nobel Prize 
winners in Chemistry, Dorothy Hodgkin and Richard Synge (though 
they do not feature in this volume). 

Norma Cohen’s account of her parents, Eve and Eric, is worth quoting:

The Communist Party provided an alternative paradigm, a new ‘family 
of man’ they could both embrace, with its unswerving sense of purpose, 
its cultural activities and comradeship coupled with a gut response to 
the Depression years and a worship of all things Soviet with its unsul-
lied vision of equality for all (p121).

As the decade advanced the fascist danger loomed larger, above all with 
military aggression in Spain 1936-39 being the ‘most indelible’ experi-
ence in attracting this cohort, according to Kevin Morgan. (p72). Even 
before that, in 1935, the seventh (and last) congress of the Communist 
International had reversed a very sectarian stance of so-called ‘Class 
against Class’ and called for the establishment of ‘Popular Fronts’ of all 
democratic forces against fascism. In response the CP began to actively 
propagandise among the middle class and seek recruits from that milieu. 
The party in Scotland, even more proletarian than in England, went so far 
as to establish a committee to promote ‘middle class work’. 

The experiences of eight specific individuals, prominent and otherwise, 
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from a variety of backgrounds, some wealthy, some working class, 
make up the bulk of these accounts. They are James Klugmann, Margot 
Heinemann, Len Jones, Eve and Eric Cohen, James MacGibbon, Mary 
McIntosh and Richard Clark. All were living in England at the time of they 
joined the Party, though James MacGibbon had grown up in Scotland.

The book is based on lectures and seminars at Gresham College in 2013 
and 2014. The introduction is by Roderick Floud, a distinguished eco-
nomic historian whose father was a communist in the 1930s, whose MI5 
file remains denied to his son. There is also a short chapter reporting the 
discussion from the floor which followed the talks, participants including 
Denis Healy and Peter Hennessy.

Radiant Illusion? certainly succeeds in its purpose of appraising 
sympathetically but not uncritically the context of Communist Party 
membership in the 1930s for its middle class recruits. It is informative 
and at times moving as well as being copiously illustrated. The outward 
appearance of this paperback does look a bit unfamiliar in terms of pre-
sent-day publishing standards, but this is deliberate – its producers wanted 
it to look like some of the publications of the 1930s, and it is printed by the 
Risograph method. There are a couple of minor factual errors, including 
the misspelling of Willie Gallacher’s name, but overall the volume is to be 
highly commended.

Willie Thompson

Bob Hepple, Young Man with a Red Tie: A Memoir of Mandela and the 

Failed Revolution, 1960-1963, Jacana, Johannesburg 2013; 224pp.; ISBN 
9781431407842, £15.95, pbk

Bob Hepple’s autobiographical account of his time in the South Africa under 
Apartheid paints a fascinating story of the resistance, warts and all. He was a 
young lawyer, whose anti-racist upbringing led him to join the South African 
Communist Party and eventually become one of the defendants, alongside 
Nelson Mandela, in the Rivonia Trial of 1963-64. The book gives an insider’s 
view of the decision to start the armed struggle against Apartheid. While it 
obviously only one man’s view of the process, and a critical view at that, it 
serves as a valuable testament that provides answers to some of the questions 
historians would like answered about the period as well as giving activists 
food for thought about tactics use to fight a police state.

The son of Alexander Hepple, leader of the South African Labour 
Party, he was involved in anti-segregation activities as a student at the 
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University of the Witwatersrand and joined the underground South 
African Communist Party (SACP). He dropped out of the party in 1956, 
fed up with what he saw as its inertia and isolation, but rejoined in 1960 
in the political crisis following the Sharpeville Massacre, becoming editor 
of Workers’ Unity, the newspaper of the South African Congress of Trade 
Unions (SACTU). He appears to have quickly risen into the leadership of 
the SACP, although his descriptions of discussions at Central Committee 
meetings have a strangely detached feel that leave one with the impression 
that he is not telling all he remembers.

