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Preface

BETWEEN THE LATER 1970s and early 1990s Europe’s political land-
scape was radically rearranged. The 1989 revolutions removed the Eastern
European socialist bloc, and the Soviet Union dissolved. Through an
equally drastic capitalist restructuring, Western Europe was transformed.
Whereas socialist parties recaptured government across Europe during the
later 1990s, moreover, these were no longer the same socialist parties as
before. Profoundly deradicalized, they were separating rapidly from the
political cultures and social histories that had sustained them during a pre-
vious century of struggle. Communist parties, consistently the labor move-
ments’ most militant wings, had almost entirely disappeared. No one talked
any longer of abolishing capitalism, of regulating its dysfunctions and ex-
cesses, or even of modifying its most egregiously destructive social effects.
For a decade after 1989, the space for imagining alternatives narrowed to
virtually nothing.

But from another perspective new forces had been energizing the Left.
If [abor movements rested on the proud and lasting achievements built from
the outcomes of the Second World War but now being dismantled, younger
generations rode the excitements of 1968. The synergy of student radical-
ism, countercultural exuberance, and industrial militancy jolted Europe’s
political cultures into quite new directions. Partly these new energies flowed
through the existing parties, but partly they fashioned their own political
space. Feminism was certainly the most important of these emergent move-
ments, forcing wholesale reappraisal of everything politics contained. But
radical ecology also arrived, linking grassroots activism, communitarian
experiment, and extraparliamentary mobilization in unexpected ways. By
1980, a remarkable transnational peace movement was getting off the
ground. A variety of alternative lifestyle movements captured many imag-
inations. The first signs of a new and lasting political presence bringing
these developments together, Green parties, appeared on the scene.

In the writings of historians, sociologists and social theorists, cultural
critics, and political commentators of all kinds, as well as in the Left’s own
variegated discourse, an enormous challenge to accustomed assumptions
was generated during the last quarter of the twentieth century. The crisis
of socialism during the 1980s not only compelled the rethinking of the
boundaries and meanings of the Left, the needs of democracy, and the very
nature of politics itself but also forced historians into taking the same ques-
tions back to the past. Contemporary feminism’s lasting if unfinished
achievement, for example, has been to insist on the need to refashion our



most basic understandings in the light of gender, the histories of sexuality,
and all the specificities of women’s societal place. More recently, inspired
partly by the much longer salience of such questions in the United States
and partly by practical explosions of racialized conflicts in the 1980s and
1990s, a similar examination of race and ethnicity has begun. Many other
facets of identity joined a growing profusion of invigorating political de-
bates. In the process, the earlier centrality of class, as both social history
and political category, dissolved. While class remained an unavoidable re-
ality of social and political action for the Left in the twenty-first century,
the earlier centering of politics around the traditional imagery of the male
worker in industry had to be systematically rethought.

Conceived in one era, therefore, this book was completed in another. I
began writing in a Europe of labor movements and socialist parties, of
strong public sectors and viable welfare states, and of class-centered politics
and actually existing socialisms. Though their original inspiration was
flawed and the Soviet example was by then damaged almost beyond recall,
Communist parties in the West remained carriers of a distinctive militancy.
In the public sphere, rhetorics of revolution, class consciousness, and so-
cialist transformation still claimed a place. With Socialists riding the dem-
ocratic transitions triumphantly to power in Spain, Portugal, and Greece,
Polish Solidarnosc tearing open the cobwebbed political cultures of Eastern
Europe, and French Socialists forming their first postwar government,
things seemed on the move. The years 1979—-81 were for socialists an en-
couraging and even an inspiring time.

This gap between optimism and its ending, between the organized
strengths of an already formed tradition and the emergent potentials for its
succession, is crucial to the purposes of my book. I’ve written it to capture
the drama of a still-continuing contemporary transition. To do so required
both a detailed accounting of the past and a bold reconstruction of the
present because both the achievements and the foreshortenings of the old
remain vital to the shaping of the new. Although the century after the 1860s
claims the larger share of the book, accordingly, the lines of the later
twentieth-century argument are always inscribed earlier on. In that sense,
I would argue, history can both impede the present and set it free. More-
over, beginning in the 1860s, my account moves forward through a series
of pan-European revolutionary conjunctures, from the settlements accom-
panying the two world wars through the dramas of 1968 to the latest
restructuring of 1989—92.

Ultimately, despite the endless complexities of detailed historiographical
debate, the agonies of epistemology, and the excitements and frustrations
of theory, historians can never escape the discipline’s abiding conundrum
of continuity and change. In some periods and circumstances, the given
relationships, socially and politically, seem inert and fixed. Culture signifies
the predictable and overpowering reproduction of what “is.” It claims the
verities of tradition and authorizes familiar futures from the repetitions of
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a naturalized past (“what has always been the case”). Politics becomes the
machinery of maintenance and routine. The image of a different future
becomes displaced into fantasy and easily dismissed. The cracks and fissures
are hard to find.

But at other times things fall apart. The given ways no longer persuade.
The present loosens its grip. Horizons shift. History speeds up. It becomes
possible to see the fragments and outlines of a different way. People shake
off their uncertainties and hesitations; they throw aside their fears. Very
occasionally, usually in the midst of a wider societal crisis, the apparently
unbudgeable structures of normal political life become shaken. The expec-
tations of a slow and unfolding habitual future get unlocked. Still more
occasionally, collective agency materializes, sometimes explosively and with
violent results. When this happens, the formal institutional worlds of pol-
itics in a nation or a city and the many mundane worlds of the private, the
personal, and the everyday move together. They occupy the same time. The
present begins to move. These are times of extraordinary possibility and
hope. New horizons shimmer. History’s continuum shatters.

When the revolutionary crisis recedes, little stays the same as before.
Historians argue endlessly over the balance—between contingency and
structure, process and event, agency and determination, between the exact
nature of the revolutionary rupture and the reach of the longer running
pasts. But both by the thoroughness of their destructive energy and by the
power of their imaginative release, revolutionary crises replenish the future.
The relationship of the lasting institutional changes to the revolutionaries’
willed desires will always be complex. William Morris famously expressed
this in A Dream of John Ball: “1. .. pondered how [people] fight and lose
the battle, and the thing that they fought for comes about in spite of their
defeat, and when it comes turns out not to be what they meant, and other
[people] have to fight for what they meant under another name.”! Since
the 1930s revolutionary sensibility has become ever more tragic in this way,
memorably captured in Walter Benjamin’s image of the angel of history,
with its back to the future, unable “to stay, awaken the dead, and make
whole what has been smashed” and compelled instead to gaze “fixedly”
on the seamless catastrophe of the past, piling “wreckage upon wreckage”
at its feet. The angel is propelled into an unseeable future by an unstoppable
force, “a storm blowing from Paradise.” “This storm,” Benjamin reflects,
“is what we call progress.”?

Revolutions no longer receive a good press. The calamity of Stalinism
and the ignominious demise of the Soviet Union have been allowed to erase
almost entirely the Russian Revolution’s emancipatory effects. Stalinism’s
ferocities during the 1930s and 1940s did irremediable damage to Com-
munism’s ethical credibility, it should be immediately acknowledged, ena-
bling associative allegations against all other versions of socialist ideas.
Justified reminders of capitalism’s destructive and genocidal consequences
for the world, both inside Europe and without, can never dispose of those

PREFACE IX



histories, as fuller knowledge of Bolshevism’s post-1917 record is making
ever more clear. Nevertheless, for most of the twentieth century, it’s im-
portant to note, the Left has more often stepped back from violent revo-
lutionary opportunities than embraced them. Moreover, an honest admis-
sion of the dangers released by revolutionary uprisings needs to be balanced
by two further recognitions. First, there remains something uniquely in-
spiring in the spectacle of masses of people in political motion, collectively
engaging the future. Second, as this book will argue, the most important
gains for democracy have only ever be attained through revolution, or at
least via those several concentrated periods of change I’ll call the great
constitution-making conjunctures of modern European history.

I’'ve been privileged in my own lifetime to have experienced two of these
revolutionary moments—one successful, the other “failed”—while being
formed in my childhood by the extraordinary achievements of a third. The
1989 revolutions in Eastern Europe were the most recent of these experi-
ences, and their lasting democratic significance can be neither subsumed
nor discounted by the damage to those societies subsequently wrought by
marketization. An earlier revolutionary moment, that of 1968, was for-
mative for my own political adulthood as well as for the larger understand-
ing of the Left this book contains.

Finally, I was also formed in the protective and enabling culture of the
post-1945 political settlement. I was a child of the welfare state. I drank
its orange juice and received its vaccinations. I lived in its housing. I took
for granted its third-pint bottles of school milk delivered daily to my class-
room. I throve on its educational opportunities, while hating much of the
delivery. I knew about family allowances, the National Health Service, free
prescriptions, and the begrudging public respect accorded trade unions. I
cried, without quite understanding the reasons, when Nye Bevan died, and
I remember my mother’s disapproval of his hymnless funeral. I was told a
lot about the depression and somewhat less about the war, but I knew why
they mattered. I understood how profoundly they had affected my parents’
generation. Though T was not born until 1949, I remember the war very
clearly; it was all around me. I knew why it was fought.

This book is written from great passion and great regret. It has taken
me two long decades. Its writing was shaped and buffeted by a huge
amount of contemporary change. It has required a willingness to rethink
and surrender some valued assumptions and deeply cherished beliefs. None-
theless, even allowing for the narratives of knowingness and consistency
we like to construct for our intellectual biographies, the main lines of ar-
gument remain in many ways consistent with my thinking in the mid-
1980s, though I’'m sure I understand the implications far better now. It was
on one of my returns to England in the spring of 1984, reentering the
unique contemplative space of the railway journey (also a thing of the past)
and reeling from the brutalized public atmosphere surrounding the miners’
strike, that I knew the world had changed.
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I can still weep for all the loss this entailed, for the wasted sacrifices
and poor decisions, for the unsung everyday heroism as well as the more
obvious courageous acts, for the crimes perpetrated in the name of virtue
as well as those committed against it, for the gaps between promise and
achievement, for the movements, communities, and cultures built painstak-
ingly across generations whose bases are now gone. From my vantage point
at the close of the twentieth century, there were many times when this
seemed a painful book to be writing. It required a lot of letting go.

However, it is decidedly not an epitaph or an exercise in nostalgia. It is
written from the conviction that history matters, particularly when some
vital stories get mistold. That struggle of memory against forgetting has
become something of a commonplace of contemporary writing, but is no
less empowering for that. During the 1990s new amnesias brought some
essential histories under erasure. The history of the Left has been the strug-
gle for democracy against systems of inequality that limit and distort, attack
and repress, and sometimes seek even to liquidate human potential alto-
gether. Moreover, this is a history certainly not completed. If my book
concentrates in its first three parts on the building of one kind of movement
for the conduct of that struggle, the class-centered politics of the socialist
tradition, then it seeks to hold that tradition’s omissions and foreshorten-
ings clearly in view. The book’s final part then outlines the potentials from
which a new politics of the Left can be made. In that sense, it looks to the
future.

At various times during the writing of this book I was supported at the
University of Michigan by the Richard Hudson Research Professorship in
History, Research Partnerships from the Horace H. Rackham School of
Graduate Studies and the Office of the Vice-President for Research, a Fac-
ulty Fellowship from the Institute for the Humanities, and a Michigan Hu-
manities Award. In the summer of 1992, I held a Guest Fellowship at the
Max Planck Institute for History in Gottingen. Very early versions of some
chapters were typed by Jeanette Diuble, but the advent of word processing
certainly hasn’t removed the importance of first-class office support, and at
various times I’ve been hugly dependent on the generosity and skills of
Lorna Altstetter, Connie Hamlin, and Dawn Kapalla.

While still at Oxford University Press, Thomas LeBien gave me extraor-
dinary help in the editing stages of this manuscript, and his guiding hand
shaped the clarity and effectiveness of the final version. After his departure
for Princeton University Press, Susan Ferber saw this book through to com-
pletion. Her editorial eye was keen and her guidance always surefooted and
astute. I’'m grateful to have had the benefit of these two consummate editors
and of the anonymous readers’ reports they commissioned, and the book
reflects their input in numerous ways.

A book of this scale accumulates unmanageable debts. Mine begin with
my colleagues at the University of Michigan, who since 1979 have provided
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an incomparably stimulating intellectual home. In the earliest stage I
learned a huge amount from Roman Szporluk, who first educated me prop-
erly in the complexities of Eastern European history. Bill Rosenberg left his
mark on part II, especially my understanding of the First World War and
the Russian Revolution. My debt to Terry McDonald is as long as my
presence at Michigan, beginning with a reading group on class and social
history we ran in the early 198o0s, the first of many settings where I’ve
benefited from his rigorous intellectual generosity. Bill Sewell’s presence was
invaluable in the later 1980s when approaches to working-class formation
were being so extensively rethought, and since the early 1990s so has been
that of Sonya Rose. Peggy Somers was equally important across many in-
tellectual fronts. Her head for theory constantly challenged me into clearing
my own. For my understanding of contemporary Eastern European politics
Mike Kennedy and Kim Scheppele were a wonderful resource. My grasp
of contemporary European politics more generally owes an equally large
debt to Andy Markovits.

It’s impossible to communicate with any brevity the high quality of in-
tellectual life in Ann Arbor, both in the History Department and in the
wider interdisiplinary sphere. For almost twenty years the affectionately
named Marxist Study Group has been giving me intellectual friendship and
ideas, and since 1987 so has the Program on the Comparative Study of
Social Transformations (CSST). These collective settings afforded my think-
ing clarity and confidence. A full accounting of my debts would require
pages and pages, but among past and present colleagues I’d like especially
to thank the following: Julia Adams, Paul Anderson, Sara Blair, Charlie
Bright, Jane Burbank, David W. Cohen, Fred Cooper, Fernando Coronil,
Val Daniel, Nick Dirks, Susan Douglas, Jonathan Freedman, Kevin Gaines,
Janet Hart, Gabrielle Hecht, Julia Hell, June Howard, Nancy Hunt, Webb
Keane, Alaina Lemon, Marjorie Levinson, Rudolf Mrazek, Sherry Ortner,
Adela Pinch, Helmut Puff, Roger Rouse, David Scobey, Julius Scott, Re-
becca Scott, Julie Skurski, Scott Spector, George Steinmetz, Penny Von
Eschen, and Ernie Young.

Kathleen Canning has been my immediate colleague since the late
1980s. ’'m not only a much better German historian in consequence but
also far more conversant with the challenges of gender history. The clarity
of the book’s argument regarding class formation and its understanding of
the importance of gender rely on the pioneering achievements of her work.
She is an unfailing source of excellent friendship, knowledge, and advice.
I’'m equally privileged by having Kali Israel as my colleague and friend.
Without her my relationship to all things British would be immeasurably
the poorer. By her constant supply of information and small kindnesses, as
well as by the largeness of her intellectual vision and friendship, the quality
of this book has been hugely enhanced.

Many of my present and former students have helped with the book,
initially via research assistance and the exchange of ideas, but increasingly
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through the excellence of their published work. I'm enormously indebted
to them all. They include Richard Bodek, Shiva Balaghi, Monica Burguera,
Becky Conekin, Belinda Davis, Todd Ettelson, Anne Gorsuch, Young-Sun
Hong, Rainer Horn, Jennifer Jenkins, Mia Lee, Kristin McGuire, Orlando
Martinez, David Mayfield, Amy Nelson, Mary O’Reilly, Kathy Pence, Alice
Ritscherle, Chris Schmidt-Nowara, Steve Soper, Julie Stubbs, Dennis Swee-
ney, and Elizabeth Wood. They have also made Michigan into an extraor-
dinary place.

In the wider world the range of my indebtedness is equally great. In
many ways this book originated in conversations in Cambridge in the later
1970s at a time of far greater optimism than now, with a quality of intel-
lectual friendship that permanently grounded my thought. The following
will recognize their imprint not only in the book’s notes but also in the
architecture of its ideas: Jane Caplan, David Crew, Gareth Stedman Jones,
Paul McHugh, Stuart Macintyre, Susan Pennybacker, and Eve Rosenhaft.
Over the book’s long life I've depended for bibliographical and interpre-
tative guidance on the generosity and wisdom of large numbers of col-
leagues far and wide. More perhaps than they realize, their influence is
essential to my intellectual and political bearings. I'd especially like to thank
Ida Blom, Friedhelm Boll, Nancy Fraser, Dagmar Herzog, John-Paul
Himka, Alf Ludtke, Jitka Maleckova, Mica Nava, Frank Mort, Moishe
Postone, Claudia Ritter, Adelheid von Saldern, Michael Schneider, Bill
Schwarz, Lewis Siegelbaum, Carolyn Steedman, Michael Warner, and Eli
Zaretsky.

A variety of seminars and conferences gave me the chance to try out
parts of the argument, including a conference on “The Crisis of Socialism”
in Chapel Hill in 1990; a theme year on “Utopia” at the University of
Michigan Humanities Institute (1993); a memorial conference on Edward
Thompson at Princeton (1994); a summer school for Eastern European
political scientists in Gdansk (1994); a conference on twentieth-century
Britain and Germany at Portsmouth (1995); a conference on “Anti-Fascism
and Resistance” at the Fondazione Istituto Gramsci in Rome (1995); the
Twentieth-Century Seminar in New York (1997); the Sawyer Seminar on
“Democratic Detours” at Cornell (1998); and the Congress of Contem-
porary Spanish Historians in Valencia (2000). To all of these colleagues,
and to audiences at the University of California in Davis and Santa Cruz
(1993), SUNY-Stony Brook (1994), University of Minnesota (1994), Uni-
versity of Warwick (1995), University of Tel Aviv (1996), University of
British Columbia (1999), the German Studies Colloquium in Ann Arbor
(1999), and the New School University (2000), 'm exceedingly grateful.
Especially valuable in this respect was the workshop on “Women and So-
cialism in Interwar Europe” organized by Helmut Gruber in Paris in 1994,
whose proceedings were published as Women and Socialism / Socialism and
Women: Europe between the Wars, ed. Helmut Gruber and Pamela Graves
(New York: Berghahn Books, 1998).
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This book could not have been written without the extraordinarily rich
historiography now available for its various parts and dimensions, and I’ve
relied necessarily on the insights and originality of specialists, as the foot-
notes will confirm. At the most general level of inspiration—intellectually,
historiographically, politically—certain influences run throughout the book
and indeed shape its basic design. In many ways Eric Hobsbawm has been
a career-long mentor, although we’ve only met a handful of times. His
insights shine into the most recondite corners of the Left’s history, as well
as illuminating its bigger picture, and sometimes one’s writing feels like an
extended footnote to his work. Similarly, the works of Perry Anderson,
Stuart Hall, Sheila Rowbotham, and Hilary Wainwright are the crucial
foundations on which my book has tried to build. If they find this a good
book to think and argue with, Il feel satisfied indeed.

Finally, some debts deserve to be especially honored. Books are written
not only from libraries, archives, and seminar rooms but also from the
wider contexts of personal and everyday life. In the earlier stages Eleanor
Anasar provided vital supports. Over many years, through our parenting,
working lives, and struggles against the school district she always kept me
honest, helping me grasp not only the unity of theory and practice but why
the personal has to be made political. The friendship of Karl and Diane
Pohrt anchors me in similar ways. Karl’s consistent and inventive obser-
vance of the ethical life, his civic engagement, and his commitment to the
exchange of ideas in the public sphere provide a cast-iron model of political
decency. He is the best bridge from the sixties, wonderful testimony to their
active meanings in the present. For pleasures and enjoyment, for wisdom
and understanding, and for solidarities and fellowship in the sheer ardu-
ousness of making a life, I’ve relied on an essential community of friends.
In addition to everyone else mentioned, I can thank Nancy Bogan, Kath-
erine Burnett, Paul Edwards, Eric Firstenberg, Jeff Jordan, Sharon Lieber-
man, Vic Lieberman, Helga Liidtke, Armena Marderosian, Brady Mikusko,
Bob Moustakas, Debbie Orlowski, Irene Patalan, Hubert Rast, Eli Rosen-
berg, Laura Sanders, Mike Schippani, and Denise Thal.

My dear friend and comrade Ron Suny has been present in the book
from the start. As reader, lunch companion, conference organizer, fellow
enthusiast, erudite and good-hearted colleague, latenight interlocutor, and
sovereign historian of Bolshevism, his advice and support grounded my
writing throughout. During the mid 1980s we worked together on the his-
tory of Communism and then watched spellbound as Gorbachev cracked
open the Soviet Union’s inertia and prised loose the opportunities for
change. By the excellence of his own work and in countless conversations,
Ron guided me through the complexities of Soviet history and the wider
histories of socialism. Loyally and critically, he read the manuscript at every
stage. Keith Nield has been there even longer. An article we wrote together
in 1979, finished en route to the United States, was part of the preamble
to this project. My grasp of the book’s larger analytical dimensions, as well

X1V PREFACE



as my understanding of modern Britain, owe an enormous amount to his
ideas. During the 1990s we shared far more than a common project on the
contemporary histories of class, and the final stage of my writing benefited
hugely from our long-running conversation.

In more ways than one Germany sits at the center of this book—during
the second part as the exemplar of radicalism and then during the third as
the vehicle of disaster. Atina Grossmann guided me through those histories,
from the exhilirating 1920s into the horrors of the Third Reich and out
through the ambivalence of Liberation. Her own writings and an essay we
wrote together on the movie Schindler’s List help me grasp those histories
far better than before. My indebtedness to her friendship and wisdom is
incalculable. At a crucial stage of the book, Lauren Berlant inspired me to
think differently about some of the biggest questions—about the nation
and its relationship to the local, about the two-way transmissions between
personal everydayness and large-scale social transformation, and about the
dialectics of utopia and failure. Though that conversation began with the
1920s and took many routes, its real resting place was sixty-eight, and the
entire last part of the book presumes its influence. She unsettles political
complacency and discouragement better than anyone I know. Bob Moeller
has been the most selfless and reassuring of intellectual critics. His own
work on the 1950s vastly helped my understanding, but he also provided
a thorough and acute reading of a first draft long enough to test the most
reliable friendship. Subsequent versions built gratefully on his detailed cri-
tique.

All these friends contributed immeasurably to whatever strengths my
book might possess. They offer the best supports for optimism in a world
increasingly exhausting its supply. The very best support of all is provided
by Gina Morantz-Sanchez. She entered my life as the book approached its
most difficult final stage. She challenged me into completing it. She purged
my writing of excess and guided me toward clarity. She read every word,
of which there were very many. From her great knowledge of U.S. history,
the history of feminism, and the history of women, she brought invaluable
comparative perspectives. She clarified the book’s big ideas and pushed me
into strengthening them. The final version breathes her presence. Of course,
finishing a book requires other supports, too, and it’s impossible to express
adequately my gratitude for all the ways she kept me on track, at the cost
inevitably of the other parts of life. Of unfailing good judgment, she helped
guide this book to its finish.
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Introduction

DEMOCRACY IN EUROPE has been a Democracy In
fragile, contested, unfinished, and relatively
recent growth. It dates from the revolutionary
crisis following the First World War, and then
only fleetingly before being brutally swept
away. Only after 1945, as a result of the vic-
tory over fascism, were democratic goods re-
ally attained. Even then, in socialist Eastern
Europe a Stalinist counterrevolution immedi-
ately supervened, while in the southern
periphery of Spain, Portugal, and Greece right-
wing dictatorships prevailed. When demo-
cratic polities were finally created in those
regions too, democracy became a general Eu-
ropean reality.

But what does “democracy” mean? In the
realm of law it requires at least the following:
free, universal, secret, adult, and equal suf-
frage; the classic civil freedoms of speech, con-
science, assembly, association, and the press;
and freedom from arrest without trial. By this
standard, democracy was achieved nowhere
in the world during the nineteenth century
and arrived in only four states before 1914—
New Zealand (1893), Australia (1903), Fin-
land (1906), and Norway (1913). If we relax
our definition by ignoring women’s suffrage,
then the male democracies of France and
Switzerland may also be added.! Though
1918 gave rise to the revolutionary circum-
stances that expanded juridical freedoms,
these still proved short-lived and were only
lastingly reinstated after 194 5. Only the large-
scale socioeconomic mobilizations of world
war, it seems, created the societal context
for the advancement of democratic politics.
Hence the special resonance of 1918 and

1945.2
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Juridical definitions describe democratization but can’t explain how it
came about. For this we need to go further by examining the dynamics of
democracy’s actual emergence, period by period and country by country.
The obvious political arenas of struggle in parliamentary institutions and
around citizenship rights are especially significant, but developments in so-
cial relations and culture are equally important. Ambitious packages of
social rights implied by the rise of the welfare state expanded definitions
of democratic entitlements. These were achieved by various forms of social
mobilization and cultural self-assertion that gradually shifted definitions of
public and private and made use of an increasingly mass-mediated public
sphere.

None of these changes can be addressed convincingly without under-
standing their gender dimensions. This means assessing both the degree of
women’s inclusion as well as the impact of those gains on established gen-
der regimes. Examining democratic access to see who exactly was given a
voice makes the gendering of citizenship a vital aspect of democracy’s story.
Feminist critiques have emphasized how heavily post-Enlightment political
understanding relied on binary distinctions between men and women em-
bedded in new notions of citizenship, personhood, and self. They have
shown how these assumptions crucially limited “women’s access to knowl-
edge, skill, and independent political subjectivity,” especially when embed-
ded in languages of collective identity, from class and nationhood to reli-
gion and race.’> For example, the basic category of civil society per se
presumed women’s exclusion. New distinctions of public and private gen-
dered women primarily as mothers and managers of households, as op-
posed to social leaders and political actors. By the twentieth century, de-
manding the inclusion of women would require that concepts like the body
politic and social citizenship be radically recast.

Though gender distinctions remained a persistent and pervasive source
of conflict in the pursuit of democracy, the struggle against unequal power
was at its core. Let there be no mistake: democracy is not “given” or
“granted.” It requires conflict, namely, courageous challenges to authority,
risk-taking and reckless exemplary acts, ethical witnessing, violent con-
frontations, and general crises in which the given sociopolitical order breaks
down. In Europe, democracy did not result from natural evolution or eco-
nomic prosperity. It certainly did not emerge as an inevitable byproduct of
individualism or the market. It developed because masses of people orga-
nized collectively to demand it.

The spread of democracy had a vital transnational dimension. It was
shaped to a great extent beyond the frontiers of the nation itself by a series
of horizon-expanding pan-European conjunctures between the eighteenth
century and the present. There have been five such moments of transna-
tional constitution-making in modern European history, which laid down
limits and possibilities for the decades to come: 1776-1815, 185971,
191423, 1943—49, and 1989—92. For the purposes of this book, the 1860s

4 INTRODUCTION



form the baseline, establishing the enduring framework for popular politics
until a new series of radicalized conflicts began to dissolve it during 19o05—
14. Likewise, the years 1914—23 produced another generalized redrawing
of the map, setting the scene for the polarized politics of revolution and
counterrevolution that generated fascism.

In the 1860s, liberal constitutionalism registered an impressive inter-
national growth through the reorganization of states and recognition of
popular rights, most important in relation to the franchise but also includ-
ing limited legalization of trade unions on a local and national scale, from
Spain to the Habsburg Empire and from Britain to Greece. Moreover, these
constitutional frameworks fashioned in the 1860s proved remarkably re-
silient. Stability sometimes had to be secured through national crises, with
major feats of accommodation in response to popular pressure, with a def-
inite quickening of difficulties in the decade before the First World War.
But in each case, crucially, the changes occurred through constitutional
means. Even if extraparliamentary in form, popular pressure was applied
mainly within rather than against the available liberal constitutional frame-
works.

Though democracy’s most spectacular gains have always occurred on a
transnational scale, national states organized around representative govern-
ment were also a vital prerequisite. The French Revolution had introduced
Europeans to the idea that governments could be “for the people,” upset-
ting the stability of early-nineteenth-century authority structures and in-
spiring a range of revolutionary movements. But only when a system of
liberalized nation-states solidified during the 1860s could movements
emerge to organize popular hopes. This was most apparent in Italy and
Germany, where unification created territorial states for the first time. The
newly established constitutional machinery of German and Italian national
politics, linked to liberal precepts of self-government and civic responsibil-
ity, created the first viable bases for separately organized popular demo-
cratic movements. A strengthening of liberal constitutionalism in Europe’s
older territorial states had the same effect. Dramatic insurgencies of the
people had occurred periodically before the breakthrough of the 1860s—
in 1830-34, again in 1848—51, and in many more isolated cases across the
continent—occasionally sustaining a longer presence on the national stage,
as with Britain’s Chartists between 1837 and 1848. But only with the 1860s
were the legal and constitutional conditions created for popular democratic
parties.

Between the 1870s and 1890s, country by country across the map of
Europe, socialist parties were formed to give government by the people
coherent, centralized, and lasting political form. Until the First World War
and to a great extent since, those parties carried the main burden of dem-
ocratic advocacy in Europe. For most of the period covered by this book,
in fact, the banner of democracy was held up most consistently by the
socialist tradition. In the 1860s and 1870s, it was socialist parliamentarians
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who marked out a distinctively democratic space in the liberal-
constitutional polities created by the pan-European upheaval of the time.
As national labor movements then established themselves, this advocacy
became strengthened, until by 1914 social democratic parties had become
fixtures of their political systems—at their strongest in a north-central Eu-
ropean “core,” where between 25 and 40 percent of the national electorates
gave socialists their votes.

SOCIALISM AND THE LEFT

This book was initially conceived in the early 1980s, as a deep crisis in the
established forms of the Left’s politics was already becoming apparent. For
most of the century, the Left was defined by socialist and Communist par-
ties, who, despite their mutual antipathies, also acknowledged a common
tradition going back to the late nineteenth century. Even the small Trots-
kyist and Maoist revolutionary sects, contemptuously dismissive of Com-
munists and social democrats alike, affirmed that longer tradition.
Throughout the twentieth century, moreover, other progressive movements
also oriented themselves around the dominance of these two main parties,
finding it virtually impossible in practice to avoid their embrace. Occasion-
ally, progressive causes were pursued separately—in certain anticolonial
movements of the 1950s and 1960s, most feminisms, sexual dissidence, a
variety of single-issue campaigns, and every so often a new party, like the
Commonwealth Party in Britain during the Second World War. But for
public effectiveness and legislative success left-wing causes needed socialist
and Communist support. They provided the political oxygen, and in that
sense, they hegemonized the Left.

Between the late 1960s and the 1990s, this ceased to be the case. After
the suppression of reform movements in Czechoslovakia and Poland (in
1968 and 1981), governing Communisms had finally exhausted any re-
maining credibility as agencies of progress, although ironically the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia had finally pushed western European Com-
munists into developing an independent political course explicitly critical
of the Soviet model. However, by the early 1980s it was clear that this
“Eurocommunist” direction had also run out of steam. Communist elec-
toral performance began slipping in Italy, and in France and Spain it en-
tirely collapsed. Determined Eurocommunists drew their conclusions and
began shedding their Communist identities altogether.

Concurrently, social democratic parties fell into disarray. The British
Labour Party and the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) entered a
parliamentary wilderness for 18 and 16 years of opposition, respectively,
in 1979 and 1982; the initial euphoria of socialist election victories in
France, Greece, and Spain in 1981-82 rapidly palled in the face of austerity
programs and rising unemployment; governing socialists in Austria and the
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Low Countries vacated any distinctive policies; and the long-dominant
Scandinavian socialists lost both their confidence and their lock on office.
The context of this crisis was the economic recession beginning in 1973,
which abruptly ended the postwar pattern of continuously expanding
growth on which social democratic confidence relied. During the long post-
war prosperity—a “golden age” of capitalist stability, rising living stan-
dards, and broad-based social consensus—social democracy’s goals of full
employment, rising real wages, and a generous welfare state had been se-
cured without damaging capitalist accumulation. But in this new period,
the pillars of that earlier arrangement—Keynesian economics, comprehen-
sive welfare states and expanding public sectors, corporatism and strong
trade unions—crumbled.

In other words, the strength of social democracy was embedded in a
larger postwar system of politics, which itself was breaking apart. Here the
pan-European antifascist popular consensus of 1943—49, itself forged in
the crucible of the defeat of Nazism, had been the key. In contrast to the
fragilities of the earlier settlement after 1918, this societal consensus proved
extremely robust, enjoying both legitimacy at the level of the state and
breadth in popular culture. Drawing on democratic patriotisms elicited by
wartime solidarities and fusing hopes for a new beginning with the needs
of economic reconstruction, the reform coalitions taking office in 1945
managed to ground their programs in the kind of lasting societywide agree-
ment that had eluded their predecessors in 1918. The institutional strength
of a liberalized public sphere, with all the necessary legal protections and
reasonable latitude for pluralism and dissent, was a vital aspect of this big
democratic gain. Above all, the full-scale popular mobilizations needed to
win the war delivered the momentum for a generously conceived social
contract during the peace. These reformist strengths allowed a remarkable
degree of popular identification with the state after 1945, giving it lasting
reserves of moral-political capital.

Thus the strength of the postwar consensus in Western Europe required
more than the prosperity of the long boom or the negative cement of the
Cold War; it also presumed that the image of the good society, so pro-
foundly shaped by the antifascism of 1945, was finally becoming a reality.
The forms of cohesion in a society—and the conditions allowing their re-
newal—depend crucially on the identifications forged in popular memory
with that society’s political institutions, and here a comparison of the twen-
tieth century’s two great constitution-making conjunctures, 1914-23 and
1943—49, says a great deal. In each case, the scale of societal mobilization,
the radicalism of the institutional changes, and the turbulence of popular
hopes all fractured the stability of existing allegiances and ripped the fabric
of social conformity wide enough for big democratic changes to break
through. But in 1918 building sufficiently strong popular identifications
with the new democratic states remained highly contested, as the political
polarizations of the interwar years and the rise of fascism so tragically
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revealed. After 1945, in contrast, the Western European consensus proved
both broad and deep, producing remarkably resilient popular loyalty to the
postwar democratic order.

That postwar consensus lasted for two decades. Beginning in the 1960s,
however, powerful new developments challenged its continuation. The
post-1973 recession, the capitalist restructuring of the post-Fordist transi-
tion, and a drastic reshaping of the class structure emerged as key structural
developments. Accompanying them were the political explosions of 1968,
the rise of a new feminism, and a proliferating ferment of new social move-
ments, identity-based activism, and alternative political scenes. As a result,
socialist and Communist parties of the traditional kind lost their dominance
of the Left. For a century before the 1960s, those parties had performed
the major work of democratic advocacy in Europe, building support
through elections and rooting their influence in finely developed popular
organization. They had functioned primarily as popular movements based
in communities, binding their constituencies by means of elaborate subcul-
tural solidarities. They now went into unarrested decline. Electorally, they
found themselves outflanked by Green parties, left-socialists, and a variety
of radical democratic initiatives. Moreover, to a great extent the grassroots
energy for Left campaigning now passed increasingly beyond the parlia-
mentary arenas favored by socialism to a new localized, fragmented, and
amorphously shifting extraparliamentary milieu.

This book will trace the implications of this vital contemporary transi-
tion, partly by historicizing the rise and fall of the classical socialist tradi-
tion between the 1860s and 1980s and partly by analyzing the post-1968
realignment. If contemporary transformations have exposed socialism’s
weaknesses in the present, especially the exclusionary consequences of cen-
tering democratic strategy on the progressive agency of the industrial work-
ing class, then these insights have much to teach us about socialism’s lim-
itations in the earlier periods too. If the centrality of the working class has
been deconstructed in contemporary social and economic analysis, what
happens if we “dethrone” the working class from its privileged primacy in
socialist politics in various periods of the past? Feminist critiques of “class-
centered” politics since the 1970s have been especially illuminating here,
and the powerfully gendered limitations of the Left’s history will be a re-
curring theme of this account.

The complex relationship between socialism and democracy—or be-
tween “socialism” and “the Left”—is a vital theme of this book. For a
century after the 1860s, in this regard, two complementary principles held
good: socialism was always the core of the Left; and the Left was always
larger than socialism. Socialists never carried their goals alone. They always
needed allies—whether in fighting elections, forming governments, organ-
izing strikes, building community support, conducting agitation, working
in institutions, or professing ideas in a public sphere. As socialists lost their
hegemony in the Left after the 1960s and other radicalisms entered the
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Left’s political space, the terms of such negotiations grew ever more com-
plex. Socialists found themselves forming new types of coalitions, or they
overhauled their programs and appeals to accommodate the new constit-
uencies. But even in the earlier periods, this book will repeatedly argue,
socialists either broadened their appeals in equivalent ways or else held the
“class-political” ground and effectively excluded significant populations
from the socialist fold. The contraction of socialist politics around strongly
gendered ideals of working-class masculinity, with discriminatory and ex-
clusionary consequences for women, was the most important of these ef-
fects.

WHERE IS THE LEFT GOING, NOW?

Between the late 1960s and the fall of Communism in 1989—91, the so-
cialist tradition entered a long crisis, from which it has yet to recover. For
Communists, this was certainly connected to the Soviet Union’s loss of
legitimacy and final collapse, but social democracy experienced an equally
debilitating loss of compass with the unraveling of Keynesianism during
the T1970s and 1980s. In both cases, socialism ceased functioning as a con-
vincing alternative to capitalism. In popular perceptions, certainly in the
allowable languages of public debate, socialist ideas lost all resonance. As
a credible program for replacing capitalism—for reorganizing the economy
on the basis of a centrally planned and bureaucratically coordinated state
sector—socialism fell apart. As a forseeable project, it receded from prac-
tical view.

Thus by the 1990s, socialist advocacy of traditional kinds became al-
most entirely silenced. The triumphalist rhetoric of the “end of Commu-
nism” gave the reckless dominance of marketizing programs in Eastern
Europe almost unstoppable force, while in the West neoliberal dogmas per-
meated political understandings of feasible governance. Social democratic
parties replayed the earlier revisionism of the 1950s, this time almost com-
pletely shedding the socialist skin, embracing the new neoliberal frame-
works via languages of “modernization.” With few exceptions, the Com-
munist parties also dissolved or remade themselves, realigning the identity
of the Left with a broad politics of democratic coalition, as against social-
ism per se. In all of these ways, whatever the electoral success of parties
still calling themselves “socialist,” socialism as a class-political program for
transforming or replacing capitalism seemed to be at an end.

This political crisis had an underlying social history too. Socialist labor
movements developed in a particular era between the 188os and 1930s,
with strong continuities lasting till the 1960s. They were shaped by the
distinctive infrastructure of urban economies, municipal government, and
working-class residential communities produced by industrialization, which
delivered the underpinnings of socialist political success during the twen-
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tieth century.* But this social landscape of industry also started disappear-
ing after the 1960s. For the preceding century, it had been the basic envi-
ronment in which socialist labor movements convincingly championed the
cause of democracy. Not only that, those movements also chalked up huge
democratic achievements to their credit.

This historic Left had proved more than simply “good enough.” It dog-
gedly and courageously constructed the foundations for democracy in Eu-
rope. It consistently pushed the boundaries of citizenship outward and for-
ward, demanding democratic rights where anciens régimes refused them,
defending democratic gains against subsequent attack and pressing the case
for ever-greater inclusiveness. Socialist and Communist parties—parties of
the Left—sometimes managed to win elections and form governments, but,
more important, they organized civil society into the basis from which ex-
isting democratic gains could be defended and new ones could grow. They
magnetized other progressive causes and interests in reform. Without them,
democracy was a nonstarter. Between the 1860s and the 1960s, they
formed the active center of any broader democratic advance. This is the
history of socialism that needs to be recovered and given its due.

If in its two-century history the Left stood for democratic constitution-
alism, expanding citizenship, egalitarianism, respect for differences, and so-
cial inclusiveness, then the centering of this politics around socialist values
also entailed some distressing limitations. Precisely because socialists
proved such effective advocates of democracy, certain issues became ef-
faced. As well as affirming democracy’s indebtedness to the Left, therefore,
this book also analyzes the insufficiencies of socialist advocacy—all the
ways socialism’s dominance of the Left marginalized issues not easily as-
similable to the class-political precepts so fundamental to the socialist vi-
sion. Questions of gender were the most obvious case, but other foreshor-
tenings also recurred: questions of local control and cooperative
organization excluded by socialism’s state-centered logic; sexualities, family
forms, and personal life; agrarian problems; questions of colonialism, na-
tionalism, and the continuing conundrum of “race.”

These were the questions that invaded the Left’s imagination after 1968.
For the crisis of socialism came not just from its collision with the unex-
pected realities of a transformed real world of capitalism. Equally funda-
mental challenges came from outside socialism’s familiar class-political
frameworks altogether—within theory, within as-yet-unreflected areas of
social practice, and within micropolitical contexts of everyday life. The
strongest challenge came from feminism. But others quickly followed: an-
tinuclear campaigning; environmental activism; peace movements; gay-
lesbian movements and the wider politics of sexuality; local community
politics; squatting and the creation of “alternative scenes”; left nationalist
and regionalist movements; and, last but not least, antiracism, both re-
sponding to antiimmigrant and related radical-right agitations and creating
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space where racialized minorities themselves started to organize. These new
movements allowed contemporary identity politics to emerge.

If the old class-centered paradigm of nationally organized socialisms had
lost its hold on the definition of the Left—the primary lesson of the
1990s—then these new movements formed the starting points for a politics
capable of taking its place. The making of the socialist tradition into the
main agency of democracy’s advance was the product of a particular era,
1860-1960, which is now over. But if socialism’s importance for the Left
can be located in this particular period, in a powerful nexus of social his-
tories and political forms whose possible conditions had dissolved, the next
question immediately arises: how should democracy be located in the pres-
ent? What were the Left’s coordinates in the new era opened by the 1960s?
How might a new sociopolitical basis for democracy be composed? How
can further extensions of democracy take place?

Just as contemporary capitalist changes were recomposing the working
class rather than abolishing it, so would the reconfigured forms of socialist
politics continue to shape the Left. If socialism no longer offered a systemic
alternative to market-based types of economy, socialist critiques of capi-
talism had not lost their force. Socialists had always demanded that liberals
live up to their professions of pluralism, tolerance, and respect for diversity,
moreover, while grounding arguments about freedom in their own robustly
egalitarian philosophy. Strong and elaborate conceptions of social justice
and the collective good also retained their oppositional importance against
the individualist shibboleths of the neoliberal ascendancy. In all of these
ways, the socialist tradition held vital resources for the remaking of the
Left, not least because parties calling themselves socialist remained the most
popular and reliable repositories of democratic goods.

But the post-1968 movements had also radically expanded socialism’s
horizons, charting new territories of democratic practice, whether socialists
opted to travel there or not. The boundaries of politics—the very category
of the political—had been extended by feminists, gay liberationists, envi-
ronmentalists, autonomists, and others. The possible meanings of democ-
racy had changed. These innovations had proceeded largely beyond the
awareness of older Left parties, with very few exceptions. Moreover, the
new parties—Greens, left-socialists, and other emergent radicalisms—were
small and barely captured much of this energy. Far-reaching political rea-
lignment was certainly remaking the national political space—not only by
reshaping the relationships between socialist parties and their erstwhile sup-
porters but also in novel processes of coalescence, which gave previously
marginalized Greens and other radicals a place. Even more: for a century
after the 1860s, with the vital exceptions of 1917-23 and 1943—47, par-
liamentary politics overwhelmingly dominated democratic political action,
but after the 1960s this was no longer so. The relationship between a var-
iegated extraparliamentary sphere of localized and often particularistic
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“movement” politics and the continuing parliamentary arenas was becom-
ing the key front of democratic renewal.

Writing this book has involved a complicated ethics. The history of the
Left contains much violence, many wrong turnings, many failures of prin-
ciple and nerve, a great deal of horrifying excess. Stalinism, in particular,
spreads like a noxious and indelible stain across a significant part of this
history. Likewise, in the field of extremism created by fascists and revolu-
tionaries, and again by Communists and anti-communists, social democ-
racy frequently chose complicity in democracy’s restriction and damage.
Conventional histories of the Left are also often periodized around a chro-
nology of revolutionary failures—in 1848, 1871, 1917-23, 1936, 1956,
1968, and more. I’ve tried neither to rationalize the failings and omissions
nor to look away from the crimes. I’ve tried not to romanticize missed
opportunities. But while acknowledging the Left’s defeats and limitations,
this book’s perspective is different. It tells a story of democracy’s European
trajectory, whose uneven success was secured by the Left, sometimes pas-
sionately, sometimes painfully, but always as the necessary and most reli-
able support.

In this achievement, we are all the beneficiaries. If we consider the great
dramatic moments of European constitution-making, which moved the
frontier of democracy forward, from the 1860s to 1989, the Left’s radical
democratic agency was always there. The political values the Left fought
for in those moments, and in the long and arduous intervals in between,
have become the values we all accept. The degeneration of the Bolshevik
revolution under Stalin and the Stalinization of Eastern Europe after the
Second World War have necessarily compromised socialism’s place in this
accounting. But elsewhere in Europe socialists have been fundamentally
responsible for all that we hold dear about democracy, from the pursuit of
the democratic franchise, the securing of civil liberties, and the passing of
the first democratic constitutions to the more contentious ideals of social
justice, the broadenening definitions of citizenship, and the welfare state.
Democracy has always been a shifting frontier, whose idealistic but un-
realized projections were as vital as the recorded gains. As we move through
the unfamiliar landscape of the twenty-first century, therefore, this is a
future we will need to remember. And in constructing our maps, we will
need the knowledge contained in the Left’s rich past.
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MAKING DEMOCRACY SOCIAL

Preparing the Future

IN OCTOBER 1895, twenty-four-year-old
Edith Lanchester announced to her family her
intention of living with James Sullivan in a
“free love” union: they had fallen in love and
were opposed on principle to marriage as a
social institution because it destroyed
women’s independence. Both were members
of the Battersea branch of the Social Demo-
cratic Federation (SDF), the small but vigor-
ous British socialist party formed in 1884, he
a self-educated workingman of Irish extrac-
tion, she the university-educated daughter of
a wealthy middle-class London family. Edith
had been an SDF activist since 1892, running
unsuccessfully for the London School Board
in 1894 and joining the party’s Executive in
1895.!

The day before the free union was to be-
gin, Edith’s father and three brothers arrived
at her lodgings accompanied by Dr. George
Fielding Blandford, a well-known mental spe-
cialist. After a short meeting, during which
Blandford discussed the marriage question
with Edith, invoking the likely consequences
of having children and the dangers of deser-
tion, she calmly reaffirmed her decision.
Blandford withdrew and signed a certificate of
insanity on behalf of the family, whereupon
the brothers dragged Edith from the house,
threw her in a carriage, bound her wrists, and
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delivered her to a South London private asylum. Despite her protests, the
medical officer duly admitted her. The goal was to save her from “social
suicide” and “utter ruin,” Blandford explained, because “her brain had
been turned by Socialist meetings and writings.”?

The SDF and the wider radical public moved immediately into action.
Sullivan applied for a writ of habeas corpus and alerted the press; public
“Lanchester meetings” were organized, addressed by stalwarts of the move-
ment; and a band of SDF supporters rallied overnight at the asylum. In
response to the writ, two commissioners in lunacy found Edith of sound
mind, if misguided, and ordered her discharged, though only after a delay.
John Burns, an SDF founding member but now Battersea’s sitting Liberal
MP, wrote to the home secretary and the commissioner of police, expedit-
ing Lanchester’s release and accompanying her and Sullivan home on 29
October. After this four-day ordeal, Lanchester broke definitively with her
family, who remained obdurately convinced of the rightness of their action.
She remained an active SDFer, attending the London Congress of the Sec-
ond International in 1896 and speaking frequently at party meetings
around the country.

This “Lanchester case” unleashed an extensive public discussion. The
SDF itself defended Lanchester’s rights, but while condemning the kidnap-
ing and misuse of the law and nodding to the critique of marriage, it argued
for pragmatic observance of “the world as it is” and disavowed individual
“anarchistic action or personal revolt.”? It was concerned most of all to
dissociate itself from “free love” doctrines: these alienated potential re-
cruits, inflamed the general public, and intruded personal matters inappro-
priately into politics. To accuse socialists of wanting a “community of
women” was merely a slur, but advocacy of sexual freedom gave socialism’s
enemies a golden weapon. The rival Independent Labour Party (ILP)
broadly agreed. Its leader, Keir Hardie, worried about socialism’ bad
name: “Enemies of Socialism know that such an escapade as that meditated
by Miss Lanchester tends to discredit it among all classes.”*

There were some contrary views. A few SDFers applauded Lanchester’s
“noble and altruistic example” as a blow against “this dark age of hypoc-
risy and ignorance.” Robert Blatchford’s independent socialist weekly Clar-
ion concurred: “Socialists believe that a woman has a perfect right to do
what she likes with her own body . . . in defiance of priests, laws, customs
and cant.” Beyond the immediate SDF leadership, in fact, was a much
more variegated radical milieu, where cultural dissidence was nourished.
Although the trial and demonizing of Oscar Wilde earlier in 1895 had
placed sexual radicals under duress, the Lanchester case gave them a chance
to speak back.¢ Herbert Burrows, a founding member of the SDF active in
Lanchester’s defense meetings, personified this secularist and dissenting
strand: “the archetypal ‘faddist’ . . . he was teetotal, anti-tobacco, a vege-
tarian and a theosophist as well as being an advocate of women’s rights.”
In 1888 he had helped organize the famous matchgirls’ strike and became
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treasurer of their union, campaigning for women’s rights at work through
the Women’s Trade Union League and the Women’s Industrial Council. He
was an early supporter of women’s suffrage.”

After 1900, this milieu burgeoned through the electoral rise of the La-
bour Party, the broadening of intellectual dissent, a gathering swell of in-
dustrial militancy, the seeding of local socialisms, and the spectacular
growth of the women’s suffrage movement. One speaker prominent in
Lanchester’s defense meetings was the future Labour MP and party chair,
George Lansbury. Another was Mary Gray, with whom Lanchester lodged.
From lower middle-class origins, Gray worked in domestic service and in
1876 married Willie Gray, a stonemason who was frequently victimized
for his trade unionism. She joined the SDF in 1887, became an active
speaker, and served on its Executive during 1896-1903. She created the
first Socialist Sunday School in 1892 and in 1895 won election as an SDF
candidate to the Battersea Board of Guardians. She was keenly active for
women’s suffrage, working through the Battersea Women’s Socialist Circle.?