Following the arrest of Nelson Mandela for his part in organising 
the May 1961 ‘stay away’, Bob Hepple became the ANC leader’s legal 
advisor and from this we get an interesting insight into the development 
of Mandela’s thinking on the armed struggle. Hepple argues that Mandela 
had given up on peaceful protest in 1953 and started making the argument 
for full-scale guerrilla war. The increased repression of the late 1950s, 
with the State of Emergency, the arrests, the beatings, the deportations, 
the evictions and the burning of African people’s houses, led the SACP to 
agree with this position and the 1961 stay-away was seen as the end of any 
attempt at a peaceful process.

The turn to full scale guerrilla war was outlined in Operation Mayibuye, 
drafted by Govan Mbeki and Joe Slovo. The plan called for the setting 
up of an armed wing of the ANC, uMkhonto we Sizwe (MK), with the 
intention of bringing 7,000 armed men, trained in friendly neighbouring 
front-line states, into South Africa to fight the apartheid regime, ‘armed 
and properly equipped in such a way as to be self-sufficient in every 
respect for at least a month’. The plan continues:

In the initial period when for a short while the military advantage will 
be ours, the plan envisages a massive onslaught on pre-selected targets 
which will create maximum havoc and confusion in the enemy camp 
and which will inject into the masses of the people and other friendly 
forces a feeling of confidence that here at last is an army of liberation 
equipped and capable of leading them to victory.

Bob Hepple himself describes Operation Mayibuye as being ‘far-fetched’, 
with many of the SACP Central Committee ‘divorced from reality’ and 
argues that the priority should have been organising the urban working 
class, with armed units as a secondary tactic; he himself was charged with 
reconstructing SACTU after its leaders had been arrested. However, he 
tells us that preparation of an elite for armed struggle quickly came to 
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take precedence over the trade union work in which he was involved and 
experienced trade union militants were frequently pulled out for guer-
rilla training. This led to the effective collapse of the SACP, the ANC 
and SACTU as internal forces. Hepple joined the Secretariat of the SACP 
Central Committee in April 1963, but says he had no idea who was actu-
ally running MK or who decided on the shift from sabotage to guerrilla 
war without consultation with the internal leadership of the SACP or the 
ANC. How much this is hindsight and how much he argued at the time 
will never be known, although as matters turned out, it is hard to disagree 
with his assessment.

The police raid on Liliesleaf Farm in Rivonia, a suburb of Johannesburg, 
captured practically the whole internal leadership of the MK, the ANC 
and the SACP, including Bob Hepple. Security had been poor and a vast 
amount of incriminating documents were found in the raid, providing the 
basis for the famous trial that put Nelson Mandela behind bars on Robben 
Island for twenty-seven years, with most of the other accused also receiv-
ing long jail terms. Bob Hepple managed to evade conviction by offering 
to be a prosecution witness in return for release from prison, then fleeing 
the country before the trial started without giving any evidence.

He was welcomed by the ANC in exile in Dar es Salaam, but when 
he arrived in Britain, following a remark by Walter Sisulu, quoted out 
of context in the press, that implied he had betrayed them by running 
away, he was expelled from the Communist Party. However, Joel Joffe, 
a lawyer on the Riviona accused defence team, in research for his 1995 
book, The Rivonia Story, said that he found that the expulsion was 
mainly to do with ‘political activities in which you were involved before 
the trial’. Hepple assumes this to mean his critical stance over the political 
direction of the party.

Hindsight is an exact science and it is easy for us today to see the pitfalls 
of the guerrilla tactic in South Africa but, in the wake of the successful 
Cuban and Algerian revolutions, the armed struggle had obvious attrac-
tions. However, South Africa was neither Batista’s fragile, corrupt and 
unpopular dictatorship, nor an externally based colonialism with a met-
ropolitan population out of sympathy with the settlers. Instead, it was a 
highly armed state, with solid support amongst the white population and 
considerable backing from the USA, Britain and Israel. This did mean that 
some kind of armed action combined with internal resistance was needed 
to defeat Apartheid. The circumstances in which these elements came 
together with a massive international solidarity movement could not have 
been foreseen in 1963. The defeat of the South African Defence Force by 
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the joint Cuban/Angolan offensive did play an important role in finally 
forcing the regime to compromise, but that was the armed struggle on an 
altogether different scale.

Perhaps the most interesting response he reports is from Ruth First who 
told him that, while she saw the dangers inherent in Operation Mayibuye, 
she was impressed by the determination of the MK comrades compared to 
the endless tiresome committee meetings of the political associations. This 
may not be the best way to approach a political decision, but the statement 
strikes a chord with many of us and demonstrates an audacity without 
which no resistance can succeed.

Steve Cushion

London

Christian Krell (ed.), Thinkers of Social Democracy. 49 Portraits, trans-
lated by James Patterson, Dietz, Bonn 2016; 368pp; ISBN 9783801204822, 
€26.00, pbk

No other left-wing party quite honours its intellectual tradition like 
the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD). In Thinkers of Social 

Democracy, a number of historians and commentators do their bit to 
burnish said tradition, providing forty-nine pen portraits of its most sig-
nificant contributors or Vordenker (‘forethinkers’). The book as explained 
in stately fashion by its editor, head of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation’s 
Akademie für Soziale Demokratie Christian Krell, catalogues ‘those who 
sought to make things happen’. It provides a ‘first encounter’ with pioneer-
ing social democrats (14-16). This selection of short, snappish biographies 
conveys a great deal about the present keepers of the social democratic 
flame, latter-day women and men of letters who wish to accentuate social 
democracy’s credentials when compared with revolutionary socialism, 
economic liberalism and mere labourism.

Thinkers of Social Democracy includes iconic names from the first wave 
of social democracy such as Marx, Engels, Ferdinand Lassalle, August 
Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht. In the 1890s and 1900s Karl Kautsky, 
Eduard Bernstein, Rosa Luxemburg and Franz Mehring wrestled with the 
problematic inherited from those early thinkers: how to accommodate the 
SPD’s maturation into a parliamentary peoples’ party whilst reckoning 
with German social democracy’s revolutionary rhetoric and credentials. 
From the Weimar period, one has ‘the leading theoretician of German 
social democracy in the Weimer Republic’ Rudolf Hilferding (p151), 
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jurist Hermann Heller and Friedrich Ebert, whose inclusion, despite his 
reputation as a most atheoretical party boss, is justified by ‘his highly 
responsible, practical work as the first Social Democrat to lead Germany’ 
(p96). Kurt Schumacher and Otto Wels represent the SPD’s darkest hour 
and its emergence therefrom, Wels being the sole member of the Reichstag 
who spoke against the Nazis’ Enabling Law, and Schumacher, the archi-
tect of the SPD’s post-war transition into an integral part of the fledging 
Federal Republic of Germany. 

The Bad Godesberg years – the party’s 1959 accommodation with its 
socialist lineage and its constitutional, embedded mid-twentieth century 
setting – are a rich period for Thinkers. Carlo Schmid, Susanne Miller, 
Willi Eichler, Wolfgang Abendroth, parliamentarians Heinrich Deist 
and Herbert Wehner were all lead actors in the debate around the SPD’s 
turn away from quasi-Marxism and towards liberal democracy with an 
ethical twist. The SPD’s revival as a party of government in the ’60s and 
’70s is captured by pen portraits of Chancellor Willy Brandt, with his 
‘understudying of socialism based on freedom and democracy, with a 
society-shaping dimension, but without claiming the party is its sole rep-
resentative’ (p70), and of Karl Schiller, economist, minister and utterer of 
the quintessential Godesbergian line: ‘[c]ompetition as much as possible, 
planning as much as necessary’ (p284). 

In more neoliberal times, what constitutes a thinker in the eyes of 
contributors to Thinkers is keeping social democracy abreast with con-
temporary developments. One has the Peter Mandelson-esque Peter 
Glotz, environmentalist Hermann Scheer and Erhard Eppler, pietist 
doyen of the SPD’s leftist internationalism and a long-time chair of the 
party’s Basic Values Commission (the Commission is incidentally a body 
on which several of the composers of the forty-nine portraits sit). Glotz 
was the editor of the Die Neue Gesellschaft/Frankfurter Hefte for over 
twenty years, the SPD’s dynamic executive director in the mid-1980s, 
and something of a media guru. Scheer’s commitment to the environ-
mental dimension of public policy made him, according to his biographer 
Michael Reschke, as responsible as anyone for ‘the political-ideological 
superstructure’ (p281) behind the increasing mainstream movement for 
alternative energy in Germany and Europe.