In comparison to the rest of Europe, Britain acquired a strong socialist
party very late, and then somewhat ambiguously, as the Labour Represen-
tation Committee of 1900 only slowly solidifed into a Labour Party distinct
from the Liberals. But the breadth and vitality of its emergent socialist
milieu in the 1880s and 1890s certainly resembled the socialist cultures
elsewhere, pulling in secularists and freethinkers, feminists and suffragists,
spiritualists and Christian socialists, educators and improvers, and all kinds
of progressives, as well as the socialist and trade unionist core. From the
turn of the century, Europe’s socialist parties blossomed into mass popu-
larity with utopian verve, declaring the confrontation with capitalism the
“last great battle of the world,” which heralded a “paradise of purity, of
concord, of love.” Socialism meant “the death of darkness and the birth
of light,” making possible a “regenerated world.”?

Socialism’s utopian imperative was crucial to its rank-and-file support.
At the vital rhetorical and motivational levels, in the multiform micropol-
itical contexts of everyday life, the sense of a better and attainable future
was what allowed the countless ordinary supporters of the socialist parties
to commit their sustained support. As the Lanchester case revealed, socialist
politics created frameworks in which many other progressive causes could
be raised. While those causes were still oppositional, and the existing sys-
tem mobilized great resources to keep them on the outside, they were al-
ready reshaping the terms of debate. Rising to impressive success in elec-
tions and organizing an imposing presence in society, by 1914 Europe’s
socialist parties presented an increasingly resilient democratic challenge.
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THE VOCABULARY OF “Left” and
“Right” came from the radical democratic
ambience of the French Revolution.! When
the French Constituent Assembly divided on
the question of the royal veto and the powers
reserved for the king during 1789—91, radicals
took a position physically on the left-hand
side of the chamber as viewed from the pres-
ident’s seat, facing conservatives on the right.
As this alignment clarified, the “Left” became
identified with a strong democratic stance,
embracing abolition of the royal veto, single-
chamber legislature, an elected rather than an
appointed judiciary, legislative supremacy
rather than separation of powers and a strong
executive, and—most vital of all—the demo-
cratic franchise of one man, one vote. During
the climactic radicalization of the Jacobin dic-
tatorship in 1793-94, further items were
added, including a people’s militia as opposed
to a professional standing army, anticlerical-
ism, and a progressive system of taxation. Just
as this package outlived the French Revolu-
tion to dominate much of the nineteenth-
century political scene, so too did the seating
arrangements. The terms “Left” and “Right”
passed into general European usage.

The French Revolution’s great rhetorical
trinity—“liberty, equality, fraternity”—also
accompanied these origins. Gendered conno-
tations aside, “fraternity” implied an ideal of
social solidarity vital to most left-wing move-
ments, while “equality” resided at the Left’s
philosophical core. In demanding the rule of
the people, moreover, the Left sought to bring
down the power of something else, an ancien
régime, a socioeconomic ruling class, or sim-
ply a corrupt governing establishment. Sov-
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ereignty of the people was thought to be denied not just by restrictive and
repressive political systems, but also by unequal social structures. In the
Left’s tradition, some notion of social justice was practically inseparable
from the pursuit of democracy.

DEMOCRACY AND SOCIETY: VISIONS OF
A JUST WORLD

Calls for democracy were linked during the era of the French Revolution
to more elaborate visions of the just society, organized around an ideal of
independent small property and local self-government. In traditions of pop-
ular democracy, this linkage went back to the English Revolution in the
seventeenth century and the ideals of the Levellers; in the eighteenth century
it reemerged in the plebian radicalism of the American Revolution and
related movements in the Low Countries and Britain. During the 1790s,
such movements acquired the general name of Jacobinism. Their pursuit of
local democracy was greatly inspired by the insurgency of Parisian trades-
men, shopkeepers, and impecunious professionals, reaching its apogee in
the militancy of the sans-culottes during 1792-94.2

This radical democracy of small property holders dominated the pop-
ular insurgencies flaring across Europe at various times in the 1820s, in
1830-31, and during the tumults of 1848. It flourished best amid large
concentrations of handicrafts, where commercial growth both stimulated
the skilled trades and assailed them with a new business uncertainty or
where industrialism degraded them into systems of outwork and “protoin-
dustry.” It fed on the teeming environment of Europe’s capital cities, which
brought artisans together with shopkeepers, small traders, lawyers and
other professionals, book dealers, journalists, and grubstreet intellectuals
to compose the familiar Jacobin coalition. Democratic movements might
extend upward to elements of the recognized political nation or downward
into the peasantry. Closer to 1848, they were augmented by students and
some proletarianized workers. This pattern first registered in the last quar-
ter of the eighteenth century—in the American colonies; in London, Nor-
wich, and other centers of English Jacobinism; in Belfast and lowland Scot-
land; in Warsaw; in the Low Countries, Switzerland, northern Italy, and
other areas of native radicalism paralleling the French; and of course in
Paris.’

These were societies experiencing an early capitalist transition, where
market forces were already transforming existing relations of production
but where older popular ideologies of the just society endured. Inequalities
among merchants, masters, and men widened, and large parts of the coun-
tryside became proletarianized through the expansion of cottage industry.
But this transitional world still supported the idealized political projections
of the protesting rural outworker, displaced journeyman, and respectable
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master artisan, with their belief in a moral economy and the commonwealth
of all producers. Desires to protect and restore traditional forms of small-
scale production could still be sustained, if not by a paternalist government
then via radical visions of federated exchange and cooperation among self-
governing units of independent producers. The permanence, future direc-
tion, and irreversibility of capitalist industrialization had yet to be clearly
perceived.

Yet even as this radical democracy reached its climax in 1848, its bases
were being undermined. The same capitalism penetrating the world of the
small producer was also forging a very different environment of industry—
of factories and mills, capitalists and wage-earners, and new urban popu-
lations. Certainly the speed of these developments can be exaggerated. In
Britain, the pioneer industrializing economy, capitalist production remained
remarkably dependent on both manual skills and small-scale organization,
and in many industries this blunted the threat to the artisan’s status. Arti-
sans remained proudly distinct from the mass of the unskilled and laboring
poor, defending their property in skill, respectability and independence and
armored by the sovereignty of the workshop. Between the late 1830s and
early 1850s in Britain, Chartism became the first mass political movement
of the industrial working class, transcending divisions between “artisanal”
and “proletarian” workers to a remarkable extent. But artisanal attitudes
provided the defining force, both as a distinctive approach to economy and
society and in a larger tradition of thinking about the British state. Where
industrialization came later, in the rest of Europe, such attitudes also had
a long life.

Conditions varied industry by industry. Some divisions of labor and
technologies of production were kinder to craftsmen than others. Artisans
disappeared rapidly in the more obviously modern industries, like iron and
steel from the late nineteenth century and the highly mechanized new sec-
tors of chemicals and electrical engineering from the start of the twentieth,
followed by the pathbreaking mass production industries in automobiles,
aircraft, appliances, and other forms of assembly between the wars. In less
capital-intensive branches like textiles and large areas of light manufacture,
artisans fared much better, as these combined outwork and unskilled
“sweated” labor with craft production using workshop-based hand tech-
nologies. Other industries—Ilike construction, carpentry, printing, leather-
working, glass-making, shipbuilding, metalworking, and in a different way
mining—continued to need handicraft workers of a very traditional sort.

Yet, whether we focus on newly created categories of industrial labor
or reconstituted forms of older skills, the capitalist reorganizing of the econ-
omy through industrialization necessarily changed the worker’s place in
society. Artisans increasingly lost control of their trades to the impersonal
forces of the capitalist market. They surrendered the autonomy of the
workshop to practical forms of dependence on larger-scale business orga-
nization, before eventually becoming integrated directly into superordinate
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structures of capitalist production, employment, and control. Once that
happened, social ideals of small-scale organization, local community, and
personal independence became far harder to sustain. That is, under con-
ditions of capitalist industrialization the implications of demanding popular
sovereignty became profoundly transformed.

Gradually and unevenly, democracy became linked to two new de-
mands: an economic analysis of capitalism and a political program for the
general reorganizing of society. The new ideas didn’t follow inevitably from
socioeconomic change. But in the most general way, changes in the dem-
ocratic idea clearly had this material source. They resulted from the serious
efforts of political thinkers, and countless ordinary women and men, to
understand the disruptions of their accustomed world. It was in that mo-
ment of transformation that people began exploring the possibilities of col-
lective ownership and cooperative production. And in that juncture of so-
cioeconomic change and political rethinking the ideas of socialism were
born.

Thus democracy was always embedded in social history. Both the rad-
ical democracy deriving from the French Revolution and the early socialism
emerging from the 1830s entailed packages of practical socioeconomic de-
mands. Such demands were deemed an essential accompaniment of genuine
democracy, and this now became measured not by the centrality of small
propertied independence but by the advent of a new collectivism. More-
over, socialist ideas had a power and resonance of their own. They became
diffused, embodied in institutions, and fixed into social relations; they en-
tered people’s consciousness and behavior, becoming powerful motivations
in their own right. The replacement of one kind of democracy by another
entailed more than merely adjustment to a changing society, through which
popular awareness eventually caught up with the new conditions. It was
also a contest of ideas, with long and undecided results.*

The later nineteenth century became the scene of much confusion, as
societies, regions, and economic structures shifted in different ways and at
different speeds and as the distinctive socialist ideal of democracy—“the
social democracy,” as the pioneers called it—struggled to take form. Earlier
democratic ideas showed remarkable tenacity in the subsequent socialist
movements. Given European unevenness, that “earlier period” in any case
meant not just the era between the late eighteenth century and 1848 but
extended well into the 1860s in Germany, Italy, and central Europe and
later still in the peripheries of the south and east. That older radical heritage
was only finally left behind after 1917-18 via processes of dramatic clari-
fication going back to the 1890s. The history of the socialist tradition be-
fore 1914 was still in many ways a working-through of older legacies, as
socialist politicians tried to decide what they owed to earlier democratic
traditions and what these traditions could no longer provide.’
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DEMOCRACY MADE SOCIAL

If capitalist industrialization transformed the conditions under which dem-
ocratic ideals had to be pursued, the social meanings of those ideals also
changed. As the term “socialism” entered into general currency after 1850,
this was the transition it was used to express. “Social” came to signify
something more than the common system of institutions and relationships
in which people lived and started to imply a desirable contrast to the emer-
gent capitalist form of society. It came to mean “an idea of society as
mutual cooperation,” as opposed to one based on “individual competi-
tion.” Indeed, the “individualist form of society” associated with the new
system of wage labor and private property became rejected as “the enemy
of truly social forms” in this sense. Thus “[r]eal freedom could not be
achieved, basic inequalities could not be ended, [and] social justice. ..
could not be established, unless a society based on private property was
replaced by one based on social ownership and control.”¢

In this way, democracy’s advocates gradually faced the consequences of
progress. In 1848, “social-democracy” had still meant just the far left wing
of the radical coalitions.” But as capitalist relations penetrated ever-larger
regions of socioeconomic life, it became harder and harder to generalize
the immediate circumstances of independent small producers into programs
for organizing the economy as a whole. This opened the space where so-
cialist thinking could begin to emerge as a new and plausible option.

This space expanded once liberalism crystallized into an ideology cele-
brating an entirely individualist type of society. As liberal ideas invaded
public policy during the mid-nineteenth century, socialism became ever
more serviceable for analyzing their harmful effects. The causal connections
between private property, individualist philosophies, and an economically
founded system of class domination became ever easier to make. On the
one hand, that society increasingly conceded certain formal equalities of
citizens under the law, including after the 1860s even limited forms of the
right to vote. On the other hand, extreme material inequalities were still
defended by liberals as essential preconditions for the system.

The economics of democracy became the Left’s insistent preoccupation
in the second half of the nineteenth century. For radical democrats of an
earlier time, private property held within modest limits was a social ideal
to be defended against the rapacity of parasites and speculators. But for
socialists, private property itself was the source of social ill. While liberals
consciously worked for the separation of the economic from the political
sphere, socialists came to see that very separation as a debilitating discrep-
ancy. Or, as Jean Jaurés, the French Socialist leader before 1914, put it:
“Just as all citizens exercise political power in a democratic manner, in
common, so they must exercise economic power in common as well.”s
Accordingly, social democracy came to signify not only the most radical
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form of parliamentary government but also the desire to extend democratic
precepts to society at large, including the organization of the economy.
This—the making social of democracy—was the crucial post-1848 depar-
ture.

By the last third of the nineteenth century, socialists were challenging
political definitions of democracy with a new question: how can genuine
democracy be achieved in a society fundamentally structured by class ine-
qualities of ownership, distribution, and control? On this basis, the main
features of socialist economic policy became hotly debated—cooperation,
public ownership and the socializing of production, industrial democracy,
and planned direction of the economy. But of course, as most socialist
governments have found, any attempt to democratize the economy in the
name of such policies encounters all manner of vested interests with priv-
ileged access to political, bureaucratic, and ideological power. In practice,
democratic goals can only ever be pursued against the resistance of domi-
nant social groups.

The decisive political and philosophical question then becomes: how far
can attacks on the legitimacy of private interests stay compatible with the
democratic principle, without requiring the use of force and the damaging
of basic rights, while the new collectivist system is being installed? This
question has caused the Left endless difficulties over the years, as I will
show. How it tended to be resolved became one of the main dividing lines
between reformist and revolutionary movements.

DEMOCRACY’S GENDERED HORIZON

Socialism’s belief in democracy’s social determinants and constraints—the
salience of the social in social democracy—was a fundamental broadening
of the democratic idea. But in other ways, the latter remained seriously
foreshortened. For most of the early democratic movements, except for the
utopian socialists in the earlier nineteenth century, popular sovereignty re-
mained a male preserve. Chartism in Britain, as the most impressive of these
early movements, made this especially clear, because its famous Six Points
for democratizing the constitution drawn up in 1837-38 expressly excluded
votes for women.’ By the end of the nineteenth century, European socialist
parties had certainly become the foremost advocates of women’s political
rights, but female enfranchisement had still made virtually no progress by
1914. Women had the vote only in certain parts of the North American
West and four of the world’s parliamentary states: New Zealand in 1893,
Australia in 1903, Finland in 1906, and Norway in 1913.'°

In labor movements, women’s second-class citizenship was linked to
explicitly discriminatory thinking consigning them to the family, household
management, and ancilliary economic roles, whether paid or not. In agrar-
ian and preindustrial societies, these patriarchal forms of the household
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economy were secured via systems of property holding and inheritance. In
handicrafts, they found their urban counterpart in systems of apprentice-
ship, legal regulation, and guild exclusion, defining skill and the practice
of a trade as a form of property privileged to men. Industrialization then
added its own aggressively gendered images of the imagined family econ-
omy, in which the wages of skilled working men would support orderly
and respectable households where wives had no need of a job. Few
working-class households actually matched this ideal. Working-class wives
mustered unbounded resourcefulness for economic survival, supplementing
their husbands’ wages by foraging, marginal cultivation, casual services like
laundry, cleaning, and childminding, petty trading, cottage industry and
home work, and waged work of many kinds. But through the norms of
the male “breadwinner” and the “family wage,” the ideal exercised pow-
erful effect. Whatever their actual economic behavior, working-class wives
were placed ideologically inside the home and beyond the waged economy.

Thus, socialism’s official supportiveness for women’s rights usually con-
cealed a practical indifference to giving them priority in the movement’s
work. Where neither working men nor working women possessed the vote,
left-wing movements refused to back women’s suffrage until the men’s fran-
chise was won. But where manhood suffrage already prevailed, women’s
rights became subordinated to economic issues. Either way, women were
expected to wait. Here, socialism’s grasp of democracy’s social context
worked to women’s specific disadvantage, because the primacy of econom-
ics reduced everything else to a secondary concern. The more consistent the
socialism, one might even say, the more easily feminist demands were post-
poned to the socialist future, because a sternly materialist standpoint in-
sisted that none of these questions could be tackled while capitalism per-
dured.

Such an attitude precluded a more radical approach to the “woman
question,” as it came to be known. But this wasn’t simply a failure of
political perception or a consequence of the socialist tradition’s more ma-
terialist theory. It was also the result of deeper ideological structures, de-
riving from older systems of masculine superiority. These were located
partly in the family, partly in the strength of society’s dominant values, and
partly in gendered divisions of labor in the economy. But precisely because
such patterns were so deeply embedded in the conditions of working-class
life, they proved extraordinarily resistant to anything but the most forth-
right of political critiques. And this the socialist tradition was manifestly
unwilling to provide. Behind the labor movements’ neglect of women’s is-
sues were historically transmitted patterns of gendered culture, which left-
wing politicians consistently failed to challenge and invariably endorsed.

This was one of democracy’s most egregious limitations. While it led to
broader codification of women’s demands in socialist party programs, in-
dustrialization not so much subverted older patterns of female subordina-
tion as reproduced them in new ways. Just as the earlier democratic politics
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bequeathed lasting legacies to the socialist parties, which were only con-
sciously sorted through in the decades surrounding the First World War,
so the earlier assumptions about women’s place constrained the Left’s abil-
ity to imagine a gender politics that was genuinely egalitarian. Until the
specific concerns of women were consciously addressed—until socialism
also became feminist—the pursuit of democracy would stay severely incom-
plete.

Socialist downgrading of women’s issues was all the worse for the prom-
inence before 1914 of impressive women’s mobilizations—in the various
national suffrage movements, in educational politics and social reform, in
relation to women’s industrial work, and in largely intellectual or bohemian
movements for sexual emancipation. It was precisely in many such areas
that masculine privilege was directly called into question. Strong notions
of women’s reproductive rights and liberated sexuality were already emerg-
ing, reaching fuller expression in the 1920s. As those movements made
clear, deficiencies of left-wing thinking in gender terms could only be rem-
edied by bringing politics directly into the personal sphere.

But a full exposure of such questions has only really dated from the
1960s with the emergence of present-day feminism, which challenged the
older Left across a broad front of previously neglected issues. The late-
nineteenth-century transition from radical to socialist democracy estab-
lished a pattern lasting for the next hundred years: namely, principled sup-
port for women’s rights on the basis of a broadened social program but
within an overall economism that in practice consistently downgraded the
priority of the women’s struggle. Post-1968 feminism proved vital in bring-
ing these questions onto the Left’s agenda. Both for the character of the
contemporary Left in the last third of the twentieth century and for revis-
iting the earlier periods, recent feminist critiques became indispensable. In-
deed, by battling its demands to the center of public debate, via painful
conflicts that were certainly not complete, contemporary feminism com-
pelled a rethinking of the viable terms of the socialist project and in the
process profoundly redefined the Left.

THE PARTY AND THE PEOPLE

The modern mass party, which became the prevailing model of political
mobilization in general between the 1890s and the 1960s, was invented by
socialists in the last third of the nineteenth century. By our own time, it
had fallen into disrepute and was described increasingly as the enemy of
democracy rather than its bulwark. Late-twentieth-century radical demo-
crats condemned bureaucratic centralism and secretive decision-making as
distortions of democratic process, whether in their Communist or social
democratic guise. Parties were no longer seen as the vectors of the people’s
will but as instruments of manipulation, anonymous machines removed
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from the grass roots, protected against popular accountability. In light of
such disillusionment, therefore, it’s important to grasp the democratic pur-
poses the socialist model of the party was originally meant to serve, and
this is best accomplished by examining the earlier organizational forms that
preceded the turn to socialist parliamentarianism after the 1860s.

One of these was the local workers’ association. From their beginnings
between the 1840s and 1860s, working-class clubs subsequently became
adapted into the cellular basis for the new national labor movements,
whether in the form of the socialist party local in northern and central
Europe or as the syndical “chamber of labor” in the south. During the first
half of the nineteenth century, though, the Left was also identified with the
spectacle of revolution—with the imagery of barricades, popular uprisings,
and the toppling of monarchies from power. Before the importance of the
party for socialism could be established, therefore, an older model of po-
litical transformation had to be laid to rest, namely, the conspiratorial tra-
dition most associated with the indefatigible revolutionism of Auguste Blan-
qui."!

Inspired by the drama of the French Revolution’s most radical phase in
1792~-93, Blanquism conceived the revolution as an exemplary act trigger-
ing a general uprising of the people, directed by a secret revolutionary
brotherhood whose dictatorship would secure the results. This thinking
originated with Gracchus Babeuf and his quixotic “Conspiracy of the
Equals,” which sought to salvage the French Revolution’s radical momen-
tum in 1796. Babeuf’s legacy was then transmitted through the career of
his surviving comrade, Filipo Buonarroti, and thence to Blanqui.'> The “art
of insurrection” flourished during the most overbearing phase of the post-
1815 Restoration in Europe, whose climate of censorship and repression
forced democrats into conspiratorial methods. Personifying in one dimen-
sion an ideal of selfless revolutionary heroism and passionate egalitarian-
ism, Blanqui was also an ascetic and egocentric optimist, treating the
masses as always available for revolution, if the right moment could only
be seized. This seemed vindicated by the great revolutionary explosions of
1830 and 1848, which owed so little to organized preparation. But the
fiasco of Blanqui’s failed Parisian uprising of 1839 was a far more fitting
verdict on his conspiratorial ideal.

The point about Blanquism was its profoundly undemocratic character.
The conspiratorial ideal postulated a small secretive élite acting on behalf
of a popular mass, whose consent was to be organized retroactively by
systematic reeducation but who in the meantime couldn’t be trusted. Log-
ically enough, Blanquists opposed universal suffrage until after the revo-
lution. They were bored if not repelled by the popular democratic politics
actually developing between the 1830s and 1870s, as the repression origi-
nally justifying conspiratorial methods slowly and partially eased. In con-
trast, Karl Marx and the social democratic tradition inaugurated in the
1860s decisively repudiated conspiratorial vanguards and their fantasies of
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insurrection. The possible need for the revolution’s armed defense against
counterrevolutionary violence by the ruling class was left open. But be-
tween 1871 and 1917 the dominant model of revolutionary politics for
socialist parties now hinged on the democratic promise of an irresistible
parliamentary majority. The Paris Commune of 1871, which displayed
both the heroism and the tragic limitations of the earlier insurrectionary
tradition, became the key watershed. Its failure showed the need for dem-
ocratic methods beyond the conspiratorial horizon.

Henceforth, the pure insurrectionary mode became the property of an-
archists, for whom in this respect Michael Bakunin became the leading
voice.’® After the decisive debates of the First International in 1868—72,
which secured the victory of parliamentarist perspectives within the Left,
Blanquism lost coherence. Conspiratorial methods lacked purpose in an age
of popular suffrage, elections, and parliamentary debates. Insurrectionism
survived among the Spanish anarchists, with a wider European revival dur-
ing the syndicalist pursuit of the revolutionary general strike after 1900.
But for anarcho-syndicalists, the insurrectionary fantasy became divorced
from the ealier conspiratorial precepts. A genuine uprising of the people
had no need of any directive leadership in that sense. “Strong men need no
leaders,” Spanish anarchists like to say.

Conspiratorial methods resurfaced from time to time. Spanish anar-
chism remained the main source. The libertarian anarcho-syndicalist fed-
eration formed in 1919, the Confederaciéon Nacional del Trabajo (CNT),
was the opposite of a centrally managed trade-union bureaucracy or party
machine. But it was matched by the clandestine Federacién Anarquista Ib-
érica (FAI) formed in 1927, the quintessence of elitist and conspiratorial
revolutioneering. This contradiction between high-flown libertarian rheto-
ric, which inspired ordinary supporters to acts of life-endangering mili-
tancy, and the authoritarianism of the underground plotting that sent them
to their deaths, was Michael Bakunin’s main legacy. Such activity spilled
easily into terrorism. Its temptations remained strongest at times of repres-
sion or defeat, when chances for public agitation were most reduced: in
tsarist Russia in the later 1870s and early 1880s and again in the early
1900s and in Spain, France, and Italy in the 1890s.'

The more troubling of these earlier legacies remained vanguardism—the
idea that minorities of disciplined revolutionaries, equipped with sophisti-
cated theories and superior virtue, could anticipate the direction of popular
hopes, act decisively in their name, and in the process radicalize the masses.
Given democracy’s imperfections and the complex reciprocities of leaders
and led, this remained a recurring problem of political organization in gen-
eral, because even in the most perfect of procedural democracies a certain
latitude necessarily fell to the leadership’s discretion, beyond the sovereign
people’s practical reach. As a rule, however, except when driven under-
ground, the socialist and Communist parties of the twentieth century or-
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ganized their supporters on the largest scale via systems of procedural de-
mocracy, competed in elections, worked through parliaments and local
government, and participated in the public sphere.

In that vital sense, socialist constitutionalism was founded on the ruins
of the older Blanquist understanding of how revolutions were made. The
socialist model of the mass party, campaigning openly for public support
and parliamentary representation on a national scale, and organizing its
own affairs by the internal democracy of meetings, resolutions, agreed pro-
cedures, and elected committees, was the vital departure. It was the crucial
democratic breakthrough of the nineteenth century’s last four decades.

SOCIALISM: UTOPIAN AND DEMOCRATIC

The other major precursors of the labor movements establishing themselves
after the 1860s were the utopian socialists, traditionally patronized and
dismissed by the later tradition, from moderate parliamentarians and trade
unionists to social democrats and Communists alike. Marxists in particular,
taking their cue from Friedrich Engels’s tract Socialism: Utopian and Sci-
entific, repeatedly translated and reprinted after its initial appearance in
1878-80, saw these early exponents of socialism as naive philosophers in-
adequately capturing the social logic of the new capitalist age, at best
anticipating bits and pieces of the “scientific socialism” developed after the
1840s by Karl Marx." Lacking the moorings of a “mature” working-class
presence in society, it was implied, thinkers like Claude Henri de Saint-
Simon, Frangois-Charles Fourier, and Robert Owen could only ever have
produced visionary blueprints of an ideal society, which the realities of the
class struggle and the collective agency of the future labor movements
would inevitably supersede.

Their writings—Saint-Simon’s Letters from an Inbabitant of Geneva
(1802), Fourier’s Theory of the Four Movements (1808), and Owen’s New
View of Society (1812—-16)—gave much license for this verdict. In deliberate
contradistinction to organized Christianity, they centered a new “science
of man” on human nature, advancing social cooperation against the ego-
tism, individualism, and competition that currently reigned. Saint-Simon
gave rational and progressive centrality in the new society to all those per-
forming productive functions, from industrialists to scientists and engineers,
professional men, and laborers. In the absence of aristocrats, kings, and
priests, these “industrialists” would replace privilege, competition, and la-
ziness with functional hierarchy, mutualism, and productivity. Relying on
a more elaborate and fanciful psychology, as well as a frequently bizarre
cosmology, Fourier projected minutely specified self-contained communi-
ties, whose intricate complementarities of tasks and functions would guar-
antee the happiness of all. Owen designed his New Lanark cotton mills to
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show the origins of cooperation in healthy social arrangements, including
generous working hours and conditions, social insurance, educational pro-
vision, rational recreation, and good housing.'¢

The utopians’ chosen medium of small-scale experimental communities,
Fourier’s “phalansteries” and Owen’s “Villages of Cooperation,” had no
connection to labor movements, because their ideas were conceived well
before working-class political activity developed, and indeed before the
term “socialist” itself was coined in the late 1820s and early 1830s. Uto-
pian socialism contained no critique of capitalist economics, focusing rather
around religious and philosophical issues—“equality versus hierarchy, hu-
man uniformity versus differentiation of human types, the speed of social
transformation, self-interest or ‘devotion’ (altruism) as the mainspring of
human and socialist progress, the relationship between socialism and reli-
gion.”'” It prioritized popular education, seeking to reveal “the mystery of
social harmony and human happiness” through the ideal social arrange-
ments of its communities. Religiosity was “inherent in the structure of early
socialist thought.” Its main enemy was less the undemocratic state or the
structure of the capitalist economy than the moral authority of established
Christianity. “Its yardstick of judgment was its knowledge of the true na-
ture of man, which excluded original sin and the laws and coercion based
upon it.”!8

Having failed to interest the governing élite in his theories of human
perfectibility, Owen spent 1824-28 in the United States, where he spon-
sored the model community of New Harmony in Indiana amid a broader
rash of North American communitarian experiments.'® In the wake of these
Owenite and similar initiatives by followers of Fourier and Saint-Simon,
utopian ideas circulated remarkably widely, forming a vital reservoir for
the labor movements already emerging in western Europe in the early
1830s.2° The explosive history of the Owenite Grand National Consoli-
dated Trade Union, which flared briefly across Britain’s agitated political
landscape in 1834, was especially notable. By the spread of Etienne Cabet’s
“Icarian” movement in the 1840s, named after his utopian novel Voyage
of Icarus (1839), this culture of socialism, or “communism” as Cabet’s
followers preferred, had become widely diffused in France too, particularly
among those artisanal trades that were being industrialized via the use of
cheap and unapprenticed labor, such as tailoring and shoemaking.?!
Through the ferment linking the British reform agitation of 1829—32 with
Chartism, and the 1831 and 1834 uprisings of the Lyons canuts (silk-
weavers) with the 1848 Revolution, “socialist” language now came to de-
fine a specifically working-class interest.??

In contrast to either radical democracy or the future social democratic
tradition, utopian socialism implied retreat from state-oriented thinking
about democracy. Yet by the 1830s Owenites had become integral to Brit-
ish radical agitations, as had Saint-Simonians like Philippe Buchez and
Pierre Leroux in France. After his early indebtedness to Babeuf, moreover,
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Cabet learned much from Owenite trade unionism during his British exile
in 1834-39, and after he returned to Paris his newspaper Le Populaire
helped broaden French republicanism in socialist directions. Both Cabet
and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon influenced early French socialism far more
than historians have allowed, enunciating demands for government action
and national political organization that belied the more naive utopianism
often ascribed to them. Rather than embracing the full-scale communitarian
ideal of secession from the existing competitive and selfishly individualist
society, in fact, working-class politicians owed Owen, Fourier, and Saint-
Simon a much looser general debt: ideals of “association,” “mutualism,”
and “cooperation”; the rationalist and humanist critique of bourgeois so-
ciety; and the practical conviction that human affairs could be differently
and better ordered.?

For democracy’s longer term, utopian socialists left countervailing leg-
acies. On the one hand, they clearly did retreat into apolitical and often
outlandish forms of experimental community building, which left little us-
able experience for labor movements trying to organize on a national scale.
This flight from politics, and indeed from society itself, into small com-
munal enclaves, symbolized by the transatlantic journey to the New World,
left a silence on the subject of how the transition to a new type of society
was politically to be carried out.?* Utopian socialists were similarly indif-
ferent to political economy and the structural origins of class-structured
inequality. Post-1860s social democrats explicitly repudiated both these as-
pects of the earlier heritage.

On the other hand, the creative commitment to forms of small-scale
community-based cooperation, extending more ambiguously toward par-
ticipatory democracy, left a far more positive legacy. In the politics of Louis
Blanc and other socialist radicals during the 1848 Revolution, the ideals of
“association” supported concrete demands for producer cooperatives and
“social workshops” to be financed by the French state, while for workers
in central and eastern Europe during the 1860s cooperative ideals of col-
lective self-help provided the commonest early encounter with socialism.?
Ideas of the “emancipation of labor” bespoke simple but passionate desires
for a juster world, often framed by mythologies of a lost golden age, which
in a crisis like 1848 could easily sustain belief in revolutionary transfor-
mation. Likewise, the impulse for self-government, localized earlier in the
physical spaces of New Harmony and the other utopian settlements, re-
surged in the Paris Commune of 1871 as a more programmatic revolution-
ary demand.

Most interestingly of all, the utopians practised an extremely radical
politics of gender. Thus Fourier espoused the full equality of women with
men, sexual freedoms, and the dismantlement of marriage, while Owenites
attributed capitalism’s moral degradation (“the contagion of selfishness and
the love of domination”) to “the uniform injustice . . . practised by man
towards woman” in the family, which thereby functioned as “a center of
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absolute domination.”?¢ Indeed, for Owenites the “competitive system”
grew not just from the values inculcated by factories, churches, and schools
but also from the familial organization of personal life: “Homo oecon-
omicus, the atomized, competitive individual at the center of bourgeois
culture, was the product of a patriarchal system of psycho-sexual rela-
tions.”?” Any new way of life thus required a complete rethinking of inti-
mate relations, so that the privatized family and its oppressive marriage
laws could be replaced by communal arrangements and true equality. If
mutuality became established both communally and between the sexes, one
Owenite feminist argued, “then would woman be placed in a position in
which she would not sell her liberties and her finest feelings.”?8

This early feminism was enunciated at a time of generalized resistance
to capitalist industry, when socialists could imagine saving society by re-
making human character in the mold of cooperation. But if it was feasible
during the 1830s to project a space of reformation beyond the capitalist
framework, by the second half of the nineteenth century, as Barbara Taylor
says, “there was far less ‘outside’ to go to,” and working-class organiza-
tions now accepted the given basis of the wage relation.?® In the meantime,
commitment to gender equality was lost. Visions of sexual freedom and
alternatives to the patriarchal family were pushed to the dissident edges of
the labor movements. Women were no longer addressed by means of an
independent feminist platform but were treated as either mothers or poten-
tial workers. The earlier belief in sexual equality (“women’s petty interests
of the moment,” as the German Social Democrat Clara Zetkin put it) be-
came swallowed into the class struggle. Or, as Eleanor Marx exhorted in
1892: “we will organize not as ‘women’ but as proletarians . . . for us there
is nothing but the working-class movement.”3°

Thus utopian socialism proved a moment of exceptional radicalism on
the gender front, which remained unrecuperated until the late twentieth
century. While Owen’s and Fourier’s foregrounding of moral reformation
was easily dismissed by later nineteenth-century socialists, along with their
indifference to a nationally organized politics of the class struggle, their
critiques of the family and women’s subordination also fell casualty to these
same dismissals. Henceforth, questions of sexuality, marriage, childraising,
and personal life were largely consigned to a private sphere away from the
central territory of politics. They ceased to be primary questions of socialist
strategy.

TOWARD THE 1860s

During the nineteenth century, the Left forged its independence above all
through its conflicts with liberalism. Liberals bitterly resisted democratic
citizenship. In liberal theory, access to political rights required possession
of property, education, and a less definable quality of moral standing—
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what William Ewart Gladstone called “self-command, self-control, respect
for order, patience under suffering, confidence in the law, and regard for
superiors.”3! From Edmund Burke and Alexis de Tocqueville to the ideo-
logues and practitioners of liberalism during its ascendancy of the 1860s
and 1870s, including the most generous of radicals like John Stuart Mill,
liberals consistently disparaged the civic capacities of the masses, reaching
a crescendo of fear during the 1848 revolutions and the first pan-European
surge of popular enfranchisement in 1867—71. In liberal discourse, “the
democracy” was synonymous with rule of the mob.

Varying by country, labor movements accordingly separated themselves
from liberals during the middle third of the nineteenth century. Just as
socialists turned their backs on the locally organized cooperative utopia,
they also substituted popular sovereignty for the free and sovereign liberal
individual. From the 1860s, a socialist constitutionalism took shape that
had little in common with the local projects of communal self-
administration that first inspired socialist thinking earlier in the century.
Socialists had previously functioned as junior elements in broadly liberal
coalitions, occasionally gaining greater prominence through the radicalizing
opportunities of a revolutionary crisis, as in 1848-49. They had also lob-
bied for intermediate forms of producer cooperation backed by a reforming
government, including national workshops or a people’s credit bank, bor-
dering on the more ambitious schemes of Proudhon, Cabet, and other uto-
pians. And finally, the Blanquist temptation of revolutionary conspiracy
had also remained.

In all respects the 1860s proved a decisive break. Thereafter socialists
in most of Europe put their hopes in a centrally directed party of parlia-
mentary democracy coupled with a nationally organized trade union move-
ment. The case for this kind of movement was successfully made in a series
of bitterly conducted debates dominating the European Left from the early
1860s to the mid-187o0s, for which the main forum was the International
Working Men’s Association, or the First International, a new coordinating
body created in 1864 and eventually closed down in 1876.32 Moreover, the
rise of this social democratic model was decisively furthered by the growing
prevalence in Europe of parliamentary constitutions linked to the principle
of the national state, which received a spectacular push forward in the
1860s from German and Italian unification and the broader constitution-
making upheavals of that decade. The enabling opportunities of the re-
sulting liberal constitutionalism crucially affected the progress of the social
democratic model.

The centralized politics of socialist constitutionalism now coalesced over
a 5o-year period within the framework of parties that began to be founded,
country by country, in the 1870s. But local cultures of socialism and de-
mocracy needed much remolding before social democracy could fully pre-
vail. At the grassroots the interest in socialism kept a much stronger em-
phasis on the local sovereignty of popular democratic action, bespeaking
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that earlier radical heritage, which social democracy only partially managed
to express. Mid-nineteenth-century popular movements had registered ex-
ceptionally impressive levels of politicization, carrying the Left’s momentum
far beyond its usual boundaries. In villages and small towns, as well as the
larger urban agglomerations, militants fought the authorities over school-
ing, recreation, religion, and other aspects of local everyday life. British
Chartism was the most impressive of these movements, followed closely by
the popular radicalisms of 1848-51 in France, where political clubs and
workers’ corporations attained high peaks of activism in Paris and other
towns and the Democratic-Socialists (“democ-socs”) permeated the vil-
lages. More localized counterparts could be found in many other countries
too between the 1840s and 1860s.3

How successfully such energies could be captured and remolded for the
purposes of democratic empowerment in Europe’s new capitalist societies,
both as memories of popular struggle and as active potentials for a still to
be imagined future, was the challenge facing the emergent socialist move-
ments of the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
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WHEN KARL MARX died in 1883, socialist
organization barely existed in Europe—a
united Socialist Workers” Party in Germany,
Danish and Dutch Social Democratic associ-
ations, fledgeling parties in the Czech and
Hungarian parts of the Habsburg Empire, a
French Socialist Federation, tenuous networks
in Portugal and Spain. Even these were fragile
growths, subject to persecution. Yet within a
decade, socialist parties existed in all but the
remoter reaches of the east. By the time Fried-
rich Engels, Marx’s lifelong collaborator, died
in 1895, all Europe’s main regions—German-
speaking central Europe, the Low Countries,
Scandinavia, the Catholic south, tsarist Po-
land and Habsburg Croatia, even the new
states of the Balkans—had acquired, country
by country, an organized socialist presence.
The remainder rapidly followed—all the Slav
peoples of the Habsburg Empire; Jews,
Ukrainians, Finns, and Latvians under tsar-
ism; and finally a Social Democratic Workers’
Party for Russia itself. By the early 1900s, the
map of Europe was entirely occupied by so-
cialist parties, providing the main voice of de-
mocracy, anchored in popular loyalties and
backed by increasingly impressive electoral
support.

This sense of forward movement was a far
cry from the crushing isolation of the 1850s,
when Marx began his critique of capitalism.
After three years of plotting, barricades, fiery
journalism, and unremitting revolutionary ex-
citement during 1848-50, Marx found him-
self stranded in decidedly unrevolutionary
London, surrounded by the disappointments
of exile and defeat, suffering the hardships of
penury, ill health, and family loss. Connected
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to the earlier hopes of a general European revolution mainly via the wan-
derings and fantasies of refugees, Marx then sank his energies into books,
laboring in the British Museum, intensively thinking and writing, giving his
faith to the subterranean workings of history, where the “old mole” of
revolution was still surely “grubbing away.”! It was a decade before pop-
ular politics began moving discernedly again. Only in the 1860s did the
apparently solid stabilities of the post-1849 reaction come unstuck.

Bridging this huge gap—between the revolutionary defeats of 1848—49
and the permanent rise of socialist parties by the 1890s—is the task of this
and the following chapters. Democracy in Europe exploded violently across
the continent in the 1790s, flaring from its French revolutionary source,
only to be extinguished with the restorations of 1815. It flashed brilliantly
again in 1848, before order was inexorably restored. Of course, the Eu-
ropean narratives of democratic advance recorded many local achievements
between the 1800s and 1860s, with dramatic exceptions to the main story
of stability in transnational crises like 1830—31 or in national movements
like Chartism and its predecessors in Britain in the 1830s and 1840s. The
reemergence of democratic politics in the 1860s also presupposed longer
and less visible accumulations of local experience, patiently built by unsung
pioneers and invariably borne by small-scale community-based action.?

But it was only with the pan-European constitution-making of the 1860s
that durable legal and political frameworks were created—national states
with parliamentary institutions and the rule of law—through which dem-
ocratic aspirations could achieve organized and continuous form. When
democratic parties emerged from the 1870s, they were usually socialist.
And the most important source for their guiding political perspectives was
the thought and legacy of Karl Marx.

WHO WERE MARX AND ENGELS?

Karl Marx (1818-83) and his collaborator Friedrich Engels (1820-95) were
scions of the very class they hoped to destroy: the self-confident and pros-
perous bourgeoisie, whose spokesmen were slowly emerging in Prussia’s
western provinces into a belief in their progressive role in history. Marx
seemed poised to repeat his father’s career as a successful lawyer in Trier,
enrolling at Bonn and Berlin Universities; Engels was apprenticed in the
Barmen family firm of Ermen and Engels in 1836, moving to a merchant’s
office in Bremen. Their early lives neatly revealed the main axis of the
developing social order—Bildung und Besitz, education and property, the
twin pillars of German bourgeois respectability.?

Both lives were blown off course by intellectual radicalism. Marx joined
the Berlin circle of Young Hegelians in 1837, Engels the Young Germany
movement in 184 1. But while the textile industry and Bremen’s commercial
traditions faced the young Engels toward the dynamism of British indus-
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trialization, the Rhineland’s recent Francophone history pointed Marx to
the progressive heritage of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution.
Both comparisons gave the German intelligentsia a sense of urgent inferi-
ority during the Vormirz, or “Pre-March,” in the years preceding the 1848
revolutions. Well before those events would sweep across Europe, Marx
and Engels had ample chance for reflection—Marx by returning in July
1841 to the progressive western corner of Germany, where he deepened his
philosophical critique of the Prussian state; Engels by a two-year stay in
Manchester, observing industrialization’s social effects at first hand. Meet-
ing in Brussels in August 1844, they began their intimate collaboration.

While writing together, they worked politically among migrant German
artisans in Brussels, Paris, and London, joining the German Revolution in
1848—49. After the triumph of European counterrevolution in 1849, Marx
withdrew to London for the rest of his life, while Engels ran the family
business in Manchester. The 1850s were bleak for Marx, with financial
difficulties, family tragedies, and little to show for his efforts. This changed
in 1857, when a first Europe-wide crisis rocked the record-breaking capi-
talist boom then underway. It spurred Marx to resume his “economics,”
pursing this feverishly until the end of the 1860s. He also returned to pol-
itics, connecting with the nascent labor movements in Germany and else-
where, especially via the First International, which he helped found in 1864.
This decade climaxed in 1867—71, with the publication of the first volume
of Capital, Marx’s intended life work, and the brief success of the Paris
Commune, the workers’ revolution in action. But the Commune’s after-
shock and Michael Bakunin’s machinations wrecked the First International.
Though Marx extended his international range in his final years, he pub-
lished little and participated in events rarely, his ailments exacting a heavier
toll. In 1870, Engels moved to London and took a much stronger role in
the relationship.

What influence did Marx and Engels have in their own time? To answer
this question requires suspending the endless debates about Marxism as a
whole. It means forgetting about 1917, the Russian Revolution, and what
we know about Communism. It means forgetting about Marx’s philosoph-
ical writings of the 1840s, which had little relevance to the 1860s and were
entirely unknown to contemporaries. The question of what Marx “really
meant”—for example, whether or not the early philosophical arguments
about “alienation” still informed the theory of economics in Capital—
clearly matters for other purposes. But here, it can be safely set aside. In-
stead, we should ask: What political goals did Marx and Engels argue for
in the 1860s and 1870s, which the first generation of social democratic
politicians also took for themselves? How was their general theory of so-
ciety understood?

The Marx we know was not the Marx of contemporaries. Our images
are shaped not only by the Marxist tradition’s later course but also by those
of Marx’s writings that were unavailable before his death. Posterity—and
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the labors of ideologists hostile and sympathetic—have placed Marx and
Engels outside of history, blocking our access to their contemporary stand-
ing. To grasp that influence, we need to concentrate on the perceptions of
socialist politicians and labor activists in the last third of the nineteenth
century. What was distinctive about Marx’s ideas by the end of his career?
How were they used in politics?

It was only with the events of the 1860s that Marx’s political influence
arrived. Few of his writings were available in his own lifetime. These in-
cluded a few early philosophical tracts; the journalistic commentaries on
the European revolutions (1847—53) plus the Communist Manifesto (1847—
8); two works of economic theory (1857 to late 1860s); and political writ-
ings from the First International (1864—72). These appeared in various lan-
guages (German, French, English), passing quickly out of print. Marx’s
theoretical reputation rested on the great economic writings—the Critique
of Political Economy (1859), and the first volume of Capital (1867). Po-
litically, he was known vaguely for his exploits in 1848; he had some no-
toriety as a leader of the First International who backed the Paris Com-
mune; and he had a growing reputation as an economic theorist and
historian. But in most of Europe, knowledge of his ideas stayed within the
small networks of British and German socialists who adopted his intellec-
tual authority.*

Marx first encountered workers in the educational meetings of German
migrant artisans in Paris during early 1844. By early 1846, he had formed
the Communist Correspondence Committee with fellow revolutionaries in
Brussels, seeking links with workers through the London-based and semi-
clandestine League of the Just. Typically for revolutionary societies of the
time, this combined a secret inner core with a public front of cultural ac-
tion, namely, the German Workers’ Educational Union. When the Brussels
Communists merged with the Londoners in the Communist League in sum-
mer 1847, accordingly, they likewise formed a German Workers® Associa-
tion in Brussels. By this strategy, democratic radicals sought a broader
working-class base, aiming to move it in a socialist direction.

This organizational norm of local working-class association was com-
mon to the available models of popular radicalism in the 1840s: the con-
spiratorial and insurrectionary tradition of Babeuf, Buonarroti, and Blan-
qui; Chartism in Britain; and the practical trades socialism associated with
Proudhon and the apolitical schemes of utopian socialists. These were not
totally separate traditions. The communitarian experiments of the utopi-
ans blurred with the co-operative ideals preferred by most politically active
workers, a convergence strongest in the Owenite socialism of the early
1830s and the utopian communism of Cabet’s Icarians in the 1840s. Ideas
of producer co-operation also ran through Chartism, as did some open-
ness to insurrection. If Blanqui and his coconspirators had a social pro-
gram, it was on the ideas of Proudhon and the utopians that they natu-
rally drew.
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The 1840s saw a key transition, from the purer Blanquist model of
revolutionary action to more broadly based popular agitation. While Marx
painstakingly broke with the conspiratorial habits of existing revolutionary
groups, he remained trapped in Blanquism’s practical logic during the 1848
Revolution itself: moving ahead of popular consciousness, he still aimed to
steer the masses toward insurrectionary showdown. But he stressed the
“bourgeois-democratic” limits of the 1848 Revolution; opposed premature
confrontations; and in the revolution’s final crisis urged the Cologne work-
ers against any last-ditch uprising. Above all, Marx was explicitly com-
mitted to public agitation and the democratic voice of the masses them-
selves rather than the Blanquist fantasy of a secret revolutionary élite
exercising dictatorship for a people not mature enough to govern for them-
selves.

Yet the practical conjuncture of 1848—with a highly self-conscious rev-
olutionary intelligentsia summoning an industrial proletariat yet to be
formed in a Europe of extremely uneven development—made vanguardism
hard to avoid. Marx and his friends claimed to know the future by virtue
of understanding history’s inescapable progress. This put them in a superior
relation to the masses, divining the true direction of their interests.’ In this
way revolutionary democrats in 1848 raced ahead of the social movements
needed to carry their programs through. Such movements could only suc-
ceed, according to Marx, if capitalist industrialization occurred first.

In 1848, Marx radically misread the signs. As Engels ruefully acknowl-
edged, what he and Marx mistook for capitalism’s death throes were ac-
tually its birth pangs. This sent Marx back to his desk. He already regarded
the economics of exploitation as the motor of change, with the oppressed
proletariat providing the new revolutionary impulse: no longer small
groups of revolutionary conspirators supplied the agency, but social classes
defined by conditions of economic life. But after 1848, he reapplied himself
to the underlying theoretical inquiry that eventually produced Capital. He
broke politically with the Communist League, which in defeat hankered
for the old Blanquist temptation. As he argued in the key meeting of its
Central Committee, revolutions were no mere feat of the will but came
from gradually maturing conditions. Workers faced a politics of the long
haul: “If you want to change conditions and make yourselves capable of
government, you will have to undergo fifteen, twenty or fifty years of civil
war.” This was also a general principle: “While this general prosperity lasts,
enabling the productive forces of bourgeois society to develop to the full
extent possible within the bourgeois system, there can be no question of a
real revolution. Such a revolution is only possible when two factors come
into conflict: the modern productive forces and the bourgeois forms of
production.” And: “A new revolution is only possible as a result of a new
crisis; but it will come, just as surely as the crisis itself.”¢

The year 1850 was the watershed in Marx’s career. He felt the rush of
revolutionary optimism only once more, during the first great cyclical crisis
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of the European capitalist economy in 1857, when he set down the basic
framework of his economic theory in the seven notebooks of the famous
Grundrisse, which remained unpublished for a century. This produced a
much tougher emphasis on the social forces and objective structures that,
while constraining people’s abilities to change their environment, ultimately
made this possible. From this central insight then came the political per-
spectives separating Marx and Engels so sharply from the rival traditions
of the nineteenth-century Left.

MARX’S AND ENGELS’S LEGACY

For Marx and Engels, economics were fundamental. This began as a gen-
eral axiom of understanding: “The mode of production of material life
conditions the general process of social, political, and mental life. It is not
the consciousness of people that determines their being, but, on the con-
trary, their social being that determines their consciousness.” Or: “Accord-
ing to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining el-
ement in history is the production and reproduction of real life.”” This
philosophical materialism dated from the 1840s. It now became a general
theory of economics—of the capitalist mode of production and its general
“laws of motion”—to be fully explicated in Capital. Explicitly linked to a
political project, bringing 1848—49 into perspective and explaining the cir-
cumstances of a future capitalist collapse, this general theory was Marx’s
most important legacy for the pre-1914 social democratic tradition. It be-
came what contemporaries mainly understood by “Marxism”—the role of
the “economic factor” in history, the determining effects of material forces
on human achievement, and the linking of political opportunities to move-
ments of the economy. In a nutshell: revolutionary politics had to wait for
the social forces and economic crises needed to sustain them.

The 1860s galvanized such hopes. In a fresh drama of constitution-
making, Italy and Germany were unified. And after the long gap of the
1850s, labor movements resurged, including the craft unions of the Trades
Union Congress in Britain and workers’ associations in the various states
of Germany. Labor organizing spread geographically through the European
strike wave of 1868—74, dramatized by the great event of the 1871 Paris
Commune. What excited Marx was not just the return of class conflict but
its connections to politics, which gave the impetus for the First Interna-
tional in 1864. Just as vital as labor’s revival, moreover, was the changing
constitutional context in which it happened. For Marx and Engels, new
nation-states in Germany and Italy became the key progressive gain, pro-
moting capitalism in those two societies and creating circumstances favor-
able for workers’ advance. Added to the Second Reform Act in Britain
(1867), replacement of the Second Empire by the Third Republic in France
(1871), constitutional compromise between Austria and Hungary in the
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Habsburg Empire (1867), liberal revolution in Spain (1868-69), constitu-
tional reforms in Greece (1864) and Serbia (1869), and even reforms in
Russia (1861-64), this was a fundamental redrawing of the political map.
In the 1860s, liberal constitutionalism gained the ascendancy in Europe,
giving labor movements their first shot at legal activity on a national scale.

This inspired a new type of working-class politics, the independent mass
party of labor: independent, because it organized separately from liberal
coalitions; mass, because it required broadly based public agitation; labor,
because it stressed the need for class-based organization; and a party, by
proposing permanent, centrally organized, programmatically coordinated,
and nationally directed activity. Marx consistently advocated this model,
which the First International was created to promote. Workers needed a
political class movement, which valued trade unionism and other reforms
but hitched them to the ulterior goal of state power, taking maximum
advantage of the new parliamentary and legal frameworks. Marx didn’t
expect this to happen overnight, and during the First International there
was only one case of a nationally organized socialist party, the German
Social Democratic Party (SPD) and its predecessors.

The case for national trade union and party organizations “as organ-
izing centers of the working class in the broad interest of its complete eman-
cipation” could only be won by defeating older Left traditions.® Opposition
to Marx in the First International had various sources: the liberal-reformist
proclivities of many union leaders, especially the British; French Proudhon-
ists, hostile to both trade unionism and political action via the state; the
unpolitical revolutionism of Bakunin and the anarchists, who opposed the
centralist structure of the International and its stress on party organizing;
and what remained of Blanquism.

Marx had mixed success in dealing with these enemies. With British
trade unionists, whose International involvement ran through the London-
based crafts, he failed: his modest goal of a break with the Liberal Party
showed few returns, and after 1872 the International’s English section dis-
appeared. With the followers of Proudhon and Bakunin, he decisively won:
the former were defeated via the policies on public ownership adopted
during 1866-68, and the latter were outmaneuvered at the Hague Congress
in 1872, when Marx countered Bakunin’s challenge by transferring the
General Council from London to New York. Though in practice this meant
closing the International down and abandoning those parts of Europe un-
der Bakunin’s sway, principally Italy, Switzerland, and Spain, it gave
Marx’s allies control of the International’s symbolic legacy. Henceforth,
anarchism was a permanently marginalized political creed, with regional
impact on Europe’s southern rim, but never again challenging political so-
cialism’s general dominance in Europe’s working-class movements.

Marx was most successful against the Blanquists. Outside Britain, Blan-
quism was the main revolutionary tradition before 1848. Until the Paris
Commune, its imagery of barricades, popular insurrection, disciplined con-
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spiratorial leadership, heroic sacrifice, and necessary dictatorship still de-
fined what revolutions were supposed to be. Marx and Engels repudiated
conspiratorial politics in the 1840s, and 1848 confirmed this hostility to
vanguardism. Instead, they urged the broadest popular democracy, in both
public agitation and internal organization. Linked to the idea of the work-
ing class as the agency of progress, whose majority followed from capital-
ism’s unfolding, this transformed the image of revolution. Henceforth, it
meant not a voluntarist uprising hatched by a self-appointed conspiracy
but the coming to power of a class, the vast majority of society, whose
revolutionary potential was organized openly and democratically by the
socialist party for dispossession of an ever-narrowing circle of exploitative
capitalist interests. In this respect, the victory of Marx’s perspective was
complete.

In Marx’s view, each of these factors—the practical import of his social
theory; the 1860s and the new opportunities for legal politics; the fight
against opponents; and the necessity of publicly conducted mass campaign-
ing—pointed to the same conclusion: that the emancipation of the working
class was a political question. This was true in three senses: it had to be
organized politically, coordinated by a class-based socialist party; the party
had to concentrate the workers’ collective strengths in a centrally directed
movement capable of challenging the political authority of the ruling class;
and because the existing state was an expression of class rule, it couldn’t
simply be taken over but had to be destroyed. This necessitated a transi-
tional state authority, namely, the “dictatorship of the proletariat.”®

In Marx’s own thinking, the “transitional proletarian state” was une-
quivocally democratic. By democracy, he meant something different from
liberal parliamentary institutions. For Marx, it was a system of participa-
tory decision-making, which demolished the walls of professionalism and
bureaucracy separating the people from government or from the special
categories of politicians and officials who mystified power and severed it
from the people’s control. Marx never set this down systematically. But he
saw the Paris Commune as an example of participatory democracy in ac-
tion. He urged the return of all offices (armed forces, civil service, judiciary)
to the citizenry by direct election. The separation of legislative, judicial,
and executive powers would be abolished; a “political class” would cease
to exist; and “leadership functions” would be diffused as widely as possible.
This was a “vision of democracy without professionals,” quite distinct from
the social democratic heritage before 1914, which saw democratic rule in
mainly parliamentary terms.'?

Finally, to return to Marx’ and Engels’s basic materialism: if one side
of this was cautionary—avoiding premature revolutionary adventures be-
fore the social forces and economic contradictions had matured, with the
need for patient political building—the other side was more optimistic. If
one side was the power of objective processes over human political agency
and “the subordination of politics to historical development,” the other
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was the ultimate inevitability of the victory of socialism. Marx believed in
the historical necessity of workers’ emancipation, because the processes of
capitalist accumulation themselves created “a class constantly increasing in
numbers, and trained, united, and organized by the very mechanism of the
capitalist process of production.”'! Politics that neglected these underlying
processes could not hope to succeed; politics that built from them were
assured of victory. This powerful mixture of optimism and certainty—in
the inevitable victory of history’s massed battalions—was decisive for pre-
1914 social democracy.

There were gaps in Marx’s thought. He never systematically addressed
the problem of the state, nor the transition to socialism and the character
of postrevolutionary society. Nor have I addressed every aspect of his
thought, most notably internationalism. But there, Marx and Engels had
less to say that was original. International solidarity predated the First In-
ternational and mattered less than the idea of national party organization,
which was new. Marx’s and Engels’s belief in revolutionary war came from
the Jacobin tradition. And on nationalism they often repeated the preju-
dices of the age. Finally, some aspects of Marx’s thinking, like his apparent
openness in the 1870s to Populist strategies based on the peasantry in Rus-
sia, were not widely known at the time.'?

Marx’s and Engels’s ideas should be judged for their contemporary sig-
nificance as opposed to their future or abstract meanings. Marx’s activity
in the First International has often been seen as a sideshow or a distraction
from his finishing Capital. In fact, it delivered the vital political perspectives
for the socialist parties about to be founded, particularly when contrasted
with the older radicalisms of the 1830s and 1840s. Organizationally the
First International had limited impact. In 1869-70, it became riven with
conflicts and by 1872 it was a dead letter. But certain policies had been
publicly stated—for example, the practical program of labor legislation and
trade union reforms in Marx’s “Instructions” for the delegates to the Ge-
neva Congress in 1866; or the resolution on public ownership at the Brus-
sels Congress in 1868; or the resolution on the “Political Action of the
Working Class,” which called for “the constitution of the working class
into a political party,” adopted by the London Conference in 1871. These
became fixed referents for the later socialist parties. In other words, through
their influence in the First International Marx and Engels supplied the guid-
ing perspectives for the first generation of social democratic politicians and
the movements they tried to create.

THE DIFFUSION OF MARXISM

The period between publication of Engels’s Anti-Diihring in 1877—78 and
his death in 1895 saw “the transition, so to speak, from Marx to Marx-
ism.”'3 This was orchestrated by Engels himself. As Marx’s literary exec-
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utor with Eleanor Marx, he made the popularization of Marx’s thinking
the mission of his final years. He edited Capital’s remaining volumes for
publication, with volume 2 appearing in 1885 and volume 3 in 1894, vol-
ume 4 becoming the three-volume Theories of Surplus Value (1905-10)
edited by Karl Kautsky.'* Engels revived older works, published new ones,
and codified Marx’s thought into a comprehensive view of the world.!s

Engels also managed an extraordinary network of international socialist
contacts, rapidly expanding with the new socialist parties and the founding
of the Second International in 1889. He advised these national movements,
especially the German, French, Austrian, Italian, and Russian ones, and
helped launch the new International. He represented Marx not only via the
printed word but in constant communications and personal visits, with
countless practical interventions. He tutored the first generation of conti-
nental Marxist intellectuals. His influence “provided the formative moment
of all the leading interpreters of the Second International” and a good
number of the Third as well.'¢

Making Marx’s heritage secure thus established a “Marxist” political
tradition. Older veterans eschewed this label as a “sectarian trade-mark,”
an aversion Marx and Engels had shared, preferring “critical materialist
socialism,” or “scientific” as against “utopian socialism.”!” Kautsky, how-
ever, had no such compunctions. Using his closeness to the SPD leaders
August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht and to Marx’s and Engels’s leading
protegé in the 1880s, Eduard Bernstein, he maneuvered skilfully through
the party debates of the 1880s and made Marxism into the social demo-
cratic movement’s official creed. His vehicle was the monthly theoretical
review Neue Zeit, which he founded in 1883. He assured his standing as
theoretical heir by publishing The Economic Doctrines of Karl Marx in
1887, which swiftly became the standard introduction.!®

If Engels was the final arbiter of Marx’s authority, Kautsky was its
faithful mouthpiece. Kautsky’s orthodoxy systematically expunged non-
Marxist traces. Other leading thinkers of the first generation—Eduard
Bernstein, Victor Adler, Georgy Plekhanov, Antonio Labriola—were less
dogmatic but shared the same commitment. They wished “to systematize
historical materialism as a comprehensive theory of man and nature, ca-
pable of replacing rival bourgeois disciplines and providing the workers’
movement with a broad and coherent vision of the world that could be
easily grasped by its militants.” This meant validating Marxism as a phi-
losophy of history and dealing with themes Marx and Engels had not de-
veloped, like literature and art, or religion and Christianity.'®

This work had practical urgency. Within two decades of the SPD’s foun-
dation in 1875, every European country acquired a movement aligning
itself with Marx’s ideas. New generations of militants needed training in
the movement’s basic principles, not only as a cadre of socialist journalists,
lecturers, and officials but also to impart socialist consciousness to the rank
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and file and the great mass of the yet unconverted. The culture of Europe’s
labor movements began to organize.

We can track this organization by the availability of Marx’s own writ-
ings in Europe. The original German edition of Capital appeared in 1867,
the French translation in 1875, and a Russian one in 1872. The Communist
Manifesto was revived in over nine editions in six languages from 1871 to
1873, during which time Marx’s statements on the Paris Commune also
became widely known. European diffusion continued apace, with editions
of Capital in Ttalian, English, and Polish and abridgements in Spanish, Dan-
ish, and Dutch. By 1917, translations had followed in Bulgarian, Estonian,
Czech, Finnish, and Yiddish. By 1918, the Manifesto had appeared in 30
languages, including Japanese and Chinese. Aside from Germany, Austria,
Italy, and France, the liveliest interest was in east-central Europe and the
tsarist empire, with 11 editions of the Manifesto in Polish, 9 in Hungarian,
8 in Czech, 7 in Yiddish and Bulgarian, 6 in Finnish, 5 in Ukrainian, 4 in
Georgian, 2 in Armenian, and a remarkable 70 in Russian. The countries
of weakest diffusion were those of the Iberian peninsula, where anarchism
dominated, and the Balkans and parts of eastern Europe where there was
no labor movement yet and little popular literacy.?°

Most evidence—memoirs, print runs for particular titles, catalogues and
lending records of socialist and union libraries, questionnaires on workers’
reading habits—shows that Marx was read mainly by movement intellec-
tuals. Even in a broad definition of these, embracing not only recognized
theoreticians, journalists, and parliamentarians but also activists who ran
the workers’ libraries, taught party education classes, organized discussion
circles, and lectured at public meetings, we are still dealing with minorities.
In addition, the SPD, for example, contained a plurality of outlooks. Even
the Party School, founded in 1906 under Marxist control, gave a mixed
picture. Having won the fight for an orthodox curriculum, with tight the-
oretical training and screening of enrollees, the Marxist instructors were
chagrined by many students’ revisionist ideas. Moreover, the 240 students
graduated by the Party School during 1906-14 were offset by the 1,287
passing through the Trade Union School, with its highly practical curric-
ulum. The actual diffusion of Marxism among the cadres was limited, and
as we move outward to the unschooled outlook of ordinary members, this
becomes plain. Only 4.3 percent of borrowings from workers’ libraries
were in the social sciences, with another 4.4. percent covering philosophy,
religion, law, and miscellaneous subjects. The vast bulk, 63.1 percent, were
in fiction, with another 9.8 percent in children’s books and another 5.0
percent in anthologies.?! Works by Marx and Engels (and for that matter
Kautsky) were mainly absent from the chosen reading.

The diffusion shouldn’t be too narrowly understood. Even if Marx’s
own writings were hard to get hold of, there were many commentaries
about them—some three hundred titles in Italy alone from 1885 to 1895,
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or over two books a month on Marxism and socialism for a decade.?> Not
surprisingly, then, early socialist intellectuals acquired garbled versions of
Marx. They knew a few basic ideas: the primacy of economics in history;
the natural laws of social development; the scientific basis of socialism; the
class struggle as the motor of change; the proletariat as the agency of pro-
gress; the independent political organization of the working class; the
emancipation of labor as the emancipation of society. To this degree, Kaut-
sky’s popularization had already succeeded: awareness of “Marxism” pre-
ceded awareness of Marx himself and supplied rudiments of popular so-
cialist consciousness.

The socialist press was key. In Germany, the SPD’s daily and periodical
press was the most popular working-class reading matter. By 1913, there
were 94 party newspapers, all but four appearing six times a week, with a
combined circulation of one and a half million, or a sixfold increase over
1890. This press achieved blanket coverage of party members. In Berlin in
1906, less than 3 percent of the 48,352 SPD members were not reading
Vorwidrts (the party daily) or another party paper, and elsewhere subscrib-
ers often outnumbered party members. Moreover, party newspapers were
consumed collectively, passed hand to hand, and available in cafés, clubs,
and bars. Most decisive were the rhythms of daily communication in
working-class communities. Joining in the life of the movement, with its
politicized sociability, cultural opportunities, and face-to-face interaction,
made people into Social Democrats.?

It’s unclear how consciously Marxist this everyday culture of the so-
cialist movement was. On some interpretations, the SPD’s official Marxism
was disconnected from its practical life, whether in unions, daily propa-
ganda, cultural and recreational clubs, or general consciousness of mem-
bers.2* But this can go too far. Most people most of the time don’t hold an
explicit philosophy, let alone sophisticated doctrinal bases for their beliefs.
That doesn’t preclude deeply felt political values, which in the early labor
movements meant ideas of social justice, separateness from the dominant
culture, an ethic of working-class community and collective solidarity, a
class-combative anger against the powerful, and so forth. Marxism wasn’t
the only creed sustaining those beliefs. But its contribution was clear, es-
pecially in derivative values and popular discourse. A cadre of more con-
sciously Marxist militants was also created before 1914, and during wider
popular agitations this cadre clearly came into its own.

Pre-1914 labor movement values were broadly congruent with the po-
litical legacy of Marx and Engels. This was true of the basic materialist
outlook; the new opportunities for national politics created by the 1860s
constitutional reforms; the antipathy to anarchism; the sense of the need
for strong union and party organization to wrest gains from government
and employers; and the general conviction that history was carrying the
working class to its rightful inheritance in society. This congruence was
especially strong in Germany, where the SPD lacked rivals in the working-
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class movement, whereas in Italy and France socialists competed with syn-
dicalists in the movement’s overall culture. There were some discordances.
The SPD had no unequivocal belief in the ultimate revolutionary confron-
tation Marx thought inevitable. Socialist parties’ growing parliamentary
strengths also posed dilemmas of revolution versus reform Marx was
spared. But Second International parties broadly accepted the politics Marx
pioneered so consistently in his final two decades. If Marxism is defined
like this rather than by detailed knowledge of Capital, popular socialist
consciousness appears in a far more Marxist light.

In two respects the legacy changed in the passage from Marx to Marx-
ism. One was the bifurcation of labor movements into political and indus-
trial arms. As each pursued their own reformist ends, the unified struggle
for workers’ emancipation conceived by Marx fell apart. Marx’s other com-
mitment to participatory forms of direct democracy was also lost, making
the main versions of democracy almost completely parliamentary in form.
Second, Engels’s and Kautsky’s renditions of Marx’s thought brought ev-
olutionism and naturalism into historical materialism. Engels had already
set the tone in his speech at Marx’s funeral, drawing parallels with Charles
Darwin: “Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic
nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of human history.”2’
Engels elaborated this claim in his works of the 1880s, which Kautsky then
consummated in his further works of popularization.

In most accounts of Second International Marxism, this “scientific” lan-
guage was its hallmark. A natural-scientific outlook formed by reading Dar-
win and the works of Ludwig Biichner and Ernst Haeckel permeated Kaut-
sky’s pre-Marxist thinking. This encounter with evolution proved
intellectually liberating for Kausky’s socialist generation. In Neue Zeit, the
dual affiliation to Marx and Darwin was virtually on the masthead. The
class struggle—“the struggle of man as a social animal in the social com-
munity”—mirrored the biological struggle for existence. What was true of
Kautsky characterized the SPD at large. Bebel declared confidently: “So-
cialism is science, applied with full understanding to all fields of human
activity.” After Bebel’s own Women and Socialism, popularizations of Dar-
win and evolutionary theory were the favorite nonfiction reading in work-
ers’ libraries.? The same applied to Italian socialism, where the architect
of a remarkably vulgar Darwinian Marxism was Enrico Ferri, a leading
party official and long-time editor of the party newspaper Avanti!?” When
the young socialist agitator Benito Mussolini began editing a party news-
paper in Forli in 1910, he called Marx and Darwin the two greatest think-
ers of the nineteenth century.?

The hallmark of popular socialist consciousness, however, was robust
eclecticism. In shaping a socialist political tradition, certain general prin-
ciples—the labor movement’s basic values—mattered more than the exclu-
sive and esoteric grasp of any one theory. Non-Marxist influences, includ-
ing Lassalleanism in Germany, Mazzinianism in Italy, Proudhonism in
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France, the nameless amalgam of Carlyle and Ruskin, secularism and free
thought, and residual Chartism in Britain, all influenced the socialist tra-
dition. By 1900, a string of others were added, varying across the conti-
nent—the theories of Henry George, the ethical teaching of Leo Tolstoy,
Edward Bellamy’s socialist fiction, an assortment of futurist utopias, and
the “Darwinist” ensemble of evolutionist theories. Socialist propagandists
could also use the languages of popular religion, “presenting socialism as
both science and faith, as at once religion or faith in human kindness and
as the heir to the humanitarian condition.”?’ In autobiographies, working
people describe coming to Marxism via these eclectic and circuitous routes,
with a thirst for unifying and ecompassing philosophies of the world. En-
gels and later Marxists might decry the woolly-headed popularizers, but
works like Anti-Diibring did as much to strengthen as negate the impact
of simplified materialist accounts.*

A large centrally organized socialist party like the SPD strengthened the
resources available to the worker wanting to learn. But this proceeded
largely beneath the level of official party ideology, whether avowedly Marx-
ist as in Germany or an obstinately non-Marxist ethical socialism as in the
British Labour Party after 1900. At the movement’s grassroots was an eclec-
tic and autodidactic type of working-class socialism, where Marxism was
only the most powerful in a larger “constellation of socialist ideologies.”>!
A special set of circumstances made this eclecticism possible—after oppor-
tunities for popular literacy had grown, but before these individual efforts
at self-learning became preempted by comprehensive systems of state
schooling and more doctrinaire approaches to party educational work.3?

Underpinning the organized efforts of socialist movements, moreover,
were the momentous social changes produced by capitalist industrializa-
tion, which assembled massive concentrations of working-class people in
the new urban environments. Collective action became essential to the
hopes and material well-being of these new populations, and it was here
that the relevance of Marxist ideas decisively converged. Before considering
the emergent socialist parties in more detail, therefore, it is to industriali-
zation and the making of the working class that we must turn.

46 MAKING DEMOCRACY SOCIAL



DURING THE “DUAL revolution” be-
tween the 1780s and 1840s—industrialization
in Britain, political upheaval in France—class
became the modern name for social divisions.
No less than “industry” or “democracy,”
“class” became a modern keyword. “Social-
ism,” “working class,” and “proletariat” all
appeared in Britain and France by the early
1830s, in Germany a decade later. Terminol-
ogy then became truly polarized into
“worker” and “bourgeois” during the third
quarter of the nineteenth century in the wake
of the failed 1848 revolutions, as capitalism
began its first worldwide boom.! The progress
of machinery, steam power, factories, and
railways became increasingly the markers of
progress in Europe, and as the first industri-
alizing society Britain pointed toward an ex-
citing and necessary but forbidding future.
Moreover, the novel concentrations of indus-
try presaged a dangerous new presence in so-
ciety, one troublesomely resistant to social
and political control.

Industry brought the “social problem.”
New forms of regulation were needed for
public health, housing, schooling, poor relief,
recreation, and criminality. Worse, industri-
alization contained a political threat. Industry
brought the rise of a working class, with no
stake in the emerging order or its laws. For
polite society, collective action by the laboring
masses became a constant anxiety, and to
cope with such fears distinctions were drawn
between “respectable” workers and the rest.
To such thinking, the skilled working man be-
came demoralized by an unhealthy urban en-
vironment, corrupted by the criminally indi-
gent and seduced into radicalism by socialists
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and other agitators. But for their own part, the agitators drew the opposite
conclusions. The socialist advocates of the class-conscious proletariat found
in workers’ communities an essential unity of purpose, borne forward by
the logic of capitalist growth. This chapter, by sketching the working class
as it emerged into social history, provides a framework for measuring those
claims. In what ways were socialist hopes justified?

A NEW WORLD OF INDUSTRY

Unevenness was decisive for European industrialization before 1914. Cap-
italism rarely transformed the old landscape comprehensively, turning trees
into smokestacks and fields into factories. The pace of development varied
too widely, both between and within societies, generating complex com-
binations of advanced, backward, and hybrid production in contiguous
regions, often mutually dependent on each other’s forms of specialization.
Dynamism actually required backwardness in this dialectic of dependency,
producing turbulent new labor markets, mass migrations from the coun-
tryside, and a novel urban topography, but with far richer interconnections
between industry and agriculture, “modern” and “traditional” production,
and large and small-scale enterprise than the more aggressive predictions
had assumed.

This unevenness of industrialization across countries and regions, and
the resulting variations in working-class populations, created huge strategic
problems for the Left. Socialist parties presented themselves as parties of
the working class, which modern industry was supposedly making into
society’s overwhelming majority. Yet everywhere in Europe those parties
faced mixed populations, with millions still employed in agriculture and
other “traditional” occupations. Industrial workers failed to become the
overwhelming mass of society, although masses of proletarians certainly
concentrated in particular places and often entire regions. Even in Britain,
where proletarianization had gone far, the First World War proved the
peak: thereafter, manual workers gradually contracted in numbers, from
three-quarters to less than a third of the employed population by 1990.
This became the general trend of industrial economies. Even as industrial
labor reached its furthest extent, long-term restructuring was already tip-
ping employment toward white-collar and other jobs in services.

These trends challenged the Left’s given assumptions. If the logic of class
formation disobeyed Marx’s predictions, what did this mean for working-
class politics? If the typical image of the proletariat—manual workers in
factories, foundries and mines, on the docks, in the shipyards, and on the
railways—was increasingly unlike the actually employed population during
the twentieth century, where does that leave the working class in the
“founding” periods earlier on? How else might the working class be de-

fined?
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By the simplest Marxist definition, the working class were those with
no ownership or control over means or conditions of production. Workers
were a class of direct producers who—in contrast to peasant farmers or
skilled artisans—no longer owned independent means of subsistence or
even their own tools. All they had was their ability to work, which they
sold to an employer, a capitalist, for a wage. To create such workers, active
proletarianization was needed. Small producers in town and country had
to be robbed of their independence—whether in free peasant cultivation,
servile labor on great estates, household mixtures of subsistence farming
and domestic industry, rural handicrafts, or small urban workshops. Labor
power had to be released from its traditional legal, social, and cultural
restraints, converted into a commodity, and freed into the capitalist market.
The direct producers had to be separated from the means of production
and forced into dependent labor. Access to means of subsistence had to be
available only via the wage, in a labor process controlled by the capitalist.
The laborer had to be made doubly “free,” from old feudal obligations and
from all propertied bases of independent livelihood.

Marx called this “primitive accumulation.” It created the preconditions
for capitalist industrialization in Britain during 1500-1800. Peasants were
forced off the land and converted into landless laborers, either working for
capitalist farmers or migrating for jobs in the towns. Small-scale handicrafts
simultaneously fell to centralized manufacture, either controlled financially
by merchants or physically concentrated under a single roof in factories.
This severance of country people from subsistence also created new markets
for commodities, stimulating commercialized agriculture and growth of in-
dustry.

The countryside’s transformation impelled capitalist industrialization. If
manufacture gave capitalists control over means of production via the new
property relations, mechanization brought control of the labor process by
completing the worker’s subordination to its technical needs. Replacing a
division of labor based on handicrafts by one based on machines was the
really revolutionary step in capital’s progress, making production less de-
pendent on the worker’s manual skills and enormously boosting produc-
tivity.2 Concentration in factories could then accelerate, reorganizing work-
places and harnessing the reserves of labor power released by rural
dispossession. All the long-term logic of capitalist industrialization now
unfolded, from the relentless polarizing of the class structure between a
minority of capitalists and an ever-expanding category of workers to the
continued proletarianizing of intermediate groupings like surviving small
farmers, artisans, and small businessmen and the growing homogenization
of the working class. In the political sphere, this created the basis for labor
movements, in the growth of class consciousness around workers’ collective
interests.

Treated as a universal description, rather than a conceptual framework
based on the British case, however, there are two big problems with this
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model. First, it oversimplified the process. Machines and factories mattered
less than was supposed. Industrial revolution involved cumulative changes
and not a big bang. Hand technologies rather than mechanization, and the
dispersal of small-scale, labor-intensive production in the countryside rather
than mass production in towns, were the norm. Early capitalism exploited
cheap labor supplies in the countryside, where simple technologies could
be used and where rural families’ contribution to their own subsistence kept
wages low. There might be little incentive to make the leap into factories.
And these weren’t “preindustrial” holdovers doomed to disappear in the
march of progress. By 1914, British industry still used manual labor more
than machines, relying on the worker’s physical effort. Coal-mining output
roughly doubled in 1875-1914 but only by doubling the workforce, with
minor advances in methods. British industry avoided mechanization by ex-
ploiting an abundance of labor and refining the use of manual tools. Its
labor process relied “on the strength, skill, quickness and sureness of touch
of the individual worker rather than upon the simultaneous and repetitive
operations of the machine.”?

Several conclusions follow. For one, because there were many paths to
industrialization, class relations between capitalist and worker could be
shaped in varying ways. Next, industrial capitalism can’t be identified sim-
ply with factories and machines. Not only did older patterns of hand labor
and smaller units persist but also capitalism continuously invented new
small-scale forms, including “sweating” or homework, and specialized
skilled manufacture.* Finally, if industry didn’t simply call for mechaniza-
tion, the urban pooling of labor, or an expanding market, then the chang-
ing relations in workplaces become all the more key. It was not just the
ownership and nonownership of means of production that mattered but all
the ways in which work itself was done.

This raises the second problem with a classical Marxist approach. Lin-
ear models of industrialization oversimplify working-class formation. They
imply too close a fit between the progress of capitalism and the growth of
class consciousness. As the growing proletariat became ever more concen-
trated in new urban-industrial centers, as machinery eliminated distinctions
between types of labor, and as the wages system equalized workers’ con-
ditions of life, Marx thought, the working class would acquire unified con-
sciousness. In this model, workers were forced by exploitation into soli-
darity, at first defensively through local and industry-based clubs for
mutual self-help, then more confidently in nationally organized unions, and
finally politically in a revolutionary party. Throughout, the dialectic of class
and class consciousness was linked to changes in the economic base: the
laws governing the capitalist mode of production had social effects, which
determined the rise of the working-class movement. Marxists expressed this
by a famous couplet, distinguishing between the class “in itself” and the
class “for itself.” In this way, they believed, the forms of working-class
collective organization (and eventually the victory of socialism) were in-
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scribed in the very processes of capitalist production themselves. As capital
expanded, it also created the conditions for the working class to organize.’

As a guide to working-class behavior in actual societies, this powerful
analysis was always misleading. The working class was identified too easily
with the wage relationship in a pure form: the authentic worker, the true
proletarian, was the factory worker. As this argument ran, the unevenness
of industrialization and its diverse settings were certainly important, but
ultimately mass production in factories (and mines, construction sites,
transportation systems, docks) still mattered more. From this, strong labor
movements were easily identified with “truly modern industry.” In this
view, small-scale forms of production, notably craft-based industry in small
workshops, even if longer-lasting than once supposed, were transitional and
doomed to die. As industry became bigger, more machine-based and more
concentrated class formation became more “advanced” and the labor
movement more “mature.” The whole of the working class would never
be subsumed into the “pure” proletarian relationship of the deskilled and
propertyless worker against the capitalist. There would always be forms of
ancillary production. Nevertheless, industrial workers would form the van-
guard, and other workers would follow.

History proved this view flawed. Workers were recruited by many dif-
ferent means, among which primitive accumulation and expulsion of peas-
ants from the land was only one. Workers were pushed into wage-
dependency by many other routes—via commercialized farming, cottage
industry, urban handicrafts, the urban infrastructure’s dense service econ-
omies, casualized trades and “sweating,” as well as factories, mines, and
industrial production in the stereotypical sense. Across Europe, different
labor regimes were mixed together. Eastern Prussia used both a dependent
small-holding peasantry and large masses of migrant labor on its commer-
cialized estates. The Po Valley’s estates used both wage labor and share-
cropping. Cottage industry and peasant farming were by definition inter-
mixed. Further, some settings proletarianized more than others. Large-farm
systems, cottage industry, and substantial factory production necessarily
entailed the creation of proletariats, but “specialized farming, peasant farm-
ing, and urban craft production” might not.

Such processes varied richly by region. In Saxony, as in many other
regions, the proletariat was recruited mainly in the countryside from people
already earning wages rather than from people passing freshly out of an-
other class. Before the 1820s, most British industry developed like that,
including the pioneering textile industry. In other cases, social dislocation
was sudden and sharp, and the later and faster the industrialization, the
more drastic this was. The massive late-nineteenth-century coalfield expan-
sions in the Ruhr, Silesia, South Wales, and parts of France recruited mostly
from in-migrating rural populations, as did new industries in Italy and
Russia. Clearly, these differing paths toward proletarianization had huge
implications for the specific working-class societies that would result.
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GENDER, SKILL, AND SOCIALISM

In fact, the “unity” of the working class was an idealized projection, an
abstraction from the disorderly and unevenly developing histories of in-
dustrialization in the nineteenth century, whose visible concentrations of
laboring poor certainly impressed contemporaries but required sustained
action before settling into a pattern. Beginning in the 1830s, new cohorts
of interpreters armed with new languages of “class” began organizing this
social world. “Class” became a way of rationalizing the divisive facts of
industrialization—capitalism’s manifold accumulation regimes, labor mar-
kets, divisions of labor, technologies of skill, workplace relations, wage
systems, and all the ways of dividing workers and aggregating them to-
gether. It also described the new social landscape, both the emerging pat-
terns of residence and urban segregation, and the inequalities structuring
the life-chances of different groups. When organized practices also formed
around these new understandings, including government action, religious
and charitable work, political clubs, and eventually socialist parties and
trade unions, the class languages gained further weight. Thus, class offered
a powerful armory of definitions, shaping disparate experiences into a uni-
fied social identity.

As labor movements started to form in France, Belgium, Germany, and
Britain, they drew workers of a particular type: skilled workmen in small
to medium workshops, strongly identified with their trade. Such male
workers were artisans, with a proprietorial sense of skill and the rules of
the trade, autonomy on the job, and distinction from the mass of the un-
skilled poor. But this status was threatened on many fronts—Iloss of control
over local markets; introduction of machinery and labor-saving methods;
entrepreneurial separation of masters from men; cheap mass production
outside the boundaries of trade regulation; and centralization in factories.
Such changes might set masters against men or rally them both against
merchants and factory entrepreneurs. Once economies were affected by the
vicissitudes of the business cycle, all trades felt the uncertainty in wages
and employment. Specialized producers, whether northern English hand-
loom weavers or Lyon silk weavers, could be dramatically hit by technical
and organizational change. Lower-status trades like shoemakers and tailors
came universally under pressure, soon joined by other crafts vulnerable to
rapid market expansion. The male “artisan” was being turned into the
“worker,” who might retain the scarcity of skill but controlled little more
than the capacity to work. Customary independence within complex hier-
archies of skill was replaced by growing subordination in a capitalist di-
vision of labor.

Craftsmen defending their independence against the slide into the pro-
letariat galvanized radical agitations in the 1830s and 1840s, helped ignite
the 1848 revolutions, and shaped early socialism. Such agitations were
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drawn naturally to producer cooperation for alternatives to capitalism, em-
ploying ideas of “mutualism” or the “cooperative commonwealth.” Until
1914, French labor movements recurred to an ideal of “federalist trades
socialism,” which imagined organizing collective ownership through a dem-
ocratic federation of self-governing skilled trades and local communes. This
“socialism of skilled workers” was inscribed in a larger “idiom of associ-
ation,” carried forward in two spurts of radicalization. In 1830-34, the
term “association” became extended from the original meaning of workers’
corporations (mutual aid societies adapted from the corporative traditions
of the ancien régime) to the idea of producers’ cooperatives, and thence to
the socialist project of a crosstrade federation of all workers.” Then in
1848-51, it joined the revolutionary politics of a popular movement. This
idiom of association also reflected patterns of popular sociability, through
which male workers fashioned a public sphere, grounded not just in the
trade and mutual aid leagues but in the cultural world of choral societies
and social clubs and the everyday life of workshops, lodging houses, tav-
erns, and cafés.®

In the first industrializing society, Britain, skilled male artisans also pro-
posed the idea of a general working-class interest. The shipwright John
Gast for the London skilled trades, Gravener Henson for outworkers in the
northern manufacturing districts, and John Doherty for the cotton-spinners
(a new type of semiartisanal skilled worker) represented early trade union-
ism at its climax in 1829-34.° Artisan radicalism was embedded in broad
popular movements demanding socioeconomic redress but especially dem-
ocratic reform between the 1810s and the Reform Act of 1832, sometimes
on a revolutionary scale. After embittering setbacks in 1832~34, when an-
tidemocratic parliamentary reform was followed by the social policing of
the 1834 Poor Law, radicals regrouped under the banner of Chartism, with
its extraordinary unity across working-class differences—handicrafts and
new manufactures; skilled, semiskilled, and unskilled; organized and un-
organized; men and women; natives and migrants; different regions, in-
dustries, and religious denominations.

Nonetheless, Britain’s radical culture of the 1820s depended heavily on
male artisans in the “old specialist, unrevolutionized handworking trades,”
invariably the better-off “mechanics,” as contemporaries called them.!®
Capitalist expansion pushed the London trades, especially tailors, shoe-
makers, cabinet-makers, and carpenters, into crosstrade solidarity for de-
manding renewal of traditional regulations and democratic reform, using
litigation, strikes, and parliamentary lobbying on tariffs, wages, machinery,
and hours. A similar logic pushed the Birmingham trade societies “to re-
define their relationships, not only with the employers, but also with other
trades who shared the experience of change in the workplace.”!" But the
broader mass of proletarianized wage-workers fitted uneasily into this ar-
tisanal culture. The “aristocratic” craft workers treated farm laborers, fac-
tory and detail workers, Irish migrants, the unskilled, paupers, casual la-
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borers, and vagrants with disregard if not contempt, leading to serious
conflicts. Such tensions were better handled in Chartism, but ideals of pro-
ducer democracy only slowly subsided before more inclusive doctrines of
socialism.

Apart from the followers of Robert Owen, Charles Fourier, and other
utopian socialists, the democracy of early radical movements was also a
male preserve. Chartism’s Six Points for democratizing the British consti-
tution in 1837-38 expressly excluded votes for women.'? Such discrimi-
nation repeatedly emphasized women’s place in the home and the proper
ordering of sexual difference. Women were certainly active in Chartism and
other radical agitations, but when they spoke, they did so only within the
walls of the embattled popular community itself. It was men who addressed
the outside world “in the first person for the community as a whole.” Public
discourse proper—including socioeconomic discontents, campaigns for civil
freedoms, struggles over the law, and demands for the vote—was closed to
women.!?

For radical working men—the modest master craftsmen, displaced do-
mestic workers, artisans and mechanics, and skilled factory operatives pro-
viding the backbone of Chartism and contemporary movements—the
household’s integrity was basic to political identity. Whatever the reciproc-
ities between women and men in the household division of labor, as a
system of domestic authority the family was centered on masculine privi-
lege. Thus in raging against capitalist industry, which undermined their
skills and pulled their wives and children into factories, radical artisans
were also defending their own sexual and economic regime within the fam-
ily. “Their status as fathers and heads of families was indelibly associated
with their independence through ‘honorable’ labor and property in skill,
which identification with a trade gave them.” Women had no access to that
independence. They were excluded from most trades, practising a craft only
by virtue of their male kin. Woman’s “skill” was in her household, her
“property in the virtue of her person.” But “separated from the home, her
family and domestic occupations, or outside the bonds of matrimony, a
woman was assured of neither.”'* A woman’s political identity was sub-
sumed in the man’s. Rare proponents of female suffrage also limited their
advocacy to “spinsters and widows,” because wives and husbands were
simply deemed to be one.'’

This thinking adapted easily to industrialization. Demands for “protec-
tive” legislation became clamorous by the 1830s. Protecting women and
children against the degrading effects of work in the new mills meant de-
fending an idealized notion of family, hearth, and home, where benevolent
patriarchy and healthy parental authority ordered the household economy
by “natural differences and capacities” of women and men. When wives
and children were forced into factories by the unemployment and depressed
earning power of the husband-father, this natural order was upset.'® To
this dissolution of moral roles—the “unsexing of the man,” in Engels’s
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phrase—were added the effects of women’s cheap labor, whose attractions
for capitalists spelled loss of jobs, status, and skill for the men.!” This fusion
of anxieties—resistance to the capitalist reorganization of industry; the de-
sire to quarantine the family’s moral regime—powerfully motivated those
skilled workers with a strong enough bargaining position. After 1850, with
Britain’s new prosperity and greater political stability, such groups came
into their own.

Women’s work was crucial to this system of distinction. Women were
certainly a strong presence overall—around a third of employment in Brit-
ain, Germany, France, and Italy by 1914, a fifth in Sweden—but appeared
only in certain industries, mainly textiles and clothing. In basing their
working-class ideals not only around workplace solidarities and crosstrade
cooperation but also around sharply gendered notions of respectability
placing women in the home, nineteenth-century democratic movements af-
firmed models of dignified masculinity, which consigned women to depen-
dency. Such positive models of working-class domesticity were also a direct
rejoinder to bourgeois attacks on the moral disorder and degradation of
the poor. Working-class radicals celebrated their own ideals of responsible
manliness and womanly virtue in reply. But this politics of respectabilty
militated against gender equality and women’s public participation, pre-
cluding other models of civic mobilization asserting women’s rights. By
choosing certain strategies of community defense over others, working-class
radicals shaped an enduring ideology of domesticity, limiting effective cit-
izenship to men.

The result was a recharged domestic ideology of masculine privilege,
embodied by those skilled men whose earning power supported their wives
and children. Irregular and seasonal labor markets invariably meant that
male earnings needed to be supplemented by whatever income the rest of
the family could secure, usually in casual, sweated, or home-based em-
ployment or in the local informal economy. But if the skilled craftsman
keeping his wife in domesticated unemployment was in a privileged mi-
nority in that sense, early trade unionism was virtually predicated on the
system of female exclusion, and the new ideal of the “family wage” was a
main mechanism separating the small élite of unionized craftsmen from the
rest. Not only did it strengthen that élite’s material advantages but it also
normatively marginalized women’s employment as something exceptional
and undesirable, confining it to the low-paid, unskilled, and often hidden
areas of waged work.!8

In this respect too, therefore, the working class was a complex social
formation. Though based on common social structures produced by capi-
talist industry and urbanization, as a social identity it was structured
around differences not easily stabilized into a unity for political purposes.
To the divisions already mentioned—gross sectors of industry, agriculture,
and services; various branches of industry; regional disparities; diverse dem-
ographics of proletarianization; the major faultline of skill—should be
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added gendered differences between working-class women and men. Across
industrializing Europe, the ideal of a household managed by the nonwork-
ing wife was available to only a minority. Women’s earning power may
have been vital to working families, but its status was practically and ex-
plicitly devalued. Thus in building the collective ideal of the working
class—in shaping the disorderly facts of industrialization into a basis for
politics—socialists embraced only some parts of working-class life while
derogating others. In the centering of class identity, some working-class
experiences became valorized, others ignored or effaced.”

As independent labor movements began forming in the 1860s, including
trade unions and socialist parties, they inherited these gendered traditions.
The earliest initiatives, in the European strike wave and political upheavals
of 1868—74, were borne by representatives of the skilled crafts. Subsequent
heavy-industrial expansion—in coal, iron and steel, shipbuilding, transport,
chemicals, heavy machine-building—directly generated few jobs for
women. So labor movements institutionalized precisely the systems of dis-
tinction that were least conducive to a genuinely inclusive and gender-blind
working-class political presence. While invoking the interests, authority,
and collective agency of the working class as a whole, those movements
were actually far more narrow and exclusionary.

THE POLITICS OF WORKING-CLASS
FORMATION

How a working class was recruited also shaped the possible forms of
working-class politics. Where industry grew slowly, from protoindustrial
communities with long histories of industrial or semiindustrial employment,
the labor movement’s prospects differed from those where industry was
freshly introduced. This contrast is dramatically illustrated by the west
German cities of Hamborn and Remscheid. From 1861 to 1910, Rem-
scheid, a metals center since the seventeenth century, grew steadily from
16,000 inhabitants to 72,000, recruiting its workers from the immediate
countryside and preserving the small scale of its craft-based industry. In
contrast, Hamborn exploded from a village of 6,000 in 1895 into a huge
company town of 103,000 by 1910. Its workforce was recruited from far
and wide, brutally inducted into a new proletarian life.?°

The two environments could hardly have been more different: Rem-
scheid, with its slowly accumulating continuity of working-class culture,
securely rooted in the self-improving ethos of skilled artisans; Hamborn,
with its uprooted mass proletariat, dragooned into the mines and iron and
steel works, crammed into the company-owned rental barracks, lacking
either the dignity of work or the reserves of a self-confident labor movement
culture. Across many criteria, including housing conditions, occupational
health, infant mortality, educational provision, violent criminality, drunk-
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enness, levels of poverty, and regimes at work, Hamborn workers were by
far worse off.2! Hamborn’s extremely unrespectable and turbulent workers
were the very epitome of the brutalized and exploited factory proletariat.

Yet Remscheid workers had the more developed class consciousness,
measured by strong union and party organizations. The Remscheid parlia-
mentary seat was SPD from 1895, and reforms were also wrested from the
liberal city council. In Hamborn, the SPD was weak, and union relations
with the bulk of Hamborn workers were fraught with mutual suspicion,
even contempt. This contrast surfaced vividly in the German Revolution of
1918-19. Remscheid’s labor movement took local power behind a left-
socialist but orderly program of political demands. Hamborn workers
showed more violent rank-and-file militancy, rallying behind economistic
demands over wages, work, and control of industry but outside the frame-
work of any left-socialist party and ultimately lacking in political direc-
tion.??

Neither one nor the other, the skilled craft-conscious trade unionist nor
the unskilled and unorganized laborer, formed the “authentic” working
class in pre-1914 Europe.?> One set of conditions was superficially more
conducive to socialist organizing. Yet the other conditions generated work-
place militancy that seemed more radical—violent, spontaneous, less re-
spectful of authority and established procedures, ready for confrontation.
How far different conditions directly determined different forms of action,
in the sense of ruling out the alternatives and how far they left socialists
with space for maneuver was unclear.

What was clear was that socialists had a problem—how to devise a
politics for both. Then to this starker contrast came a still wider diversity
of working-class experience. “Typical” workers included not only skilled
metalworkers in Remscheid and heavy-industrial proletarians in Hamborn
but also a multiplicity of manual occupations: dockers, seamen, transport-
workers, construction workers, skilled machinists and semiskilled machine-
minders, textile operatives, laborers in the chemicals, woodworking, food
and drink, and clothing industries, skilled workers in specialized manufac-
ture, and all manner of traditional craftsmen, including printers, book-
binders, tailors, leather-workers, shoemakers, carpenters, masons, house-
painters, potters, and the like. Still others tended to be marginalized from
the emerging imagery of the industrial working class, including domestic
servants, agricultural laborers, shop-assistants, clerks, uniformed workers
on the state railways and mails, and, last but not least, women home-
workers in textiles, clothing, tobacco, and other trades. Just as fundamen-
tally, whole areas of work—Ilike housework, family maintenance, and do-
mestic labor or the “assistance” provided by women and children to male
breadwinning heads of household—rarely counted as “work” at all.

Moreover, workers of whatever kind led lives beyond the workplace,
however overshadowed by the daily grind of recuperating to face the next
working day. They lived in neighborhoods, residential concentrations, and
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forms of community, cheek by jowl with other types of workers and along-
side other social groups as well. They lived in complicated households,
sometimes resembling the stereotypical nuclear family but more often not.
They came from diverse regions and birthplaces, spoke different languages
or dialects, and bore profoundly different cultural identities from religious
upbringing and national origins.>* They were young people and mature
adults, and of course women and men. How all this might be fashioned
into a single working-class identity was the operative question for socialists.

The rise of the urban working-class neighborhood was crucial to this
project. Initially, lower-class loyalties were held within superordinate struc-
tures of deference and paternalism, often ordered by religion, and increas-
ingly dominated by liberals. Across Europe, government policies and party
actions regulated popular culture by interacting with the social histories of
urbanization in ever more ramified ways. From the 1890s, states intervened
with gathering intensity in the everyday lives of working people, assisted
by new knowledges and professions and targeting social stability and the
national health via powerful ideas of family. In the process, powerfully
gendered images of the ideal working father and the responsible mother
permeated the politics of class. Then socialist parties, too, began organizing
working people into collective political agency beyond the neighborhood
and workplace, with an impact on government, locally and municipally, in
regions, and eventually the nation. All these processes helped shape class
identities institutionally.

But no less vital were the complex ways neighborhoods spoke and
fought back.?s If the workplace was one frontier of resistance, where col-
lective agency could be imagined, the family—or more properly, the neigh-
borhood solidarities working-class women fashioned for its survival—was
the other:

Working men faced industrial capitalism . . . in long, cold walks to the
job, exhausting labor, occupational injuries and diseases, and grim pe-
riods of unemployment. The wives met the forces of the industrial sys-
tem at other points: sometimes at their own paid jobs, always at the
local market street, with the landlord, with the charities, and with
such state institutions as hospitals, schools, and sanitary authorities.2¢

The challenge for the Left was to organize on both fronts of social
dispossession. The practical policies of socialist parties inevitably registered
the separation, but usually by adopting the normative gender assumptions
rather than bringing them into critical and truly democratic focus. This
remained one of the Left’s most perduring misrecognitions: “labor move-
ments” implied a socialism beginning from the workplace, centered on
strikes, and borne by militant working men; yet those movements were
actually more broadly founded, also requiring women’s efforts in house-
holds, neighborhoods, and streets. Even where this duality was acknowl-
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edged, the primacy of the male-gendered class-political languages was sel-
dom escaped.?”

By 1900, the new urban societies were starting to solidify and coalesce.?®
In Britain, some 8o percent of working-class marriages were now made
from common backgrounds, while residential segregation encouraged the
extended family networks of working-class community life. Dense socia-
bility of pub and street and the spread of collective associations—friendly
societies, working men’s clubs, cooperative societies—thickened the infra-
structure of common identity, while new organized hobbies, mass sports,
betting on horses and dogs, the continuity of home and street, and new
commercial entertainments all separated working-class people from the
rest. This was “the working class of cup finals, fish-and-chip shops, palais-
de-danse, and Labour with a capital L,” recognizable “by the physical en-
vironment in which they lived, a style of life and leisure, by a certain class
consciousness increasingly expressed in a secular tendency to join unions
and to identify with a class party of Labour.”?® This urban sociopolitical
coalescence implied a certain kind of manageable and interconnected com-
munity, “places where work, home, leisure, industrial relations, local gov-
ernment, and home-town consciousness were inextricably mixed to-
gether.”3°

Organizing political consciousness was easier in smaller single-industry
towns like Remscheid or Solingen in Germany with an older trade union
culture, or their British equivalents like Sheffield, or “Red Limoges,” Rou-
baix, Lille, and Montlucon, where French socialists were capturing mun-
cipal government in the 1890s, or the northern Italian socialist municipal-
ities enabled by local government laws of 1903.3' Working-class institutions
also afforded citywide frameworks of action, like the friendly societies
councils and trades councils in Britain; “Chambers of Labor” in Spain,
Italy, and France; or the labor secretariats of the German SPD. These al-
lowed some influence over the urban environment, where workers still
lacked full democracy in the vote. The earliest cases of municipal socialism,
such as the Labour Group’s brief rule in East London’s West Ham in 1898-
1900, made housing, public health, and social improvement into vital sites
of action. But the first goal was mastering the casualized labor market, by
creating a municipal works department, promoting investment, using pub-
lic contracts, and requiring union rates.>? Such political action was key to
class formation, as unions and work-based organizing still tended to priv-
ilege the older craft societies.