‘[T]he selected thinkers’, Krell acknowledges, ‘include markedly more 
men than women’ (p15). Those female thinkers that have made it in are 
unfamiliar names to an Anglo-American audience. Renate Lepsius, parlia-
mentarian, magistrate and author, made telling legislative interventions in 
the 1970s, helping liberalise divorce and abortion statutes. Herta Gotthelf 
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was a journalist, editor of the SPD’s periodical for female members 
Genossin, before going into political exile in London in 1934. Returning 
to Germany in 1946, having been active in SPD exile organisations, she 
was appointed the Women’s Secretary of the SPD and became editor 
again of Genossin in 1947. The winner of the German Order of Merit in 
1956, Hessian Elisabeth Selbert helped draft the constitution of the fledg-
ing Federal Republic, the Basic Law, in 1948. When other parties initially 
‘rejected the SPD motion “men and women have equal rights”’ (p308), 
Selbert, representing the SPD, saw it inserted into the Basic Law. 

There are a few telling interpretative points in this collection. On social 
democratic leaders, those who achieved high office, stressed modera-
tion and had an aversion to anti-statist, class essentialist positions, they 
are the good comrades. Social democracy, for the chosen Vordenker, is 
nothing if it is not a constructive opposition within the German polity. 
Take Ebert, the first social democratic president. He made Weimar work. 
He established a functioning constitutional order and never wavered in 
his commitment to parliamentary governance (the Freikorps are glossed 
over). There was Schumacher, the Marxist sympathiser who nevertheless 
made sure that social democracy had no truck with organised commu-
nism. Minister-President of North Rhine Westphalia and later President 
of Germany Johannes Rau’s socialism, such as it was, held that social 
democrats should intervene where it was appropriate, promote social soli-
darity but never ride roughshod over individual interests. 

The editorial line in Thinkers of Social Democracy is not so partisan 
that it would dictate an anti-hagiographic approach towards those think-
ers who do not fit the liberal socialist mould. Given that Marx’s political 
theory is deemed ‘unprofitable’ (p224) – a contribution outside the main-
stream delineated in Thinkers – Engels, Bebel and Kautsky, heavily 
associated with the sins of social democracy’s phase as an orthodox 
Marxist ideology, are not simply decried; indeed, they are treated with kid 
gloves. Kautsky is portrayed as a methodical as opposed to a metaphysical 
Marxist, ‘well worth reading today’ (p169). Engels was a pragmatist who 
believed in various routes to the socialist commonwealth; Bebel, a facilita-
tor of worker participation in civil and political society. 

It is Luxemburg who is more in the firing line as regards the Marxist gen-
eration of social democratic intellectuals. She is chided by her biographer 
Helga Grebing for her ‘romanticism’ and her short-sighted concep-
tion of the immediate material benefits of capitalist growth (pp215-16). 
Luxemburg ‘cannot be considered a direct precursor’ (p218) to the type of 
social democracy celebrated in Thinkers. Other lefties in Thinkers receive 
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the same charitable readings as Engels, Bebel and Kautsky. Abendroth 
and Peter von Oertzen, both high profile anti-Godesbergians, are cred-
ited with at least a commitment to democratic socialism: they were not 
Marxist-Leninists in disguise. 

 Where the writers behind Thinkers of Social Democracy make clear their 
predilection is their promotion of those who enabled social democracy’s 
Godesbergian shift to centre-leftism, for example, the liberal socialist axis 
of Leonard Nelson, Willi Eichler and Susanne Miller. Weimarian Nelson 
in contrast to ‘the party Marxism which … pervaded the SPD’s official 
platform’ (p253), emphasised individual freedom, his liberal element, and 
the notion of intervention, the socialist. Importantly, Nelson’s socialism 
was as radical as the left Marxists’, principled and committed, although his 
antipathy towards democracy countered this in part. His protégés, Eichler 
and Miller, dedicated themselves to the Nelsonian principle that socialism 
was to be the translation of ‘the ideal … on earth … [by] acting, respon-
sible people’ (p235). Militant in its prioritising of values before political 
expediency, yet hostile to utopian authoritarian schemes, ‘Nelson’s left-
wing Kantianism’ (p236) was the basis of Eichler and Miller’s pet project, 
the Bad Godesberg Programme. With social democracy’s Bad Godesberg 
moment, party socialism became an appeal to common values. Krell, the 
biographer of Nelson and Eichler, notes that with Bad Godesberg, a more 
inclusive era was ushered in – religious thought, for example, became 
more of a social democratic concern.