Once urbanization passed a certain threshold, the city’s everyday life—
notably in transport and rented housing—became a practical infrastructure
binding working people together, particularly as reforming city administra-
tions built mass transit systems and public housing of their own. Resulting
concentrations of working-class people loyal to the city became a vital re-
source for socialist city governments after 1918, the bedrock of socialist
electoral success. Red Vienna was the most imposing example of a general
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pattern, where municipal housing, public transport, direct labor, and the
city payrolls grounded the Left’s twentieth-century urban hegemonies. In
191445, expanding central government provision of social goods, such as
unemployment relief, health, education, housing, and social security, were
also disbursed locally, giving the working poor key incentives for organ-
izing. It began really to matter who was sitting in the council chamber or
wearing the mayor’s chain of office.??

However, the local weight of a city’s working class needed the franchise
to be felt. It was only after 1918, via revolutionary insurgencies, new con-
stitutions, and a wave of popular enfranchisement that socialist parties
came to local power. This was startling in its rapidity in northern Italy
during 1918-21, before Fascism violently brought an end to it. But in Wei-
mar Germany, many urban locations of Scandinavia, Britain, and France,
and especially Red Vienna, socialist city governments pursued impressive
programs of general working-class reform. These rendered sectionalism
more manageable, especially once the post-1918 union expansion finally
loosened the dominance of skilled workers and craft traditions, easing new
partnerships with industrial and public-sector unions. Craft exclusiveness
was also complicit in ideologies of domesticity keeping women from public
voice, and so its decline potentially weakened the masculinity of socialist
political cultures too. Municipal socialism, with its expanding welfare ap-
paratus, gave women new opportunities everywhere, but in Scandinavia
and Britain these brought wider political participation. Following enfran-
chisement in 1918, women moved the Labour Party toward a stronger
social agenda during the 1920s (via nursery education, maternal and child
welfare, public health), shifting it further from the old trade-union ground.
By the mid-1920s, Labour’s women’s sections had 200,000 members, with
155,000 in 1933, or 40 percent of the whole.?*

CONCLUSION

Thus, working-class formation was no simple result of industrialization.
Capitalism certainly brought a distinctive social structure via common pro-
cesses of dispossession, exploitation, and subordination, until working peo-
ple kept few means of livelihood past selling their labor power for a wage.
Capital’s regimes of accumulation, the practical circumstances of industrial
production, and patterns of urbanization also shaped working-class life in
powerful ways. The spatial architecture of the working-class presence in
society—the social geography of industrialization, the growth of cities, the
concentration of working people in segregated quarters, the visible massing
of workers in all these ways—likewise structured common trends of col-
lective belonging. Working-class cultures displayed strong unifying regular-
ities across neighborhoods, occupations, industries, regions, religious and
linguistic barriers, and Europe’s national frontiers. In light of these conver-
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gent processes, “the working class” became a resonant and meaningful
term of social and political address. By 1900, it described a palpable reality
of European politics, social administration, and everyday life.

Yet workers were not the only popular class in European society. They
coexisted with peasants and lower middle classes, usually in equivalent
numbers with continuing societal strength. Moreover, distinctions within
the working class remained strong, not just outside work but in the multiple
differences of the workplace itself, in wages, security of employment, sen-
iority, job control, and of course skill, quite apart from sectional divisions
from industry to industry and firm to firm. Despite the wage relation’s
universalizing logic, industrialization itself continuously invented new dis-
tinctions, notably around new technologies. The most troublesome divi-
siveness, in variable but persistent forms, centered on gender and work.
Relatively small numbers of workers commanded higher wages and better
conditions via their skill, as against the low wages, irregular work, and
stricter subordination of the mass of the working poor. And not only did
working women fall consistently on the disempowering side of this skill
line, but the prevailing structures of working-class respectability also si-
lenced and marginalized women via cultures of family, home, and public
masculinity.

How these complex and countervailing logics of unity and difference
worked with and against each other in particular times and places depended
crucially on politics—on the fashioning of working-class organizations and
on the rivalry of religious, philanthropic, party, and governmental inter-
ventions seeking to shape and secure working-class allegiance. In this re-
spect, social administration, public health, policing, the law, and the ram-
ified institutional machinery of local and national government, as well as
constitutional frameworks and the character of public spheres, all deter-
mined the course of working-class formation. As the working class made
its collective appearance in European history, these were not external forces
acting on a working class already made from economics and sociology but
an intimate part of the making of the working class tout court.
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Chapter 4
The Rise of Labor

Movements

History’s Forward March

THE 18605 WERE a key watershed for the
Left. Older traditions became eclipsed, while
others like anarchism moved to the margins
of the international movement. A new ideal
emerged of nationally organized parties of la-
bor focused on the parliamentary arena. This
socialist constitutionalism arose from the dra-
matic liberalizations of 1867—71, which al-
lowed many labor movements their first legal
agitation on a larger-than-local scale. It was
also actively promoted by the First Interna-
tional, whose influence far exceeded the mod-
est memberships of its affiliates. Its perspec-
tives were those of Marx and Engels, who
assumed during these years their lasting role
of senior consultants to the European socialist
movements.

The 1860s sowed the seeds of organiza-
tion. Some party foundations coalesced from
earlier initiatives, as in Germany, where the
SPD’s two tributaries dated from 1863.! Oth-
ers anticipated things to come, as in Britain
and the tsarist empire, where stronger foun-
dations came only around 1900. Others still
led a marginal or semiclandestine existence
before 1914, as in Iberia, the Balkans, and
most of eastern Europe. But these were all so-
cial democratic parties, distinct from other
strands of the Left, like anarchist or syndical-
ist movements, radical democratic parties,
peasant parties, or the populist Socialist Rev-
olutionary Party in Russia (see table 4.1).
They were parties aligning themselves with
the Second International formed in 1889, con-
sciously identifying with the legacy of Karl
Marx.?

These movements were a novel departure
for Europe’s Left. They were the first nation-
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TABLE 4.1 The First Socialist Parties 1871-1905

1871
1875
1876
1878
1879
1880

1881
1882
1883

1885
1887

1888
1889

1891
1892

1893

1894
1896
1897

1898
1899
1900
1903
1904
1905

Portuguese Socialist Party (PSP)

German Social Democratic Party (SPD)

Danish Social Democratic Association (SDF)

Czech Social Democratic Party (CSDSD)

Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE)

Hungarian General Workers’ Party (MSZP)

Federation of the French Socialist Workers’ Party (FPTSF)
Dutch Social Democratic League (SDAP)

Polish Proletariat Party

British Social Democratic Federation (SDF)

Russian Group for the Emancipation of Labor

Belgian Workers’ Party (POB)

Norwegian Labor Party (DNA)

Armenian Hanchak Party

Swiss Social Democratic Party (SPS)

Austrian Social Democratic Party (SPO)

Swedish Social Democratic Workers® Party (SAP)
Bulgarian Workers’ Social Democratic Party (BWSDP)
Serbian Social Democratic Party (SSDP)

Italian Socialist Party (PSI)

Polish Socialist Party (Russia) (PPS)

Social Democratic Party of the Kingdom of Poland (Russia) (SDKPiL)
Romanian Social Democratic Party (PSR)

Croatian Social Democratic Party (SDPC)

Slovenian South Slavic Social Democratic Party (JSDS)
Polish Social Democratic Party of Galicia (PPSD)

General League of Jewish Workingmen in Russia and Poland (Bund)
Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party (RSDRP)
Ukrainian Social Democratic Party (East Galicia) (USDP)
British Labour Party (LP)

Finnish Social Democratic Party (SDP)

Latvian Social Democratic Workers’ Party (LSDWP)
Ukrainian Social Democratic Workers” Party (Russia) (USDRP)
Slovakian Social Democratic Party (SSP)

ally organized socialist parties with any continuous existence. There were
smaller groups before, but only in local and ephemeral ways, and during
184960 state repression and poor national communications stifled any-
thing more. Despite labor associations based on the skilled trades, political
efforts struggled until the 1870s and belonged to earlier Left traditions.
This didn’t change overnight. The new parties competed with rival tenden-
cies in some countries and endured splits and fragmentation in others. Nev-
ertheless, they registered a qualitative shift in socialist activity, beginning a

new epoch of the Left’s history.

THE RISE OF LABOR MOVEMENTS



THE GEOGRAPHY OF SOCIALISM

The new parties varied enormously in significance. The strongest were in
Scandinavia and German-speaking central Europe (including the Czech
lands of the Habsburg Empire), the weakest in the Mediterranean. Where
industry made little progress, so did socialism, as in southeastern Europe.
But industrialization was no infallible guide. The success of Bulgarian so-
cialists in the 1913 elections or the Ukrainian Social Democrats among the
East Galician peasantry, and the socialist advance in Finland, Norway, and
Sweden all show socialist parties winning rural support. Legality, a func-
tioning parliamentary constitution, and a democratic franchise were just as
enabling as industrialization. Conversely, Russian autocracy held back
democratic expression of popular militancy, and a discriminatory franchise
artificially depressed the Belgian socialists’ electoral showing. Thus, early
liberal democratic political frameworks could compensate for the absence
of capitalist industry, just as the absence of liberalization could hamper a
labor movement’s progression toward a “German” or “Scandinavian”
model of social democratic success in the more industrial economies. In this
sense, the constitutional factor could anticipate or impede the consequences
of industrial class formation.

There are two further complications in this geography of socialist sup-
port. First, in the western Mediterranean the picture was muddied by an-
archism and, after 1900, by the related antiparliamentary, anticentralist,
direct-action politics usually called syndicalism. This applied most to Spain,
where Bakunin’s supporters preempted those of Marx in the late 1860s and
where economic backwardness and liberalism’s fragility impeded the Span-
ish socialists. But it also applied to Italy, where the PSI failed to supplant
a vigorous anarchist tradition. Anarchists imparted localist and insurrec-
tionary violence to the militancy of the northern Italian working class in
the great popular explosions between the 1890s and the victory of Fascism.
The most anomalous case was France. By 1914, French republicanism had
bequeathed the Left a century of parliamentary democratic experience, in
a strongly if unevenly industrializing economy. Yet socialist votes remained
surprisingly low, given French workers’ record as the vanguard of Euro-
pean radicalism in 1830, 1848, and 1871.

In all three countries, the medium of labor action was less the local
branch of the centrally organized socialist party than the “Chamber of
Labor”—the workers’ centro in Spain, the Italian camere del lavoro, the
French bourse du travail. These were active centers of socialist culture,
mixing the functions of labor exchange, trade-union syndicate, educational
resource, recreation facility, meeting place, citizens’ advice bureau, agita-
tional nucleus, and fount of socialist morality. They came from older
traditions of self-help, mutual aid, and cooperation. But they were also
new, improvised collectively by proletarianized urban or rural wage-
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earners, forming a counterpoint to the social democracies emerging from
the 1860s and 1870s. In Spain, workers’ chambers were the cellular basis
for an anarcho-syndicalism that marginalized socialists in industrial Cata-
lonia and rural Andalusia, confining them to the mining regions of the
north. In Italy, in contrast, they fed the growth of socialism, especially
among the agricultural laborers of the Po Valley. In France, they fell in
between.

The second complication before 1914 was Britain. Here was a paradox,
for the nation with the most advanced capitalism and the most proletarian
society had one of the weakest socialist votes. Contrary to the rest of Eu-
rope, working-class activism continued through the Liberal Party, keeping
specifically socialist politics marginal until shortly before 1914. Yet, starting
with the socialist revival of the 188os, vibrant socialist subcultures coex-
isted locally with Liberal electoral representation, particularly in the north.?
It was the Labour Representation Committee after 1900, first as a parlia-
mentary lobby for unions within the Liberal framework but then as an
emergent party in its own right, that eroded the Liberal Party’s hold on
workers’ support. The shift to Labour was slow and uneven, and the First
World War finally effected the change. But beginning with 1906 and the
two 1910 elections, Labour was claiming its own space.*

Nowhere else did labor stay so comfortably in an older liberal frame-
work. With this one exception, there were three distinct geographies of
socialism before 1914: the social democratic “core” of Scandinavia and
central Europe, where the new model of socialist parliamentarianism and
associated trade unionism dominated labor movements; the western Med-
iterranean, where anarcho-syndicalism weakened the socialist parties and
rendered working-class politics more volatile; and the eastern European rim
of Russia, the Balkans, and much of Austria-Hungary, where economic and
political backwardness delayed socialist parties or forced them under-
ground.

Socialist parties came in two phases: the first occupied the gap between
the First and Second Internationals, ending with the Italian party in 1892
the other beginning with the Balkan and Polish foundations of the early—
1890s and ending in 1905 with the revolution in Russia. This sequence
followed Europe’s developmental gradient, sloping downward from west
to east and north to south. Apart from the British Labour Party, later
foundations came where conditions had retarded popular politics, either
through absent or uneven industrialization, low levels of literacy and public
culture, or a repressive political system. Examples included not only the
Russian and Habsburg east but also the southern periphery of Spain, Por-
tugal, and much of Italy. In the east, socialists succeeded best where either
local industrialization or less repressive local regimes made the environment
less inhospitable. For socialist activity to take off, either capitalist devel-
opment or liberal political traditions were needed, however limited (see
table 4.2).
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TABLE 4.2 The Progress of Social Democracy before 1914

Peak Electoral Peak
Country/Party Founded Performance (%) Membership
Finland (SDP) 1903 .1 (1913) 85,027 (1906)
Sweden (SAP) 1889 5 (Sept. 1914) 133,388 (1907)
Germany (SPD) 1875 4.8 (1912) 1,085,905 (1914)
Czech lands (CSDSD) 1878 32.2 (1911) 243,000 (1913)
Denmark (SDF) 1876 9.6 (1913) 57,115 (1914)
Norway (DNA) 1887 6.3 (1912) 53,866 (1914)
Austria (SPO) 1889 25.4 (1911) 89,628 (1913)
Italy (PSI) 1892 22.8 (1913) 47,098 (1901)
Belgium (POB) 1885 22.5 (1900)
Bulgaria (BWSDP) 1891 20.2 (1913) 6,168 (1912)
Switzerland (SPS) 1888 20.0 (1913) 29,730 (1913)
Netherlands (SDAP) 1881 18.6 (1913) 25,708 (1913)
France (SFIO) 1880 16.8 (1914) 93,218 (1914)
Britain (LP) 1900 o (Jan. 1910)

SOCIALISM, PARLIAMENTARY
GOVERNMENT, AND THE FRANCHISE

From the constitutional upheavals of 1867—71 to 1914, north-central Eu-
rope was surprisingly stable. Europe certainly saw strains—the endemic
violence of the Italian state’s response to popular protests, suffrage crises
in Belgium, British labor unrest in 1911-13, the Tragic Week in Spain in
September 1909, and all the turmoil surrounding the 1905 Russian Revo-
lution—but the constitutional frameworks of the 1860s proved remarkably
resilient. During these decades, stability required major feats of constitu-
tional accommodation, as in the British Third Reform Act (1884), the Bel-
gian Constitution (1893), universal manhood suffrage in Austria (1907)
and Italy (1912), and the Scandinavian liberalizations in Norway (1898),
Denmark (1901), Finland (1905), and Sweden (1907). But these settlements
were negotiated precisely through the available constitutional means. Dem-
ocratic aspirations were channeled into the liberal constitutional frame-
work. Stability was secured through the available parliamentary forms.
The 1860s established the lasting parliamentary-constitutional norms
for European political life, which both the Left and their opponents ac-
cepted. After 1905, inspired by the St. Petersburg Soviet and European mass
strike agitations, socialist radicals began criticizing these parliamentary per-
spectives. But their critiques came to fruition only in 1917-23. Earlier, most
socialists observed the parliamentary norms; and where they didn’t exist,
extraparliamentary agitation was meant to create them. Likewise, outside
Russia, the Balkans, and Iberia, where parliamentary constitutions re-
mained weak, Europe’s dominant classes proved reluctant to jettison these
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for reactionary governing systems less vulnerable to popular pressure. Even
where the labor movement’s freedoms became restricted, as in Germany
under the Anti-Socialist Law of 1878-90, parliamentary frameworks re-
mained intact. If German socialists suffered police harassment and unions
were illegal, the SPD was still permitted to fight elections.

For the new socialist parties, one principle was axiomatic: labor’s pol-
itics needed the available parliamentary forms. These could be used partly
as a platform for rousing the masses, partly for winning short-term reforms.
Moreover, the further struggles for a democratic franchise directly affected
the Left’s relations to liberalism, because so long as anciens régimes resisted
reform, liberals commonly joined oppositional fronts with socialists and
other radicals. But once votes for workers were won, splits occurred. De-
mocratizing the constitution, however modestly, cleared the way for other
conflicts. Having secured a more democratic franchise, socialists seized their
political independence.

Britain was one extreme, where labor’s junior status in a popular liberal
coalition outlasted anywhere else. The Gladstonian Liberal Party, shaped
into a national movement in the 1860s, was the classic party of limited
reform, leading the respectable working class through two Reform Acts in
1867 and 1884 and mobilizing against a perceived corrupt aristocratic es-
tablishment. Yet the very limits of reform—and the practical disfranchise-
ment of half the male and all the female working class—impeded a separate
party of labor. This, and the weight of tradition, powerfully justified the
Liberal alliance, until wartime conditions and a further Reform Actin 1918
enabled the Labour Party’s complete independence.

Germany was an opposite extreme, with the rupture of labor and lib-
eralism coming exceptionally early in the 1860s. The reasons were com-
plex, involving deep divergences over the forms of German unity. Inclusion
of universal manhood suffrage in the North German and Imperial Consti-
tutions of 1867—71 freed the infant socialist party from its earlier depen-
dence on the liberals. It took another two decades for German Social Dem-
ocrats to become a mass party, but the political conditions of independence
were laid.

Against these extremes, Scandinavia and the Low Countries were in
between. In the 1890s, Norway’s Labor Party was a loose federation of
local workingmen’s associations. Moved by the national question of Nor-
wegian separation from Sweden, it backed the farmer-based Liberal Venstre
party, virtually winning universal manhood suffrage in 1898 for its pains.
Danish Social Democrats likewise joined the Liberal Venstre party in a
democratic alliance against the government’s resistance to parliamentary
accountability. From the 1890s, Swedish Socialists and Liberals also col-
laborated against Conservatives for suffrage reform. In each case, winning
parliamentary government with manhood suffrage upset these longstanding
liberal-socialist alliances—in Norway after separating from Sweden (1905),
in Denmark after constitutional reform (1901), in Sweden after the suffrage
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reform of 1907.5 Once the constitutional question was resolved, socialists’
increased parliamentary strength encouraged independence, and realign-
ment could occur. Similarly, Belgian socialists usually aligned with liberal
coalitions for anticlerical educational policies and suffrage reform, oscillat-
ing between mass working-class protests (suffrage actions of 1886, 1893,
1899, 1902, and 1913) and parliamentary cooperation with radical liber-
als. But after the 1902 mass strike met defeat, they formed a more stable
liberal alliance, as did the Dutch socialists after their failed suffrage action
of 1903.6

The constitutional question had a further twist. The franchise was one
thing. The larger framework of parliamentary accountability, which might
bring socialists into government, was another. Here too was wide variation.
Parties’ relationship to the state, and the state’s response to their rise,
shaped their radical propensities. Where parliamentary traditions were old
and popular ideology identified democracy with their strength, as in Britain,
or where the state backed civil liberties and industrial arbitration, as in
Sweden and Denmark, labor movements favored gradualism or reformism.
Where socialists lacked parliamentary representation and the state behaved
repressively—as in Iberia, Italy before 1912, the Hungarian half of the
Habsburg Empire, or imperial Russia—labor militancy became intransi-
gent. The Anti-Socialist Law, police harassment, barring socialists from
public employment, demonizing them as “antinational”—these German
conditions solidified the SPD’s loyalty to revolutionary Marxism. Seeing the
state as a tool of the ruling class, not to be reformed but destroyed, grew
from the movement’s daily maltreatment, not least because its rising elec-
toral strength was negated by the government’s freedom from parliamen-
tary control.” This governing system eased the SPD’s adoption of a Marxist
program at its Congresses in Gotha (1875) and Erfurt (1891), while si-
lencing efforts to change it. This didn’t preclude welcoming reforms far
short of capitalism’s overthrow. Socialists accommodated to German cap-
italism’s given institutions, in trade unionism, local government, and par-
liamentary committee work. As the movement proliferated bureaucratically
after 1890, greater organizational conservatism followed. Yet, while this
was happening, state repression helped keep the party officially revolution-
ary.

In a counterexample, Denmark showed how early compromise between
state, capital, and labor could give the movement’s politics a reformist
mold. In 1899, a national carpenters’ dispute pulled in the Danish Trade
Union Federation (LO) and Danish Employers’ Association (DA), each na-
tionally organized the previous year, resulting in a sixteen-week general
lockout. In the September Agreement ending the dispute, the employers
won respect for managerial prerogatives but also conceded rules for strikes
and lockouts, including arbitration courts staffed by the two sides’ nomi-
nees and a presiding judge. Thus employers had conceded Danish unions’
essential legitimacy, including rights to organize, negotiate, and strike and
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the key principle of collective bargaining. With no European parallel as a
national corporative arrangement before 1914, the September Agreement
defined the framework of labor relations in Denmark for the twentieth
century.®

France presents yet another pattern. The republican tradition com-
manded powerful popular solidarity in France, despite the Third Republic’s
origins in a counterrevolutionary massacre of 20,000 supporters of the
Paris Commune. When the Republic was in danger, the French labor move-
ment backed coalitions of republican defense. Despite the repression of the
1870s, workers also saw the anticlerical republic as the natural ally against
authoritarian and catholic employers, while republican politicians were
concerned “to present the republic as something other than the guard-
dog of the employers.”® Beginning with the legalizing of unions in 1884,
incremental labor reforms were the result, bringing industrial arbitration
(1892), employer liability for industrial accidents (1898), and a ministry of
labor under Alexandre Millerand (1900). Governments hardly advocated
working-class interests in the socialist sense. But the republican tradition’s
leftward tilt encouraged an ambivalence in the French labor movement’s
attitudes to the state that was missing from the direct antagonism in Ger-
many.

In social democracy’s founding era, it was a dialectic of integration and
exclusion that favored the largest parties: sufficient measures of parliamen-
tary government for the party to take off but sufficient measures of re-
pression to sharpen its radical edge. Socialist parties didn’t rely purely on
parliamentary institutions to flourish. The rapid rise of the Russian, Jewish,
Ukrainian, and Latvian parties in the Russian Empire showed socialism’s
adaptability to illegal conditions. Parties could also retool for forming gov-
ernments once parliamentary democracy was won; witness the impressive
staying power of Scandinavian social democracy in government between
the 1930s and 1970s. But in social democracy’s pre-1914 oppositional cul-
ture, it was the intermediate situation—enough democracy, but not too
much—that gave the movement its élan. Beyond this, the ability to identify
positively with the existing state, as something susceptible to influence,
change, and eventually control, was a key divider for European parties.
Where that ability to identify was strong, the more reformist parties
emerged; where the ability was weak or impaired, the greater the potential
for a more revolutionary stance.

TRADE UNIONISM

Almost all socialist parties had close relationships with nationally organized
trade-union federations. Indeed, they were instrumental in launching such
national organizations, which, with Britain’s exception, postdated the foun-
dation of the socialist party itself (see table 4.3).
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TABLE 4.3 Social Democracy and Trade Unionism

Country National Union Federation

Britain (LP) (1900) 1868 Trades Union Congress

Spain (PSOE) 1879 1888 General Union of Spanish Labor
Germany (SPD) 1875 1891 General Commission Free Trade Unions
Hungary (MSZP) 1880 1891 Trade-Union Council

Austria (SPO) 1889 1893 Trade Union Commission

Czech lands (CSDSD) 1878 1897 Trade Union Commission

Belgium (POB) 1885 1898 General Federation of Belgian Labor
Denmark (SDF) 1876 1898 Trade Union Confederation

Sweden (SAP) 1889 1898 Trade Union Confederation
Norway(DNA) 1887 1899 Trade Union Confederation

Bulgaria (BWSDP) 1891 1904 General Workers’ Trade Union
Netherlands (SDAP) 1881 1906 Federation of Trade Unions

Italy (PSI) 1892 1906 General Confederation of Italian Labor

The growth and forms of trade unionism varied greatly across Europe.
When other national movements remained embryonic, British unions had
674,000 members by 1887, as against 139,000 in France and 95,000 in
Germany. British unions were also recognized, both under law and by em-
ployers. The liberalizing economic legislation and constitutional reforms of
the 1860s legalized workers’ combinations elsewhere too, but antilabor
policies commonly returned, and unions were rarely protected under law
outside Britain, the Low Countries, and Scandinavia. If by 1914 laws had
improved, state power was routinely used against workers in strikes, and
unions seldom escaped surveillance. Levels of unionization still varied, slid-
ing in 1913 from peaks of 25 percent in Britain and 20 percent in Denmark
through 15-16 percent in Belgium and Germany and down to only 1o-11
percent in Norway, France, and Italy.'°

In gross terms, trade unionism was a matter of economics, spreading
with the rates and forms of industrialization. There were three types of
experience before 1914, starting with Britain and Belgium as the pioneer
industrializers of the earlier 1800s. Industrialization then followed in Ger-
many and Scandinavia in the second half of the century, accelerating after
the 1890s on a massive scale. Finally, industrialization elsewhere was
weaker, although from the 1890s France, Italy, and Russia developed im-
pressively advanced industrial sectors, as did Bohemia, Vienna, and Bu-
dapest in the Habsburg Empire and Barcelona in Spain. In all cases, small
and exclusive craft unions based around skill gave way to the mass union-
ism made possible by industry.

Everywhere, it was less the factory hands who forged early labor move-
ments than skilled men in small workshops. The earliest unions came from
friendly societies, journeymen’s clubs, and educational associations filling
the space left by the guilds. In Germany before 1890, craft societies were
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at the labor movement’s core—printers, carpenters, masons, glovemakers,
smiths, molders, and others, including local specialties like ships’ carpenters
in Hamburg or cutlery grinders in Solingen. Such male artisans possessed
specialized knowledge of production and an ability to regulate labor mar-
kets by custom and apprenticeship. They eluded the “sweating” found in
more employer-dominated labor markets, which killed crafts like tailoring
and shoemaking. They boasted collective organization, which rural artisans
or factory workers lacked.

Printers were the typical pioneers, forming the first unions in Switzer-
land (1858), Bohemia (1862), Austria (1864), Hungary (1865), Germany
and the Netherlands (1866), Spain (1868), Italy (1872), Norway (1882),
and Bulgaria (1883)."" When trade unionism began among the Polish ar-
tisans of Lvov in the late 1860s, printers were naturally there first, emu-
lating Progressive Societies in Vienna, Prague, Budapest, Brno, and Trieste
and organizing a successful strike in January 1870, that sparked a general
Galician strike wave. By 1890, they were still there, providing the core for
the Galician Workers’ Party, precursor of the Galician Social Democratic
Party launched in 1897.12

In the transition from this craft unionism, Britain was unique. There,
unions grew inside an existing craft framework of exceptional strength.
This came from British industrialization’s slow accumulation before the
1860s—small-scale, unmechanized, reliant on plentiful skilled labor. It al-
lowed skilled craftsmen’s organizations to stabilize via the so-called new
model unions during 1848—75. Nowhere else did craft unions expand by
“colonizing the basic industries of the country” rather than being confined
to skilled minorities of particular trades. In Britain, craft unions became
the model even for skilled workers created by industrialization itself, like
the cotton spinners, who then excluded the less skilled. This dominance
also made possible another distinctive British phenomenon after 1889, the
polymorphous general unions, which moved into all those industries the
craft unions’ traditionalism led them to ignore.'?

These general unions differed from two other models on the continent:
industrial unions, which recruited everyone in a single industry, regardless
of skill or even the collar-line; and general laborers’ unions, which collected
all the unskilled who were left, either because of craft exclusiveness or
because their jobs defied traditional classification; when enough of these
unskilled had been recruited, they were reassigned to the appropriate in-
dustrial union, ideally merging with the relevant crafts.* Industrial union-
ism spread unevenly. In Germany, it was strongest among metalworkers
and woodworkers (beginning 1891 and 1893), followed by construction
workers (forming one union in 1912 from bricklayers and laborers), trans-
port workers, textile workers, and miners."S But in Britain, the ubiquity of
craft unions made industrial unionism a nonstarter. That situation invited
a broader general unionism, reaching from unspecialized general laborers
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to the neglected skilled and semiskilled across many industries—“a chang-
ing conglomerate of miscellaneous local and regional groups of workers in
particular industries, occupations and plants.” 16

General unions appeared in Britain with the New Unionism in 1889—
92, which shifted the movement decisively toward the unskilled and estab-
lished the lasting future pattern. Of the ten largest unions in 1885, only
one kept its place in 1963 (engineers), whereas seven at the later date orig-
inated during 1880-1914: Transport and General, General and Municipal,
Miners, and Electricians (all 1888-89), Shop and Distributive (1891), Rail-
ways (1889), and Local Government (1900s).!” This produced the striking
dualism of British union growth: craft unions doggedly defending dearly
won privileges in labor market and workplace and emergent mass unionism
gathering up the slack. The latter flourished in the new branches of modern
industry, of which automobiles and armaments became the emblematic
twentieth-century examples.

In less industrial countries, the smaller opportunities didn’t prevent em-
bittered conflicts over opposing models—as in the Budapest-centered Hun-
garian union movement or the small but vigorous Bulgarian one, passion-
ately split after 1903 between centralist advocates of revolutionary
industrial unionism and reformist defenders of “nonpolitical” craft-based
federalism. In northern Italy, Spain, and France, unions followed local and
federalist paths—municipal coalitions of labor around a craft core, based
on multifaceted chambers of labor and capable of citywide actions going
well beyond the regularly unionized skilled workers. There, centrally or-
ganized unions affected only the public sector, railways, and mines. Only
in the heavily proletarianized Spanish and Italian countrysides did general
unions grow. The huge Italian Federterra (agricultural workers’ union,
founded 1901) was uniquely successful in organizing an agricultural pro-
letariat, although membership fluctuated wildly: in 1913 there were
469,000 organized farm workers, as against 503,000 oganized in indus-
try.18

National federation, in the French CGT (1895) and Italian CGL (1906),
made little impact on this proud localism. Apart from the remarkable Fed-
erterra and the Metal Workers’ Union (FIOM) formed in 1901, Italian
Socialists failed to dislodge the locally rooted craft societies. The local arena
of the workers’ chamber blurred the boundary of unions and politics, so
that bourse du travail and camere del lavoro substituted for the local so-
cialist section. In Italy, the two were complementary, as local Socialists
worked in the camere’s enlarged cultural milieu. Against this, the French
CGT rejected all “political” affiliations: indifferent to the advantages of
centralism, CGT unionism mobilized around individual militants, who op-
erated through the bourse. In syndicalism, this strategy competed directly
with parliamentary socialism, which in France had a very specific regional
and socioeconomic niche.! Centralism and localism in Spain polarized into
adversarial federations, the Socialist UGT and the anarcho-syndicalist
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CNT. This differed profoundly from the national model proposed by Marx
and broadly realized in the north, which combined parliamentary socialism
with centralized unions.

If Britain had a mixture of nationally organized craft and general un-
ions, while France, Spain, and Italy produced decentralized and heteroge-
neous, locally based coalitions, Germany showed the clearest developmen-
tal progression, with craft traditions succumbing to mass industrial
unionism. The German labor movement also grew from local or citywide
artisans’ associations. But German craft unions never broadened their base
like the British: deprived of legal protection by the Anti-Socialist Law in
1878, they were overtaken by the speed and greater modernity of German
industrialization. Before the Law banned coordinated union and party ac-
tivity, there were 27 national craft unions, from the tobacco-workers (with
8,100 members), printers (5,696), and joiners (§,500) down to the saddlers
(260), basket weavers (100), and sculptors (35). After a year, there were
only four left: the printers, lithographers, glovemakers, and hatters. State
repression cut the movement back to its local roots.?°

After the Anti-Socialist Law, the movement exploded outward, as Ger-
many’s rapid industrialization outstripped craft societies’ abilities to inte-
grate new types of workers. During 1892-1914, national unions dropped
from 57 to 46, but members rocketed from 215,000 to 2.5 million. This
growth reflected two key shifts. Craft influence was slashed: by 1914 over
half the 1892 unions had gone, as organization spread into mining, con-
struction, engineering, transport, processing, and general manufacture. Sec-
ond, centralism triumphed over localism. In 1895, 45 percent of Berlin
trade unionists were still in local unions, grouped in the Free Alliance
(FVDG) based in engineering and construction. But in 1907-8, Berlin
metalworkers were finally integrated into the national union, and FVDG
membership was banned.?! By 1914, the big seven—six industrial unions
(metals, wood, construction, transport, textiles, mining) plus general fac-
tory workers—each had a six-figure membership, making 7o percent of the
total.

The stark lines of this typology can be softened. Until the mass unionism
after 1895, the German movement resembled the pre-1889 “old unionism”
in Britain, although craft unions never had the British breadth. Moreover,
German craft unions hardly disappeared altogether. Carpenters, painters,
stone-layers, and asphalt-layers all resisted absorption into the construction
union.?> Conversely, de facto industrial unions could also emerge inside the
British general unions, as with dockers in the Transport and General Work-
ers Union (TGWU). After the First World War, moreover, European
unionism converged generally toward centrally federated movements op-
erating corporatively in relation to economy and state.

Two final points arise. On the one hand, political contexts decisively
shaped trade unionism’s national characteristics. If the German movement
differed from the British in the 1860s, this came less from industrial soci-
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ology than the repression German unions had to face. This political adver-
sity encouraged German militants into socialism, while in Britain union
toleration and parliamentary reform sealed ties with liberalism. Thereafter,
Bismarckian repression blocked a more “British” course. Loss of union
rights under the Anti-Socialist Law raised socialist loyalties to practical
primacy, simply because the SPD in parliament was the only legal repre-
sentation left. When national unions reemerged after 1890, their socialist
affiliations then promoted the centralized industrial-unionist model. In this
manner, national political contexts shaped how unions were organized and
behaved.?

On the other hand, economics also remained key. The compressed and
accelerated aspects of German industrialization, plus German capitalism’s
highly organized character, made the most compelling case for centralized
industrywide unions. German industrialization generated new types of
workers faster than locally grounded craft societies could ever absorb them.
Moreover, concentration of capital elicited concentration of labor, for it
was only by the most determined centralizing of resources that workers
could hope to fight the big employers. In SPD thinking, this was linked to
larger visions of capitalist development, where concentration, rationaliza-
tion, and technical progress all furthered the advent of the centrally planned
economy. This necessitated equivalent union organization—equal to the
struggle against capital and to taking control of the economy after revo-
lution. Such arguments weren’t relevant in backward economies where in-
dustry was small scale and geographically dispersed. There, the national
economy had yet to acquire its salience for collective bargaining, and lo-
calist forms survived.

LABOR MOVEMENTS EXPAND

The rhythm of union advance was linked both to the boom and bust of
the business cycle and to politics. A dialectic of political liberalization and
booming economy had shaped the first pan-European strike wave of 1868—
73, when militancy extended far into the underdeveloped periphery, from
Spain to Galicia. Liberalization then interacted with the end of the depres-
sion in 1895-96 to help the transition to mass unionism. Politics also drove
the continental labor explosion of 1904—7, when Austrian unions tripled,
German, Norwegian, and Swedish more than doubled, and Hungarian al-
most doubled in membership, not to speak of localized militancy in France,
Italy, and Spain and the revolutionary turbulence in Russia, where unions
appeared legally for the first time. Suffrage questions and Russia’s revolu-
tionary inspiration were the impetus, although economic upswing certainly
helped.

One effect of depression was decisive. Outside Britain, 1873-96 changed
free trade to protection, sucking government into the economy. In heavy
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industry and emerging sectors of chemicals and electrical engineering, this
also drove concentration, with imposing levels of vertical and horizontal
integration in and across sectors, ruthless market regulation via cartels, and
new corporate lobbies influencing government. This was most marked in
Germany. But it described dynamic sectors everywhere, establishing a new
pattern for industrializing economies in Italy, Russia, and Scandinavia.
Capitalism was far more organized—Ilarger in scale, more interconnected
via the national economy, more politicized, and more integrated corpora-
tively with the state. This reshaped the environment where unions had to
operate, with big consequences for their likely success.

The breakthrough to mass unionism was impressive. By 1913, British
unions had added roughly 3.4 million, German unions just under 3.8 mil-
lion, and French around 9oo,000 workers to their membership of the late
1880s.2* Unions finally invaded the factory floor, as against the building
site, coal mine, and small workshop, where they already had a presence.
In Britain, where 1911-13 added 1.5 million workers (66 percent of unions’
earlier strength), this embraced distributive workers, local government em-
ployees, civil servants, and teachers, as well as workers in transport and
manufacture.?’

These new recruits had industry-specific skills without craft training in
chemicals, food manufacture, and new branches of engineering like bicycle
and car production where the engineering union was weak. In older engi-
neering branches, union demands took familiar craft forms, focusing on
apprenticeship, demarcation, and machine manning, plus broader issues of
piecework, overtime, and the eight-hour day. But craft unionism’s weakness
in newer sectors freed organizers to focus on the semiskilled and skilled
machinists whom mechanization was starting to invent.? Moreover, if in
Britain this expansion occurred beyond existing craft unions, which balked
at organizing the less skilled, on the continent metals unionism became
adapted for exactly that purpose. But in both cases a new vanguard was
emerging: the semiskilled production worker trained on the job.

Localized bargaining became ever harder to operate. Campaigns like the
eight-hour day demanded national coordination. Employers also aggres-
sively forced the pace. The power of big capital in Germany deployed an
imposing antiunion repertoire, from company housing and welfare schemes
to the operation of blacklists and “yellow” unions, to which this new po-
litical coordination was now added. This in turn put huge pressure on
unions to centralize. Government also took a new interest in labor disputes.
In Britain, industrial conciliation developed through the Labour Depart-
ment of the Board of Trade, aided modestly by the 1896 Conciliation Act.
The strongest cases were Denmark, via the September Agreement (1899);
and Sweden, via agreements for engineering (1905) and textiles (1909).
Similar trends appeared in France (arbitration legislation 1892, Ministry of
Labor 1900); and Italy (Supreme Council of Labor 1902, arbitration code
1905). Repression was never far away. In 19o1—4, when the Liberal Italian
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government was negotiating with reformist Socialists, 40 strikers were
killed by police. But in Germany, linked to the social insurance legislation
pioneered there in the 1880s plus the uneven spread of collective bargain-
ing, a national system of industrial relations promised to reshape the frame-
work for unions.?” Ultimately, it was the First World War that brought this
about.

Trade unionism’s mass basis made it a key factor in national life. In
Britain, the scale of strikes changed: “while the outbreak of 1889 had con-
sisted largely of a wave of local and generally not very large strikes prop-
agated by chain reaction, the 1911 outburst was dominated by national
confrontations, or battles deliberately engaged by national armies.”?® On
the continent, the fulcrum was the great labor militancy of 1904—7. This
partly reflected the changing national economy and its integrated corporate
structures. But it was politically driven, too, dramatized by the suffrage
agitations and the 1905 Russian Revolution. Here, questions of work and
democracy—wages and citizenship—were inextricably linked. With the
growth of a national public sphere and the rise of mass socialist parties,
trade unionism crystallized larger hopes and fears. Labor conflicts symbol-
ized larger principles. As trade union struggles grew in scale, so did this
national political dimension.

Centralism had its costs. Members felt disempowered as permanent of-
ficials and delegate structures replaced decisions by general meeting. Ten-
sions between national organizing and local initiative were worst over
strikes. Centralizing resources was essential for fighting the employers, but
the constitutionalizing of strike decisions sacrificed members’ democracy to
the authority of national executives. Input from rank and file was mini-
mized, whether through ballot or general meeting. If workers in a particular
locality, branch of production, or occupation wanted to strike, it wasn’t
easy to win official backing, as leaders prioritized “building the organiza-
tion,” providing benefits and conserving resources for the “real” trial of
strength, which by the psychology of responsible trade unionism could be
infinitely deferred. Conversely, top-heavy centralism became a big spur to
unofficial militancy.

In Germany, the Ruhr miners were a good illustration. The great coal
strikes of 1889, 1905, and 1912 built a reputation for militancy. These
were coalfield-wide strikes of high participation, 8o percent in the first two,
60 percent in the third. Intervening years saw intense localized militancy—
for example, at least 17 strikes in the Bochum area from 1889 to 1914.
Such militancy contrasted with the Ruhr’s other big sector—iron, steel, and
heavy engineering—with few industrial actions and low unionization.?® But
the first two coalfield strikes and most smaller ones began spontaneously
against the union leaders, in unofficial actions where the younger haulers
rather than more senior face-workers took the lead. Otto Hué, the miners’
leader from the 1890s, was unbudgingly hostile to such militancy, invoking
the disastrous strikes of 1889—93, when the union had tried vainly to cap-
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italize on the impetus of 1889. Hué’s caution was predicated on weakness.
The miners were divided by religion and ethnicity, with Catholic (1894)
and Polish (1902) rivals to the SPD union.*® Given the power of employers,
policing their workers via company paternalism, this put socialist trade
unionists at huge disadvantage. Hué advocated a cautious style of labor
leadership in response, stressing discipline, continuity of organization, po-
litical “neutrality,” and conserving resources for the future, rejecting a more
confrontational approach.

The strategy made rational sense. It bespoke a reformist rather than a
revolutionary vision but implied no lack of “class consciousness” by Hué
and other leaders. The success of the 1889 and 1905 strikes required the
crossconfessional and crossnational solidarity of SPD, Catholic, and Polish
unionists, whereas the 1912 strike was called by a coalition of socialist and
Polish unionists and the small liberal union against the Catholic union’s
opposition and collapsed in a week. Yet the strategy’s rationality couldn’t
hide its modest success. At its 1905 peak, the SPD union organized only
29.4 percent of the Ruhr miners, dwindling to 15.8 percent by 1913. It
failed to integrate the localized rank-and-file militancy that gave the union
its bitterly secured advances. Nor would the problem disappear if the union
achieved its reformist breakthrough, through either prounion laws or col-
lective bargaining agreements with employers. As the First World War re-
vealed, this could as easily lead to co-optation, driving a further wedge
between union bureaucrats and alienated rank and file. This conundrum—
reconciling the case for centralism with the demands of internal democracy
and grassroots militancy—would be the source of enormous internal con-
flict.

It also raised vital issues of socialist principle, which were to explode
violently during 1914-23. One source of tension was the predicament of
trade unionism’s skilled artisan pioneers, who were the mainstay of early
socialist organizing in its tough formative decades after the 1860s. By 1900,
labor movements were being reshaped by the larger industrial unions,
where a different type of worker set the tone, and many craft socialists
were unhappy with the results. Such conflicts not only reflected differences
in the image of socialism but also reemphasized socialism’s dependence on
local working-class cultures.

In Germany, the knife-grinders of the Solingen cutlery industry provide
an excellent illustration.?' In contrast to the forgers who prepared their
metal, the grinders had preserved their craft against mechanization while
reaping the benefits of improved energy, first from steam and then electric-
ity. By 1900 the divergence between production stages was glaring: in the
1850s, two highly skilled forge-workers were needed for every three grind-
ers, yet by 1908 a single forger kept over six grinders supplied with steel.
While grinders’ ranks swelled fivefold, those of the forgers stayed virtually
the same. While forgers saw a few master-entrepreneurs getting rich at their
expense and steam hammers replacing their skills, grinders guarded their
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independence. Instead of centralizing grinding under their own control, cut-
lery manufacturers subcontracted to “independent” craftsmen clustered
around the factories. Grinders thereby blocked machines and enforced craft
exclusiveness. In the post-1895 boom, when Solingen surpassed Sheffield
in world cutlery trade, this worked very well. But the 1908—9 recession
called it into question. Whereas earlier the grinders had been assailed only
by “rogue” entrepreneurs like Gottlieb Hammesfahr, whose efforts to bring
grinding “indoors” provoked successful strikes in 1899 and 1905, now they
were vulnerable to attack.

While defending themselves against “dequalification,” grinders became
outflanked by a new enemy in labor’s own camp, the Metalworkers’ Union
(DMV), which after 1900 finally began organizing wage-earners in the So-
lingen area.’? These new recruits worked in smaller tool shops on the edge
of the cutlery trades proper—fitters, turners, smiths, plumbers, moulders,
and especially general forge and foundry workers, who now unionized for
the first time. Such workers resented the aristocratic grinders. Parallel union
drives developed: grinders merged with other local craft societies into the
Solingen Industrial Workers’ Association, while the DMV advanced.?* In
1905, rivalry became open war. When the grinders struck against the Ham-
mesfahr firm’s latest trick, the DMV gave and then withdrew support, call-
ing a general strike of forge workers that starved the grinders of blades.>
This was a cynical ploy to break the knife-grinders’ craft organization,
apparently in collusion with the firm.3

This was more than a clash of sectionalisms. It bespoke diametrically
opposing attitudes to industrial progress and contrary visions of socialism.
For the DMV, grinders’ resistance to machines was an arrogant craft men-
tality, and their guildlike privileges damaged the rest of the class. Technical
progress was the harbinger of the socialist future: “World history cannot
be turned back for the sake of the knife-grinders.”3¢ But for the artisans
who built the Solingen labor movement, socialism meant “the concrete
utopia of a cooperatively organized ‘people’s industry,” ” based on the “as-
sociation of free producers” in local frameworks of the artisan economy.3”
Solingen’s veteran socialists were indifferent to Kautsky’s centrally planned
and managed economy. For DMV spokesmen, in contrast, the end-goal
was quite abstract: socialism was projected beyond the maturation of pro-
ductive forces, to whose technical possibilities the workers could only ad-
just. In the meantime, unions should organize all of the working class, not
just its aristocratic sections, to promote “the social improvement and trade
union representation of all workers in capitalism.”38

These rival visions of socialism opened a bitter split in the Solingen SPD,
beginning after the Anti-Socialist Law and lasting to 1914.% This happened
in other bastions of Germany’s early labor movement too, including neigh-
boring Remscheid, Lennep, Ronsdorf, and Elberfeld-Barmen and areas of
Saxony, Thuringia, and Wiirttemberg. Where groups like the Solingen cut-
lery grinders clung to older ideals of a locally rooted cooperative common-
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wealth based on craft autonomy, the new DMV strategists celebrated tech-
nical progress, mass material improvement, and an industrial unionism
proper to the structures of a continuously rationalizing capitalism. This
major gap—replicated many times in European industry, wherever craft
traditions faced the organizing drives of mass unionism—provoked wide-
ranging discussion among labor activists. Such debates concerned workers’
ability to exercise control over production once the favorable environment
of the craft workshop had gone; the possibilities of immediate reform under
developing capitalism; and the nature of the socialist project itself.

SOCIALISM, NATIONAL POLITICS, AND
EVERYDAY LIFE

By the mid-1890s, European labor movements had reached a first water-
shed. One cycle of party foundations was complete, covering northern and
western Europe; and the second phase was under way, beginning with the
parties of Poland and the Balkans in the early 1890s, continuing across the
Russian Empire, and completed by 1905. The parliamentary states estab-
lished by the constitutional settlements of the 1860s had stabilized, with
extensions of the franchise in the Low Countries and Scandinavia. Eco-
nomic boom after 1895-96 brought the first period of sustained unioni-
zation. The socialist parties of the first cycle made steady electoral gains,
establishing a parliamentary presence, permeating the public sphere, and
deepening their roots. Together, these processes generated the north-central
European “social democratic core.”

By 1914, seven parties commanded at least a quarter of their national
electorates—those in Finland, Sweden, Germany, the Czech lands, Den-
mark, Norway, and Austria. The Finnish SDP’s remarkable rise after 1903,
benefiting from the constitution seized by general strike during the 1905
Russian Revolution, made it the voice of national independence, immedi-
ately winning 37 percent in the first elections of 1907. Its membership shot
from 16,610 to 82,328 between 1904 and 1907, in a population of barely
3 million.*® After incremental broadening of the constitution between 1898
and 1906, Norwegian socialists also began surpassing their liberal rivals as
a national force. Sweden’s SAP recorded 133,388 members at its prewar
peak in 1907, in a population of 5.5 million. Its local cells were the 427
“labor communes,” coordinating union activity along the lines of British
trades councils and seeding the party’s community presence. They founded
People’s Halls as the movement’s meeting places, around which agitation,
educational work, and sociability all coalesced. A youth movement and
women’s clubs were launched in 1892.4!

The best-known example of a socialist subculture before 1914 was in
Germany, where the SPD’s growth followed the fitful progress of civil free-
doms.*> The party adopted a new constitution in 1905, creating its first
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uniform organization and a central bureaucracy with permanent officials.
By 1910, all but 16 of the 397 parliamentary districts had committees.
Party membership grew from 384,000 to over a million during 1906-14.
In 1898 the SPD became the largest party in popular votes (27.2 percent)
and in 1912 the largest in parliamentary seats (110 out of 397). The move-
ment rapidly diversified, with national organizations for Worker Athletes,
Popular Health, Worker Singers, Worker Gymnasts, Worker Cyclists,
Worker Swimmers, Worker Samaritans, Workers’ Temperance Union, Na-
ture Lovers, Workers’ Theater Union, and Proletarian Freethinkers. Its cul-
tural presence was organized via its press, educational activities, libraries,
lecture series, and public meetings, quite aside from the output of pam-
phlets, flyers, posters, and more substantial reading matter. It built a finely
ramified presence in the lives of its militants and general supporters. The
local labor secretariats numbered 120 by 1914, when they dispatched a
total of 692,000 items of information and legal advice.*?

Faced with this imposing machinery of identification and the apparently
inexorable progress of socialist parties as popular movements, it was easy
to believe in the “forward march of labor.” The liberal constitutionalism
arising normatively from the 186os powerfully supported this belief, be-
cause once they had the vote, the industrial masses soon realized the ad-
vantages of a national party, as Marx had foreseen. The growing integra-
tion of the national economy within the legal frameworks of the 1860s
further enhanced this trend. If far from homogeneous, working people ac-
quired compelling reasons for seeing themselves as a class, because their
patent powerlessness in society made the ballot box hugely valuable, es-
pecially as their other collective resource, workplace combination in unions,
remained elusive until the upheavals of 1910-20. The suffrage struggles of
1890-1914 were the engine of political class formation. Moreover, once
workers possessed the franchise, they used it, as the extraordinary surge of
socialist electoralism in 1907-14 showed. The “politically defined nation”
became “the effective framework of their class consciousness.”**

Structural arguments for the inevitability of class conflict further
strengthened this confidence in working-class agency, whose dynamics
Marx located in the labor process of capitalist industry. Strong class iden-
tities also formed in particular industries, occupations, and residential com-
munities. Miners became a powerful archetype of this process. Living in
isolated and self-contained settlements, united by the muscular solidarities
of the coal face, and hardened by the dignity of their exceptionally difficult
labor, coal miners evoked heroic associations of the class struggle. A rugged
culture of collectivism developed around the work-team’s underground au-
tonomy, which even displaced the functions of managers and foremen on
the job. Managerial recourse to harshly administered wage-systems or pa-
ternalist social provision via company housing and company colonies then
only welded the miners more firmly together. Mining communities’ capac-
ities for collective self-help, whether through families’ mutual aid in hard
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times, lodging arrangements, and drinking clubs, or through cultural insti-
tutes, were well known. The facts of mining life simply made for cohesion.*

More generally, workers’ everyday lives revealed many small solidari-
ties. In the workplace, horseplay and enjoyable time-wasting, ritualized
practical jokes and hazing, plus the endemic pilfering and petty sabotage,
were as vital to the growth of shopfloor cultures as unions. Such mundane
self-assertions carved a niche of work-time for “being-by-oneself and with
one’s workmates” at the bosses’ expense. They also produced resilience and
self-respect in circumstances where authority deprived workers of imme-
diate control. Small acts of self-affirmation may not have expressed a con-
sciously “political” outlook, but at a more basic level this everyday culture
laid the foundations of militancy. If workers seemed indifferent to orga-
nized politics, this didn’t mean they had no idea of the good life, simply
that such thoughts were often locked in a “private” economy of desires.
How to release them was the question facing the Left’s cultural politics.*¢

Only a minority of workers were ever members of socialist parties and
their unions, and still fewer knew the finer points of socialist theory. But
the experience of everyday life, where abstract power relations were prac-
tically encountered, spawned attitudes of independence with obvious polit-
ical potential. Under circumstances of general social and political crisis, like
the European insurgencies of 1904—7, the revolutionary years r917-21, or
particular national and local mobilizations, such cultures of resistance
might gain fuller political meaning. Then the worlds of politics and the
everyday could move together.

There was nothing natural or predetermined about such a juncture—
about the synchrony of socialist politics and broader working-class cultures
of everyday life—although the parallelism of labor movements and indus-
trialization certainly encouraged this belief. As the stronger socialist parties
acquired permanent bureaucracies and full-time officials and parliamentary
delegations developed autonomy, politics in the conventional sense became
removed from the participation of ordinary workers, complicating the con-
nections with everyday life. Socialist leaders and union officials easily for-
tified themselves against the elemental democracies of the shopfloor and
the street, especially when important gains—a legislative reform, a parlia-
mentary victory, a favorable contract—dictated patience and the disci-
plined restraint of militancy. Miners, the earliest and strongest instance of
industrial unionism, showed this tension between the “formal” and “in-
formal” regions of collective action particularly well.

The class consciousness of the Ruhr miners epitomized a powerful con-
tradiction. In the great strike of 1905, and again in the socialization drive
of early 1919, a rolling wave of militancy washed across the moderation
of the miners’ union and SPD. These movements grew from informal sol-
idarity structures, where demands for public ownership and workers’ con-
trol expressed the miners’ immediate needs: “Socialization was no mere
utopia or abstract construction, it was also the sum of [the miners’] expe-
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riences; not just projection, but also a taking up of elements and structures
grounded in the everyday; a continuation of the everyday.”#” In responding
to these direct actions, labor leaders parroted the social fears of the Ruhr
bourgeoisie, charging miners not only with lack of discipline and immature
consciousness but also with straightforward lack of “culture.” In this view,
the workers’ problems would pass once the labor movement had organized,
educated, and reformed them. Yet, while union and party leaders saw only
roughness, turbulence, and disorder, the miners already possessed a culture
of great resourcefulness.

The contexts of everyday life revealed the deficiencies of the labor move-
ment’s socialist culture. The Gottingen SPD, for example, was a small party
in a semiindustrial provincial town, with 190 members among the thirty-
thousand inhabitants in 1908. Its subculture was thin—forty members of
a gymnastics club, a consumers’ cooperative, and not much else. Given its
political marginality, the local party focused heavily on educational work,
within a wholly conventional framework of cultural values. “The party
activists wanted to live worthy, upstanding, moral, moderate, and disci-
plined lives: on the one hand, to show the workers who were not yet or-
ganized a good example; on the other hand, to show bourgeois society that
one was up to all tasks, that one deserved good standing and respect.” The
party sought to appropriate existing “high culture,” whether in classical
literature, theater, art, and music or more widely in matters of taste and
morality. While the SPD was politically excluded, these attitudes remained
tied to oppositional goals. But when it joined the system after 1918, the
conservatism came to the fore—values of hierarchy and authority, milita-
rized language, fetishism of discipline, patriotism, and patriarchal attitudes
toward family, child-raising, and the place of women.*8

There was little challenge to hegemonic values. In the Gottingen party’s
early days, members were inducted into the movement culture via common
readings of newspaper articles, assignment of political reports, and use of
a question box at meetings. But even this atrophied, with barely a single
collective reading a year during 1904-7, as against eight in 1900 and 190T.
There was little wider agitation: public meetings were held indoors; May
Day festivities were party affairs rather than public rallies; meetings oc-
curred around lectures, with little spontaneous exchange; strikes were care-
fully depoliticized. Socialist politics lacked connection to the members’
everyday lives, let alone to workers at large. Daily life was measured against
certain established precepts for the rational ordering of social behavior,
which left entire areas of working-class conservatism unchallenged, espe-
cially attitudes to women and children, sexuality, and private life. Other
aspects of workers’ culture—the “roughness” beyond the Gottingen party’s
small domain—were attacked. This was a far-reaching failure to ground
the party’s socialist ideals in any prefigurative approach to everyday life.
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CONCLUSION

Thus the socialist parties’ impressive growth before 1914 contained some
clear limits. They not only reached a ceiling of electoral support—some-
where between a quarter and a third of the electorate at best—but were
structurally outside the governing order, kept there as much by their own
irreconcilable opposition to the system as by its desire to exclude. In those
few cases where universal suffrage and full parliamentary government ar-
rived without the First World War, these limits were loosened. But else-
where, the parties kept their outsider status, trusting in the longer-term
logics of capitalist development and crisis to bring them to power. When
reformists emerged, like the French Possibilists in the 1880s or SPD mod-
erates in Germany’s more liberal southwestern states after the 1890s, they
were disavowed. Nonparticipation in “bourgeois governments” remained
the Second International norm. In 1913, the Dutch SDAP refused a place
in government on this basis.

This policy of abstention implied enormous confidence in the future, a
steadfast belief in the inevitable working-class majority and the ever-
expanding power of socialism’s working-class support. These parties built
slowly from their early artisanal core and diverse radical traditions, grow-
ing in the lawful spaces provided by the constitutional settlements of the
1860s. As labor movements grounded their electoral presence in the sub-
cultures of particular cities, urban districts, and occupational communities,
socialism’s appeal grew. From the 1890s, favorable economic conditions,
accretions of social legislation and national labor law, and the incremental
strengthening of parliamentary systems allowed the parties to expand.
Whether via the new mass unionism, freshly created party machines, and
cultural activities or the early achievements of municipal socialism, they
became powerful fixtures of their political systems.

Yet they never came close to universal working-class support. Many
working-class allegiances remained conditional, pragmatic, volatile, and ex-
tremely uneven across industries, occupations, regions, and cultural differ-
ences. Loyalties were contested—Dby liberalism in Britain, organized
Catholicism in Germany, Belgium, France, and southern Europe, and many
other rivals. Socialism’s ability to harmonize heterogeneous interests was
always insufficient. Running through these other divisions were the contra-
dictions of gender, because socialist parties fudged the issues of equality
between women and men. In fact, those parties mobilized only certain kinds
of workers. The biggest distinction of all was between those workers who
had joined the cause and all those remaining outside, including the super-
stitious and religiously devout, the sexually transgressive, the frivolous
young, the ethnically different and other marginalized minorities, and the
rough working class of criminal subcultures, casualized labor markets, and
the migrant urban poor. Centering their appeal so fervently on industrial
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workers’ class-political agency left socialist parties poorly equipped for han-
dling these “other” identities, which made many workers resistant to so-
cialism’s appeal.

Once democracy expanded again after the First World War, the most
successful socialist parties stepped outside this more exclusive class-political
tradition to broaden their appeal. They began speaking for broader pro-
gressive blocs in their societies, attracting the hopes of larger masses of
workers as well as other social groups, cutting through the somewhat ex-
clusionary definitions of working-classness that prevailed before 1914. This
broadening was most apparent in the Scandinavian social democratic par-
ties, in the British Labour Party’s electoral rise, and in the Austrian SPO’s
dominance of Red Vienna. But earlier, as the Second International parties
emerged into the greater popularity of the early 1900s, they still represented
mainly a particular sector of society. They were parties of the organized
and respectable male working class. Until 1914, they were still only par-
tially accepted within the polities of Europe and excluded from the gov-
erning orders, with no prospects of breaking out of their political isolation.
This was an isolation they had defiantly embraced.
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SOCIAL DEMOCRACY BECAME the
Left’s main force in most of Europe between
the 1870s and the First World War. The col-
lectivist élan of the new socialist parties grew
from a shared working-class experience, which
critiques of capitalism as a system of inequal-
ity compellingly described. But equally vital
was the hostility of European governments to
the masses, whom they consistently excluded
from citizenship. Where the franchise was
partly won, popular democracy was still
largely denied; where the franchise was lack-
ing, it came only through bitter confronta-
tions. To that degree, the pre-1914 political
climate required the Left’s revolutionary
stance, because its opponents’ intransigence
offered no choice.

The strongest movements presented a com-
mon pattern: single parties organizationally
united but ideologically diverse, without seri-
ous rivals, and rallying mixed interests around
broadly social democratic values. But this
model was unequivocally established only in
the north-central European social democratic
core. Elsewhere, Left politics proved more
contentious, parties more fractious. In Britain,
locally vigorous socialist initiatives in the
1880s and 1890s still made little headway
against the popular liberalism shaped in the
1860s. In Italy and Spain, socialists contended
with acute regional disparities, state violence,
and strong urban anarchist movements. In
France, socialists were notoriously split, iden-
tifying with rival strands of the French revo-
lutionary traditions, appealing to earlier non-
Marxist legacies, and taking contrasting
lessons from the Paris Commune. Only in
1905 was sectarianism overcome, when the
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Marxist followers of Jules Guesde joined forces with the ethical socialism
of Jean Jaures, forming the Section Francaise de 'Internationale Ouvriére
(SFIO) as a parliamentary socialist party comparable to those in the north.

Moreover, these early socialist parties weren’t the only source of dem-
ocratic advocacy before 1914, and the Left’s possibilities beyond social
democracy also need to be explored. For one thing, the parties’ internal
disagreements provided seedbeds for alternative visions, and during 19o05—
13 the older frameworks of orthodoxy and loyalty started to break down.
Second, socialism’s contemporary rivals also marked out a space for alter-
natives—various anarchisms, syndicalisms, populisms, and forms of agrar-
ian radicalism. Third, feminists added vital areas of democratic priority,
which socialists had recognized only in the most partial of ways. Finally,
all these tensions increased during 1905-14, when the political frameworks
created during the constitution-making efforts of the 1860s teetered, threat-
ened to collapse, and then fell.

THE SECOND INTERNATIONAL AND
ITS DIVISIONS

On 14 July 1889, rival international congresses met in Paris during the
French Revolution’s centenary celebrations. One, called by Paul Brousse
and convening French Possibilists, British trade unionists, and other mod-
erates, remained focused on the eight-hour day and improving working
conditions. The competing congress, instigated by the SPD, presented the
Marxist face of Europe’s emergent socialist parties. Its concluding resolu-
tions addressed four areas: the eight-hour day and working conditions;
peace, war, and the virtues of national militias over standing armies; uni-
versal suffrage; and May Day as a proposed demonstration of international
working-class solidarity. The week’s proceedings saw impassioned polemics
both within and between the rival events. Both were also disrupted by
anarchists.

Attended by 391 delegates from 20 countries, the Marxist congress in-
augurated the Second International.! Its subsequent congresses included
Brussels (1891), Zurich (1893), London (1896), Paris (1900), Amsterdam
(1904), Stuttgart (1907), Copenhagen (1910), and Basel (1912). After
1900, the permanent Secretariat was created in Brussels, with an Interna-
tional Socialist Bureau (ISB) to coordinate Congress resolutions. By the
Zurich meeting, an Australian delegation was present, and at Amsterdam
Sen Katayama attended for the Japanese Socialist Party, formed in 19o01.
Otherwise, the International was overwhelmingly Eurocentric.

Early debates followed old First International tracks, marking double
distance from anarchism and “bourgeois democracy.” The 1893 Congress’s
general resolution balanced revolutionary principles with practical im-
provements, allowing maximalist goals and short-term amelioration to in-
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habit a common political language. Anarchism’s violent posturing was re-
jected, but so was direct collaboration with nonsocialist reformers. A broad
agenda of democracy and social reform was laid out for parliamentary
action, stressing universal suffrage, emancipation of women, the eight-hour
day, and opposition to war. But this could only be achieved by the inde-
pendent parties of labor advocated by Marx during the First International,
freed from bourgeois tutelage.

Until the 1890s, socialists kept apocalyptic hopes alive, basing their im-
age of the inevitable revolution on earlier nineteenth-century experience,
when social crises spawned rapid breakdowns of authority and popular
insurrections. Blanqui had epitomized this revolutionary psychology. Rev-
olutionary expectations were further fueled by police repression and violent
confrontations, exemplified in the drama of the German Anti-Socialist Law.
For August Bebel, one of the Second International’s main personalities, the
Kladderadatsch, or great collapse of the system, was always round the next
corner.? In place of collapse, however, increasingly came inclusion. By
1900, socialist parties were themselves entering the “bourgeois” political
constellation, winning seats in national elections, participating in parlia-
mentary culture, and campaigning for reform. For parties of revolution-
aries, accordingly, questions of purity or compromise, maximalism or con-
structive participation, revolution or reform, increasingly shadowed the
agenda.

The first big scandal was the “Millerand Affair” in France. At the height
of the Dreyfus crisis in 1899, a government of Republican Defense formed
under René Waldeck-Rousseau, joined by Alexandre Millerand, a leading
Independent Socialist, as minister of commerce.? This polarized French so-
cialists, with ex-Possibilists and other reformists rallying to the Republic,
and the French Workers’ Party, the Central Revolutionary Committee, and
other radicals declaring a plague on both bourgeois houses. Millerand se-
cured significant reforms: reducing the work week, strengthening the in-
dustrial inspectorate, creating labor councils, and using public contracts to
improve working conditions. But the symbolics of joining a government
containing General Gaston Gallifet, the butcher of the 1871 Paris Com-
mune, were intolerable for Edouard Vaillant, the ex-Communard. More-
over, government behaved as repressively as ever. After three strikers were
shot in Chalon-sur-Saone, Jules Guesde commented that “the war on the
working class has never been so implacable as under the Waldeck-
Rousseau-Millerand government.”*

In adopting the Dreyfus cause, Jaurés, in keeping with his Radical past,
committed himself to an ethical defense of French liberties, seemingly re-
moved from socialist advocacy per se. On the other hand, this helped shape
the broadest republican unity, opening government to socialists for the first
time. In consequence, democracy could not only be strengthened but grad-
ual progress to socialism might also occur. Such perspectives were not ex-
actly foreign to socialism’s history. In Britain, progressivism in municipal
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politics graduated toward the formal Lib-Lab collaboration of the 1906
elections and subsequent Liberal government, where the Labour Party be-
came a junior partner.’ In this light, the Millerand Affair was the first
chance to go a stage further by actually joining government itself.

Nor was this inconsistent with socialist parliamentarianism. Since the
1860s, social democrats had seen parliaments as vital to their effectiveness,
both for winning working-class gains via legislation and for building pop-
ular support in elections. However, Jaurés’s critics took a sterner view. For
Vaillant, the state was no neutral framework available for working-class
“penetration” but was defined by the repressive machinery of army, police,
and judiciary. Class inequalities worked in the same way, allowing the
bourgeoisie to “govern by the vote as it rules by religion and . . . the gun.”¢
Instead, workers advanced by their own militancy, forcing concessions
from governments or waging the class struggle in industry. The Republic’s
main value was to have freed politics for the “real” struggle of labor and
capital. In this view, socialists should use parliament and elections and
should certainly defend the Republic and its freedoms, but without illu-
sions. The larger goals of revolution should always prevail.

Guesde’s view was sterner still: the Republic was a sham; no genuine
reforms could be expected; bourgeois republicans were no better than roy-
alists or the Right. This issue dominated the International’s fourth Congress
in Paris in September 1900, when the SPD asserted its authority. Lieb-
knecht’s first reaction was peremptory: “a socialist who enters a bourgeois
ministry either deserts to the enemy, or he surrenders to the enemy.”” But
this gave way to Kautsky’s revolutionary pragmatics, which upheld dem-
ocratic rights as a good in themselves and approved tactical alliances. See-
ing nonsocialists as “one reactionary mass” was profoundly mistaken, par-
ticularly as socialists grew stronger, “already powerful enough to influence
the course of events, but not strong enough to be the dominant power.”8
The key was socialist clarity and independence: “As long as we preserve
our proletarian character, corruption from . .. other parties is not to be

feared . . . [I]f we give up [our] proletarian character, we lose the firmest
ground under our feet and become a ball of the most contradictory inter-
ests. . . . Compromises in action are not dangerous, but those in program
are.”

The clearest case for coalition was a national emergency, when a soci-
ety’s “fundamental democratic institutions” were endangered.’® During the
Millerand Affair, an Italian political crisis met exactly this standard. The
right-wing government of General Luigi Pelloux, formed after the May
1898 massacre of demonstrators in Milan, unleashed draconian repression
against the Left, imposed by royal decree. In response, Liberals formed a
common front with the extreme Left. This emerged from elections with big
gains, eventually forming a new government in February 1901, endorsed
by the PSI. The French scenario repeated itself. Filippo Turati pushed social
reforms, including the Labor Office, social insurance, protective laws
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against female and child labor, and public works. Likewise, defending the
Constitution didn’t inhibit Liberals from using troops against strikers,
which soon exposed the limits of this progressive front. However, by con-
trast with Millerand, Turati refused ministerial office, and the PSI eventu-
ally abandoned the government.'!

These experiments with reformism provoked recriminations. They im-
mobilized the PSI for much of the prewar period. In France, the opposing
camps coalesced into the French Socialist Party and the Socialist Party of
France, the former rallying to Jaurés’s defense of the Republic, the latter
combining supporters of Guesde and Vaillant.'? The International itself had
passed a compromise resolution in 1900, leaving coalitions to the discretion
of national parties. Millerand was condemned, but supporting the govern-
ment from the outside made sense. Bourgeois coalitions might be justified,
but only temporarily and from a position of clear independence and distinct
“proletarian” identity.'?

Thus the scandal over “ministerialism” revealed two models of socialist
politics, whose tensions were to recur. One was the proud upholding of
socialism’s revolutionary goal—the destruction of capitalism and the build-
ing of a different society—which required determined opposition, complete
noncooperation with “bourgeois” parties, and nonparticipation in existing
institutions. Karl Kautsky, the “pope” of socialism, was the model’s most
noted articulator. Final victory would come from the inevitable workings
of history, as the workers’ movement became ever more organized and
popular, capitalism collapsed amid irresolvable contradictions, and social-
ists inherited the state, whether through overwhelming force of numbers or
last-ditch confrontation with the dying old order.

The second model imagined a similar outcome, in scarcely less utopian
terms. This stressed the ecumenical pursuit of principle and an ethical and
democratic humanism, treating socialist values as the bridge to larger co-
alitions, based on democracy and social justice. If the economic theory of
socialism made victory inevitable, socialists would be best placed to take
power where working-class citizenship was strongest, and this meant work-
ing on the broadest front for democratizing the constitution. Outside Ger-
many, the pioneering generation of socialist politicians shared this perspec-
tive, including Jaurés in France, Vandervelde in Belgium, Victor Adler in
Austria, Hjalmar Branting in Sweden, and Turati in Italy.

It had its supporters in Germany too. By 1900 the SPD was incompa-
rably the strongest socialist party, and its Erfurt Program was the model
for social democratic parties elsewhere.'* Kautsky’s commentary on the
program, The Class Struggle, intended as a “catechism of Social Democ-
racy,” was translated into sixteen languages by 1914, and other Marxists
deferred to his views. While building an increasingly elaborate organization
and implanting itself in the national polity (becoming by 1898 the largest
German party in popular votes), the SPD remained explicitly revolutionary.
Its goal was nothing less than “the overthrow of capitalist society.”!s
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As the SPD advanced in parliamentary strength, though, preserving its
revolutionary purity became a problem. While standing proudly apart from
bourgeois society, after 1890 the party was continually drawn into the
“system”—cooperating with nonsocialist progressives in elections and po-
litical maneuvers, joining parliamentary committees, supporting or oppos-
ing legislation. Into this gap between revolutionary theory and immediate
practice then came a series of articles by the SPD’s senior intellectual, Ed-
uard Bernstein, in its premier journal, Kautsky’s Newue Zeit, collected as
The Preconditions of Socialism and the Tasks of Social Democracy. Here,
Bernstein argued that capitalism had surmounted its proneness to crisis.
Marx’s doctrine of pauperization—ever-widening polarization between rich
and poor, inscribed in the labor theory of value—was falsified by improv-
ing standards of living. Working-class movements could hope to win re-
forms under capitalism, therefore, gradually transforming the state toward
democracy. Against the castastrophic theory of revolutionary transition,
Bernstein proposed a continuous model of improvement, or “evolutionary
socialism.”1¢

Bernstein’s arguments provoked a storm of outrage from orthodox
Marxists, including the young Rosa Luxemburg. Urged on by August Be-
bel, Kautsky joined the attack against his old friend, and at the 1899 Han-
over Congress Bernstein was officially repudiated. As in the Millerand Af-
fair, the real fight was over strategy. Bernstein’s critique of Marxist
economics mattered less than his political conclusions. If “[the] peasants
do not sink; middle class does not disappear; crises do not grow ever
larger; [and] misery and serfdom do not increase,” he said, then socialists
needed to recruit nonproletarian supporters and cooperate with liberals
and other nonsocialist progressives.'” Indeed, the SPD’s future lay with the
coalition building advocated by Turati in Italy, Jaurés in France, and Fa-
bians in Britain. But Bernstein underestimated the power of the SPD’s rev-
olutionary ethos, not to mention the Imperial state’s antidemocratic hos-
tility to reform.

Defeating revisionism inspired a powerful rallying of orthodoxy in the
SPD, which hugely constrained coalition building in the future. Kautsky
treated this as a zero-sum game: the primacy of the class struggle precluded
cooperating with bourgeois parties, and vice versa. This was also trans-
ported into the International. At Amsterdam in 1904, Jaurés valiantly up-
held the case for broad democratic cooperation, arraigning the “power-
lessness” of the SPD instead, whose embattled isolation he called a
pseudorevolutionary posture imposed by the Imperial constitution’s lack of
democracy. In this view, Kautsky’s purist formulas were a smokescreen for
enforced inaction. But Bebel was obdurate. Monarchy and republic were
both “class states”—“both are a form of state to maintain the class rule
of the bourgeoisie, both are designed to protect the capitalist order of so-
ciety.” Following Jaurés would only confuse and split the working-class
movement.'$
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A compromise, which would have repeated the Paris formula of 1900
allowing national variations, was narrowly defeated by a single vote. The
SPD’s resolution, banning reformist alliances as distractions from the class
struggle, then passed 25 to 5, with 12 abstentions. Opponents and abstain-
ers came from countries with stronger parliamentary constitutions; sup-
porters from those where democracy was weak. This already presaged the
later constellation of 191417, for the vocal opponents of revisionism in-
cluded several members of the revolutionary opposition during the war—
Christian Rakovsky of Bulgaria, Rosa Luxemburg, and Vladimir Ili’ich
Lenin.!® While the Amsterdam decision gave the impetus for the unification
of the SFIO in France, therefore, its long-term future effects were divisive.

Questions of imperialism and nationalism produced similar divisions.
Significantly, colonialism first entered the International’s agenda at Paris in
1900 during the Boer War, British imperialism’s assault on a white settler
republic; and neither the exploitation of colonial peoples nor eastern Eu-
ropean nationality questions troubled the International until 1907.2° Like-
wise, new critiques of imperialism, like Rudolf Hilferding’s Finance Capital
(1910) and Rosa Luxemburg’s Accumulation of Capital (1913), said little
about the colonial world per se, as against capitalist dynamics in the me-
tropolis. After some vacillation, “capitalist colonial policies [which] must,
by their nature, give rise to servitude, forced labor and the extermination
of the native peoples,” were condemned by the Stuttgart Congress in
1907.2! This debate had a familiar look—Bernstein and his fellow SPD
reformist Eduard David, the Dutch SDAP’s Henri van Kol and British La-
bour’s Ramsay MacDonald dragging their feet and Kautsky, SPD leftist
Georg Ledebour, the Guesdist Alexandre-Marie Desrousseaux, the Pole Jul-
ian Marchlewski and the British SDF’s Harry Quelch strongly in favor.?

Socialists found various grounds for accepting imperialism. It created
jobs, especially in shipyards, docking, armaments, and industries dependent
on colonial trade. And while positive colonialist enthusiasm among social-
ists was rarer, assumptions of racial superiority and acceptance of the “civ-
ilizing mission” were not.?> More seriously, escalating great-power rivalries
fed the growth of patriotism, especially via national emergencies and fears
of foreign invasion. Tsarism was a synonym for reactionary backwardness
in the European Left’s collective imagination, and even Kautsky talked of
defending German civilization against possible Russian attack. French so-
cialists saw analogous contrasts between French revolutionary traditions
and German authoritarianism, and when the SPD blocked SFIO antimili-
tarist initiatives in the International after 1905, relations became frayed. In
fact, the issue of preventing war became the vital test of the International’s
cohesion. If war was to be stopped, armies, munitions, and railways had
to be immobilized in all combatant countries, and from 1904 calls for a
general strike against war never left the agenda.

Inside the socialist parties, inspired by the Russian Revolution of Jan-
uary 1905, the mass strike debate was the engine of radicalization. For the
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SPD left, it was vital leverage against its Executive’s growing caution, a
means of keeping the movement revolutionary. But the party’s qualified
endorsement of the mass strike tactic in September 1905 was reversed a
year later by union pressure. The SPD leaders were increasingly unwilling
to risk their organization in political confrontations with the state, and this
bureaucratic conservatism was strengthened by the unions’ growing weight
in the movement. What is more, the SPD arrogantly guarded itself against
external purview. While happily using the International’s authority to seal
revisionism’s defeat, it shielded its own practice from scrutiny, consistently
diluting Congress resolutions. When the French began pressing antiwar de-
mands, under Vaillant’s slogan “Rather Insurrection Than War!” the Ger-
mans stonewalled. Formally, the 1907 Stuttgart resolution fused antiwar
and revolutionary principles, committing socialist parties “to utilize the
economic and political crisis created by the war to rouse the masses and
thereby to hasten the downfall of capitalist class rule.”?* But SFIO calls for
concerted action were always blocked by the SPD. From pragmatic and
patriotic motives, national defense became the SPD’s tacit policy.?

If socialists proved vulnerable to superordinate national loyalties in the
decade before 1914, habituating to the hegemonic rhythms of the national
interest, they were equally negligent of national minorities. This was not
invariably true—Scottish and Welsh radicalisms had a decisive role in shap-
ing the British labor movement, for instance. The social democracies of the
subject nationalities of the Russian Empire also coexisted with the central
Russian party before 1914. On the other hand, the SPD had a poor record
of either integrating the German Poles or honoring their separate organi-
zations.?¢ But the key test was the multinational Habsburg Empire, with its
chaos of nationalities, where the dominant Germans and Hungarians were
only the largest minorities of many.

The Austrian Social Democrats envisaged a single party for the state as
a whole. They wanted to preserve the Empire’s territory while transforming
it into a “democratic federation of nationalities,” in the words of the 1899
program. Once the imperial state democratized, cultural self-determination
for the nationalities would be uncoupled from territorial independence.
And, as the larger economic region was the progressive basis for develop-
ment, the Empire’s existing boundaries should survive. This arrangement
could model multinational cooperation for the rest of the International.
Victor Adler called the project a “little International” in itself.?”

The problem was that the SPO’s precedence mirrored the dominance of
the Germans in the Empire. The party of one nationality, the Germans,
doubled as the umbrella for the state as a whole. Moreover, faith that class
identities would inevitably triumph over national differences in the indus-
trialized future, leaving only a variety of cultural-linguistic residues behind,
proved naive. The Czech Social Democrats (CSDSD) proved fully as well
organized as the Austrians, and on a rising tide of tensions the two parties
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pulled apart. By 1911, the “little International” of the multinational Habs-
burg state was dead.

Thus when the outbreak of war in August 1914 threw the Second In-
ternational into disarray, it was not just antimilitarism that was ruined but
also socialists’ classical approach to the national question. Marxist theo-
reticians, from Kautsky to Luxemburg, Trotsky to Lenin, believed that ris-
ing class consciousness would allow the national identities of workers to
die away. There was plentiful evidence to the contrary in the 20 years
before 1914, in the popular mobilizations around crises like the Dreyfus
Affair, in socialists’ countless invocations of national traditions, and in the
resentments of multinational movements like the Austrian and Czech. So-
cialist leaderships had tacitly accepted this reality, from Bebel and Jaurés
to the practising reformists increasingly running the union and party ma-
chines. Some right-wing socialists aggressively declared their patriotism. But
in official declarations there was largely silence. No congress of the Second
International placed the “national question” as such on its agenda. The
First World War changed all this, almost overnight.

POPULISTS, ANARCHISTS, AND
SYNDICALISTS

If nationalism posed problems for the Left, the countryside posed more.
Social democrats expected their working-class voters to become “the great
majority of the population,” whose vast numbers promised unimpeachable
democratic legitimacy.?® Yet even in Germany, agriculture accounted for
28.4 percent of employment in 1907, with § million small farmers. Society
was far more complex than the binary picture of two forces polarizing
around the class struggle allowed. It comprised other popular classes—
peasants, self-employed, lower-rank civil servants and professions, white-
collar workers. To win elections, socialists needed these other groups, with
peasant farmers heading the list. Thus, it was no accident that by 1895 the
agrarian question was exercising socialist parties in Germany, France, Bel-
gium, Italy, Denmark, and Russia.?

Sometimes, socialists could protect orthodoxy by treating country dwell-
ers as a rural working class. But small and middling peasants with little
wage labor were hard to attract with that approach. A peasant-based strat-
egy advocating regulation of mortgages, insurance, and credit, plus
strengthening of communal rights, gained momentum in the SPD, only to
be rejected in 1895. Kautsky asserted the orthodoxy: support for the peas-
antry merely salvaged an archaic form of agriculture, doomed to vanish
with capitalist expansion; the party’s real priority was farm laborers on big
estates. Though Bavarian policies went unchanged, Kautsky’s intervention
silenced the national debate.?°
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Like related controversies, this German agrarian debate hardened the
orthodoxy internationally. This applied par excellence in tsarist Russia,
where the illegal RSDRP originated in extreme disillusionment with the
peasantry as a revolutionary class. The earlier revolutionary tradition in
Russia, Populism, pursued a strategy of peasant organizing combined with
insurrection, including exemplary terror against the tsar and top officials
(culminating in the assassination of Alexander II in 1881). Its theorists saw
peasant communal institutions as both the best medium of mobilization,
the local basis for democracy, and the key to collectivized agriculture.
Against these perspectives, the earliest Russian Marxists stressed the neces-
sity for capitalist development. The Group for the Emancipation of Labor,
formed in 1883, defined themselves via polemics against the Populists, de-
nying the relevance of the peasant commune and staking their future on
Russian capitalism.

This dismissal of the peasantry reflected Marxism’s rigidification after
Marx. Plekhanov approached Russia “as a ‘not yet’ Germany or England”
in the early stage of a predictable path, which would bring Russia to so-
cialism only after “a prolonged period of capitalism under liberal bourgeois
rule.”3! For orthodox Marxists, this future developmental convergence was
key, not Russia’s existing differences from the West. Though societies might
begin from diverse origins, capitalism would iron such messiness out.
Meanwhile, it was pointless vesting hopes in classes fated to disappear like
the peasantry.

As the twentieth century confirmed, this confidence in a uniform capi-
talist model was misplaced—the European peasantry itself took a century
to disappear; class polarization didn’t occur; and industrial workers became
a diminishing rather than an expanding part of society. Yet whatever the
truth of the predictions, abandoning the peasantry to one’s opponents was
still a mistake. In 1917-23, the countryside became a counterrevolutionary
reservoir in Italy and Germany and a powerful source of inertia against
Bolshevism in the USSR. Marx himself learned much from the Populists
during his last decade, immersing himself in Russian sources to understand
Russia’s specificities. In 1871-83, he based his thinking not on Plekhanov
but on the perspectives of the People’s Will: the uneven development of
European capitalism, the coercive Russian state’s leading economic role,
the Russian peasantry’s primacy as a revolutionary force, and the demo-
cratic potential of peasant communal organization. It was a huge error to
ignore all this in building a socialist movement.

It was again Kautsky who fixed discussion around doctrinaire positions.
Tragically, he was followed most faithfully in agrarian societies where peas-
ant strategies were most needed—imperial Russia, the Balkans, eastern Eu-
rope, the Mediterranean.? Yet behind the Kautskyan orthodoxies was plen-
tiful evidence of rural success. In the SPD itself, the south German parties
doggedly resisted the national Executive’s discipline, pursuing peasant-
friendly strategies down to 1914, and in southern France, the SFIO built
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notable strength among the farmers of the Mediterranean basin. Scandi-
navian socialism’s success was also rooted in types of farmer-labor alli-
ance.?

A striking “non-Kautskyan” case of peasant-based socialism developed
in one of Europe’s most impoverished agrarian regions, eastern Galicia in
the Habsburg Empire, where Ruthenian peasants suffered under the re-
gional rule of Polish landowners. When young intellectuals around Ivan
Franko formed the Ruthenian Radical Party in Lvov in 1890, their program
took the standard form, following its commitment to “scientific socialism”
with a detailed catalogue of reforms. But the latter were wholly focused on
the peasantry, “aimed at preventing the rapid proletarianization of the rural
population.”3* This movement flourished into one of the strongest peasant
radicalisms of pre-1914 Europe. Like Czech Social Democracy, it fused its
social program to the national question, in a political space beyond Second
International socialism. It laid the basis for the West Ukrainian People’s
Republic in October 1918 and the strength of the West Ukrainian Com-
munist Party in interwar Poland.

The strongest counterphilosophy to socialism on the Left after the
1860s, anarchism, encapsulated democracy’s dilemmas with special poign-
ancy. On the one hand, anarchists passionately decried Marxist idealizing
of centralized organization, whether in the economy or the state. They
rejected social democracy’s focus on parliament and elections. Still more,
they denounced the state and political authority per se, affirming the sov-
ereignty of individuals. Instead, they defended democratic values that so-
cialists like Kautsky tended to forget—Ilocal control, direct participation,
small-scale community, and federative cooperation. On the other hand,
their revolutionary conspiracies dispensed with all democratic process. In
the existential moment of the terrorist act, anarchist secrecy and violence
produced the purest authoritarianism.

Anarchism had an amorphous existence before 1914, as little more than
a synonym for any violent revolutionism, localized militancy or direct ac-
tion beyond the Second International’s parliamentarist and trade union
frames. It was identified with larger-than-life individuals, like Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon, Michael Bakunin, Errico Malatesta, and Peter Kropotkin, mak-
ing their own rules rather than serving political movements of the socialist
kind. Their international impact, notably Bakunin’s conspiratorial antics in
the First International and the accompanying Italian agitations of the
1870s, was heightened by the counterrevolutionary panic of European gov-
ernments surrounding the Paris Commune. Until the 1890s, anarchists
rivaled socialists in Europe as a whole, and so the failure of the Bakuninist
Anti-Authoritarian International to establish a comparable political tradi-
tion deserves some discussion.

Some anarchist beliefs were homologous with the socialist cultures co-
alescing after the 1870s—an ethics of cooperative sociality, ideals of human
improvement, militant secularism, basic collectivism—and for a while the

OTHER FRONTS OF DEMOCRACY 95



two remained porous, especially locally. They divided over questions of the
state, organizational strategy, and the nature of revolutionary change. An-
archists rejected state authority, all forms of centralized government in fact,
in favor of locally based self-administration, linked to common ownership
and cooperative economy. They opposed parties and unions as bureaucratic
prefigurements of coercive power, valuing the dialectic of conspiratorial
organization and popular spontaneity instead. They rejected electoral pol-
itics in favor of direct action. Finally, they upheld the classical revolutionary
imagery of barricades and violent insurrection. All these commitments ran
counter to Second International socialism.

Once Marx controlled the First International’s Hague Congress in 1872,
the Bakuninists launched their own Anti-Authoritarian International, based
in Italy, Spain, Belgium, and the Swiss Jura Federation. It met four more
times before dying in London in 1881.3° Lacking the labor-based contexts
of popular militancy associated with the European strike wave of 1868—
73, the constitutional upheavals of the 1860s, and the Paris Commune,
anarchists turned their isolation into a cult of individual protest. Conspir-
atorial cells and “propaganda of the deed” substituted for the genuine de-
mocracy of popular organization. After an earlier terrorist flurry in 1878,
with bombings in Italy and failed attacks on the German, Spanish, and
Italian monarchs, the assassination of Alexander II in 1881 began the long
romance with exemplary terror, the fantasy that dynamiting public prop-
erty or killing public figures could inspire popular revolt. Absent the so-
cialists’ public proceduralism, individual hotheads knew no constraint. An-
archism became forever identified with the political desperation of
passionate but frequently deranged young men.

Rather than exposing the emptiness of authority and making it account-
able, terrorism confirmed its coercive power and attracted its wrath. One
cycle of provocation and repression occurred in France, climaxing in 1883
in the show trial of 65 anarchists, including Kropotkin.’* A more lethal
phase occurred in the 1890s, as anarchism’s isolation increased. Eleven
bombings occurred in France during 1892—94, including one in the Cham-
ber of Deputies and the assassination of the president, Sadi Carnot. Con-
current campaigns were waged in Italy and Spain. A rash of major assas-
sinations followed, including those of Antonio Canovas, the Spanish prime
minister, in 1897, Empress Elizabeth of Austria in 1898, and King Umberto
of Ttaly in 1900. Repression was draconian, subjecting working people to
intrusive policing and loss of political freedoms. Rather than inspiring cit-
izens to revolt, this anarchist strategy deprived them of voice.?”

Anarchist disregard of open and accountable frameworks (like a party
or public society) was self-disabling. Bakunin’s revolutionary maximalism—
his belief that popular uprisings could bring the “total destruction of the
world of the legal state and of all bourgeois so-called civilization” —re-
mained a Blanquist fantasy.?® His conspiratorial ethic was profoundly au-
thoritarian and élitist. The anarchist avengers of the 1880s and 1890s had
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no relationship to the southern European social movements of the 1860s
and early 1870s. By the 1890s, anarchists had no base comparable to that
of the socialist parties now emerging into mass activity. They had only a
wrecking presence in the Second International and after the London Con-
gress in 1896 were definitively excluded. Eventually, they managed an in-
ternational gathering of their own in Amsterdam in 1907, but with no
results.

Despite anarchist affinities, syndicalism in the 1900s was a new depar-
ture, most identified with an upsurge of working-class militancy in France.
The bourses du travail (BTs), local chambers of labor originally sponsored
to promote “responsible” trade unionism and handle unemployment, were
a key source, boosted by the CGT, the first national union movement
launched in 1895. In 1902, the CGT and BTs merged, enacting the Charter
of Amiens in 1906, in polemical counterpoint to the coalescence of French
socialism in the SFIO. While the Charter declared neutrality from “the
parties and sects,” CGT militants were passionately hostile to socialist par-
liamentarianism.3’

Instead of parliamentary process, syndicalists celebrated the direct ac-
tion of sabotage and strikes; rather than central bureaucracies, they de-
manded rank-and-file initiative; against elections, they upheld the revolu-
tionary value of the general strike. In France, this activist élan certainly
contrasted with the factionalized weakness of electoral socialism and its
weak unions. But the spread of European labor militancy also brought
syndicalist influences into the socialist mainstream. The new economic up-
swing after 1896, socialist electoral growth, and the forming of mass unions
all inspired big debates over strategy. Then the radicalizing effects of the
1905 Russian Revolution kicked in, adding a revolutionary charge. Radi-
cals saw class consciousness rising through an unfolding chain of mass
strikes, ending in capitalism’s overthrow. Momentum would come from the
shopfloor, from industrial rather than craft or sectional unions, and
through direct action, including sabotage and wildcat strikes. This ran
counter to social democracy’s main features—electoralism and parliamen-
tary politics, the primacy of party over unions, centralized organization,
and socializing the economy via the state.*’

By 1914, syndicalism was hard to distinguish from the general unrest.*!
Britain saw a huge density of labor protest, with union members surging
from 2.5 to 4.1 million in T910-13. Giant disputes rocked the economy,
including national coal and rail strikes, transport strikes in London and
Dublin, a general strike in Liverpool, a construction lockout in London,
and continuous battles in South Wales and elsewhere. The Industrial Syn-
dicalist Education League formed by Tom Mann in 1910 was certainly
influential. The grassroots of militancy inspired powerful advocacy of
working-class power, most famously in The Miners’ Next Step, a withering
attack on the official union’s reformism, counterposing industrial democ-
racy to the “delusion and snare” of parliament.*? Coherent syndicalist state-
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ments like this focused impassioned debates and circulated widely in the
labor movement.

Nevertheless, the main energy passed ultimately into national trade un-
ionism of the conventional kind. The pre-1914 labor unrest brought new
categories of the semiskilled into unions, as in the growth of the British
Workers’ Union (5,000 to 160,000, 1910—-14), but the syndicalist panacea
of the revolutionary general strike never arrived. The strongest industrial
action by a European union federation, the Swedish general strike of Au-
gust 1909, was a disaster, setting the movement back a decade. Ironically,
the most successful mass strikes were political demonstrations by socialist
parties—the Habsburg suffrage strikes of 28 November 1905 and the Finn-
ish National Strike of November 1903, both of which achieved their goals.
Neither, though, kept syndicalism alive.*?

Ultimately, organized syndicalism receded beside the broader radicali-
zation of 1905-14 it helped dynamize. Syndicalist rhetoric resonated with
the revolutionary temper of a new Marxist Left, inspired by 1905, who
disputed the Second International’s Kautskyan orthodoxies in an extrapar-
liamentary resurgence. Ironically, syndicalist ideas strengthened socialist
political agitations for universal suffrage. But mass strike debates also re-
juvenated revolutionary hopes for left-wing socialists, for whom Rosa Lux-
emburg’s Mass Strike, Party and Trade Unions (1906) became the mani-
festo.* In this looser sense, syndicalist agitations appealed to desires for
workplace autonomy and control, which took revolutionary strategy away
from Kautsky’s stress on the state. Syndicalists hoped that unions could
become “the basic organizations for production and distribution” after the
revolution, basing socialism “not on the oppressive centralized state but on
the functional self-governing producers’ groups.”* The strike became an
all-purpose panacea, the much-needed solvent for party caution and union
bureaucracy, which were dragging the proletariat’s spontaneous class con-
sciousness down. In this sense, syndicalism did reconnect to anarchist ideals
of the 1870s. But it also anticipated the Council Communisms of t917—
2’3.46

Some continuity between syndicalism and earlier anarchists ran through
the sympathies of intellectuals. The appeal of Georges Sorel’s eclectic fusion
of materialism and activism to many syndicalists was well known, and his
critique of bourgeois civilization in the name of the revolutionary myth of
the general strike evoked the irrationalist and vitalist philosophical currents
of the 1900s.47 Such radicalisms helped open the first cracks in the self-
confident cultures of science and rationalism so crucial to the labor move-
ments’ origins. Closer to 1914, there were links with the artistic and aes-
thetic avant-garde, especially in Italy, where the PSI’s stability dissolved
after 1911 in explosive radicalizations. Earlier, in the 1880s and 1890s,
Parisian anarchism existed most densely in the bohemian milieu of cabarets,
cafés, and newspapers in Montmartre, and its affinities with postimpres-
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sionist artists and symbolist writers were also paralleled in the interactions
of art and anarchism in Pablo Picasso’s turn-of-the-century Barcelona.*

This was an experimentalism beyond the organized uplift of official so-
cialist culture. In Britain, Edward Carpenter and his friends pursued change
outside the main arenas of party and trade-union action, seeking “to release
the creativity and artistry in everyone” by healing “the breach between the
heart, the body and the mind”:

They saw socialism as an inner transformation which meant change in
the here and now. They sought this new life in the everyday, in their
stress on the warmth of fellowship and comradeship, in their clothes
and furnishings, in a network of associations from cycling clubs to So-
cialist Sunday Schools, which could sustain them through isolation,
hardship and despair.*

These links between personal life and socialism—extending into areas of
gender equality and sexual freedom—were barely acknowledged in the of-
ficial life of the socialist parties. They never ruffled the surface of the Second
International’s agenda or entered the urgencies of socialist public debate.
In this prefigurative sense, late-nineteenth-century anarchist traditions re-
mained influential. For Carpenter, or for another hugely popular maverick
like Oscar Wilde, anarchism offered inspiration where Marxism in its dom-
inant scientistic and materialist versions did not.*°

FEMINISTS, SOCIALISTS, AND THE
EMANCIPATION OF WOMEN

Nothing underscores the Left’s lost opportunities like socialism’s difficulties
with feminism. Theoretically, socialists were radical advocates of sexual
equality. The program of the Parti ouvrier francais (POF) of 1882 called
for women’s full political and economic emancipation, while the SPD’s Er-
furt Program demanded full citizenship for women in the vote plus “abo-
lition of all laws which place women at a disadvantage to men in public
and civil law.”! The SPD introduced the first parliamentary motion for
women’s suffrage in Germany in 1895, and when women acquired rights
of political association in 1908, its women’s movement rapidly grew. Au-
gust Bebel’s Woman under Socialism (1878) was German socialism’s found-
ing text, with 5o editions by 1909 and 15 translations, rivalling Kautsky’s
commentary on the Erfurt Program as the movement’s best-read book. It
expounded the maximum program of women’s rights, from suffrage and
access to professions through divorce and married women’s property to
modernist ideals of dress reform and emancipated sexuality. Women were
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doubly oppressed—Dby “economic and social dependence upon man” and
by capitalist exploitation. Legal and political emancipation alone couldn’t
be enough. Women would only truly be freed by socialism, via the eco-
nomic independence of working beyond the home. The “woman question”
would be really solved if “the existing state and social order were radically
transformed.”s2

Thus socialists combined political rights with wider socioeconomic de-
mands, including socialized childcare for working mothers, equal pay,
equal education, egalitarian households, abortion reform, and contracep-
tion. But the “social question” always came first. Once women were at
“work,” meaning regular employment in industry, all else would follow.
Even more: once capitalism was overthrown, childcare and housework
could be socialized and women freed from the family’s domestic prison,
becoming productive workers like men. In making women’s emancipation
fundamentally an economic question like this, socialists invoked another
founding text, Engels’s Origins of the Family, Property and the State
(1884), which explained women’s oppression by the family’s relation to the
prevailing mode of production.

Socialist practice was more equivocal. The SPD’s founding Congress in
1875 initially advocated only manhood suffrage, and Bebel’s amendment
for “citizens of both sexes” was rejected for one mentioning simply “all
citizens.” Many male socialists viewed women as a “backward” force for
conservatism, superstitiously in thrall to priests and lacking in class con-
sciousness: “Women don’t want to know about politics and organization
...they appreciate a May Day festival, with singing and speeches and
dancing . . . but they don’t appreciate political and trade union meetings.”*3
The exclusivist misogyny of skilled artisans, familiar from early labor
movements, transmuted into generalized cultures of aggressive masculinity,
unwelcoming to women. When Klara Haase joined the SPD committee in
her Berlin parliamentary district, she was marginalized by an offensive bar-
rage of bravado: “the men tried to show their courage by using the vilest
expressions and the foulest words in order to annoy me.”%* In Hamburg,
the party men forbade their wives and daughters to attend the women’s
meetings: “they should only look after the household, darn stockings, and
suchlike.”s* This might take explicitly antifeminist form. For Edmund Fi-
scher, a parliamentarian on the SPD’s revisionist wing, women’s “natural
occupation” was “the care and upbringing of young children, the embel-
lishment and stabilization of family life.” The party should return women
to the family.%¢

The feminism of pre-1914 labor movements had distinct limits. Women
workers were no priority for unions. After legalization in 1890, only 1.8
percent of German unionists were women, rising only to 8.8 percent by
1913. The Copenhagen cigar makers’ constitution (1872) said baldly: “Any
cigar maker who teaches a woman, apart from his wife, how to roll a cigar
cannot be a member.”’” Women became routinely excluded, union by

100 MAKING DEMOCRACY SOCIAL



union, from entering skilled trades. If boundaries were sometimes breached,
prejudices still prevailed. French printers passed a resolution in 1910 ad-
mitting women if they earned union rates, but when Emma Couriau applied
to join the Lyon section it not only refused but expelled her husband Louis
for letting her work.’8

The gap between socialist rhetoric (“There can be no antagonism be-
tween the men and women of the proletarian class”) and union practice
was most painful in the one industry where women were always strong,
textiles.’® Well over half the 275,000 British cotton unionists in T9T0 Were
women, but female activists never qualified for leadership in the Labour
Party or the Trades Union Congress (TUC). Women textile workers of the
Nord were a bastion of Guesdes’s POF, but from 1897 socialists sacrificed
their interests to male-dominated unionism and electoralism. In Belgium,
the Flemish women textile workers of Ghent built a remarkable socialist
movement after 1885, only to be marginalized after 1902 by the Brussels-
based Francophone leadership of the POB/BWP (Belgian Workers’ Party).
The SPD’s textile union founded in 1891 had 11 percent female member-
ship in 1897, rising to 36 percent in 1907-13, while the smaller Christian
union had 30 percent. But women’s militancy met running complaints from
male union leaders: wildcat strikes constantly disrupted top-down decision-
making, and women’s strike participation outstripped their willingness to
join the union. The union’s male bureaucracy denied women official posi-
tions, resisted equal pay, and ignored women’s extra burdens of family
obligations, discriminatory workplace rules, and sexual harassment.5!