One other tangent highlighted in Thinkers of Social Democracy is worth 
noting, that of economic democracy. In the social democratic tradition of 
codetermination, trade unionists and scholars such as Fritz Naphtali and 
Viktor Agartz helped develop policy on worker involvement in economic 
planning. For Agartz, ‘one of the leading economic policy minds of the 
West German labour movement’ (p41) the government had a determining 
role in areas left in the more Anglo-Saxon model to microeconomics. West 
Germany should have a wages and prices policy. In Naphtali, German 
social democracy has its forefather of industrial democracy. His key poli-
cies – worker involvement in company management; collective bargaining 
– would be prominent long after Naphtali advanced them in the late 1920s. 

Thinkers of Social Democracy is primarily about creating a canon. Its 
mini-biographies, rather grandiose in their combination of big words and 
bold claims, map onto a familiar narrative. Those thinkers whose contri-
butions were before the Bad Godesberg moment, part of an older social 
democratic milieu, can be recognised and celebrated insofar as they were 
wedded to liberal democratic or nascent parliamentary politics. Thinkers 
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who are contemporaries of or postdate the moment are to be commended 
for making sure social democratic thought maintained ‘a broad concep-
tion of freedom’ (p29) alongside the natural impulse of social democrats to 
correct social and economic injustice. Revolutionary, anti-capitalist ‘social 
democracy’, the legacy of Luxemburg, is not represented here, the kind 
of in-house social democratic intellectuals contributing to Thinkers being 
very much on the other side from radical left activism and its origins in 
the new left of the ’60s and ’70s. Social democracy, an ideological constel-
lation that comprised Luxemburg, Ebert, Bernstein, Lenin and Trotsky at 
one time, is now the official, exclusive story of a particular party trying to 
justify its past.

Jamie Melrose

University of Bristol

Chris Miller, The Struggle to Save the Soviet Economy: Mikhail Gorbachev 

and the Collapse of the USSR, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel 
Hill NC 2016; 264pp, 11 graphs, 1 table; ISBN 9781469630175, £25.00, hbk

‘Too many figures’, is how Leonid Brezhnev is said to have dismissed a 
report on the Soviet Union’s deteriorating economy prepared for him by 
the head of the central planning agency in the late 1970s. The story goes 
that the pair abandoned their meeting and went to hunt wild ducks instead 
(p76).

As this anecdote illustrates, economic policy was not a priority for the 
aging conservative leadership of the Soviet Union in the years following 
Nikita Khrushchev’s removal from office in 1964. This all changed with 
the ascent of Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985. He inherited the vast and stag-
nating machine of the Brezhnevian economy. Chris Miller’s work charts 
the ultimately-doomed attempts of Gorbachev and his allies to reform 
this machine, the so-called perestroika programme, during his tenure as 
general secretary.

The main contribution of Miller’s work is to demonstrate the important 
role Deng Xiaoping’s market socialist programme played in influencing 
attitudes to economic reform amongst Soviet intellectuals and bureaucrats. 
Miller does this through extensive reference to government and party 
papers, the pages of Soviet literary and academic journals – Novyi Mir, 

Literaturnaia Gazeta etc – and the output of ‘think tanks’, most impor-
tantly the Far East Institute, in the form of detailed reports produced for 
the Soviet leadership. He describes attempts to ‘mimic’ Chinese-style 
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reforms, by, for example, setting up a ‘Special Economic Zone’ in the 
city of Nakhodka. His work benefits from detailed discussion of Deng 
Xiaoping’s reforms, to the extent that it sometimes feels like a dual-his-
tory of the USSR and PRC, and is all the more rewarding for feeling so.

Miller makes no serious attempt to discuss popular attitudes to eco-
nomic reform – which were likely shaped more by visions of fast food and 
VCRs than ‘Special Economic Zones’– and is at times guilty of labouring 
the Chinese point. Nonetheless, he has produced an informative explora-
tion of the attitudes of intellectuals and policy-makers during the last days 
of the USSR.

Any comparison of China and the Soviet Union in the 1980s naturally 
invites one to ask the question: why did the Soviet economy collapse when 
China’s, to use a colloquialism, ‘took off’?

There is little debate about the immediate cause of the Soviet crisis – 
inflation and production paralysis, instigated by a disastrous policy of 
printing rubles to plug an ever-growing budget deficit. In 1985, the Soviet 
Union had a roughly balanced budget, by 1988 it had a budget deficit esti-
mated by the IMF to be approximately 10 per cent of GDP, which grew 
to over 30 per cent by 1991 (p145). Over the same period, grain produc-
tion fell from 200 million to 50-60 million tonnes and the money supply 
increased by some 15 per cent (p155).

Accounting for this dramatic deterioration, Miller attempts to provide 
a more nuanced answer than that previously offered by historians. In 
particular, he takes issue with Stephen Kotkin, Yegor Gaidar and others’ 
emphasis on the role played by declining oil prices in destabilizing the 
Soviet economy, memorably characterised by Kotkin in his Armageddon 

Averted (2001) as a ‘hangover’ caused by the country’s ‘long oil bender’. 
Miller points out that ‘between 1985 and 1990, the decrease in earnings 
from trade (above all, oil) was less than half the level of the increase of the 
Soviet Union’s budget deficit’ (p62).

Miller notes the decline in revenue from liquor taxes as a consequence 
of Gorbachev’s authoritarian attempts to reduce alcohol consumption, 
and, briefly, the reconstruction costs incurred after the 1988 Armenian 
earthquake (curiously, Miller omits any mention of the costs associated 
with Chernobyl accident).

He places his prime emphasis, however, on the resources consumed 
by three important sectors of the Soviet economy – energy, the military-
industrial complex and agriculture. These three pillars of the USSR’s 
centrally-planned economy consumed a staggering proportion of the 
country’s total budget. The CIA and other foreign observers estimated 
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that the Soviet military absorbed between 12 per cent and 20 per cent 
of Soviet GDP by the late 1980s, or, as Gorbachev-ally Georgy Arbatov 
lamented to the USSR Congress of People’s Deputies in 1989: ‘our 
economy has been literally eviscerated by military spending’.

The situation was brought to a head, argues Miller, by the compro-
mises Gorbachev was forced to make. Miller’s detailed study of party 
and government papers show the political realities facing the general sec-
retary, who was forced to agree to massive increases in capital spending, 
which grew from an annual average of 170 billion rubles 1981-85, to 218 
billion in 1988 (p100), in exchange for the begrudging acquiescence of the 
Soviet bureaucracy in his structural reforms. It was this spending, which 
did little to improve productivity, that precipitated the budget crisis. In 
Miller’s conception, Gorbachev reluctantly agreed to the capital spend-
ing programme in the hope that perestroika would dramatically improve 
Soviet economic performance, thus allowing him to square the Soviet 
budget circle.

While thousands of new ‘enterprises’ were set up during these years, 
the country’s overall economic performance remained underwhelming. 
In explaining this failure, Miller points to the campaign of obstruction-
ism pursued by bureaucrats at all levels of Soviet government. Reforms 
introduced were not as radical as those pursued in China (for example, 
new private ‘co-operatives’ were not allowed to employ workers). Miller 
implies that had Gorbachev had free rein, he would have pursued a more 
radical programme that may have produced better results. In making this 
argument, Miller echoes Gorbachev, who in his autobiography bemoaned 
‘the mighty bureaucracy that had formed under the totalitarian system’ 
and that refused to ‘relinquish power’. Gorbachev, of course, demurred 
from the traditional methods employed to assert the will of the Kremlin. 
It is curious to think that Mao Zedong’s bloody campaign against Soviet-
style bureaucratisation may have inadvertently facilitated Deng Xiaoping’s 
later dismantling of China’s Maoist economy.