Indeed, union men translated these conditions of women’s labor into
accusations of “backwardness”: “female workers often figured in union
rhetoric as passive, apolitical workers who because of the double burden
of wage work and housework/child rearing were at best a costly burden
upon the labor movement and . . . betrayed the union’s struggle by acting
as wage cutters and strikebreakers.”¢? Such antifeminism denied legitimacy
to women’s work. This was clearest in the “sweated trades” and casualized
labor markets so vital to industrialization. Aside from clothing, laundry,
and food workers, these included “a great host of artificial-flower makers,
box makers, brush makers, book folders, paper-bag makers, wood chop-
pers, envelope makers, cigar and cigarette makers and wrappers, ostrich-
feather curlers, lace makers, straw-plait makers, and many more.”%
Lumped together as “[a]ll labor employed in manufacture which has es-
caped the regulation of the Factory Acts and the trade unions,” sweating
became pathologized into a female problem requiring legislation rather
than union action. A liberal-socialist campaign emerged in Britain via the
National Anti-Sweating League for a Minimum Wage, culminating in the
Trades Boards Act of 1909, which created a regulative framework for
chain-making, box-making, lace-making, and tailoring.

The London strikers of 1910-14 (“jam and pickle workers, rag pickers,
bottle washers, laundry women, envelope, biscuit, cocoa and tin box—mak-
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ers, and distillery and confectionary workers”) included many previously
unorganized women.5* But reformers’ belief that sweatshops and home-
work would progressively die out implied prejudicial assumptions about
where the “real” working class should be found. Protective laws for
women’s work, regulating working hours, night work, maternity leave, and
heavy labor implicitly removed women from the core working class, defin-
ing them as dependents rather than citizens in their own right. Though
socialist women often joined other feminists in opposing sex-based protec-
tive laws, socialist parties mainly took the paternalist approach. Protecting
women workers involved genuine reforms, especially when integrated with
goals like the eight-hour day and equal pay. But socialists often implied
something else—that women shouldn’t be working in the first place. They
belonged at home.%

The SPD women’s movement contained mainly housewives (married
nonwaged women over 25) rather than factory workers.® Recruitment ac-
celerated after 1904—5, using issues like food prices, family welfare, and
cost of living.¢” Indeed, far from destroying the family as antisocialists al-
leged, the SPD made the “social democratic family” its ideal, anchoring
working-class respectability. “Family wage” ideals, allowing male bread-
winners to support households free of wives’ employment, were no less
prevalent than elsewhere. From 1905, Die Gleichheit expanded its “non-
political” content aimed at housewives, mothers, and children, turning a
profit for the first time and massively boosting circulation. The ideal so-
cialist woman became the architect of a socialist home, raising socialist
children and providing succor and comradeship for a socialist husband,
with “an untroubled understanding of his aspirations, his struggles, and
his work.” “When the proletarian then says ‘my wife,” he adds to this in
his mind: ‘the comrade of my ideals, the companion of my exertions, the
educator of my children for the future struggle.” ”68

This translated into public policy. In the 1890s, in line with Second
International precepts, the SPD prioritized women’s industrial work but
shifted after 1905 to family welfare. It formed Child Protection Commit-
tees, agitating for maternity homes, school meals, creches, and playgrounds
and organizing activities for children and youth; SPD women worked in
elections to local health insurance councils. Some were employed by local
social services. This certainly had radical potential. Socialist women forced
new issues into politics, demanding democracy in everyday life. “Mother-
hood in its wide sense” signified “pure food, a municipal milk supply,
healthy schools, the raising of the school age, sound moral training, without
any squeamish holding back knowledge of the facts of life that boys and
girls should know, the abolition of sweated labor.”¢® Margaret McMillan,
a British socialist and suffrage campaigner, used Bradford’s school board
as her platform, campaigning for school-based healthcare and later organ-
izing camps for poor children and founding an open-air school in Deptford,
London. By lobbying, speaking, and journalism, she pushed tirelessly on
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political boundaries, theorizing childhood into a metaphor for remaking
the world.” Yet socialist parties marginalized these issues as inferior
“women’s questions.” Women’s emancipation became subsumed into pro-
grams of family-based welfare.

Socialist fudging on the “woman question” was worst on the central
issue of democracy itself, the suffrage. Where working-class men had the
vote, socialist parties failed to prioritize votes for women. Where struggles
for manhood suffrage continued, they relegated female suffrage to the fu-
ture. In choosing electoral politics by 1900, French and Belgian socialists
marginalized strong women’s labor movements in the Nord and Ghent,
because voteless female workers didn’t matter. If strong enough, socialists
sharply opposed “bourgeois” women’s rights campaigns. Complex calcu-
lations were in play. Antifeminism made manhood suffrage easier to
achieve by itself, socialists assumed. But bourgeois suffragists had their own
partial strategy, demanding the limited property franchise enjoyed by men
as a realistic goal, moved by class fears of democracy. Where mass socialist
parties monopolized arguments for democracy, the gap with “womens-
rightsers” widened, stigmatizing “feminism” as a self-interested middle-
class demand. Given the masculinist culture of labor movements and their
family-centered ideology, the space for democratic feminism in socialist
parties was small.”!

The Czech lands and Britain offered counterexamples. British feminism
descended from the suffrage movements of the 1860s and earlier campaigns
for divorce reform and married women’s property. Absent a mass socialist
party, these became organized by the National Union of Women’s Suffrage
Societies (NUWSS) and the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU),
through which other influences intersected, including the Women’s Coop-
erative Guild, the Women’s Trade Union League, the ILP, and the Women’s
Labour League. Public attention was commandeered after 1905 by the
WSPU’s direct-action militancy under Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst,
with disruptions of political meetings, civil disobedience, violence against
property, and spectacular individual acts, most famously when Emily Wild-
ing Davison threw herself under the king’s horse at the 1913 Derby. Mil-
itancy escalated after “Black Friday” (18 November 1910), when police
violently humiliated WSPU demonstrators outside Parliament. From 1909,
prison hunger strikes were met with force-feeding and the “Cat-and-
Mouse” Act of 1913, which allowed release and rearrest of imprisoned
militants.

The militancy of the WSPU certainly radicalized the context, not least
via the stylistic inventiveness of its great collective actions, notably
“Women’s Sunday” in June 1908, a march of 30,000 ending in a rally of
250,000 in Hyde Park, and “From Prison to Citizenship” in June 1910, a
procession of 15,000 two miles long. Yet NUWSS also had its equivalents,
like the three-thousand-strong Mud March of 1907 or the 13 June 1908
Procession, followed later by the lantern-light Pageant of Women’s Trades
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and Professions in 1909 and the Hyde Park rally of 23 July 1910. Most
spectacular of all was the Women’s Coronation Procession in 1911, uniting
both wings of the movement to rival the official Coronation a week later:
“40,000 women from at least 28 women’s suffrage organizations marched
five abreast in a gala procession with floats, banners, music and historical
costumes . . . seven miles long.”7? So if WSPU militancy delivered the initial
shock to political norms, the ensuing activism worked on wider political
fronts. “Votes for Women” produced generalized momentum before 1914,
reshaping the meanings of citizenship, as NUWSS converged democratically
with the emergent Labour Party.

Behind the drama of militancy was a wider ferment among working-
class women in the localized socialist subcultures of the north, particularly
around ILP organizers like Isabella Ford, Selina Cooper, Ada Nield Chew,
Hannah Mitchell, Teresa Billington-Greig, Ethel Snowden, and Mary Gaw-
thorpe. If WSPU leadership became isolated in London around the Pank-
hursts’ autocracy, “militancy” as such became diffused through the wider
suffrage movement elsewhere. Organizational weight was in NUWSS and
its broader coalitions, especially via the Women’s Cooperative Guild and
the East London Federation of Sylvia Pankhurst. This was reemphasized
by the Women’s Freedom League, launched in protest against the Pank-
hursts’ decision to break with the ILP. The intransigence of the WSPU was
vital in clarifying the Liberal government’s hostility to women’s suffrage,
but Christabel Pankhurst’s sectarian and messianic dominance also blocked
alternative progressive coalitions. Instead, the rise of “democratic suffrag-
ism” enabled NUWSS to break with Liberalism and realign with Labour.
Labour’s unequivocal rejection of any franchise reform excluding women
in 1912 opened the way.”?

In the febrile political mood of Britain in 1910-14, defined by syndi-
calism, labor unrest, and crisis in Ireland, women’s suffrage became the
opposite of a single-issue campaign. In its forms of association, languages
of citizenship, and everyday ethics, it radically changed how democracy
might be imagined. As the working class coalesced into a political identity
via labor organizing and municipal socialism, gender regimes were also
remade, resonating with images of the “new woman.” This came partly via
the new social agenda (“better schools, healthier housing, public baths and
wash-houses, and improved maternity services”), where “social redistri-
bution and democracy were linked,” and partly via older influences, from
Chartist legacies of parliamentary reform, secularism, religious equality,
and democratic internationalism, to “root and branch land reform,” tem-
perance, Irish Home Rule, and free education. Here, “radical Christianity,
temperance groups, the Freewoman Circle, and socialist speakers fostered
criticism of conservatism of all kinds.” 7* Selina Cooper, a Lancashire “mill-
gir]” in Nelson, came to the NUWSS from exactly this working-class mi-
lieu—not just SDF and ILP but also the Women’s Cooperative Guild, the
St. John Ambulance Committee, the Literary and Debating Society, the
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Mutual Improvement Class, Women’s Temperance Association, the Coop-
erative Education Committee, the National Home Reading Union, the Co-
operative Holiday Association, and the Clarion Cycling Club, as well as
chapel and the weavers’ union and eventually the Labour Party.”

The suffrage movement complicated the boundaries of public and per-
sonal life by questioning family, domesticity, and sexual culture, revisiting
motherhood, and imagining the forms of women’s independence in work
and the public sphere. Suffragists attacked “the double standard of moral-
ity, prostitution, and the sexual objectification and abuse of women.”7¢
This was most associated with Christabel Pankhurst’s book The Great
Scourge and How to End It (1913), which denounced the hypocrisies of
men’s sexuality with its reduction of women to “the Sex,” urging cessation
of sexual relations under the slogan “Votes for women and chastity for
men.” Pankhurst’s opponents accused her of “feeding and flattering a sex-
ual ideology which juxtaposed the perfection of women against the besti-
ality of men.””” But such critiques of masculinity took many forms. Most
shared some belief in the moral-political empowerment of gaining the vote,
including the chance to reform men’s sexual exploitation of women. This
moral crusading dimension went back to the campaign against the 1864
Contagious Diseases Act and its attack on prostitution and male-dominated
medicine. It ranged from refusals of sexuality per se to radical advocacy of
women’s sexual freedom. Far more than other parts of the Left, suffragists
brought politics and personal life into creative tension, enacting a running
moral-political challenge.”

This British suffragism—by far Europe’s strongest movement of
women—iflourished in the absence of a socialist party on the central-north
European scale. The national coordinates of the constitutional settlements
of the 1860s were again the key. Britain’s exceptionally resilient popular
liberalism created frameworks of radical advocacy, especially in northern
England, where women could act. Municipal franchise gave them access to
public life in areas of welfare and schooling. From the Langham Place circle
of Barbara Bodichon and others and John Stuart Mill’s defeated amend-
ment to the 1867 Reform Act, British feminism was never without a par-
liamentary voice in the Liberal Party’s radical wing.” The remaking of
British radicalism from the ground up after the 188o0s, in the localized
mushrooming of socialist societies, enabled the intermingling of feminist
and labor activism in ways disallowed by the success of centralized parlia-
mentary socialist parties in central and northern Europe.®® If the WSPU
repudiated existing progressive coalitions, Emmeline and Richard Pank-
hurst had also been leading ILPers after 1894, formed by Manchester’s
radical political culture.?' Though Emmeline and Christabel split from the
ILP, grassroots interconnectedness proved stronger, and the WSPU lost the
popular initiative, reflected in the secession of Sylvia Pankhurst’s East Lon-
don Federation. The NUWSS-Labour alliance was the stronger departure

by 1914.
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In the Czech lands in 1912, a similar convergence of socialist and non-
socialist feminists succeeded, this time on the common ground of the na-
tional question. In protest against the Habsburg government’s continued
denial of Czech self-determination, the nationalist writer Bozena Vikova-
Kuneticka was elected to a vacant seat in the Bohemian Diet, supported by
Progressive, National-Socialist, and Young Czech Parties.$? The CSDSD had
run their own candidate, Karla Machova, editor of the socialist journal
Zensky list, but they generally cooperated in the pluralist framework of the
Czech Women’s Club, formed as a radical alternative to the Central As-
sociation of Czech Women. The CSDSD’s efforts paralleled those of the
Committee for Women’s Suffrage under Frantiska Plaminkova, although
the latter equivocated over the long-term principle of universal equal suf-
frage. Like the CSDSD itself, socialist women overwhelmingly backed sep-
arating from the Austrian Socialists, and this allowed convergence with the
democratic nationalism of the Progressives and National-Socialists. Thus in
the Czech case, socialists and “bourgeois” feminists converged in the dem-
ocratic framework of national self-determination, not unlike progressive
nationalisms in Iceland, Finland, and Norway.

Elsewhere, the strongest women’s movements developed in Scandinavia,
where liberal constitutionalism was well established before 1914.8 In Rus-
sia, the Balkans, and much of eastern Europe, where constitutional legality
was barely established, women’s rights were raised mainly by circles of
pioneers. In Catholic Europe, women’s suffrage lacked large-scale mobili-
zation. In German-speaking central Europe, where class politics polarized
around the democratic presence of socialist parties, feminism’s independent
space was slight. In Austria, it paralleled the SPO, whose women’s move-
ment counted 28,058 members in 312 sections six years after its founding
in 1907-13, organizing Vienna’s first Women’s Suffrage Day with 20,000
marchers in March 1911. Independent feminists campaigned for women’s
economic and legal equality, abolitionism, settlement work, “life reform,”
and public voice, with 40,000 aggregated members in 8o affiliates of the
umbrella League of Austrian Women’s Associations. But neither the activist
General Austrian Women’s Association, with its three hundred members,
nor the Committee for Women’s Suffrage were more than adjuncts to
socialist-dominated action.®* In Germany, the League for Protection of
Motherhood and Sex Reform advocated “New Morality” (legal contracep-
tion and abortion, equality for unmarried mothers, sexual freedom). They
were dwarfed by the Federation of German Women’s Assocations, which
after 1908 welcomed diverse conservative organizations, with an aggregate
membership of 250,000.

By 1914, campaigning for women’s rights bifurcated between socialist
parties, which gave precedence to class-political and male trade union goals
and “bourgeois” women’s movements, which rallied around individual
emancipation or equality with middle-class men (as in the property-based
limited franchise). Britain was exceptional in its intermixing of feminist and
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socialist organizing, because the inchoateness of the Labour Party during
1900-1914 allowed suffragism to develop broader democratic aspirations
and independent social goals. Elsewhere, mass socialist parties like the SPD
preempted the space for democratic suffragism but then filled it with so-
cially conservative policies subsuming women’s identities in the family. Of-
ficial policy was conveyed by the twin goals of Zetkin’s resolution to the
Women’s Conference of the Second International’s Stuttgart Congress in
1907—universal suffrage for men and women, no alliances with bourgeois
women’s-rightsers.%’

Nonsocialist feminists also pursued international organization, from
Marie Goegg’s short-lived Swiss-based International Association of Women
in the late 1860s, which opened links to the First International before post-
Commune repression closed it down, to the International Woman Suffrage
Alliance (IWSA) launched in Berlin by affiliates from the United States,
Canada, Australia, Britain, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Swe-
den in 1904.8 However, most women’s groups joined the nationalist soli-
darities of the First World War, from socialists to suffragists; and their belief
in women’s “cultural mission” put them inside the prevailing nationalist
and ethnocentric ideologies, whether or not they supported the war. No
less than socialists, feminists failed to question assumptions of national
character, imperialist entitlement, and racial superiority, seeing women in
the colonized world as the potential beneficiaries of European women’s
advance.?” Those pacifists who identified with the Women’s International
League for Peace and Freedom in 1915 also used Eurocentric images of
“womanliness” to make their case. Nonetheless, it was labor movement
activists in the prewar suffrage movement who provided British opposition
to the First World War.$® Alice Wheeldon, a Derby secondhand clothes
trader, WSPU activist, and ILPer, was jailed for conspiracy after sheltering
conscientious objectors. With her schoolteacher daughter, Hettie, she sus-
tained a “defiant culture” of war resistance, growing from the pre-1914
unrest: “the women in this rebel network cut their hair short, read feminist,
socialist and pacifist papers, and discussed Shaw’s plays.”?

CONCLUSION

Like anarchists, syndicalists, and agrarian radicals, pre-1914 feminists
marked out democratic possibilities beyond the boundaries of parliamen-
tary socialism. Such challenges came not just from organized suffrage or
women’s rights campaigns or the women’s activism enabled by Second In-
ternational parties themselves but also from the exemplary lives of remark-
able pioneers. Thus Rosika Schwimmer was the leading activist in the Hun-
garian Union for Women’s Rights, which campaigned vainly among
Liberals and Social Democrats during the prewar suffrage crisis. She be-
came IWSA secretary in London in 1914, before leaving for the United
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States on the outbreak of war. From a freethinking bourgeois Jewish family
in Budapest, she founded the Hungarian Association of Working Women
and headed the Women Office-Workers’ Association in the 1900s, trans-
lating Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Women and Economics into Hungarian.
She developed a wide-ranging feminism, “from suffrage to pacifism, from
childcare and marriage reform to equal pay and employment for women,”
campaigning for birth control, dress reform, antimilitarism, and abolition
of child labor.”® Her charismatic energy migrated naturally from the con-
stricting Hungarian context to the transnational theater of progressive ac-
tion. The First World War temporarily marginalized her ideals, as the ma-
chineries of militarized state power rolled across earlier political conflicts
and submerged dissidence in the resulting xenophobia. But lives like
Schwimmer’s created inspiring precedents, which after 1917-18 came back
into their own.

These exemplary lives charted territories that socialists didn’t map, es-
pecially in sexuality, reproductive freedoms, family, and personal life. In
many ways, an agenda was being assembled for the future, which only the
massive societal mobilizations and revolutionary crises of the First World
War brought to fruition. Women’s suffrage actually arrived via that later
pan-European democratization—in Denmark and Iceland completing pre-
war changes, elswhere through the invention of new states like Czechoslo-
vakia, Poland, Ireland, and Russia and the remaking of constitutions in
Britain, Germany, and Sweden. The turmoil of 1917-23 allowed other pre-
war radicalisms to revive. Union growth was resumed on even larger scale.
Prewar syndicalism was replicated, with militancy radically outgrowing es-
tablished union frameworks. Rank-and-file movements targeted the work-
place rather than national agreements or legislation, demanding factory
councils and workers’ control. These movements failed but decisively
shifted the balance of industrial power in emergent corporatisms that labor
movements hoped to control. The prewar movements for women’s eman-
cipation also had their postwar analogues, linked to new freedoms beyond
the family, public visibilities, and long-term changes of employment and
education, which winning the vote helped to frame. In this sense, the non-
socialist radicalisms before 1914 remained a series of incitements and re-
bukes, which during the following decades the Left only partly and un-
evenly addressed, if at all.
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SOCIALISM’S STRENGTHS . ..

BETWEEN THE 1860s and the First World
War, socialist parties became the torchbearers
of democracy in Europe. Country by country,
they provided the strongest and most consis-
tent democratic advocacy. They did so by de-
feating two of the Left’s earlier traditions—
radical democracy focused exclusively on the
franchise and frequently allied with liberalism
and the utopian socialisms and other com-
munitarian experiments of the earlier nine-
teenth century. In both respects, the 1860s
were a decisive break. Socialist parliamentar-
ianism substituted popular sovereignty for the
free and sovereign individual of the liberals
but simultaneously turned its back on the lo-
cally organized cooperative utopia. This was
a momentous change.

Thereafter, socialists pursued maximum
parliamentary democracy on a basis usually re-
sembling the Six Points of the 1838 People’s
Charter in Britain. In most of Europe, the dom-
inant Left vehicle became a national social dem-
ocratic party in tandem with nationally feder-
ated trade unions. This new political model was
centralist, stressing national rather than local
forms of action; parliamentarist, privileging the
parliamentary arena as the source of sover-
eignty; and constitutionalist in the given mean-
ing of the term, adopting representative over
direct methods of governing. This preference
for centralized forms over the looser federated
ones prevalent between the 1820s and 1860s
brought a new theme into the Left’s discourse,
namely, the key role of the party.

After the divisive debates of the 1860s and
1870s, the idea of the party seemed unavoid-
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able. Throughout these conflicts, the arguments for different types of state
organization and different types of movement were homologous, contrast-
ing once again with what came before. Before the 1860s, the locally based
associational activity of radical democrats and early socialists had coalesced
mainly around certain common ideals, focused by newspapers, pamphlets,
itinerant lecturers, and a few national parliamentarians and similar char-
ismatic figures. The impetus came from once-off campaigns that left little
permanent structure behind them. Likewise, the imagined democratic state
presupposed similar principles of decentralized association, usually ex-
pressed through an ideal of loosely federated, self-governing units of co-
operatively organized small producers.

An analogous continuity of movement and state characterized the new
social democracy, with the form of the future socialist constitution being
abstracted from socialists’ organizational experience under capitalism.
Thus, both the socialist parties and their unions strongly preferred repre-
sentative forms of national organization over direct democracy based on
rank and file at the local level and on the shopfloor; and this was repeated
in the preference for a parliamentary constitution. Likewise, centralized
bureaucracy allowed both party and unions to concentrate the movement’s
strengths and equalize resources among its stronger and weaker sections;
and by the same logic, central institutions of economic planning would give
the future state maximum resources for building socialism.

In other words, pre-1914 socialist parties showed little interest in de-
centralization, whether this meant the cooperative and communitarian self-
governing schemes of earlier socialist pioneers or the soviets and workers’
councils about to appear in t1917-21. Indeed, leading theorists like Karl
Kautsky specifically rejected workers’ control, arguing that the complexities
of the advanced industrial economy and the modern enterprise precluded
bringing democratic procedures directly into the economy itself. Instead,
the only effective watchdog over the managerial bureaucracies of the econ-
omy, no less than over the civil bureaucracy of the state, was a strong
parliament. In this manner, the model of democratic responsibility fash-
ioned by labor movements for their own affairs—permanent officialdom
accountable to the constitutional authority of an elected assembly of trade-
union or party delegates—became transposed to government in the form
of a socialist parliamentary state.

... AND LIMITS

Of course, social democracy seldom established an exclusive ascendancy
over the Left and still shared space with other movements. At the conti-
nent’s two extremities, for example, British socialists remained over-
shadowed by radicals in the Liberal Party until shortly before 1914, while
lack of constitutional freedoms in Russia forced the Left there into illegal
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revolutionary action.! Further, the rivalry with anarchists gave socialists in
southern Europe a more “maximalist” or confrontational style, making
them more receptive to direct action than their solidly parliamentarian
counterparts to the north. And after 1900, syndicalism also challenged the
parliamentary model, migrating from its southern European baselands to
Britain, parts of the Low Countries, Germany, and Scandinavia.

But even inside the social democratic tradition older influences remained
active. Democratic nationalism offered one such continuity with the earlier
nineteenth century. The networks of migrant artisans and political exiles
linking Paris, London, Brussels, and the Rhineland had been fertile ground
for the young Marx and Engels in the 1840s and 1850s, joining Polish,
Italian, and Hungarian patriotisms to the causes of Chartists and French
republicans. Here, nationalist forms of radical democracy resonated
through the international popularity of Lajos Kossuth and Giuseppe Maz-
zini, lasting in southern and eastern Europe well into the 1880s and be-
yond. The ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, with their celebration of par-
ticipatory democracy and local self-government, also permeated these
midcentury national intelligentsias, subtly displacing the ideal of the citizen-
democrat onto the collective image of the oppressed patriot-people strug-
gling for national freedom.?

Social democracy’s dominance of the Left was clearest in central and
northern Europe, forming a German-speaking and Scandinavian social
democratic “core”; it was weaker in the south and east, with French-
speaking Europe in between. A key variable was liberal constitutionalism.
Social democracy made least progress where that national institutional
framework was least developed—parliamentary government, civil liberties
and the rule of law, trade union recognition, a legally guaranteed national
public sphere. Where constitutionalism hadn’t yet been established, as un-
der the full-scale repression of tsarist Russia, or remained weak, as with
the narrowly oligarchic polities of Italy and Spain, socialist parties had less
chance to flourish. Agrarian backwardness, with its glaring rural inequal-
ities, a land-hungry peasantry, and flagrantly exploited agricultural work-
ers, also required a different left-wing politics than in the industrial north-
west. These nonindustrial settings described a further space of democratic
politics beyond socialism’s new frame, namely, the populist agrarian radi-
calisms of Russia and eastern Europe, reminiscent in some respects of the
anarchisms and cooperative radicalisms earlier in the west.

But alternative visions weren’t confined entirely to Europe’s geographi-
cal margins or its economically backward periphery. For one thing, dem-
ocratic traditions in the more developed societies needed reshaping over a
longer period before the social democratic model became fully established.
Socialist activity was invariably pioneered among artisanal workers as a
“federalist trades socialism,” which stressed local cooperation based on
workers’ control rather than a national economy run by a collectivist state,
and such ideals didn’t entirely die away.> In France, they rivaled social
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democracy throughout the later nineteenth century. They inspired the ear-
liest socialists in Germany and the Habsburg Empire in the 1860s and
1870s, while further to the east notions of consumer and producer coop-
eration invariably gave people their first encounters with socialism.* They
persisted most impressively among anarcho-syndicalists in Spain as far as
the Civil War. And they also persisted in the Low Countries and Switzer-
land up to 1914.°

These ideas remained an alternative source of inspiration to the cen-
tralist social democratic model. They resurfaced in a new form under the
impact of the war economy after 1914, reaching dramatic definition in the
movements of soviets and workers’ councils flourishing across Europe dur-
ing the revolutionary years of 1917-21. By emphasizing the local sover-
eignty of democratic action, therefore, these later movements reconnected
with the localist traditions of mutualism described earlier, which social de-
mocracy only imperfectly supplanted. In this respect, the dominance of the
new socialist parties over the Left remained incomplete.

Finally, over the longer term two further limitations had big effects. The
first concerned colonialism. Europe’s socialists noticed the question of de-
mocracy in the colonial world only very exceptionally before 1914: not
only were non-Western voices and peoples of color entirely absent from the
counsels of the Second International, but its parties also failed to condemn
colonial policy and even positively endorsed it.¢ Socialists commonly af-
firmed the progressive value of the “civilizing mission” for the underde-
veloped world, while accepting the material benefits of jobs, cheaper goods,
and guaranteed markets colonialism brought at home. Critical insight into
imperialist culture and its legitimizing of exploitation was rare indeed, from
racialized forms of understanding and ideologies of racial inequality to gen-
ocidal practices and acceptance of colonial violence. Here, the early-
twentieth-century stirrings of colonial revolt leveled a powerful rebuke
against Europe’s Left. When Lenin began insisting in 1916-17 that national
self-determination also applied to the colonial world, therefore, he fore-
grounded the critique of colonialism for the first time. The presence of non-
Western delegates at the Communist International’s founding Congress in
1919 was something quite new, as was its backing for nationalist move-
ments campaigning for anticolonial independence.”

Second, feminism also raised democratic demands beyond the socialist
framework altogether. While socialist parties certainly formed their own
women’s organizations, gender politics remained their greatest weakness.
They failed to develop a consistent approach to the emancipation of
women, constantly sidelining it for the male-defined priorities of the class
struggle. This inability came from deeply ingrained working-class attitudes,
from family values to the cultures of workplace discrimination, bordering
frequently on misogyny. Socialist politicians and trade unionists often ex-
pressed these views. Relegating women’s issues to low priority and refusing
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cooperation with “bourgeois” women’s rights groups was a strategic choice
by most socialist leaderships. When in some countries large and ebullient
women’s movements developed before 1914, accordingly, they did so en-
tirely independently of the socialist parties, defining a separate space of
women’s democratic politics usually focused on the suffrage. From self-
interest alone, failing to take these movements seriously was extremely
shortsighted, because, once enfranchised, women had no reason to turn to
socialists, given this poor pre-1914 record. Much more seriously, socialist
parties’ claims to be the vanguard of democracy, rallying all progressive
causes to their banner, foundered on this gender neglect.

THE CULTURE OF SOCIALISM:
EXPECTING THE FUTURE

Socialism’s claims to the mantle of democracy were founded on its orga-
nized popular support—on its relationship to the massed ranks of male
industrial wage-earners, on its assumptions about the necessary direction
of social change, and on its belief in the inevitability of the future working-
class majority. In other words, socialism’s strengths came not only from
the rising curve of electoral success but also from connecting this parlia-
mentary strength to a wider coalescence in society. Socialist labor move-
ments forged a special relationship to the results of capitalist industriali-
zation. They rationalized these into a compelling narrative of capitalist
crisis and the resulting socialist future, organized around the new collective
identity of the working class. Socialism’s appeal before 1914 rested on its
ability to weave the myriad working-class experiences of societies under-
going rapid transformation into a single story. It promised to shape the
disorderly aggregations of dispersed and heterogeneous circumstances de-
fining working-class lives into a unified political agency. Around this pow-
erful working-class core, which socialists expected to expand inexorably
into the overwhelming majority of society, other social interests and pro-
gressive causes could then be gathered.

The resulting movement cultures had several key aspects. One was the
all-embracing mass party. Between the First International’s founding de-
bates and the self-confident growth accompanying the launching of the
Second International after 1889, socialists invented the modern political
party.? By this I mean the new model of a permanent campaigning orga-
nization geared to fighting elections, which established a continuous pres-
ence in its supporters’ lives, bound them together through elaborate ma-
chineries of identification, and built lasting cultures of solidarity from the
social architecture of everyday life. By the turn of the century, this was
establishing a new norm of political action, which other political parties
ignored at their peril. Before 1914, Catholic and Christian-social parties
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were the most successful emulators, but after the First World War, the
model became universal.’

Second, among the Second International’s leading activists, socialist cul-
ture was nothing if not internationalist. Karl Kautsky himself was born in
Prague, joined the Austrian party, and settled in Germany after sojourns
in Zurich and London; the Russian exile Anna Kuliscioff became Filippo
Turati’s lifelong companion at the head of the Italian party; Rosa Luxem-
burg, Leo Jogiches, and other leaders of the Polish Social Democrats found
their way to the SPD from Russian Poland via Switzerland before retrav-
ersing the borders back and forth after 1905; the Romanian-born future
Bolshevik Christian Rakovsky became a roving emissary for the Balkan
revolution, the crucial connection between the Serbian and Bulgarian par-
ties and the SPD; Anton Pannekoek was as much at home in the German
as in his native Dutch party. These and many other complex biographies
required “a genuine international community...a body of men and
women conscious of being engaged on the same historical task, across na-
tional and political differences.”!® Such a transnational network, cemented
by its confidence in the common socialist future, reemphasized socialists’
apartness from their respective national scenes, pointing them away from
potential intranational coalitions.

Third, socialism’s rising electoral and organizational strength, combined
with the expanding ranks of the working class and the impression of an
unstoppable forward march, kept the movement’s utopianism alive. For
many pragmatists the revolutionary end-goal became increasingly abstract,
yet even the more prosaic reformists held onto the image of a shining so-
cialist future. Socialists sought to organize working-class solidarities into a
movement capable of making the world over. In the stronger parties of
central Europe and Scandinavia, an imposing array of organizations fash-
ioned a distinctive social democratic way of life—“reading and library as-
sociations, proletarian theater and concert clubs, organizations specializing
in the preparation and equipping of festivals and celebrations, choirs,” plus
the Freethinkers, Workers’ Abstinence Leagues, the Worker Cremators, the
Friends of Nature, workers’ sports clubs, and recreational clubs for every
aspect of life.!! Certain values were iterated over and over again, like self-
improvement and sobriety, commitment to education, respect for one’s
body, egalitarian relations between men and women, the progressive heri-
tage of humanistic culture, the dignity of labor, and a well-ordered family
life. Through this restless cultural striving and the ambition to remake so-
ciety entirely anew, the working class became conceived as the inevitable
guardian of the future, both the inheritor of existing civilization and the
triumphal bearer of a new and progressive collectivist ethic.

This socialist culture was defined by its extraordinary optimism and by
the unabashed certainty of its political desire, surrounding the movement’s
organizational muscle with a halo of utopian fervor. This shone from the
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working-class autodidact’s chosen reading, from the rhetoric of socialist
stump orators, from the imagery of the movement’s banners and emblems,
and from the iconography of socialist parades and festivals, which offered
solemn but exuberant displays of loyalty to the movement, to the image of
the class, and to the certainty of the socialist future.!2 “Oh, when will [the
socialist world] come?” asked a British socialist election flyer in 1895.
“God is ready, nature is ready,” it replied; “When will you, the producers
of wealth . . . stretch out your hands . . . and will this thing? Then—then—
that very minute, it shall come.”’® The best-loved writings were not the
austere summaries of Marxist economics but wide-ranging disquisitions like
August Bebel’s Woman and Socialism, or the writings of utopians like Wil-
liam Morris and Edward Bellamy, or the massively translated works or
Edward Carpenter, which originated beyond organized social democracy
altogether.'

In this world, to take the British example, the labor churches and so-
cialist Sunday schools were just as important as local branches of the In-
dependent Labour Party or the Social Democratic Federation.'s In larger
parties like the German party, Proletarian Freethinkers, temperance enthu-
siasts, and partisans of Esperanto took their place with the mass formations
of Worker Singers and Worker Gymnasts.'¢ Socialists expected the world
to be comprehensively remade, from the reign of universal peace to the
adoption of a universal language. Progress was indivisible, because the
emancipation of the workers would be the emancipation of all humanity,
bringing the freedom of women, sexual liberation and the new life, the
conquest of science over nature, a new world of plenty, and a just distri-
bution of its riches, “from each according to their abilities, to each accord-
ing to their needs.”!”

TOWARD A CRISIS?

These heady aspirations were not put to the test before 1914; for even the
strongest socialist parties commanded little more than a third of their na-
tional electorates and by themselves had no prospects of forming a govern-
ment. In any case, most states retained constitutional mechanisms for keep-
ing the Left at bay. In most countries, the other parties continued to close
ranks against the socialists, amply backed by the state’s coercive powers,
and the Left reciprocated in kind, proudly defending its isolation. This
permanent standoff showed few signs of relaxing. On the other hand, a
barricades revolution on the style of 1848 was obsolete, it was generally
agreed, and power could only come via the ballot box, whatever confron-
tations might be needed along the way to deal with ruling-class violence or
efforts at suppressing the suffrage. Thus the socialists’ dilemma was acute:
on the one hand, despite their impressive growth, they were fixed in op-
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position, permanently on the outside; on the other hand, access to govern-
ment could only come from coalition, for an avowedly limited program,
by modifying or postponing the revolutionary goal.

The dilemma sharpened after 1905, when the political settlements of
the 1860s finally came apart. In response to the revolution in Russia and
to the strike waves and suffrage agitations elsewhere, the political temper-
ature went dramatically up, radicalizing the extremes of Left and Right and
sending reformers in search of possible realignments. The years 1905-13
became an important moment of fission. Often this strengthened the so-
cialist Left’s independence. At the continent’s two extremes, renewed social
polarization in Russia during 1912~13 confirmed the irrelevance of the
parliamentary arena, while in Britain the fracturing of Liberal unity over
Irish Home Rule, women’s suffrage, and syndicalism created clearer space
for the Labour Party’s parliamentary separation. In some cases—Scandi-
navia, the Habsburg lands, the Netherlands—Ilabor movements emerged
with added oppositional weight, rallying broad coalitions for the extension
of democracy. In Italy and Germany, on the other hand, socialists began
pulling themselves apart: the parliamentary PSI became overwhelmed by a
new maximalist militancy in the country; while at the SPD’ 1913 Jena
Congress for the first time it proved impossible to hold the conflicting view-
points over revolution versus reform together.

Above all, the radicalizations of 1905—13 destabilized the existing con-
stitutionalist frameworks. As the socialist labor movements built greater
popular momentum during the 1890s, they kept steadfastly to the given
parliamentarist rules—defending the progressive gains of the 1860s, cam-
paigning for suffrage reform and other measures of democracy, fighting for
civil freedoms, and strengthening trade unions under the law. But during
the pre-1914 decade, a new radical temper complicated the continuance of
this tradition. Larger-scale suffrage agitations, direct action, burgeoning
industrial militancy, extraparliamentary radicalisms, new forms of mass
action—all these transgressed the limits socialists had previously observed.
Not only the constitutional settlements of the 1860s, therefore, but also
socialist parliamentarianism started to break down.

Strong drives for democracy now arose independently of parliamentary
socialist parties altogether—most notably in the campaigns for women’s
suffrage. In Europe’s multinational empires, moreover, nationalists also dis-
puted socialist leadership in the struggle for democracy. In that setting,
some socialist movements, like the Finnish or Czech, or the Jewish Bund
in the Russian Empire, made the advocacy of national self-determination
their own, but more often nationalists closed ranks against the socialists,
denouncing them as “enemies of the Fatherland.” Moreover, once socialist
parties began debating political strategy in national terms, this divisiveness
opened inside their own ranks, ranging “social patriots” and reformists
against internationalists and revolutionaries.'® Of course, socialists had al-
ways faced this dilemma in the older national states of Europe, where own-
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ership of the nation was already exercised by dominant classes, sometimes
brutally. Socialists countered with their own ideas of the nation, drawing
on democratic patriotisms of 1789 and 1848, but in the Europe of nation-
states they could only do this from the outside, banging to be let in. In
those nations still seeking their own states, socialists often found it easier
to claim a place, joining the democracy of citizens’ rights to the nationalist
panacea of self-determination."

Equally dramatic, matching the suffrage movements of women and the
nationalist undermining of multinational empires, a new industrial rebel-
liousness swept across Europe. Often identified by their most self-conscious
syndicalist elements, new movements of industrial militancy stressing direct
action and the futility of parliamentary politics aggressively outstepped the
available social democratic frameworks of election campaigns and respon-
sible trade unionism. Rather than seeking to strengthen socialist influence
in parliaments to reform the system from within, these radicals opposed
the state per se, disputing its openness for capture. In Germany, early SPD
parliamentarians had seen the Reichstag instrumentally as the best available
platform, “speaking through the window” to the masses outside, and the
new militants now revived this idea, dismissing the parliamentary talking-
shop and celebrating the revolutionary potential of the mass strike. After
1905, and especially during 1910-13, Europe’s socialist parties faced a re-
vival of extraparliamentary revolutionary politics in this way.

Thus, on the eve of 1914, the European Left presented a split picture.
In many ways, socialist predictions were bearing fruit. The parties and
unions were stronger than ever before; socialist electoral strength was ris-
ing; unions slowly acquired legitimacy; socialist culture became ever more
elaborately organized; municipal socialism offered concrete utopias of local
reform. As unions built themselves into the institutional machinery of cap-
italist industry, socialist parliamentarians also asserted themselves, joining
legislative committees and trading their votes, amassing expertise, consult-
ing with government spokesmen, and constructively participating in the
status quo. To this extent, socialists were no longer on the outside. Large
parts of the party leaderships, from national executives down to local func-
tionaries, saw themselves as practical reformers by 1914, patiently awaiting
their rightful inheritance and tacitly shedding the revolutionary skin. The
logic here, coming to a head in various crises between 1900 and 1914,
country by country, was certainly toward integration.?

Yet this picture of gowing acceptance was hard to reconcile with the
pre-1914 explosions of radicalism. Europe’s parliamentary polities were
sliding into chaos—with, for example, 10 separate governing coalitions in
France between 1909 and 1914 and five Italian governments in only four
years. Amid such instability, labor unrest became all the more threatening.
Its scale was certainly immense. After the initial transition to mass unionism
around the turn of the century, the continental strike wave of 1904—7 began
a broadening of industrial militancy, which in 1910-13 was then aggres-
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sively continued. If we add the working-class mobilizations accompanying
the Russian Revolution and the end of the First World War, the years r91ro—
20 become the great age of European unionization, not to be matched until
after 1945. But this unruly expansion also outgrew the movement’s pa-
tiently cultivated framework of behavior. The pre-1914 cultures of social-
ism had coalesced around desires for respectability that forthrightly rejected
the aspects of the working class now bursting to the fore, especially the
rough and disorderly cultures of the poor, which the incorrigibly self-
improving social democrats always passionately disavowed. The turbulent
pre-1914 militancy left these cultures of respectability looking surprisingly
exposed.

By 1914 socialists may have been stronger than ever before in their
parliamentary and trade union arenas, but those arenas had themselves
grown increasingly insufficient. Whether among women, Irish and eastern
European nationalists, or industrial militants, huge mobilizations were
passing the Left’s existing politics by. Socialist parties had passionately pi-
oneered the cause of full-scale parliamentary democracy after the 1860s,
pushing patiently against liberalism’s confining limits. Without that advo-
cacy, democracy was a slender growth indeed. Yet, those parties neither
exhausted the full range of nineteenth-century socialist practice and belief,
as I have shown, nor encompassed the broader reservoir of popular dem-
ocratic experience. During 1910-13, this was becoming more painfully
clear. How Europe’s socialist parties would rise to this challenge the dra-
matic events of 1914—23 would soon reveal.
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WAR AND REVOLUTION,
1914—1923

IN MARCH 1921, a violent social crisis ex-
ploded in the Mansfeld-Halle region of central
Germany, when employers and government
moved to assert control over an exceptionally
militant working class, who had been armed
since the defeat of the right-wing Kapp Putsch
against the Republic a year before. Seeing this
as the opening of a revolutionary situation,
the Communist Party (KPD) called a general
strike, though without the national resources
to carry this off. As the action began, Max
Holz arrived by train from Berlin and pro-
ceeded to organize mineworkers into fighting
units, making an army two thousand strong.
While the strike movement rolled unevenly
along, this guerrilla band dominated the
Mansfeld mining district for the next week,
robbing banks, sacking government buildings,
ransacking stores, and dynamiting railway
lines, while fighting with security forces. The
general strike failed to take off with sufficient
force beyond Mansfeld, and by the end of
March the authorities had suppressed the in-
surgency, with some 35,000 arrests, including
that of Holz himself.!

Holz was a remarkable figure, a mixture
of Robin Hood, working-class hero, and rev-
olutionary brigand. Born in 1889 amid the
impoverished cottage industry of the Vogtland
region of Saxony, he was politicized by the
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First World War and the 1918 German Revolution. During the latter he
organized the unemployed in his home town of Falkenstein, quickly ac-
quiring a reputation for revolutionary intransigence and joining the KPD
in 1919. In March 1920, he shot to prominence during the Kapp Putsch
by organizing workers into a red army, whose regional exploits translated
the defense of the Republic into a revolutionary uprising—fighting the army
and liberating the prisons, attacking and burning public offices, robbing
and looting in order to feed the poor. As order was reimposed, Holz fled
across the Czech border and after a spell of internment returned secretly
to Germany via Vienna, attending political education classes in Berlin while
organizing his own “expropriations.” He was imprisoned for his role in
the 1921 March Action but was amnestied in 1928 and went to the Soviet
Union, where he died in 1934.2

This story says a great deal about the character of the revolutionary cir-
cumstances dominating much of Europe in the wake of the First World War.
Holz was a revolutionary freebooter and insurrectionary entrepreneur, with
little educated relationship to the Communists or any other Left organiza-
tion. Indeed, he was expelled by the KPD for his role in 1920 and while un-
derground moved closer to the ultraleft Communist Workers’ Party (KAPD),
which for a year after its foundation in April 1920 rivaled the KPD in popu-
lar support. Yet the real gap was neither between moderate socialists and
Communists nor between KPD and KAPD but between the Left’s national
party apparatuses in general and the turbulence of the grass roots, where the
main energy for revolutionary militancy was being produced. During 1919—
21, the passions and hopes of rank-and-file insurgents constantly outstripped
the capacity of existing Left organizations to represent them.

Holz was not a wholly exceptional figure. During 1920 Karl Plittner
(born 1893) also organized robberies of banks, post offices, and mines in
Thuringia, Saxony, and Brandenburg in the name of the revolution, rivaling
Holz in 1921 as the March Action’s leading insurgent commander. He
proposed converting the KAPD into an armed underground and when re-
buffed organized his own outfit. By mid-1921 he was in prison, where he
died in 1933. Herbert Kobitsch-Meyer (born 1900) was radicalized by the
Russian Revolution while interned as a sailor in Siberia, made his way back
to Germany, and joined the Communists. He made contact with the Plitt-
ner organization during the March Action and after a spell in Essen or-
ganized his own gang in Hamburg in 1924. By 1925 he was also in prison,
where he died five years later. Young men radicalized by the war, whose
training was the revolution itself, figures like these made insurgency into a
way of life, substitutiong summary acts of social justice, “expropriations,”
bombings, and armed struggle for public democratic process. They rejected
“parties” as such. “So away with professional leaders, with all organiza-
tions that can only work with leaders at the helm,” another of these mav-
ericks declaimed. “Away with centralism, the organizational principle of
the ruling class. Away with all central bodies.”?
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This German pattern dramatized the problem facing the Left in the new
postwar conjuncture. Traumatized by the First World War and inspired by
the Russian Revolution, Europe’s working classes produced the only in-
stance under capitalism of a pan-European revolutionary crisis in which
popular uprisings for socialism seemed to have a chance. As such, the years
1917-21 massively stand out in modern European history. The ambition
to challenge capitalism’s permanence by seizing power behind a revolution-
ary socialist program was at its strongest in Italy and Germany but certainly
moved the most radical sections of the national labor movements in other
parts of Europe too. By the early 1920s, these challenges had clearly failed.
Yet in the meantime, country by country, their presence and effects had
decisively shaped the future political force field.

During these years, insurrection wasn’t the sole option for socialists.
Pragmatists in the pre-1914 social democratic parties had clearsightedly
collaborated in their countries’ war efforts and hoped for big reformist
concessions in return. Indeed, this moderate socialist option chalked up
major democratic gains in 1918-19, from the franchise to extensive social
reforms and trade union recognition. At the same time, these gains neces-
sarily placed moderates at odds with the revolutionaries, who from 1919—
20 were being powerfully courted by newly established Communist parties,
enjoying all the prestige of their links with the successful Bolsheviks in
Russia. The ensuing confrontations—between moderate socialists, who in-
sisted on sticking to the parliamentary rules of electoral majorities and
coalition building, and revolutionaries who wanted to ignore them—
proved disastrous for the Left.

This embittering split between socialists and Communists displaced
some vital democratic priorities from the future agendas. A genuine politics
of women’s equality was one such casualty. Developing a constructive ap-
proach toward popular entertainment cultures was another. The split cer-
tainly undermined the Left’s abilities to shape the new forms of capitalist
stability that materialized during the mid-1920s. Equally serious, it pre-
empted any effective strategizing in response to the world economic crisis
after 1929. Most disastrously of all, it prevented a united response to the
rise of fascism.

The most complex questions facing the Left’s politics during this period
lay somewhere inside the polarity of insurrectionaries versus parliamentar-
ians. On the one hand, moderate socialists proved so cautious in their con-
ciliating of the old orders that the lasting import of their democratic
achievements became undone; on the other hand, the insurrectionaries cre-
ated so much anxiety in governing circles that the resulting repression pre-
empted any longer-term concessions through reform. But if moderate so-
cialism undermined itself and revolutionary socialism was unrealistic, what
intermediate supports for democracy might the Left have pursued? And
following from this: if socialist revolution was not on the agenda, then what
kind of Left politics would emerge when the postwar crisis was over?
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THE FIRST WORLD WAR dramatically
changed socialism’s place in the polity. From
being the enemy within, social democrats
throughout Europe joined the patriotic con-
sensus, upholding national security against
foreign aggression and keeping the domestic
truce while the war was on. As states pushed
their subject populations to unparalleled sac-
rifices, the resulting transformations of public
culture were extraordinary. This extended
wartime emergency stoked nationalist loyal-
ties to unprecedented intensity, easing the in-
tegration of labor movements into the patri-
otic consensus and making the “national
interest” into moderate socialism’s new hege-
monic frame. Remarkably, given the pre-1914
histories of intransigent exclusion, socialists
also entered governments for the first time.

During the same period the major revo-
lutionary upheaval centered on Russia pro-
foundly changed Europe’s political geogra-
phy. Initially, the Left’s enthusiasm for
events in Russia was entirely ecumenical, in-
spiring moderate socialists no less than an-
archists, syndicalists, and other radicals. But
sympathy for overthrowing tsarism, the epit-
ome of reactionary backwardness, was one
thing; supporting the Bolsheviks was quite
another. Welcoming Russia into the demo-
cratic camp in February 1917 became by
October something far more sinister: for the
first time, a revolutionary socialist party had
come violently to power. Renouncing the
Left’s traditional parliamentarism, Bolshe-
vism claimed the new class-based legitimacy
of the soviets instead. The ominous-sounding
“dictatorship of the proletariat” entered
public circulation.
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Few countries went untouched by popular insurgencies in 1917-18,
and shorter-lived revolutionary experiences in Germany, Austria, Hun-
gary, and Italy followed Russia’s example. In the east and on Europe’s
western periphery in Ireland, moreover, the twin motifs of “the national”
and “the revolutionary” powerfully coincided as “national revolutions”
transformed the wreckage of the Habsburg, Romanov, Ottoman, and
Hohenzollern multinational empires. The war in the west was “primarily
a struggle between states and armies for the redistribution of power,”
whereas in the east “the war released from state control crucial national,
class, and social antagonisms,” opening a veritable Pandora’s box of sub-
version.! The revolutionary turmoil following 1917 was decisive for the
future, not least by provoking counterrevolutionary opportunities for fas-
cism. More immediately, it split the European socialist movement: after
benefiting from long-term social democratic coalescence before 1914,
working-class movements were henceforth irreparably divided between so-
cialists and Communists.