To try and embody glasnost, Gorbachev regularly escaped the Kremlin 
to travel round the country and speak openly with Soviet citizens. Miller’s 
study may have benefited had he taken a similar approach to understand-
ing perestroika. His sources are mostly confined to those produced for 
and by the highest bodies of Soviet government. Rarely does he discuss 
how perestroika was experienced at the proverbial ‘coal face’. He does 
not address in any detail, for example – how decrees such as the ‘Law on 
State Enterprise’, changed (or did not change) realities ‘on the ground’; 
the strengths and weaknesses of individual factories or farms; how their 
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efficiency may have been improved through altered working practices, 
accounting methods etc; how ‘obstructionism’ worked in practice. In 
doing so, Miller limits the extent to which his work can be seen com-
prehensive study of perestroika, or, used to understand the working of 
centrally-planned economies in genere. A couple of informative case 
studies would have made this a more wide-reaching work.

What’s more, when comparing the Chinese and Soviet experiences, 
Miller only briefly addresses the profound structural differences between 
the two economies in the early 1980s. The idea that reforms that worked 
in China may not have been appropriate in the Soviet context is never 
really discussed, nor does Miller question the underlying assumption that 
the way to ‘save’ the Soviet economy was to pursue ‘capitalist’ reforms.

Readers looking for a comprehensive history of perestroika will be dis-
appointed. Nonetheless, Miller has made an important contribution to the 
historiography of the late Soviet Union, at the same as producing a read-
able, light on figures, introduction to some of the key economic problems 
facing Gorbachev and his fellow reformers in the late 1980s.

Alec Burt

Dave Rich, The Left’s Jewish Problem: Jeremy Corbyn, Israel and Anti-

Semitism, Biteback Publishing, London 2016; 292pp.; ISBN 9781785901201, 
£12.99, pbk

A contentious issue during the Corbyn revolution has been the relation-
ship between the Labour left and the Jewish community. Historically this 
is an aberration, as the British left was long considered a welcoming place 
for Jews, whether practising or secular. Of the main parties, Labour was 
perhaps the most explicitly pro-Israel until at least the 1960s, whilst at 
one point the Communist Party of Great Britain had an estimated 10 per 
cent of its membership of Jewish heritage (p6). How then do we get to a 
situation where Jewish Chronicle (4 May 2016) poll data suggests only 8.5 
per cent of British Jews are likely to vote Labour, and where the party has 
conducted three inquiries into alleged anti-Semitism almost in succession? 

Dave Rich is arguably better placed than anyone within the Jewish com-
munity to analyse this dislocation. Deputy Director of Communications 
at the Community Security Trust, the primary organisation established to 
provide security advice and protection to British Jews and their property, 
Rich was completing a PhD on left wing anti-Zionism from the 1960s-
1980s as Jeremy Corbyn was elected leader of the Labour Party. His 
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historical knowledge ensures that as well as seeking to explain contem-
porary political controversies, there is plenty here for the political train 
spotter and fan of socialist esoterica. That the Young Liberals considered 
themselves part of the new left (p42), that George Galloway was a member 
of the British Anti-Zionist Organisation (BAZO) or that Israel produced 
an anti-Zionist communist party, Matzpen, that significantly influenced 
British Trotskyites (p101) is easily forgotten. 

Rich situates the formation of Israel in a distinct background – that it 
was created by Jews within Europe’s left tradition. Zionists had to fight 
a traditional colonial power – Britain – in an insurgency to establish their 
state. This is a book which works hard to bring in overlooked and perhaps 
inconvenient historical facts – in 1944 Labour supported transferring 
Arabs out of Palestine to make way for Jews (p5) and the Soviet bloc’s 
initial support for Israel came via both rhetoric at the United Nations and 
arms shipments to fight Arab forces (pp2-3).

Public criticism of Israel on the left seems to have begun not in 1948 
with what Palestinians designate the nakba, but with Israel’s greatest mili-
tary triumph – the Six-Day War against Egypt, Jordan and Syria. The noun 
‘Palestinian’ did not appear in New Left Review before 1967 (p24). Rich 
observes the seismic change that was commencing on the left as identity pol-
itics began to meet, match and in time supplant socio-economic concerns. 
His categorisation of the new left in class terms is particularly valuable:

… the new Left effectively represented a new social class, rooted in 
intellectual and cultural professions, populated by public sector 
workers, and whose political agenda would come to be dominated by 
identity and iconoclasm (p8).

From the new left is seen to come the view Zionism is racist and Israel 
a remnant of western imperialism (p11). Organisations such as the 
International Marxist Group began to conceive of revolution spreading 
from the third world inwards, and Tony Cliff’s International Socialists 
declared Israeli workers could not be revolutionary. Zionism is an issue 
where definitions really do determine debate, and Rich gets his in early 
with regards to Israel, arguing that criticisms of the state may become anti-
Semitic when they ‘use language and ideas that draw on older anti-Semitic 
myths about Jews’ (pxxii). This was a problem for both the new left and 
orthodox communists, as by 1967-68 the much-admired revolutionaries 
of the FLN in Algeria were adopting anti-Semitic conspiracy theories, and 
the USSR returned to one of its periodic bouts of anti-Semitism (pp20-21). 
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Interaction between Matzpen, the new left and Palestinian exiles in the 
UK seems to have run aground though on more concrete problems, which 
Rich perhaps sums up adroitly:

… is it a conflict between two competing national movements, both 
with a legitimate claim to the same piece of land; or is it a case of colo-
niser and colonised, with all the right on one side and all the wrong on 
the other? (p104)

In 1975 the UN General Assembly declared Zionism to be a form of racism 
(a position it rescinded in 1991). Rich gained access to the National Union 
of Students archives, and there is much here on how the UNGA resolution 
led to attempts to ‘no platform’ both Zionists and Jewish Societies (JSOCs) 
on campus. Here the left divided, with the Broad Left and Communists 
generally opposed, the Trotskyites for (pp129-131). In this controversy, 
we again see the centrality of identity politics, and its ability to produce 
division and stalemate. In the 1970s JSOCs had responded to criticism by 
using the language of democratic rights and free speech. By the 1980s they 
too had adopted that of identity politics, comparing themselves to ‘every 
other minority group’ (pp137-138). To deny Jewish students their right to 
organise on campus would be deeply problematic. But to anti-Zionists, if 
Jewish students use that political space to exercise a Zionist identity, they 
are propagating racism. Student unions are yet to square that circle. 

Chapter five ‘The New Alliance: Islamists and the Left’ critiques the 
relationship between exiled Islamists, usually but not always from Muslim 
Brotherhood backgrounds, and both the revolutionary and Labour left. 
Jeremy Corbyn has been central to these alliances. Whilst they did not 
stop the Iraq war nor bring freedom to Palestine, they have changed the 
composition of the left in Britain (p162) paving the way for Corbyn’s 
eventual victory. However, for these relationships to prosper, the left has 
had to turn a blind eye to political attitudes it would usually reject, and 
actively opposes, when articulated by the far right. In what is the strong-
est section of the book, Rich cites examples in the fields of human rights, 
suicide attacks and racism. 

The Hamas Charter cites anti-Semitic forgery the Protocols of the Elders 

of Zion as fact, whilst believing the United Nations was created by the 
Zionists (p176). The British left is inexorably sucked into this nonsense via 
its affiliations with Islamic actors in the Middle East and here. In 2003 the 
Cairo anti-war conference, which brought together regional activists with 
anti-war figures such as Corbyn and John Rees, adopted the position the 
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Iraq war was ‘part of the Zionist plan’ (p189). Socialists chanting ‘We are 
Hezbollah’ at Stop the War’s 2006 protests against the Israel-Hezbollah 
conflict either did not know, or did not care, Hasan Nasrallah has called 
for all Jews to go to Israel, so they can best be killed in one place (p178). 

Labour’s recent anti-Semitism controversy has involved former Mayors 
in London, Bradford and Blackburn, plus councillors in Luton, Nottingham, 
Burnley, Newport and Renfrewshire (pp197-198). Rich’s book goes a long 
way in explaining how we got there. It ends with the hope that the left and 
British Jews can again have a positive relationship. The issue of re-admit-
tance of Momentum’s Jackie Walker to Labour demonstrates how tricky 
this will be. Rich traces her ‘analysis’ that the Jews financed the slave trade, 
to a 1991 book by the Nation of Islam’s Louis Farrakhan. Identity politics 
has brought the left more problems than answers. 

Paul Stott

Centre for International Studies and Diplomacy, SOAS, London 
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