With the possible exception of the 1860s, the war brought the single
most concentrated pan-European societal transformation since the French
Revolution. Quite apart from the appalling death toll, the Eastern Front’s
more mobile warfare shifted huge populations around the map. And the
war’s impact reached into every sphere of social life. It recast the relation-
ship between government and economy, bringing unforeseen centralization
to production, distribution, and consumption, promoting the expansion of
some sectors over others (arms and war-related production over consumer
goods), and spawning new triangular relations between state, capital, and
labor. This required as much political and ideological as economic mobi-
lization. The patriotic upswing of the war rested on a new form of the
social contract: in making their demands on popular loyalties, governments
encouraged expectations of postwar reform, and in popular perceptions
wartime sacrifices would certainly be rewarded by an expansion of citizen-
ship. This meant a huge change of consciousness. In the popular imagina-
tion, it was understood: at war’s end things would have to change.

THE CRISIS OF THE SECOND
INTERNATIONAL

The war ambushed Europe’s socialists. Ironically, it came at the peak of a
European peace campaign, as both the Tenth International Socialist Con-
gress and the Twenty-first Universal Peace Congress were scheduled to meet
in August-September 1914 in Vienna, precisely the storm center of the
diplomatic crisis that launched the war. Balkan tensions were certainly long
familiar, and hopes of containing Franz Ferdinand’s assassination at Sara-
jevo on 28 June also persisted, even after the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia
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on 23 July. Yet by the time the International Socialist Bureau (ISB) con-
vened on 29-30 July, war between Austria and Serbia was set.

The Bureau kept a brave face, moving the forthcoming Congress from
Vienna to Paris and appealing for international arbitration. As Hugo
Haase, cochairman of the SPD, said, antiwar protests by the Second Inter-
national might be ineffective, but at least “we can have the satisfaction of
having done our duty.”? But within a day Russian general mobilization had
destroyed prospects of confining the war to the Balkans. By 1 August the
parameters had completely changed. The International was powerless to
stop the war. Even the socialists’ more prosaic fallback option, coordinat-
ing country-by-country parliamentary opposition to war credits, proved a
forlorn hope.?

Recognizing the International’s powerlessness, socialists rapidly moved
into actively supporting the war. On 4 August, German and French So-
cialists voted their government’s war credits, the former after an agonized
debate. Socialists in Belgium, Britain, Austria, and Hungary adopted “na-
tional defensism,” as did the socialist parties in neutral Switzerland, Hol-
land, Sweden, and Denmark. Dissident minorities barely dented the shield
of patriotic resignation. In the belligerent countries, only the Serb and Rus-
sian Lefts diverged from the pattern—the two Social Democrats in the Ser-
bian legislature condemned both the Austrian ultimatum and their own
government’s nationalism, while in the Russian Duma Bolsheviks and Men-
sheviks joined Alexander Kerensky’s Labor Party in opposing the war.
Among the neutrals, both the Italian Socialists and the “Narrow” faction
of the Bulgarian Social Democrats condemned the war in 1914, keeping
this stance even after their governments entered the conflict in 1915. But
despite these exceptions, for all practical purposes the old internationalism
was buried.

In the climax of the July Crisis, the Left’s eyes had turned to Berlin, for
the SPD was the International’s senior party, the defender of its stated
traditions. Initially, the party executive had called mass rallies for peace,
reaching their climax on 28—30 July, just as Austria-Hungary declared war
on Serbia. This was a big show of strength—with 30,000 demonstrators
in Berlin, 35,000 in Dresden, 50,000 in Leipzig, 20,000 in Disseldorf and
Hanover, 10,000 in Bremen, Cologne, and Mannheim, and so forth. But
the meetings were indoors, with no unfolding campaign of open-air rallies
and street demonstrations. There was certainly no thought of a general
strike. The SPD avoided directly contesting the public mood of ebullient
chauvinism, and this made it easier to demobilize the membership when
“peace” turned to “national defense.” Vorwirts already sounded that note
on 30 July, and on 2—3 August the Free Trade Unions and SPD Reichstag
group made it official. On 4 August 1914, the party voted unanimously in
the Reichstag for the German government’s war credits.*

Motivations varied. Resignation played a big part, reflecting exagger-
ated fears of the Prusso-German state’s repressive powers. The leadership

CRISIS AND RECONSTRUCTION OF THE LEFT 125



refused to risk the organization’s accomplishments in all-or-nothing show-
downs and dismissed the efficacy of revolutionary actions. Besides, French
labor would not reciprocate a German general strike, they thought, a skep-
ticism confirmed by the assassination of Jaurés, internationalism’s most pas-
sionate French defender. With mounting evidence of popular war enthu-
siasm, SPD leaders doubted even their own militants’ response to an
antiwar call. The government’s casting of the conflict as a war against tsar-
ist aggression was the coup de grace. Given the historic connotations of
tsarist reaction and Slavic backwardness for the German Left, this gave the
SPD positive arguments for joining the patriotic bloc. Of course, this kind
of “progressive” justification worked for the French too, allowing them to
vilify the Germans. As Haase told a French comrade over lunch in Brussels:
“If France alone were involved our attitude would be simple. But there are
the Russians. What the Prussian boot means to you the Russian knout
means to us.”’

Beneath the duress lurked ulterior agendas. Most SPD leaders evinced
a hardheaded but class-conscious pragmatism, infused with nationalism.
They expected a reformist breakthrough once labor had shown its loyalty.
As one leading SPD reformist, Eduard David, told the government, “the
hundreds of thousands of convinced Social Democrats who are giving their
all for the war effort expected some acknowledgement of their own wishes
in return.”® This meant the long-demanded introduction of universal suf-
frage in Prussia, plus a package of social reform. For the unions, it meant
legally sanctioned collective bargaining and full involvement in running the
economy. In short, the wartime emergency promised the lasting basis of
the labor movement’s acceptance into the nation.

“Purely” nationalist motives were inseparable from this reformist cal-
culation. Deserting the fatherland in its hour of danger was a stigma the
SPD refused to bear, not least when the aggressor seemed the standard-
bearer of European reaction. The summons to national unity was the
chance to come in from the cold. For Ludwig Frank, one of the movement’s
reformist stars, who volunteered in 1914 and died on the Western Front in
the first German offensive, this took particularly dramatic form. As he
wrote from the front: “Instead of a general strike we are waging a war for
the Prussian suffrage.” Or, in another of his phrases: “We are defending
the fatherland in order to conquer it!””

The case for renouncing revolutionary internationalism in favor of
German-bound democratic reform was not new, but wartime allowed such
thinking to bloom. Reformists spoke more confidently of converting social
democracy into “national democracy,” of achieving a “parliamentary dem-
ocratic form of government headed by the monarchy.”® The most forthright
advocates had opened contacts with the government in 1914: Eduard Da-
vid, Albert Siidekum, and Max Cohen-Reuss. With backing from the SPD
Executive and Karl Legien, chairman of the Free Trade Unions, they quickly
set the tone in parliament and the SPD’s public statements. Party discipline
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was tightened, and left-wing strongholds, like the board of Vorwirts, were
eventually purged. The logic became clearer as the war wore on. This SPD
right adjusted with remarkable ease to Germany’s violation of Belgian neu-
trality and the invasion of France, tacitly abandoning the formula of an
antitsarist defensive war. By August 1915, they were opposing the party’s
initial line of peace without annexations. The SPD adopted a war aims
statement, drafted by David, which was indistinguishable from more mod-
erate expansionist programs in the nonsocialist camp.

THE LEFT REGROUPS

Socialists elsewhere matched the Germans in patriotism.” In Britain and
France, the consensus absorbed them more deeply: Jules Guesde and Mar-
cel Sembat joined the French government on 28 August 1914; six months
later three members of the British Labour Party accepted office. Socialists
on all sides produced high-sounding justifications. Austrians and Hungar-
ians were defending European culture against eastern despotism; Germans
were doing the same, while freeing oppressed peoples from tsarist tyranny;
the British and French were defending democracy against the Prussian jack-
boot. The Jacobin heritage of revolutionary war was adapted for nationalist
purposes in France, as was the democratic anathema of tsarism in Ger-
many. In contrast, the Italian Socialists’ antiwar stance becomes all the
more impressive, despite the PSI’s practical passivity after Italian interven-
tion in May 1915. In Russia, a politically reactionary tsarism made it easier
for the Left to hold out against the war, whereas Italian Socialists faced
similar pressures to their German, French, or British counterparts.

Embracing patriotism came more easily in Britain and France, where
longer traditions of parliamentary or republican government allowed the
war to be packaged as a defense of democracy against militarism. But for
the SPD in Germany, “national defensism” became a route to the same
parliamentary ideals. Heavily trade-unionized in its wartime politics, the
SPD advanced confidently toward a reformist future, contemptuously dis-
missing its left-wing critics, while keeping a nervous eye on popular dis-
content. Across Europe, the Left were simply disarmed by patriotism’s ap-
parent universality in 1914. “The workers were swept by an irresistible
wave of nationalism,” Albert Merrheim later claimed, “and would not have
left it to the police to shoot us. They would have shot us themselves.” But
there was also a sense of historic opportunity, which called on the Left to
act. In the words of Leon Jouhaux, the CGT secretary-general: “We must
give up the policy of fist-shaking in order to adopt one of being present in
the affairs of the nation. . . . We want to be everywhere where the workers’
interests are being discussed.”'®

By the autumn of 1914, right-wing socialists were digging themselves
into the new nationalist positions. At their Vienna meeting in April 1915
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the socialist parties of the Central Powers might speak the rhetoric of na-
tional independence and anti-Russian defense, but the German army’s
march through Belgium had placed the SPD at an acute moral disadvan-
tage, accused by their former comrades in France, Belgium, and Britain of
endorsing their government’s military aggression. In London on 14 Feb-
ruary 1915, all three of the latter parties, plus Socialist Revolutionaries
from Russia (neither Bolsheviks nor Mensheviks were invited), waxed el-
oquent in these denunciations: the war against Germany was a war for
democracy, and Germany defeated was democracy saved.

Socialists in the neutral countries attempted mediation. Several initia-
tives were rapidly hatched—from the United States, Sweden, the Nether-
lands, Italy, and Switzerland—Dbut to no avail. The efforts at reforging so-
cialist unity caught hold only later with two external events: Woodrow
Wilson’s peace initiative, begun in December 1916, and the Russian Rev-
olution of February 1917. Feverish activity ensued, as the SPD, western
socialists, and the neutral socialist leaders each maneuvered for influence
with socialist groupings in Russia. The Dutch, led by Pieter Troelstra, fi-
nally bypassed the recalcitrant Belgians and on 15 April 1917 called an
international conference in Stockholm under their own name, forming a
Dutch-Scandinavian organizing committee on 10 May. All ISB affiliates
were invited to attend, including minority factions produced by the war.
But whether the Allied socialists would sit down with the Germans re-
mained the crucial question.!!

Over the same period in Switzerland, an avowedly oppositional, largely
unofficial movement sought to recapture national parties from the “social
patriots” and reformists. By the spring of 1915, there were indeed signs of
a left-wing revival. In Germany, a third of the SPD’s parliamentary group
now opposed the war credits. Radicals formed the Group International,
while moderates ventured into public criticism of the leadership.'> On May
Day in France the Metalworkers’ newspaper opposed the war. Meanwhile,
international conferences of women and then youth met in Bern, while the
Swiss left-socialist journalist Robert Grimm fanned the flames, helped by
the Italian party and Russian and Polish exiles. International conferences
in the villages of Zimmerwald (September 1915) and Kienthal (April 1916)
near Bern were the result.

Zimmerwald was a vital forum of the emergent left, giving rise to the
International Socialist Commission (ISC). Psychologically, after the debacle
of 1914, its significance was immense, although under wartime conditions
it was less clear what could be done. Lenin’s answer, at one Zimmerwald
extreme, was to demand a new International. But this was a distinctly
minority viewpoint, confined to the notoriously fractious Bolsheviks and a
few others. The rest, notably the French and Germans, balked at breaking
the civil truce. Most delegates couldn’t write off their old allegiances. Only
a campaign for peace, rather than new revolutionary slogans, they argued,
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would overcome the workers’ demoralization. The main consensus was an
amorphous commitment to peace in a revived Second International.'?

By Kienthal, things had radicalized. The main resolution now attacked
the reformist leaderships of the belligerent parties and the passivity of ISB.
Originally, it also proposed sanctions: first, the ISB executive should be
rebuilt from the nonbelligerent parties; then affiliated parties should expel
socialists still holding government office, refuse the war credits, and break
the civil truce. This marked a clear leftward shift. Only the French delegates
applied a brake, opposing the submitted resolution at every point, while
Pavel Aksel’rod, the Menshevik, acted the incorrigible conciliator. Real in-
transigence came from Lenin’s Bolsheviks, who denounced all cooperation
with ISB. They couldn’t carry the majority, which still shied from a break.
But the core of the Zimmerwald Left had grown from 8 to 12, with fluc-
tuating support on particular issues.'*

What was the Zimmerwald constellation? Most obvious was the prom-
inence of the Russian and east European periphery, which provided the
strongest cluster of national parties officially joining Zimmerwald. These
included the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions of the Russian Social Dem-
ocrats, the Latvian party, the Bund, the Social Revolutionaries, the SDKPiL,
and the Serb, Romanian, and Bulgarian (Narrow) Social Democrats. The
roster was completed by the PPS-Left, the Polish strand of SPD opposition
(Rosa Luxemburg, Leo Jogiches, Karl Radek), and the Parisian Golos/Na-
she Slovo group influential in French antiwar circles. The groundwork was
laid by Christian Rakovsky, the Romanian delegate and future Bolshevik,
who solidified contacts in Milan, Paris, and Switzerland before uniting the
Romanian, Bulgarian, Greek, and Serbian parties into the Revolutionary
Balkan Social Democratic Federation, the first internationalist regroupment
of the war. Finally, the southern periphery was also key. The Portuguese
Socialists affiliated, sending Edmondo Peluso to Kienthal. But the Italian
Socialists were the decisive organizational support and the largest western
European party to join.

The Swiss Social Democrats were the other major affiliate: though the
leadership disavowed Grimm in October 1915, party Congress vindicated
him overwhelmingly next month, accepted the Zimmerwald Manifesto, and
joined ISC."s Otherwise, ISC attracted small oppositional groups in the
west: the Tribune Group in Holland; the Social Democratic Youth League
in Sweden; the International Socialists of Germany, formed by Julius Bor-
chardt after Zimmerwald, plus the more circumspect Group International;
the Committee of International Action formed by French Zimmerwaldians
in November 191 5; and the British Socialist Party (BSP) and ILP in Britain.

Broader Zimmerwald sympathies were crystallizing in Germany and
France. In 19715, the SPD’ antiwar opposition reached from the radical
Group International to moderates around Haase, Kautsky, and Bernstein,
with local pockets in Berlin, Bremen, Stuttgart, and Dresden. Then the SPD
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majority pushed things to a split: Liebknecht was expelled from the parlia-
mentary group by 60 to 25 votes, whereupon a second radical, Otto Riihle
of Dresden, resigned in solidarity. Joined by 18 deputies expelled for voting
against the emergency budget, they formed the Social Democratic Working
Group inside the existing party. Throughout 1916, left-wing resolutions
also advanced in the French SFIO.

How far was there a coherent antiwar position between the extremes
of right-wing social democracy and Lenin’s revolutionary demand for a
split? Did antiwar grievances imply politics that were revolutionary rather
than simply “pacifist”? Did opposing the war entail anticapitalist intent?
Certainly, linking peace abstractly to the victory of socialism no longer
satisfied the Bolsheviks, who wanted a clean break with the Second Inter-
national. But they rallied only 8 of the 38 Zimmerwald delegates and 12
of the 39 at Kienthal, and the broader left still shied from a break.'* Yet
the main thrust at Zimmerwald was peace, to get the Left moving again;
by Kienthal, Lenin’s drive for clarity was enlisting the avowed revolution-
aries. During 1916, this galvanized the bigger delegations—the Italians,
Poles, non-Bolshevik Russians, somewhat the French, and the Spartacists
(as Group International became known), the Bremen Left, and Interna-
tional Socialists in Germany. Next, the broader Franco-German parliamen-
tary lefts needed moving too.

These alignments prefigured the revolutionary years 1917-21. The
broader antiwar Left often reverted to social democracy during the 1920s
Communist-Socialist split. This applied to the Swiss Zimmerwaldians, some
of the French, most leading Italians, and most German oppositionists. On
the other hand, younger Zimmerwaldians born in the 188os helped launch
the same countries’ Communist parties and figured prominently in the
Comintern. Polish Zimmerwaldians formed the nucleus of the interwar Po-
lish Communist Party, and continuity from Group International to the
German Communist Party was especially strong. Above all, Bolshevik lead-
ership remade itself via Zimmerwald. The future Central Committee of the
1917 Bolshevik Party and leading personalities of the Soviet state descended
from the internationalists of 1914—17. Originally heterogeneous, their out-
looks were sharpened into focus by Lenin’s relentless revolutionary line.

Finally, what was missing from Zimmerwald? First, no big western or
central European party was officially present, including the prewar north-
central European social democratic core: British Labour, SFIO, the Belgian
and Dutch parties, the Scandinavian parties (partly excepting the Norwe-
gian), and German, Austrian, Czech, and Hungarian Social Democrats;
only their sectarian rivals and vocal minorities joined the ISC. Second, the
tsarist empire’s non-Russian nationalities were unrepresented. Latvian and
Polish Zimmerwaldians explicitly rejected national self-determination, and
the Jewish Bund sent no delegates for exactly that reason. None of the
national revolutions of 1917-21 in ex-tsarist lands—Finland, Ukraine,
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Georgia—ruffled Zimmerwald’s surface; nor did those of ex-Habsburg east-
central Europe in 1918-19." Third, aside from three American affiliates
and the International Socialist League of South Africa, the extra-European
world was entirely missing. This contrasted markedly with the global in-
terest aroused by the Russian Revolution and the Third International.

THE RADICALIZATION OF LABOR

Beyond Zimmerwald was a slowly emerging grassroots resentment against
the war’s privations.'® Of course, popular politics were severely constricted
by wartime conditions. Not only were civil liberties curtailed by emergency
regulations but the public climates of civil truce directly attacked dissent.
Constraints were as much ideological as police-repressive. An enormous
commitment—either moral courage or bravado—was needed to come out
publicly against the war. Indeed, many local labor movement institutions
responded to the war by positively mobilizing social solidarity. This was
especially marked in France, where socialists organized massive social pro-
vision for soldiers’ families and others in need during 1914-15, offering
communal meals and other supports.'”” Even when discontent emerged, the
civil truce perpetuated a particular language, taking the idealized patriotic
consensus for its common ground.

As the war dragged on, the Left found this a weakness and a strength.
Appeals to patriotic community created potential openings for left-wing
agitation as well as initially silencing it. In the Right’s calculation, war was
certainly intended to banish opposition. As Wilhelm II famously declared
on 4 August 1914: “I know no more parties; I know only Germans.”?° But
this could easily backfire. Patriotic consensus bent not only to the insistent
pressure of trade union pragmatists for a reformist payoff but also to pop-
ular ideals of social justice. Placing themselves inside the consensus freed
working-class advocates to demand a more equitable distribution of the
war’s burdens, often via militant direct action, secure in the moral justifi-
cations that government appeals to common sacrifice delivered. War en-
thusiasm gave the Left vital leverage once hardships started to pinch, be-
cause grievances could employ the very language that official patriotism
approved. Class inequities aggravated by the scarceties of the war economy
were an obvious ground for populist complaint.

Within a year, working-class hardships tugged on the rhetoric of patri-
otic sacrifice—as shown by, for example, the food protests in Berlin in the
spring of 1915 or the Clydeside rent strikes of May—November 1915. Civil
truce couldn’t stifle class combativity in the economic sphere. As war con-
tinued, the egalitarianism in socialist editorials was matched by broadening
working-class resentments of food shortages and the black market, declin-
ing real wages and worsening conditions at work, the militarization of the
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economy and escalating carnage at the front.! The gap between govern-
ment exhortations to common sacrifice and most people’s experiences of
inequality fueled discontent.

In Germany, the watershed was the summer of 1916. Food shortages
brought demonstrations in Diisseldorf, Frankfurt, Kiel, and Hamburg, with
extensive rioting elsewhere, especially violent in Leipzig, Worms, Offen-
bach, Hamborn, and Hamburg. This coincided with the Battle of the
Somme and the worst casualties of the war. Antiwar demonstrations by
SPD leftists occurred in Dresden, Stuttgart, Braunschweig, and Bremen. At
the center were partially spontaneous actions supporting Karl Liebknecht,
sentenced to penal servitude in June 1916 for opposing the war. Some 60
percent of workers in 65 Berlin factories (55,000 workers) responded to
the strike call of shop stewards in the metalworkers’ union, with similar
actions in Braunschweig and Bremen.

Behind this activity lay the restructuring of the working class in the war
economy. Enormous numbers of men were in the army, which more than
doubled in Germany from 5 to 11 million during the war. This not only
depressed the industrial workforce but also required massive recruitment
of women and youth into previously male industries. By 1918, women
workers had risen from 22 to 34 percent of the total. In two years, female
labor in German metalworking rose from 7 to 23 percent of the total and
in electricals from 24 to 55 percent. In France, a quarter of the war industry
workforce was female by 1918, and in the Paris metal industries it was a
third. In German mining, iron, steel, metalworking, and chemicals there
were six times more women in 1918 than 1913. A similar increase occurred
in France, and in Britain the number of women in metals and chemicals
grew from 212,000 to 947,000 by November 1918.22

Economic mobilization involved comprehensive retooling of the econ-
omy. Industries disconnected from the war necessarily suffered. Labor
shifted into branches producing directly for the war, whose workforce in-
creased by 44 percent in Germany 1914-18, with “peace” and “mixed”
industries declining by 40 and 21 percent, respectively.?* In tracking labor
radicalism, historians have focused on the big conglomerations of war pro-
duction, such as the German metal and engineering centers of Berlin, the
Ruhr, and Stuttgart; the chemicals plants of Leverkusen, Ludwigshafen, and
Merseburg; comparable munitions complexes of Vienna, Budapest, Pilsen,
and Turin; and the equivalent centers of Britain and France. But in smaller
centers of industrial conversion the impact was hardly less intense.

Recruitment for war also involved huge migrations. In Italy, Turin’s
population grew by one-fourth during 1911-18, doubling its wage-earners
from 79,000 to 185,000 (or a third of total population).?* Other economies
couldn’t meet their labor needs from the countryside: Britain’s alternative
source was women, Germany’s, conscripted foreigners.?s It was the inter-
action of these newcomers with the labor movement’s existing traditions
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that proved explosive. In the most radical centers, an unruly influx of fe-
male, young, and unskilled or semiskilled new recruits proved ready “to
follow the lead of the highly paid, exempted skilled workers who capital-
ized upon both their indispensability and their self-conceived role as the
vanguard of the working class.”?¢ Such “war” workers might be relatively
protected against conscription and less badly hit by eroding standards of
living. But “dilution” by hastily trained new labor threatened the work
hierarchies, wage differentials, and craft traditions of the skilled men, the
backbone of prewar unions and socialist parties.

In this sense, the war transformed the labor movement’s relationship to
the overall working class, which was being drastically recomposed. By
1917, 64 percent of German trade unionists were at the front, and SPD
membership had plummeted from over a million to only 243,000. Not
surprisingly, socialism’s most stalwart supporters—nonconscripted skilled
men in metalworking—started resenting the civil truce and its effects. Yet
they found themselves surrounded by workmates—female, young, un-
trained—who were the opposite of the stereotypically class conscious. This
changing sociology of labor was key for the snowballing grassroots mili-
tancy of 1917-18. Neither previously unorganized “new” labor nor polit-
ically experienced “old” labor could be contained. Where one lacked the
formative loyalties of the movement’s pre-1914 traditions, the other felt
those traditions damaged by the war economy’s needs.

By opening unprecedented access to decision-making in state and in-
dustry, the centrally regulated war economy brought genuine gains for
union and socialist party leaders. Right-wing socialists expected to parlay
their patriotism into reforms by astutely managing organized labor’s new-
found influence. But shopfloor workers mainly experienced these institu-
tional gains as hardships. Beyond the war’s human misery of killing, maim-
ing, and separation and the horrible effects of a long war on living
standards, official labor’s influence was bought at the expense of the
worker’s shop-floor needs. If regulating the war economy was perceived as
a form of “socialism” by right-wing socialists and union bureaucrats, for
the ordinary worker it meant speedups, suspension of factory regulations,
lower safety standards, the freezing of basic union rights, and general loss
of control.

Thus the socialists’ integration into government was matched by rank-
and-file alienation. In Britain, for example, national control of the labor
supply was achieved via the Treasury Agreement of government and unions
in March 1915, greatly toughened by conscription via the Military Service
Acts of January-July 1916. For overriding established labor rights and
practices in this way, labor leaders certainly secured something in return:
a system of military exemption for skilled workers; a framework of indus-
trial conciliation, including the Ministry of Labour, Industrial Unrest Com-
missions, and the Whitley Committee on Industrial Councils; and postwar
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promises of social reform. When the Lloyd George Coalition was formed
in December 1916, Labour’s entry to the Cabinet and the creation of the
Ministry of Labour were essential to this political realignment.?”

This dovetailed with the official labor movement’s own reformist hopes,
articulated in Britain via the War Emergency Workers’ National Commit-
tee.? Elsewhere in Europe, the state’s regulatory actions were more au-
thoritarian, involving rapid militarization of the labor force and tighter
controls. This was notably so in Italy, where Central and Regional Com-
mittees of Industrial Mobilization administered a draconian system of mil-
itary discipline in all firms linked to the war effort, subordinating workers
to given terms of employment on pain of dismissal, military prison, or
dispatch to the front. In the war’s last 1o months, 19,018 workers were
sentenced to hard labor and another 9,522 to ordinary prison for aban-
doning their jobs or other infractions, representing some 10 percent of all
“military” or “exempted” workers in designated “auxiliary” industries.?

So the gains enjoyed by labor’s leaderships could be hard for ordinary
workers to see. Unions were represented on the Italian Committees of In-
dustrial Mobilization, became heavily involved in arbitration, and acquired
the de facto legitimation the British unions gained from managing conscrip-
tion. But while the Metalworkers’ Union (FIOM) and its secretary, Bruno
Buozzi, might feel well pleased, they were resented among metalworkers,
including the FIOM’s own members, who grew from 11,000 to 47,000
during the war. Italian rank-and-file militants turned increasingly against
the Mobilization system, organizing via their own Internal Commissions.
Here, the promise of labor’s integration started generating its opposite—a
combative movement of class hostility, stressing the incompatibility of la-
bor’s interests with capital. The British version of the Internal Commissions
was the shop stewards’ movement, spreading from Clydeside in 1915-16
to Sheffield and other centers of munitions. In the words of the Clyde
Workers’ Committee: “We will support the officials just so long as they
rightly represent the workers, but we will act independently immediately if
they misrepresent them.”3°

After two years of war, this created big tensions in all national labor
movements. The German Patriotic Auxiliary Service Law (December 1916)
encapsulated the contradiction. On one side, it was a striking success for
the trade union and SPD right. Though aimed originally at full-scale mili-
tarizing of labor to channel workers into industries needing them most, the
measure was partially stolen by Karl Legien and his fellow socialists as it
passed through the Reichstag. It created arbitration boards with union rep-
resentation, extending potentially to general questions of wages and work-
ing conditions. For Legien, this was a decisive gain of union recognition,
wrested from government over employers’ bitter opposition. It stopped the
drainage of union membership. For the SPD right, it was a key fruit of the
new collaborative course. Yet the Law deepened unions’ complicity in po-
licing their own members. If in practice the job-changing of skilled metal-
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workers was little reduced, the Law scarcely allayed their grievances. In the
depths of the war’s worst winter, the leadership’s latest patriotic act only
widened the gap between the movement’s official policies and its rank-and-
file desires.*!

THE BROADENING OF DISCONTENT

By late 1916, a conjunction of factors brought radicalization on a European
scale. The cruel hardships of the war, the return of rank-and-file industrial
militancy, the regroupment of the revolutionary left at Zimmerwald, and
the growth of antiwar politics in the socialist mainstream all brought the
patriotic consensuses of 1914 under strain. The dominant grouping still
comprised the reformist majorities of most prewar socialist parties, whose
leaderships opted for national defense in August 1914. These included not
only the parties of the main combatants, with the ambiguous exception of
imperial Russia, but also the northern neutrals in Netherlands, Denmark,
and Sweden. Exceptions were the parties in Italy, Switzerland, the Balkans,
and the territories of the Russian empire, but even there opposing the war
didn’t prevent strong reformist currents from emerging.

As war dragged on, it grew harder to keep the broadest patriotic con-
sensus together. Opposition grew in the French and German movements
during 1916, with an evenly balanced executive at the SFIO’s December
Congress and the forming of the SPD opposition in March. By early 1917,
this had gone further. While none of the German opposition wanted to
break with the larger movement and their own past, the SPD leadership
left them no choice. The party executive moved against the Left’s strong-
holds and seized control of its newspapers. When the opposition tried to
defend themselves against further reprisals, the executive moved for expul-
sion. A separate party became the only choice, and on 6-8 April 1917 the
Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD) was launched.

For the USPD’s leaders, the split had more moral than clearly thought-
out political grounds. They were moved by distaste for the SPD’s collabo-
ration in a war of aggression that was increasingly oppressive for the mass
of workers, which compromised the movement’s proudest traditions. But
it was unclear where the USPD differed from the parent party. By invoking
the movement’s revolutionary traditions, its leaders implied a mixture of
extraparliamentary agitation and parliamentary obstruction and not the
full-scale revolutionary politics advocated by Lenin. They were reaffirming
the old rather than proclaiming the new; they were the SPD’s troubled
conscience, calling from a previous era. Like the broad-left oppositions
elsewhere—in France, or the national rank-and-file convention called by
the British antiwar Left in Leeds in June 1917, or the Italian “maximalism”
around Giacinto Serrati—the USPD lacked either a coherent vision or a
solid popular organization.
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On the extreme left, Zimmerwald’s explicitly revolutionary affiliates had
more coherent goals but with scarcely more popular backing. To be sure,
the small numbers of German Spartacists or the Italian Intransigent Rev-
olutionary Faction could be deceptive, because under wartime conditions
the determined vanguardism of a few agitators went a long way.3? But none
of these groups damaged the hold of social democratic traditions on polit-
ically conscious workers. The Bremen Left’s neosyndicalist orientation to-
ward the shopfloor was more of a break, forming the basis for the shadowy
International Socialists of Germany. In Italy, syndicalist traditions con-
verged with the future council communist movement in Turin around the
journal Ordine nuovo, launched on May Day 1919. But the resonance of
such groups was limited. Broadly based popular opposition to the labor
movement’s reformist leaderships was preempted by the wartime restriction
of politics, which strengthened tendencies to sectarian fragmentation.

However, movements of the rank and file were beyond any of these
groupings. One barometer was the number of strikes. In Britain, this never
dipped as low as on the Continent with the start of the war: in 1915-16,
total strikes dropped from 672 to 532 (and from 4or1,000 strikers to
235,000) but at a level still higher than both the peacetime years 1902-10
and the continental strike rate of the war; and in 1917-18 disputes recov-
ered the immediate prewar levels, from 730 to 1,165 strikes and 575,000
to 923,000 strikers, respectively. Elsewhere in Europe, the decline and re-
sumption of militancy were more dramatic. From the low points of 1914—
15, French strikes increased from 314 and 41,000 strikers in 1916 to 696
and 294,000 in 1917, at a level comparable to pre-1914 but with more
strikers involved in fewer disputes. The pattern was clearest in Germany,
where the abrupt suspension of industrial conflict in August 1914 was fol-
lowed by a gradual resumption in 1915-16 and a major escalation in the
next two years.>?

The German case showed disputes changing markedly in character: they
became more concentrated and more political, mirroring the wartime con-
centration of the munitions industry, the interlocking of state and industry
in the war economy, the growth of popular antiwar feelings, and the crucial
absence in wartime of opportunities for political expression. The typical
prewar pattern was the localized strike in small and medium-sized firms,
dictated by union weakness in the more concentrated sectors of heavy in-
dustry, machine-building, chemicals, and electrical engineering. But these
were now precisely the expanded sectors of war production manifesting the
returning militancy. Wartime conditions also dissolved the boundary be-
tween economic and political actions so carefully preserved by the prewar
labor movement: in one munitions strike at the Knorr-Bremse works in
Berlin-Lichterfelde in April 1917, a mass meeting of 1,050 strikers (some
60 percent of the workforce) listed eminently political demands, including
the freeing of Liebknecht and other political prisoners, the removing of
restrictions on association and other freedoms, an adequate system of ra-
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tioning, the lifting of the state of siege, and an end to the war without
reparations and annexations.>

April-September 1917 saw a rupture in Europe’s popular political cli-
mate. Without exception, patriotic consensus dissolved. In Britain and
France, labor unrest was matched by mutinies in the army.?* Equally seri-
ous, the relentless accumulating of food protests and women’s direct actions
in Germany made social disorder a daily occurrence, fatally corroding pop-
ular belief in the effectiveness of the German state. Since 1914-15, women
had protested publicly against shortages, inequalities of distribution, and
official corruption, eliciting remarkable responsiveness from government
“in a cycle of protest and appeasement that officials could not escape.”3¢
And by the summer of 1917, popular patience was exhausted, as the im-
perial state’s centralized machinery failed to surmount the effects of short-
ages, inefficiency, and the Allied blockade. Women’s food actions now fused
with industrial militancy—itself borne increasingly by women—to chal-
lenge public authority.

These everyday struggles over food and distribution of the war’s mate-
rial burdens, with their practical logic of negotiation and empowerment,
gave decisive impetus to popular opposition. While the German govern-
ment trumpeted patriotic solidarity via egalitarian rhetorics of sacrifice,
participation, and community, actual inequalities stoked an angry new pol-
itics centered around the female citizen-consumer. When the “food dicta-
torship” failed to handle the hardships of the disastrous “turnip winter”
of 1916-17, government credibility was profoundly shaken. The failure of
Georg Michaelis, first as provisioning commissar in February 1917 and
then as chancellor from July to November, signaled “the end of trust in
the competence, good faith, and legitimacy” of the state. In Berlin, the gulf
between government and people widened: “In so far as civil society re-
mained intact, it was outside any relationship or obligation to the state,
except an inimical one. The state no longer had any right to call upon
[Berlin’s] residents for anything.”3”

A similar crisis of the state exploded in Italy, where Socialists were jolted
from antiwar passivity on 21-28 August by a popular uprising in Turin,
provoked by a breakdown of bread supplies. The city’s working class con-
fronted the state’s armed power, throwing up barricades before being
beaten into defeat. Generated from below, this rising immediately galva-
nized local and national PSI radicals, while the attendant repression dram-
atized divisions between reformists and radicals in the movement.’® As in
Berlin, food protests led by women drove radicalization along, converging
with industrial militancy that was likewise borne by women. Female work-
ers were recruited in Italy in ever-growing numbers from late 1916; they
composed a majority of strikers the following year and 21.9 percent of
Italy’s workforce by 1918. Direct actions were massed and violent: “shops
were looted, tramlines torn up and the trams burnt. .. barricades con-
structed, telephone and telegraph wires cut, and town halls attacked.”
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Proximate causes were “lack of bread . ..low wages . .. cost of living . . .
departure of soldiers . .. [and] punishment of workers.” But actions were
“always against the war and for peace.”?’

Mass actions also hit Austria, rolling through a series of strikes—in
Donawitz at the end of March 1917, on the railways in late April, in Vi-
enna’s industrial quarters in May, and in St. Polten, Fohnsdorf, Knittelfeld,
and Graz during June-July. The same synergy recurred: food actions and
strikes; collapse of belief in government; angry disavowals of Socialist and
union officials. In Germany, massive protests exploded in the spring: a
metalworkers’ strike on 16-23 April, mainly in Berlin (some three hundred
thousand workers in some three hundred plants) and Leipzig (30,000 work-
ers) but with further outbreaks in Braunschweig, Dresden, Halle, Hanover,
Magdeburg, and elsewhere. Reduced bread rations precipitated broader po-
litical demands, sharpened into an antigovernment challenge by the nascent
shop stewards’ movement and the freshly founded USPD. Actions contin-
ued into the summer. In the Miinster military district covering the Ruhr,
authorities reported 22 separate disputes between 22 June and 5 July, from
a three-day strike of miners at Westhausen near Dortmund to a large-scale
walkout of 3,500 at Diisseldorf Rbeinmetall.*

While owing much to left-wing activists, this popular anger crystallized
its own organization. The Clyde Workers’ Committee of 1915 and national
shop stewards’ movement presaged this in Britain, followed by Berlin and
Leipzig metalworkers’ actions in April 1917. But huge central European
munitions strikes in January 1918 gave the real push. A million workers
in Vienna and Lower Austria, Upper Austria, Styria, and Budapest struck
for general economic and political demands against the war (14—22 Janu-
ary), followed by week-long nationwide actions in Germany (28 January),
with half a million workers in Berlin and perhaps 4 million overall. This
was not only the largest mass protest of the war; it was the largest strike
movement in Austrian and German working-class history. When the strike
receded, it left in place a permanent organization, the Berlin Committee of
the Revolutionary Shop Stewards.*!

These mass actions of 1917 came to a head before the Bolshevik revo-
lution of October. Whatever role the Bolsheviks played for the rest of Eu-
rope in 1918-19, before October 1917 the German, Italian, and Austrian
movements were setting their own pace. Yet the February events in Russia
had an enormous impact on the climate elsewhere, releasing previously
pent-up desires for a democratic peace. They rendered the original Austro-
German socialist justification for the war—a necessary defense against tsar-
ist reaction—nugatory. Accordingly, it is to the impact of the Russian Rev-
olution that I must now turn.
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ON 27 FEBRUARY 1917, as agitation es-
calated in the Petrograd streets, public order
collapsed. Women from the textile mills and
bread lines supplied the drive, urging each
other forward until three hundred thousand
workers joined a citywide general strike.
Troops mutinied. Workers and soldiers com-
manded the streets. Tsar Nicholas II provided
no lead but suspended the Duma and State
Council. By nightfall, the Duma had taken
procedure, if nothing else, into its hands,
forming the Temporary Committee for a new
government. Earlier, workers and soldiers had
invaded the Duma’s home in the Tauride Pal-
ace, where they revived the Petrograd Work-
ers’ Soviet, whose 50 days in October-Decem-
ber 1905 symbolized the popular legacy of the
1905 revolution. So when the Temporary
Committee finally appointed the Provisional
Government of 1o liberal ministers, on 1
March 1917, it was sharing not just the Taur-
ide Palace but the exercise of sovereignty. The
Provisional Government was formed in con-
sultation with the Soviet’s Executive, and to-
gether they created the joint Military Com-
mission to keep public order. The tsar,
abdicating on 2 March, was gone. But no un-
divided authority took his place.!

This was the famous “dual power.” While
the Provisional Government sought future le-
gitimacy from a parliamentary constitution,
the Soviet claimed the rougher and more im-
mediate legitimacy of the streets. Demanding
democratizion of the army while raising an
unmistakable note of class war, the Soviet
proclaimed its military authority. Real
power—“the power to call people into the
streets, defend the city, make things work or
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fall apart”—Ilay with the Soviet, not the government.? And this institutional
separation was matched by social polarization: between the privileged so-
ciety of the propertied classes and the egalitarian hopes of the people.

DUAL POWER: THE DYNAMICS OF
RADICALIZATION

Initially, this division ran conveniently between Right and Left, pitting the
moderate liberalism of the Provisional Government against the socialisms
of the Soviet. The Government would organize elections and a constituent
assembly, establish the rule of law, and generally implement the “bourgeois
revolution”; the Soviet would handle practical administration and secure
the strongest benefits for the working class in the parliamentary system now
to be created. The two would march separately in the same direction.

Popular hopes, however, outpaced the limited goals the Soviet’s early
leadership set for the revolution. The peasantry needed immediate land
reform; workers wanted a say in the economy. Workers also expected so-
viets to be institutionalized in the constitution, in a way hard to square
with a parliamentary system. More important, the “national defensism”
advocated by the Soviet Executive was out of step with the people’s mood.
On the factory floor, in the streets, and among the soldiers, attitudes were
cut and dried: end the war and bring the armies home.

Social polarization rapidly exploded the political framework of bour-
geois revolution. Instead of responding to pressure from below, the Soviet’s
leaders entrenched behind avowedly moderate goals. After the Miliukov
crisis in April 1917, leading socialists joined the coalition to broaden its
base, only to suffer the inevitable burden of its failures.? In theory, the Left’s
new portfolios—ministries of labor, agriculture, food supply, posts and
telegraphs, justice, and war—gave ample scope for revolutionary initiative.
But the new incumbents were hamstrung by limited readings of the revo-
lution’s potential, while even modest reforms remained blocked. Just as
popular opinion turned against the Provisional Government, therefore,
moderate socialists became inveigled into defending its policies, disastrously
compromising their popular credentials. Herein lay the true key to the April
crisis, the unresolved “problem of dual authority, social polarization, and
the revolution’s future goals and direction.”*

April-October 1917 was a story of escalating contradictions. Popular
expectations outgrew the government’s intentions on every front; and as
Russian society mobilized, the government’s capacity dwindled. By simply
seizing the lands, peasants indicted its dissembling over land reform. When
the government failed to bring peace, it lost the loyalty of the troops. The
June military offensive was a disaster. Morale collapsed. Popular demon-
strations followed on 18 June, with massive disorders on 3—5 July, the July
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Days. The Kornilov rising of 25-28 August, a counterrevolutionary coup
by the recently appointed commander-in-chief, was defeated by working-
class resistance, with a resurgence of popular revolutionary hopes and fur-
ther damage to government. Most of all, amid general economic collapse,
the honeymoon of workers and employers expired. Organized workers in-
creasingly assumed practical control through factory committees and the
Soviet’s coordination. On all three fronts—Iland, army, and industry—pres-
sure for resolving dual power in favor of the Soviet reached a crescendo.

Following the April crisis, the group consistently urging that resolution
was the Bolsheviks. Immediately after February, the Bolsheviks had joined
other socialists in loose coalition around the Soviet. But with Lenin’s return
from exile on 3 April, this abruptly changed. Next day, he read his “April
Theses” to a mixed socialist audience and urged for the first time pushing
the revolution into a socialist stage: “The peculiarity of the current moment
in Russia consists in the transition from the first stage of the revolution,
which gave power to the bourgeoisie as a result of the insufficient con-
sciousness and organization of the proletariat, to its second stage, which
should give the power into the hands of the proletariat and poorest strata
of the peasantry.” The present regime would never end the war, implement
reform, and restore economic life. A new state was needed: “Not a parlia-
mentary republic—a return to that from the Soviet of Workers’ Deputies
would be a step backward—but a republic of Soviets of Workers’, Poor
Peasants’, and Peasants’ Deputies throughout the country, growing from
below upwards.” The economy would be reorganized by nationalizing
land, converting large estates into model farms, creating a single national
bank, and taking production and distribution into soviet control. This
would ignite revolutions in the advanced capitalist countries of western
Europe. Bolsheviks should campaign for this among the workers until a
Soviet majority was secured. An insurrection to seize power could then be
launched.’

Lenin’s audience listened in disbelief. On 8 April, the party’s Petrograd
committee rejected his Theses by 13 votes to 2, with one abstention. It was
only after intensive persuasion that majorities swung around: first in the
Bolshevik Petrograd City Conference (14—22 April) and then in the All-
Russian Party Conference immediately following. Debates centered on dual
power. For Lenin, this could only be transitional, inherently conflict ridden.
Victory of one authority over another was unavoidable: “There cannot be
two powers in the state.”® The Bolsheviks should effect transfer of sover-
eignty to the Soviet, which could then supervise the revolution’s second
stage. But for Lenin’s opponents, this was adventurist. The bourgeois rev-
olution had not run its course. Russia was not ripe for immediate transition
to socialism. The Soviet could exercise “the most watchful control” over
the Provisional Government but certainly not overthrow it. The debate was
settled decisively in Lenin’s favor. Henceforth, the slogan “All Power to the
Soviets” sharply divided Bolsheviks from the other Left.
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By June-July, popular frustration was turning into class anger. The July
Days provided frenetic impetus: the first real crackdown against popular
militancy also loosened upper-class inhibitions, exciting popular fears of a
counterrevolution—an anxiety soon vindicated by Kornilov’s abortive
coup. The economy deteriorated to nearly systemic collapse. Workers ex-
perienced this as inflation-driven pressure on real wages, factory shut-
downs, shortages, and government ineffectuality—which they increasingly
attributed to “bourgeois” interests. Over the summer, economic crises be-
came linked in the popular imagination to capitalist “sabotage.” Employ-
ers’ impatience with revolutionary militancy gave grist to this mill. A no-
torious statement to the Trade and Industrial Society on 3 August by the
leading Moscow financier and industrialist Pavel Riabushinskii brought
class enmity to a head: “It will take the bony hand of hunger and national
destitution to grasp at the throat of these false friends of the people, these
members of various committees and soviets, before they will come to their
senses.””

For socialists advocating national unity, social polarization had disas-
trous effects. But as the only group untainted by the Provisional Govern-
ment’s drift, the Bolsheviks rode it into power. When the First All-Russian
Congress of Soviets convened in early June, Bolsheviks were still weaker
than Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries (105 delegates, as against 248
and 245, in a total of 822). But June-July worked compellingly in their
favor. Kornilov’s defeat was the final increment of radicalization. The Pe-
trograd and Moscow Soviets voted the Bolshevik program, their executives
passing quickly under Bolshevik control. The party’s membership con-
firmed this ascent: in February, it numbered only 2,000 in Petrograd and
600 in Moscow, but by October the figures were 60,000 and 70,000, in a
national total of 350,000.8 With the government paralyzed, the other so-
cialists compromised, the masses keyed for action, and the Soviet apparatus
firmly under Bolshevik control, the seizure of power, on the night of 24—
25 October 1917, proved relatively simple.

MENSHEVISM IN 1917: REVOLUTION
BY THE BOOK

Russian events exercised decisive influence on the Left elsewhere, stamping
its image of what a socialist revolution should be, positively or negatively.
One view saw the pathology of backwardness. Tsarism suffered beneath
the contradictions of modernization and collapsed from the added strains
of war. In the resulting chaos, power fell to the group ruthless enough to
impose its will. In anti-Communist versions, centralism became the logical
expression of Bolshevik ideology, with Lenin as villain-in-chief. It de-
scended from the Jacobin dictatorship via the insurrectionary vanguardism
of nineteenth-century conspiratorial traditions. That lineage, severed by

142 WAR AND REVOLUTION, 19T4-1923%



Western social democracy, had a second life under Russian conditions. The
key to Bolshevik success, accordingly, was the model of the tightly disci-
plined party of professional revolutionaries Lenin presented in What Is to
Be Done (1902), allowing manipulation of the masses via superior orga-
nization.” Russian backwardness plus Bolshevik centralism fundamentally
distinguished the situation from the West.!°

In certain respects, Russian circumstances followed the West. Despite
the unaltered repressiveness of tsarist rule, in 1914 “social patriotism” was
certainly not missing from the Russian scene. Plekhanov called for national
defense: unless German militarism was stopped, European freedoms would
be extinguished, retarding socialism’s chances by decades. This entailed all
the compromises of right-wing socialists in Britain, France, and Germany,
made all the nastier by imperial Russia’s reactionary character. It placed
Plekhanov and his cothinkers against the very movement they had worked
to create. Plekhanov embraced this contradiction with shocking enthusi-
asm: “If I were not old and sick I would join the army. To bayonet our
German comrades would give me great pleasure.”!!

The real test of the civil truce in imperial Russia would be the openings
toward trade union recognition and parliamentary reform promised by the
war. Early on, there was reason to hope.'? Two-thirds of the Duma joined
a group from the State Council in the Progressive Bloc, which in late August
1914 gave the tsar a program of national unity. This requested minimal
liberalizing of the cabinet: clemency for political and religious offenders;
relaxing of police measures; Jewish emancipation; concessions to Poles,
Ukrainians, and Finns; equality of rights for peasants; geographical exten-
sion and legal strengthening of the zemstvos. This would ground imperial
government in what existed of Russian civil society, in a rudimentary step
towards social consensus. The Petrograd War Industries Committee also
had limited representation for labor: 1o workers out of 150 members, in-
directly elected from factories of over 500 workers. This created the usual
dilemmas of participation for the Left, compounded by the continued il-
legality of trade unions, the vehicles of corporatism in the West. The Bol-
sheviks boycotted. The Mensheviks, in contrast, were divided: the proboy-
cott Secretariat in Exile was opposed by sections in Petrograd.

Unattainable under tsarism, democracy to strengthen working-class
rights was the Menshevik goal for the revolution. The February Revolution
conformed exactly to Menshevik theory: tsarism collapsing from its own
immobility, via rising popular pressure and upper-class exasperation. “So-
ciety”—public institutions, bureaucratic and capitalist modernizers, the
forces of the Progressive Bloc—had invited the tsar to broaden the autoc-
racy’s base; he refused; so prewar polarization of state and society resumed.
Political revolution became essential to free the way for modernizing. For
Mensheviks, this would liberate the potential for capitalism, with all the
liberal reforms—constitutional, legal, social, economic—connoting capital-
ism’s rise in the West. The Left would be the democratic watchdog in this
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bourgeois revolution. It could 7ot, in the minds of most Mensheviks, push
forward to socialism.

This Menshevik reading was perfectly consistent with the Second Inter-
national’s main traditions and indeed mirrored reactions to the February
Revolution in the social democratic parties of northern Europe. Second
International Marxism reflected powerfully deterministic readings of capi-
talist accumulation and crisis, after all: capitalism would experience esca-
lating structural crises via its own laws of development, reaching a final
moment of revolutionary collapse. This encouraged social democrats into
both fatalism and certainty. Their parties sought maximum democracy in
the existing system, for both short-term reforms and the best positioning
when capitalism fell. Like the evolutionist determinism, this parliamentary
model implied a peaceful transition to socialism, not barricade revolutions
like 1789 or 1848. The pre-1914 tradition stressed building the movement
by national organization. Where capitalist societies acquired parliamentary
and local government institutions, parties should use them for legal prop-
aganda and practical work.

This was the politics Mensheviks pursued. If the 1917 revolution was
a bourgeois revolution, then a broadly based legal labor movement was
needed, with political and trade union arms, and the social and cultural
resources to carry labor’s cause through the ensuing capitalist transforma-
tions. Because of Russia’s backwardness, and the bourgeoisie’s pusillanim-
ity, the working class would be thrust to the fore. But it could not force
things prematurely toward socialism. This Menshevik view required what
Kautsky called “masterly limitation”—an activist politics, even leadership
of revolutionary coalitions, but observing the limits history imposed: “To
how great an extent socialism can be introduced must depend upon the
degree of ripeness which the country has reached. . . . [A] backward coun-
try can never become a pioneer in the development of socialist form.”'3
The Left should facilitate conditions for socialist possibilities to ripen—
uprooting backwardness and traditionalism, while preparing the ground
for capitalism. When Russian capitalism had matured, perhaps several gen-
erations later, the working class could seize its inheritance.

Principled and realistic as an assessment of Russia’s existing develop-
mental resources, this strategy remained doctrinaire, abysmally fitted for
the popular mobilization of 1917. The one, Menshevik sense of responsi-
bility before History, militated directly against the other, Menshevik re-
sponsiveness to popular radicalism. Mensheviks found themselves con-
stantly trying to hold popular hopes back, within the bourgeois revolution’s
normative limits. This applied par excellence to the Soviet. In theory, dual
power allowed socialists both to pursue immediate working-class interests
and to toughen the bourgeoisie’s resolution, but without overstepping the
revolution’s structural limits. But in practice, the working-class movement
could never confine itself to a watchdog role. It was drawn ineluctably into
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ever greater responsibility for the government per se, not least because lib-
eral failures were so dire.

This trapped Mensheviks into a debilitating logic of incorporation. Na-
tional defensism was a disastrous policy, because the masses were demand-
ing peace. The economy ensnared Mensheviks in the same way. In the
factories, city administrations, and economy at large, working-class lead-
erships in the soviets, unions, and factory committees were drawn ever
further into managing the chaos. In 1917, strengthening the working class
under capitalism meant taking responsibility for capitalism’s problems, and
this carried working-class hopes past the limits Mensheviks set for the rev-
olution. The way out was a countervailing logic of popular democratic
leadership, where the Left took full responsibility by ditching the liberals
and forming an exclusively socialist government. But this was the leap most
Mensheviks would never make. It was the soviets and factory councils—
an emergent infrastructure of working-class self-administration—that were
assuming the tasks of social organization and economic management in
1917. Willy-nilly, the Mensheviks acknowledged this by accepting respon-
sibility for government between April and October. But they never drew
the further conclusions. They continued substituting for the social force—
the liberal bourgeoisie—they believed the rightful bearer of the revolution.™

BOLSHEVISM: MAKING THE REVOLUTION

For Bolshevism in 1917, social polarization was the key. This was a dual
process: the autocracy’s political isolation was increasingly overburdened
by a deepening social gap inside the antitsarist camp between “privileged”
and “unprivileged,” the “propertied” and the “people.” Even as political
society coalesced into an antitsarist opposition, the working class pulled
away from the privileged sectors into generalized confrontation with re-
spectable society. Moreover, the new militancy’s “workerist” mentalities
threatened to maroon moderate socialists on the wrong pole of this devel-
oping confrontation. This made 1912-14 very different from the buildup
to the 1905 revolution, when a broad front of the intelligentsia embracing
liberals, Marxists, and Populists alike had spoken for the people. By 1914,
working-class militancy disordered the simplicity of that earlier antitsarist
confrontation.'’

Initially, workers seemed open to cooperation, in an exchange of reform
for productivity, ratified by a 10 March accord introducing the eight-hour
day, factory committees, and the Central Conciliation Board, drawn
equally from Petrograd employers and the Soviet. Strikes slowed, while
workers focused on the political arena and other forms of protest. Ritual
“cartings-out” from the workplace, petitions, demonstrations, and attacks
on unpopular officials were aimed more at rectifying abuses and affirming
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community values than at stopping production or questioning managerial
prerogatives.'¢ It was the failure to end the war that prevented this modus
vivendi, and by extension the politics of coalition, from stabilizing. Bitterly
frustrated antiwar feelings undermined the prospects, not least through the
mass presence of a vocal and discontented soldiery, numbering a quarter
of a million in Petrograd alone.

In April-October 1917, a graduated radicalization occurred in the scale,
forms, and content of working-class unrest. The July Days marked the
transition from the politics of revolutionary unity to a more class-divided
discourse, in which the government’s priorities lurched toward law and
order, while employers and workers resumed their mutual suspicions. In
the Trade-Industrialist conference of 3 August, its president Riabushinskii
denounced the socialists in the government as “a pack of charlatans” hin-
dering the politics of bourgeois stabilization; and by October, after the
Kornilov fiasco, amidst ever-worsening economic disintegration, and with
the Petrograd and Moscow Soviets now under militant control, workers
responded in kind. In September—October they struck in vast numbers with
far more violence, arresting and abusing managers and owners, blocking
the movement of materials and goods, forming Red Guards, and seizing
factories. Street actions over food shortages escalated.!” The politics of so-
cial polarization had resumed.

Bolshevism rose to power by organizing this popular radicalization. Bol-
shevik success is often reduced to superior organization—in the model of
the disciplined, monolithic, highly centralist party of professional revolu-
tionaries ascribed to Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? of 1902. Yet from the
moment of Lenin’s return to Petrograd, Bolshevik strategy evolved through
disagreements, whether around Lenin’s April Theses, in the confusion of
the July Days, or in Lev Kamenev’s and Grigory Zinoviev’s opposition to
the seizure of power.!® This atmosphere of debate belies the stereotypical
image of the vanguard party. In any case, the conditions of political life in
these months, the activist volatility of the masses, and the flooding of the
Petrograd party by tens of thousands of workers and soldiers unaware of
the esoteric debates of 1902~14 about organization, rendered the fantasy
of a ruthlessly disciplined cadre party absurd. The Bolsheviks’ success de-
rived from their consistent nonparticipation in the government, which gave
them access to the revolutionary counterlegitimacy of the Soviet. Unlike
their rivals, for whom popular turbulence threatened the revolution’s or-
derly progress, they wanted to drive the popular movement forward.

Lenin’s belief that workers would displace the bourgeoisie as the revo-
lution’s leading force came from the idea of “combined and uneven devel-
opment.” A crushingly backward society, Russia entered a Europe already
dominated by advanced capitalist economies. This gave Russia access to
foreign capital, new technologies, and the latest managerial expertise, cap-
italist industry’s most modern characteristics. But they were grafted onto
the worst aspects of backwardness, from a reactionary political structure
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to a hopelessly underdeveloped civil society and a vast peasant majority.
Because Russian capitalism developed from state intervention and foreign
capital, rather than “organically” from indigenous enterprise, Russia’s
bourgeoisie remained weak. In contrast, because of its physical and eco-
nomic concentration, the Russian proletariat was exceptionally strong. This
enhanced working-class cohesion, boosted class consciousness, and gave
workers central political importance.

So far, little separated this from Menshevism. Two factors allowed
Lenin—and Trotsky, the argument’s earlier pioneer—to claim that workers
themselves could seize power. First, the dynamics of working-class mobi-
lization left the revolutionary party no choice; workers would always de-
mand socialist measures, and any party seeking to hold them back would
be swept aside. Second, the global process of uneven and combined devel-
opment delivered the material conditions for this course. As Trotsky said:
“it is possible for the workers to come to power in an economically back-
ward country sooner than in an advanced country.”'® The surrounding
backwardness of Russian society and the bourgeoisie’s political weakness,
plus Moscow’s and Petrograd’s disproportionate primacy as political, ad-
ministrative, and cultural capitals where workers were also concentrated,
gave the working class a political capacity beyond its numbers. Thus, “the
numbers, the concentration, the culture, and the political importance of the
industrial proletariat” determined its leading role. This was the theory of
“permanent revolution.”2°

Yet, however “advanced” in itself, the working class was still a minority
in an overwhelmingly peasant country. For Lenin, revolution in the coun-
tryside complemented workers’ mobilization in the towns. This meant not
only commitment to land reform but also to its immediate implementation,
which neither the Mensheviks nor Socialist Revolutionaries (SRs) could
accept. This was the worst failure of the non-Bolshevik Left. Under a decree
of 21 April 1917, land committees were preparing agrarian reform, but
government intransigently deferred action. Bolsheviks demanded transfer-
ing the land immediately to the peasants, without compensation, and with-
out waiting for the Constituent Assembly. Lenin’s commitment to the poor
peasant, formulated after 1905, was prominently displayed in the April
Theses. It was voiced consistently during 1917. In late August, he took the
“model decree” of the SRs (compiled from 242 demands from the All-
Russian Peasants’ Congress in May) and stitched it to the Bolsheviks’ an-
ticapitalist program. He endorsed peasant land seizures, and the Bolshevik
government’s first two acts on 26 October—the decree on peace, the decree
on land—were a ringing validation of the previous nine months’ frustrated
peasant aspirations.?!

This propeasant orientation shouldn’t be overstated. Bolshevism had no
members beyond the towns. It had no practical, visible presence in the
countryside. Lenin’s own thinking on agrarian policy went through many
turns, before and during 1917. However positive Bolshevik attitudes to the
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peasantry were during the revolution, the later 1920s were a different story.
Yet in 1917 itself, their record was singular. They alone took the peasants
seriously.??> Even more, Lenin grasped the dynamics of radicalism in the
countryside. In this, the Bolsheviks sharply departed from the socialist tra-
dition. Second International socialists rarely troubled themselves with the
peasantry. Even when social democrats were supported by the peasantry,
as in Menshevik Georgia in 1905-21, they misrecognized this sociology.??
Given this blind spot, Lenin’s opening of Bolshevik politics to the agrarian
question was crucial for the party’s popular legitimacy in 1917.

Bolsheviks also grasped the importance of soviets. Despite his critique
of workers’ spontaneity in What Is to Be Done? Lenin saw immediately
the Soviet’s significance in October 1905: on their own initiative, workers
had fashioned a new revolutionary democracy. The soviet became the pri-
mary arena for revolutionaries to intervene, and Lenin’s slogan of “All
Power to the Soviets” identified Bolshevik strategy. Whatever Lenin’s per-
sonal sincerity, it was in the soviets—and the factory councils, where Bol-
sheviks won their earliest elections in 1917—that Bolshevism secured its
democratic credentials. Crucially, the Petrograd Soviet’s newly created Mil-
itary Revolutionary Committee also organized the seizure of power in Oc-
tober, rather than the Bolsheviks acting in their own name. Soviet democ-
racy provided the legitimacy that carried the Bolsheviks into power.

Less appealing was Lenin’s belief in splitting—his drive for polemical
clarification, brutally distancing his rivals. Accentuating differences typified
his modus operandi, both in the original Bolshevik-Menshevik split of 1903
and the intense politicking of 1907-14.2* It also described Zimmerwald,
where he aimed to split the Second International and create an alternative
revolutionary center. It was a well-honed strategy by 1917, stressing non-
cooperation with Mensheviks and SRs from the start, freeing Bolshevism’s
revolutionary mandate in October from the government fiascos of the pre-
vious six months. This was also Lenin’s willingness to exercise power given
the chance, his absolute determination to seize the revolutionary moment.
In contrast, Mensheviks made almost a virtue out of hesitancy. They held
their imagination back, tethered to the limits of the bourgeois revolution.
But when Tseretelli famously insisted at the All-Russian Soviet Congress in
June 1917 that no party was willing to say: “Give the power into our
hands, go away, we will take your place,” Lenin defiantly contradicted him
from the hall. This was a powerful unity of conviction and action, the
certainty that revolution could be made to happen. It made the Bolshevik
Party’s accelerating popular momentum in July—October a magnet for all
the revolution’s frustrated activism.

In Bolshevik internationalism, pragmatism met conviction. Lenin’s in-
ternationalist imperative came from his analysis of capitalism in its mo-
nopoly and imperialist phase—his belief that capitalism exhausted its pro-
gressive potential by needing to expand on a world scale, with resulting
exploitation of the underdeveloped world and sharpening of contradictions
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in the metropolis. National liberation movements in underdeveloped coun-
tries would upset the process of imperialist accumulation, he argued, un-
dermine prosperity in the capitalist economies, and trigger renewed popular
militancy. Capitalist concentration had meanwhile brought the productive
forces to their fullest potential, leaving the economy’s commanding heights
ripe for socialization. Finally, the war and the great powers’ intensified
competition had accentuated all these conditions, with explosive conse-
quences for any power that was defeated. As Lenin said, “the war has given
an impetus to history which is now moving with the speed of a locomo-
tive.”2¢ As “the weakest link in the imperialist chain,” tsarist Russia was
especially vulnerable to the destabilizing effects, particularly as imperial
society buckled under the war’s strain.

This internationalist perspective functioned in a particular way. It coun-
tered Menshevik belief that Russian backwardness precluded the building
of socialism. Such objections had long pedigrees among socialists, and
when Lenin’s April Theses proposed moving directly to socialist revolution
many Bolsheviks also balked. Socialism could not be built from scarcity,
only from material abundance, once capitalism had released the forces of
progress: “Whence will arise the sun of the socialist revolution? I think that
with all existing conditions, with our standard of living, the initiation of
the socialist revolution does not belong to us. We have not the strength,
nor the objective conditions, for it.”?”

Neither Lenin nor Trotsky disputed this as such. Indeed, Trotsky added
a further dimension: “the real obstacle to the implementation of a socialist
program . . . would not be economic so much—that is, the backwardness
of the technical and productive structures of the country—as political: the
isolation of the working class and the inevitable rupture with its peasant
and petty-bourgeois allies.”?® But here, internationalism supplied a solu-
tion, via sympathetic revolution in the West. Problems would disappear in
the larger context of a federated socialist Europe: the more advanced econ-
omies delivered the missing developmental resources, compensating the
proletariat’s Russian isolation with the international solidarity of broader-
based workers’ states to the west. This was vitally enabling for the Bolshe-
viks: if seizing power was to be justified before the court of history, revo-
lution in the West had to occur. Lenin and Trotsky entered the October
Revolution with this explicit realization. Otherwise, Menshevik taunts of
adventurism were much harder to dispel.

These, then, were the main ingredients of Bolshevik success: a sharper
grasp of specifically Russian conditions, embracing precocity as well as
backwardness; advocacy for the peasantry; the Soviet’s institutional cen-
trality; activist demarcation against the other Left parties; and a global
analysis of the overall European situation, bringing confidence in the pros-
pects of sympathetic revolution in the West. Other factors were important
too, including the personalities of Lenin and Trotsky. But it was above all
the combination of relentless activism and remarkable clarity of perspec-
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tive, under conditions of soaring popular radicalism and extreme social
polarization, that brought the Bolsheviks to power.

FROM DUAL POWER TO DICTATORSHIP
OF THE PROLETARIAT

After the October Revolution, political concentration was rapid and ex-
treme. Once the Bolsheviks seized power, their relations with other left
groupings became crucial. The Mensheviks and SRs seceded from the Sec-
ond All-Russian Soviet Congress on 25 October. They formed the All-
Russian Committee for the Salvation of the Country and the Revolution,
preparing a rising to join the expected attack on the capital by General
Petr Krasnov and his Cossacks. Krasnov was easily beaten on 29-30 Oc-
tober, but this gave the Bolsheviks grounds to sever talks and tighten dis-
cipline in their own ranks. The Left SRs now broke decisively with their
party, refused to join the walkout of 25 October, endorsed the Bolshevik
seizure of power, and on 15 November joined the Bolsheviks in coalition.

Conlflicts hinged on the issue of legitimacy and the revolution’s funda-
mental definition, “bourgeois-democratic” or “proletarian-socialist,” now
centering on the soviets. The Bolshevik rising was deliberately timed for
the opening of the Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets, and once the
original soviet leaders had gone, nothing could stop popular militancy flow-
ing through this framework. As the Bolsheviks desired, political choices
were being polarized. On one side was the formal legitimacy conferred by
the imminent Constituent Assembly and the parliamentary system advo-
cated by the Provisional Government; on the other was the new revolu-
tionary legitimacy of the soviets. In ostentatiously leaving the Soviet Con-
gress, the Mensheviks and Right SRs left no doubt where their allegiance
lay. This destroyed all chances for giving the new regime a nonpartisan
socialist basis. The Bolshevik rising commanded powerful support, espe-
cially with militants in the army and factories. But, equally, there were
strong unity sentiments for a coalition of all socialists, providing it was
antibourgeois. This was the potential the Mensheviks and Right SRs fatally
squandered. As the Menshevik Nikolai Sukhanov later conceded, “we com-
pletely untied the Bolsheviks’ hands, making them masters of the entire
situation and yielding to them the whole arena of the revolution.”??

Thus the Constituent Assembly was already delegitimized even before
the elections of 12 November 1917. In those elections, returns were good
for the SRs—410 seats out of 707, as against the Bolsheviks’ 175. But the
Bolsheviks® other rivals were erased. Bolsheviks carried the towns, with 36
percent of the vote in provincial capitals, as against 23 percent for Kadets,
the sole surviving bourgeois party, and 14 percent for SRs. The political
alignment, with urban allegiances concentrated around Bolsheviks and Ka-
dets, now directly registered the social polarization. While SRs held some
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ground, it was paltry compared with the summer, and the Mensheviks were
completely wiped out.3°

As the Left’s dominant party in the cities, the Bolsheviks throve on the
still evolving urban radicalization. The gap between Bolshevik leadership
in the soviets and their weaker standing in the Constituent Assembly left
them undismayed. When the Assembly convened on 5 January 1918, they
corrected the imbalance by dissolving it. This was consistent with the slo-
gan “All Power to the Soviets” and the logic of urban popular loyalties.
To legitimize the closing of the Constituent Assembly, the Bolsheviks called
not only a third All-Russian Congress of Soviets (after those in June and
October 1917) but also an All-Russian Congress of Peasants’ Deputies, for
mid-January 1918. The founding document was its “Declaration of Rights
of the Toiling and Exploited Peoples,” drafted on 3 January, adopted by
the All-Russian Soviet Congress on 15 January, and inscribed in the new
Constitution in July. The worker-peasant axis was central here, but the
self-presentation of the Bolsheviks themselves—the revolutionary élan of
Bolshevik political culture—was unambiguously proletarian. Adapting this
self-understanding to the needs of a worker-peasant alliance became a cru-
cial issue in the further course of the revolution.

Other problems were looming. How to institutionalize the direct de-
mocracy of the Soviets and factory committees was one. Pluralism—how
to deal with organized opposition—was another. The question of nation-
alities, flagged in the Declaration of the Rights of the Toiling and Exploited
Peoples, was still another. Each goes to the heart of the relationship of
socialism and democracy. The salient theme was the turn from parliamen-
tary to soviet democracy, a decisive break, whose only forerunner in the
social democratic tradition of the first two Internationals was the Paris
Commune. To the previous ideal of the democratically elected parliamen-
tary majority, Bolshevism counterposed the ominous-sounding formula of
the dictatorship of the proletariat. Something important had clearly
changed. The All-Russian Soviet Congress greeted the suppression of the
Constituent Assembly by singing the Marseillaise (the anthem of the French
Revolution) as well as the Internationale (the anthem of the workers’ in-
ternational), so that the transition from the epoch of the bourgeois to that
of the proletarian revolution would be marked.?!
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Chapter 9
Breaking the Mold

of Socialism

Left-Wing Communism,

19171923

RUSSIAN EXTREMES CREATED chances
for the Left that weren’t available elsewhere in
Europe. Some wartime circumstances were
generic—notably, the labor movement’s incor-
poration via patriotism, bringing gains for lead-
ers but hardships for the rank and file. But in
other ways, Russian circumstances were least
like the others, because the thinness of civil so-
ciety left Russia exceptionally vulnerable to
generalized breakdown, which the West’s more
developed institutional resources forestalled.
This left a vacuum during 1917, which the
highly mobilized working class of Moscow and
Petrograd acted to fill. Seizing such chances re-
quired a revolutionary imagination, which
Lenin, Trotsky, and the Bolsheviks supplied.

Bolshevism broke the mold of the socialist
tradition, jolting European Marxists from
their fatalism. Socialism was no longer the
necessary exit from inevitable capitalist crisis;
instead, revolutions could now be made. Not
simply the objective result of history’s laws,
they required a creative political act. For the
radicals of European socialist parties, for
working-class militants of 1917-18, and for
many younger intellectuals fresh to the Left,
the Russian Revolution enlarged a sense of
political possibility. It created a new horizon.
It incited a general sense of movement and
opportunity, of pushing on the frontiers of
political imagination. For Antonio Gramsci,
Lenin was “the master of life, the stirrer of
consciences, the awakener of sleeping souls.”
The Bolsheviks had made “man the dominant
factor in history, not raw economic facts—
men in societies, men in relation to one an-
other, reaching agreements with one another,
developing through these contacts a collective,
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social will.” Russian backwardness was no problem: “The revolutionaries
themselves will create the conditions needed for the total achievement of
their goal.” Revolution was the crucible of opportunity.!

Briefly—varying across Europe, but concentrated in 1917-20—the po-
litical imagination was unleashed. And before the revolutionary tide ebbed,
much had changed. Working-class revolution did not succeed elsewhere,
and some national movements experienced crushing defeat. Most move-
ments became bitterly split between surviving socialist parties and new
Communist ones. There were also limits to the new politics. Postrevolu-
tionary constitutions were still conceived in parliamentary terms. The new
revolutionaries neglected building the coalitions so crucial to the practical
survival of revolutionary regimes, given the social, religious and ethnic het-
erogeneity of all European countries. Even where most ambitious, as in the
Ordine nuovo group around Gramsci, their cultural politics rarely tran-
scended traditional class-political frameworks, which downgraded the in-
terests of women and other vital questions.?

Yet, when the imagination was recalled from the frontier to more pro-
saic tasks by the uneven stabilization of 1921-23, the landscape was fun-
damentally transformed. In much of Mediterranean and eastern Europe—
in Hungary, Italy, Bulgaria, Spain—stabilization took authoritarian forms,
leaving strong radical movements of town and country defeated and un-
derground. But in the prewar central and north European “social demo-
cratic core,” comprising Austria, Germany, Czechoslovakia, Switzerland,
and Scandinavia, together with France, the Low Countries and Britain, the
Left was far stronger than before. While in some cases improvement fol-
lowed the collapse of old imperial regimes amidst revolutionary turbulence
and in all others there were large-scale popular pressures, this was no spe-
cifically socialist advance. Instead it brought a strengthening of parliamen-
tary democracy, an expansion of workers’ rights under the law, further
union recognition, the growth of civil liberties, and the beginnings of a
welfare state. The enhancement of the public sphere—in parliamentarian,
publicistic, and cultural terms—was also a big gain, especially in countries
where public freedoms were cramped and harassed before.

To judge the revolutionary years 1917-23 we have to bring this whole
picture into view, assessing the limits as well as the strengths of the new
politics, precisely what had and had not been achieved. This means assess-
ing the reformist as well as the revolutionary chances—the slow, uneven,
and reversible gains of the Left, not just the dramatic bursts of willed rev-
olutionary action.

THE GEOGRAPHY OF REVOLUTION

Outwardly, Bolshevik predictions of general European revolution
bore fruit. Signs of a potential revolutionary crisis came with the great

LEFT-WING COMMUNISM, T917-1923 153



strikes of January 1918. Protesting the German handling of peace nego-
tiations with the Bolsheviks at Brest-Litovsk and spreading outward from
Vienna and Budapest, these snowballed into massive working-class actions
against the war, embracing Berlin and much of Germany, the Czech lands,
and Krakow before subsiding.? Lack of coordination ultimately blunted
the challenge, but the Bolshevik wager on Western antiwar sentiments
clearly had some basis. Another dramatic turn of the war—a worsening
of popular hardships or military defeat—might bring a less manageable
crisis.*

It came eight months later in October 1918, with the collapse of the
Bulgarian front, the breakup of Austria-Hungary, and imperial Germany’s
demise. The first act was a sequence of “national revolutions,” erecting
new republican sovereignties on the ruins of the Habsburg monarchy: first
Czechoslovakia (proclaimed on 28 October 1918), followed by Yugoslavia
(29 October), “German-Austria” (30 October), Hungary (31 October),
Poland (28 October—14 November), and West Ukraine (Eastern Galicia),
where the People’s Republic was proclaimed on 31 October.’ These new
states, except West Ukraine, which was annexed by Poland in July 1919,
secured their constitutional legitimacy, not least via international recog-
nition at the peace conference in Versailles. The chain of republican rev-
olutions was concluded, moreover, with the toppling of the Hohenzollern
monarchy and the proclamation of a German Republic on 9 November
1918.

Overall, these events were hardly less imposing than the February rev-
olution in Russia. They carried revolution to the Rhine and the Alps and
upturned the sociopolitical order across a massive central European swathe.
Like Russian events, the German Revolution reverberated elsewhere. With-
out evidence of working-class readiness, the Dutch Social Democratic
leader Pieter Troelstra quixotically proclaimed the revolution in the Neth-
erlands in two speeches on 11-12 November, with some damage to the
SDAP’s morale and credibility. German events helped precipitate a crisis in
Sweden (1o November—6 December), where only Hjalmar Branting’s and
the SAP’s skill kept the demand for a democratic constitution from spilling
into more radical socialist desires. In Switzerland, a long-brewing confron-
tation between government and the left-moving labor movement was
sparked in a general strike on 12-14 November.® South of the Alps, Italian
Socialists watched German events closely.

Six months of radicalization ensued. The German Revolution reached
crisis point with a renewed SPD-USPD split in December 1918, the ill-fated
Spartacist Rising in early January, and the murders of Rosa Luxemburg
and Karl Liebknecht. Though a bloody defeat, the Left read this as a sharp-
ening of the contradictions, from which revolutionary apocalypse would
result. The Third International’s launching in a hastily convened congress
in Moscow on 4—6 March 1919 dramatized this belief. The period opened
by the central European national revolutions seemed one of continuously
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rising opportunity, in which ever greater initiative devolved to the working
class, just as dual power had worked for the Bolsheviks.

This dynamic came through in Hungary. Social Democratic unions were
the solid core of Count Michael Karolyi’s coalition government of 31 Oc-
tober 1918. With deteriorating economic conditions—demobilization and
reconversion of industry, materials shortages, chronic unemployment, and
an escalating crisis of production—they became increasingly drawn into
managing industry, sowing thoughts of workers’ control. Over Christmas,
as workers formed councils and red guards, the demand for democratizing
industry coalesced. The systematic nationalization program of the new
Communist-Socialist government taking office on 21 March 1919 grew
logically from these developments. Karolyi had resigned in protest at Hun-
gary’s losses at Versailles, but the dialectic of dyarchy—a situation of dual
power resembling that in Russia—had given the new regime birth. Its
leader, Bela Kun, saw himself as Lenin to Karolyi’s Kerensky.”

The Hungarian Soviet Republic lasted only four months, from March
to August 1919. But coming immediately after the Comintern’s founda-
tion and coinciding with Soviet Republics in Bavaria (7 April to 1 May)
and Slovakia (16 June to 1 August), it preserved the revolutionary momen-
tum. The main axis was now central European, with a strong leftward
shift in Czechoslovakia and violent radicalization in Germany. Spurred by
anti-Left repression, German workers were switching from SPD to USPD,
whose membership grew from 300,000 to 750,000 between March and
November 1919. Revolutionary ferment also spread further afield, through
the Trienio Bolchevista of 1918-20 in Spain and the biennio rosso of 1919—
20 in Italy.

The most concentrated European revolutionary agitation was framed by
the First and Third Comintern congresses of March 1919 and June 1921.
The Second Comintern Congress (July 1920) was the apex, reflecting the
Red Army’s advance on Warsaw in the Soviet-Polish War.® But by August,
the tide was running the other way. After the Polish counteroffensive of 16
August, the Red Army was in full flight till the armistice of 12 October,
followed by the Peace of Riga in March 1921. This was matched by dra-
matic turns elsewhere. In October 1920, the factory council movement in
Milan and Turin brought Italy to the point of general revolution before
subsiding into demoralization. In Germany, the Communist Party’s March
Action proved a fiasco. Finally, the same month, in a dangerously disinte-
grating situation, the Bolsheviks relaxed the tempo in Russia itself with the
New Economic Policy (NEP) and began normalizing their relations with
the capitalist world through a trade agreement with Britain. This brought
the most advanced Bolshevik radicalism—and decisive revolutionary poli-
tics west of the Vistula—to a close.

LEFT-WING COMMUNISM, T917-1923 155



THE RANGE OF REVOLUTIONARY
EXPERIENCE

After Russia, there were no socialist revolutions in 1917-23, except the
short-lived Hungarian Soviet. However, there were many revolutionary sit-
uations: popular insurrections that toppled existing regimes; radicalizations
tending toward “dyarchy,” where extreme Left confronted new constitu-
tional governments, inspired by Bolshevik example; popular militancy
pushing nonsocialist regimes into preemptive reform, which was common-
est of all in 1917-23; isolated acts of revolutionary insurgency; and of
course counterrevolution.

Extraordinary drama was concentrated into these years. The chain of
central European revolutions creating the so-called successor states between
28 October and 14 November 1918 did so via demonstrations, strikes,
riots, mutinies, and the forming of workers’ and soldiers’ councils. The new
democratic constitutions in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Austria,
Hungary, and Germany were founded in popular insurgencies, which also
affected Bulgaria. Expansions of democracy occurred in Britain and France,
the Low Countries, and Scandinavia. Only in Hungary did the Bolshevik
example briefly inspire a revolutionary state. But in 1919—20, massive rad-
icalizations occurred in Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Italy, with street-
fighting, repeated challenges to authority, and regional uprisings, bringing
those countries to the point of civil war. The defeat of these insurgencies
brought their opposite: repression and police terror. After the Hungarian
White Terror of 191920, during 1922-23 a resurgent Right destroyed the
Left’s gains in Italy, Spain, and Bulgaria.

Reform responding to radical pressure was a common syndrome of
these years. As revolutions elsewhere maximized governments’ anxieties
about their own societies, even revolutionary minorities had disproportion-
ate effect. This was true during 1919 in Belgium and France. The Dutch
case was especially clear, as the revolutionary challenge was entirely rhe-
torical. Troelstra proclaimed the Dutch revolution on 11-12 November
1918 in response to events in Germany, thereby galvanizing his horrified
party and trade union comrades into a major reform statement, which de-
manded nationalization of suitable industries, repeal of the 1903 strike ban
for public employment, the eight-hour day, old-age pensions, and abolition
of the upper chamber. While the SDAP had managed only 22 percent in
the first democratic elections in July 1918, a strong reform package re-
sulted, including votes for women. Most of all, a new corporative deal was
framed for organized labor, including the Ministry of Social Affairs and
the consultative High Council of Labor in October 1919, which convened
the four main employers’ associations, three trade union federations, gov-
ernment agencies, and private expertise.’
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Fear of Bolshevik contagion was vital in western Europe, but other fac-
tors also favored reform. Social harmony and patriotic consensus were the
watchwords: the impetus was not sectional class interest but “the new dem-
ocratic consciousness and the new social consciousness which have come
to birth in the long agony of the present struggle” (the war).! The non-
partisan appeal of this belief in social regeneration can’t be underestimated.
In Britain, the proposals of the Ministry of Reconstruction set up in July
1917, plus the Ministry of Pensions (1917), the reports of the Board of
Education (1917-18), plans for the Ministry of Health (formed 1919), and
a more democratic franchise offered a grand vision of the social contract.
The corporative arrangements of the Ministry of Labour formed the polit-
ical cornerstone. As King George V said in his address to Parliament in
February 1919: “We must stop at no sacrifice of interest or prejudice to
stamp out unmerited poverty, to diminish unemployment, to provide decent
homes, to improve the nation’s health, and to raise the standard of well-
being throughout the country.”!!

These reformist opportunities were inconceivable without the staggering
growth of trade unions in 1918-20.

The trade-union density in Britain, Germany, Denmark and Norway at
the end of World War I was between twice and three times the per-
centage of 1913, in Sweden and the Netherlands more than three
times, in Belgium almost five times as high. . . . [I[|n some cases—nota-
bly Britain and Germany—the strength of trade unions as a percentage
of the labor force was higher than it has ever been since, in others—
France, Denmark, perhaps Norway—it was not reached again before
the middle or late 1930s.1?

These phenomenal figures came from the short-lived boom as industry re-
converted for peacetime. With pent-up demand for goods, a lag in produc-
tive capacity, availability of investment capital, relaxed government con-
trols, and inflationary fiscal policies, a remarkable upswing occurred in
spring 1919-summer 1920 (lasting somewhat longer in central Europe),
ending in an equally sharp contraction. After a flash flood of unemploy-
ment in winter 1918-19, therefore, returning troops were rapidly absorbed
into an expanding labor market. Neither the reform-proneness of govern-
ments, the scale of militancy, nor the massive union expansion were pos-
sible without this boom. When it abruptly passed, unemployment rose
alarmingly high, and workers were cast unceremoniously onto the defen-
sive.

Postwar circumstances briefly gave union leaders enormous leverage—
an opening for which wartime corporatism had prepared them. Under con-
ditions of nearly revolutionary turbulence, as workers practised flexing
their industrial muscle, “responsible” union leaders became the best hope
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for holding disorder at bay.!* With British labor unrest approaching its
peak in early 1919, Winston Churchill elaborated: “The curse of trade
unionism was that there was not enough of it, and it was not highly enough
developed to make its branch secretaries fall into line with the head of-
fice.”'* That was precisely the point. Union leaders faced their own loss of
control. The revolutionary climate after 1917-18 raised the entire temper
of working-class hopes, such that workplace militancy could already be
passing the leaders by."

In eastern Europe, the revolutionary upheavals of 1917-23 had pow-
erful nationalist dimensions too, because the post-1918 political settlement
involved not only social changes and political reform but also territorial
revision and new relations among states. The Treaty of Versailles (June
1919) was followed by the east European supplements, most of which were
preceded by wars. Not accidentally, most involved the great power absent
from Versailles, Soviet Russia. Most also had the dimensions of civil war.

In November 1918, when the war in the West was lost, the German
army still occupied a line from Finland to the Caucasus. This German im-
pact on eastern Europe severely complicated the building of stable govern-
ing orders after the Bolsheviks seized power, with big implications for the
non-Russian nationalities of the old Russian Empire. In western Europe,
the weakening of some states (Germany) and aggrandizement of others
(Britain and France) via the First World War was momentous for the Left
as nationalism favored the Right, but territorial revisions were qualitatively
different in the east, where they accompanied the collapse of existing states.
These revisions involved less the adjustment of older boundaries than the
creation of entirely new countries, whose political systems had to be in-
vented from scratch. This was clearest in German-occupied Russia in 1917—
18, where the German military sledgehammer smashed whatever was left
of the old social fabric in much of the Baltic, Belorussia, and Ukraine. As
the rapacious German administration receded at the war’s end, it left a
calamitously anarchic situation, compounded by the death of tsarism.'s

By intruding itself between the peoples of the Empire and their self-
determination in the very moment of revolutionary change—after the old
order had gone but while the new was struggling to be born—the German
army suspended democracy before it had barely begun. Bolsheviks, auton-
omists, left-nationalists, separatists, and counterrevolutionaries found
themselves in confused relationships to local populations, but in most cases
nationalism’s practical logic worked against Moscow’s need for consoli-
dation. Bolsheviks might endorse national self-determination theoretically,
but movements for independence invariably aligned themselves with Bol-
shevism’s foes, first with the Germans (until late 1918) and then with the
British and French (1919—21), who also backed the Whites in the Russian
Civil War. In this way regional events—in Finland, the Baltic, Ukraine,
Caucasus, even Belorussia—devolved into separate revolutionary processes

158 WAR AND REVOLUTION, I9I4-1I923



with an integrity of their own. In strategic vision, popular experience, and
practical delimitation, these were national revolutions, in ways that con-
fused conventional political or social labels.!”

Competing claims of nationality and class shaped these revolutionary
dynamics in the former tsarist territories during 1917-23.'8 This was no
simple dichotomy in which one identity precluded the other. Appealing to
national solidarity could suppress or deemphasize class hostilities, harness-
ing working-class politics to larger patriotic coalitions led by conservatives
or liberals, where socialist departures were practically ruled out. But the
Left might also claim leadership of national coalitions for itself, by offering
distinctive programs inside the developing nationalist framework. At least,
it could advance specifically working-class or other popular interests in
more modest and defensive ways. Assumptions about the national bases of
political identity could enable socialist strategy rather than undermining it.

The creation of the new eastern European nation-states in 1918 shaped
politics into this framework of national revolution, and socialists found
few prospects outside the heterogeneous founding coalitions of the new
republics, with temporary exceptions in Bulgaria and Hungary. The small
Romanian Social Democratic Party was entirely marginal to this process,
as was the breakaway Communist Party of 1921, which had no impact
before being banned in 1924. In Poland, the Communist Workers’ Party
formed from various Zimmerwaldians in December 1918 had stronger na-
tive roots but lost all influence on the new state’s founding coalition because
of its antiparliamentary revolutionism and dogmatic internationalism. Its
self-marginalizing was sealed in the summer of 1920 by its identification
with the invading Red Army. In the new Yugoslav polity, where party
formation was badly fragmented along national lines, the unified Com-
munist Party of 1919 showed more potential: but if the 1920 Constituent
Assembly elections brought much success, in 1921 it too was banned."

In these countries, the dominant nationalist framework militated against
the Social Democratic and Communist Left. But one case of socialists win-
ning space inside the new nationalist framework was Czechoslovakia,
where Social Democrats formed a new government with Czech Socialists
and Agrarians after the local elections of June 1919, and the left began
enlarging its strength in the party. This Social Democratic left stayed avow-
edly within the parent party rather than splitting it, giving critical support
to the government and party right for the April 1920 elections. When the
split eventually arrived, this strategy of consolidation allowed a sizeable
majority of the CSDSD to follow the left into the Communist Party, which
retained strong continuities with the national labor movement’s earlier
traditions, unlike other Communist parties of 1918—21. Czech Communist
strength grew from “organic” radicalization inside the framework of na-
tional revolution, whose legitimacy the left leaders had carefully accepted
and whose constitutional conditions allowed a strong CSDSD left to flour-
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ish. Moreover, the Czech Community Party—Ilike the Yugoslav—was the
only party in its nationally fragmented state that was proving genuinely
national in structure, basing itself deliberately on all national territories
rather than on single constituent nationalities.?

COUNCIL COMMUNISM AND THE REVOLT
OF THE RANK AND FILE

The distinctiveness of revolutionary activity in 1917—23 lay in the workers’
councils, though militancy varied greatly in exact forms. These ranged from
unofficial strike committees developing larger political aims, like the shop
stewards’ movements of Clydeside, Sheffield, or Berlin, to sophisticated rev-
olutionary innovation, like the factory councils in Turin.?! In between came
a rich assortment: the Rdfe in Germany and Austria, claiming functions of
class representation in a locality; councils based in factories, firms, or other
economic units; and local action committees for specific ends, like the
Councils of Action opposing British military intervention against Soviet
Russia in summer 1920 or the revival of councils in Germany to oppose
the Kapp Putsch in March 1920.2

A new medium of working-class activity, councils differed from both
socialist parties, which acted through parliamentary and state institutions,
and unions, which worked on the capitalist economy’s given assumptions
via the wage relation. Their supporters departed from the mainstream of
European labor movements between 1864—75 and the First World War,
sharing some affinities with prewar syndicalists, particularly in their enmity
toward union officialdom and party machines. But the militantly distinctive
council communist vision materialized only during the radicalizations of
1918-21. Few council activists originally saw them as a permanent alter-
native to parliamentary institutions, rather than transitional bodies during
the initial breakthrough to democracy, possibly with lasting watchdog func-
tions in the future republican constitution.

Stronger versions of the council idea were hostile to orthodox trade
unionism and socialist electoralism, recoiling from the accepted model of
separately organized, centralized, nationally focused political and economic
movements. Instead, councils were based within production: inside the unit
of production itself, in the factory, the plant, or the shop. Councils raised
issues of industrial democracy, workers’ self-management, and workers’
control. They transcended the fractured pursuit of “political” and “eco-
nomic” goals typical of the pre-1914 labor movements, joining industrial
direct action to the political project of a workers’ government. Measured
against the socialist mainstream since the Paris Commune, this interest in
workers’ democracy, as against the parliamentary representation of the
people, was new.?
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One model of council activity was community based but linked to fac-
tories via shop stewards or similar workplace networks. Another was pro-
duction based but connected to broader social arenas. In national emer-
gencies like the Kapp Putsch, the socialization campaign in the Ruhr and
central Germany in spring 1919, or the northern Italian factory occupa-
tions, the two converged. In Germany, for example, it was only after the
demise of the original Rite, in the radicalization after the Spartacist Rising
and the January 1919 elections to the National Assembly, that a more
radical council movement developed. Earlier, constitutional respect and
loyalty to the parliamentarist SPD kept Rite from expanding their com-
petence. Once radicalized, councils articulated extraparliamentary, direct-
democratic, self-consciously class-based alternatives to the labor move-
ment’s existing strategies and institutions. The strongest version was the
Russian system of dual power around the Petrograd Soviet.

For the most part, local councils coexisted in parallel with legal govern-
ment and local state representatives. The key was how far workers’ councils
overturned existing legality. In moderate versions, councils confined them-
selves to general supervisory roles, leaving local administration practically
intact. But supervision could also be highly intrusive, with purging and
replacement of local government personnel and strict accountability for
implementing new left-wing policies. In 1918-21, Germany provides the
richest evidence of this variation, especially in the distinctive “council com-
munist” movement.?*

German council communism crystallized around demands for “sociali-
zation”—a strong combination of public ownership and workers’ control.?s
On 18 November 1918, government appointed a commission of inquiry
on the subject, but the real impetus was the militancy of the miners in the
western Ruhr, escalating on 15 December into strikes over wages and
hours. After a partial settlement on 28 December, actions resumed in Jan-
uary, incited by the Spartacist Rising in Berlin. The Essen Workers’ and
Soldiers” Council formed a nine-person commission for socializing the coal
industry, occupied the mineowners’ headquarters, and confirmed these
steps in a regional conference. The SPD government dissembled, while
launching a military pacification of the Ruhr. Miners responded with a
general strike (18-23 February), which was bloodily suppressed. By now
the socialization campaign had spread to Halle, Anhalt, Thuringia, and
Saxony (23 February—to March); Berlin (3-8 March); and Upper Silesia
(5—15 March). Actions repeated the cycle of impressive mobilization, brutal
suppression, and embittering defeat. The workers’ exasperated militancy
produced one further round of conflict: another general strike in the Ruhr
(1—30 April), involving 73 percent of all Ruhr miners at its peak; a Braun-
schweig sympathy strike (9-16 April); a Wiirttemberg general strike (31
March—7 April); and the events of the Munich Soviet Republic (7—30 April).

An immense gulf separated militants from official leaders. The local SPD
met actions with contempt, denouncing miners as criminals and ruffians,
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whose violence undermined the union’s policy. Such attacks were hugely
resented, sowing the very violence they alleged. But if the movement was
driven by anti-SPD bitterness, it was steered by neither USPD nor KPD.
Militancy was spontaneous, though not unorganized. It proceeded beyond
the framework of any parties and against the official union from a pithead
democracy of delegates and mass meetings. In its local base in production,
its informal agitational methods and mine-to-mine coordination, its pref-
erence for decentralized nationalization via mine-based workers’ control,
and its suspicion of national bureaucracies, the movement echoed the
themes of syndicalism—and indeed, a local syndicalist, Heinrich Heiling, a
leader of the small syndicalist miners’ union formed in 1908, was promi-
nent in the Hamborn agitation.?¢ In the volatile circumstances of early
1919, the boundaries separating an older syndicalist tradition, a newer
brand of industrial unionism, the infant KPD, and unaffiliated grassroots
militancy were blurred. The key was the alienation of militants from the
SPD and its unions.?”

This was the conjuncture that produced “council communism.” Council
communism—and the rank-and-file militancy it sought to theorize—dis-
missed the political complexities of revolution. There were huge areas coun-
cil communists ignored. Questions of women, the family, and the sexual
division of labor were one. Coalition building was another, for the council
movement refused to worry about peasants, petty bourgeoisie, and other
nonproletarian social groups. Council militants were untroubled by the ad-
ministrative consequences of organizing revolutionary government around
the point of production. If the councils had a factory rather than a terri-
torial basis, training workers for running production rather than society in
general, then how would the noneconomic functions of government be ad-
dressed? How would the councils deal with social welfare and education?
How successfully could they represent the interests of nonworkers?

Council communism’s “productivism”—the conviction that true revo-
lution began from the workplace—was so axiomatic that such questions
were never posed. This was exacerbated by the movement’s towering vol-
untarism. If 1917 was a “Revolution against Capital,” in Gramsci’s
phrase—against the Second International’s economic determinism—council
communists carried this to its sublime extreme.?® Their approach presup-
posed western Europe’s ripeness for revolutionary transformation. If so,
politics became necessarily confrontationist. A strategy was needed in
which “absolute opposition to all non-revolutionary forces and the greatest
possible purity of revolutionary principles . . . would empower the working
class to construct the dictatorship of the proletariat.”?® Consciousness came
exuberantly to the fore. Minds were to be revolutionized: “In the German
Revolution the subjective elements play a decisive role. The problem of the
German Revolution is the problem of the development of the self-
consciousness of the German proletariat.”3°
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Relations between the councils and trade unions were chronic, reflecting
opposed ideals of organization. It was hard even for unions with a strong
left, like the metalworkers in Germany (DMV) and Italy (FIOM), to assim-
ilate factory or plant-based systems of council representation. Councils un-
dermined union ability to negotiate national agreements and more generally
to provide leadership in national affairs. Collective contracts were trade
unionism’s centerpiece before 1914, and devolving decisions back onto lo-
cals would delight employers, who wanted nothing better than to deal ex-
clusively with their own workforce. Union resources would no longer be
mobilized to benefit weaker, less organized parts of the membership. Un-
ions’ ability to influence national policy would be undercut, whether from
reformist or revolutionary perspectives. Moreover, demands for local con-
trol came at the worst possible time: just as unions acquired corporative
leverage through the war economy, a disorderly shopfloor militancy threat-
ened from the rear. Unions devoted great efforts in 1919—20 to neutralizing
the councils’ challenge, not just from bureaucratic self-interest or resistance
to democratization but from legitimate disquiet that workers’ collective in-
terests were being undone.

In Italy, trade union leaders moved to contain the councils’ demands.
The FIOM national agreement of February 1919 included the Internal
Commissions as grievance committees, but conflicts over prerogatives only
radicalized the council ideal. As workshop commissars were elected in No-
vember—-December 1919 and council supporters won control of the Turin
PSI, the unions proposed their own ideas for institutionalizing them. These
included the workers’ “Centurians” adopted by the Chemical Workers’
Union in October 1919 (one delegate for every hundred workers, with no
nonunion voters); the Rome Gas Workers’ system, which allowed votes to
nonunion members (November 1919); and the “Baldesi Project” (named
after the CGDLs Gino Baldesi), which crafted an agreement between unions
and the Turin council movement in May 1920. The Baldesi Project typified
union tactics: conceding limited factory functions to councils and giving
nonunion workers the vote but reserving key policies for the unions, mak-
ing councils ancillary to union structures, and preserving union primacy in
national affairs.?! Though the Italian ferment lasted another six months
and the Turin council movement briefly imposed itself via the factory oc-
cupations of September 1920, jockeying between unions and councils was
abruptly ended by Fascism.

In Germany, counterrevolution was hardly less violent in 1919—21 but
unfolded within the parliamentary framework rather than overturning it.
The pact of unions and big employers in the throes of the 1918 revolution,
the Central Working Agreement, already envisaged workers’ committees as
part of trade unions’ own local machinery, and as SPD and unions labored
in 1919 to produce legislation, this was the bureaucratic model they fa-
vored. The Works Councils Law of 4 February 1920 carefully protected
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union primacy. All radical aspects of industrial democracy and workers’
control were gone—sovereignty of the mass meeting; direct democracy and
power of recall; access to the books; control of hiring, firing, and the labor
process; rights of negotiating with management; and independence from
union bureaucracy. Employer sovereignty was intact. All key issues were
reserved for the union’s collective bargaining machinery. Councils were re-
duced to the latter’s adjunct, with merely consultative status.3?

In a moderate trade union perspective of reform under capitalism, these
measures were a solid gain. Centralized, national organization was de-
fended unbudgingly, just as in Italy. As the guidelines agreed by a confer-
ence of union chairmen put it: “The basis of industrial democracy is the
collective agreement with legal force.”?? But the reform can’t be divorced
from surrounding events. It was meant to defuse the council movement’s
more radical demands, and this badly compromised the progressive value.
The point was brought tragically home at the climax of the German law.
A mass demonstration called by the USPD to the Reichstag steps was mas-
sacred by troops, leaving 42 dead and 105 wounded. Ultimately, an un-
precedented rank-and-file movement’s hopes for workplace democracy,
public ownership, and workers’ control, based on autonomous councils,
had shrunk to a limited union gain. Implementing it required the bloody
policing of the original movement.

The workers’ council movement was destined for failure once a national
revolutionary breakthrough didn’t occur. In Italy, that moment passed with
the factory occupations in September 1920. In Germany, the USPD and
other left groupings still pursued permanent government by councils,
whether linked to a parliamentary constitution or not, until the Weimar
Constitution and accompanying legislation, like the Works Councils Law,
laid these ideas to rest. But the real hub was the socialization issue. The
strongest drive for socialization came only in early 1919, mainly locally, in
the Ruhr and parts of central Germany, recalling the national movement
to the united socialist action of November 1918. The suppression of that
movement, and of the local soviets that flickered across the spring of 1919,
changed the character of the later conciliar actions. Henceforth, the coun-
cils were forced back to the local level, either as vehicles of revolutionary
agitation no longer linked to serious prospects of local administrative
power or as the committees of action in a political emergency, like the Kapp
Putsch of March 1920. As a movement, with national political hopes, coun-
cil communism was gone.
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GERMANY, 1918—1923: THE
SOCIAL DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC

THE MOST STRIKING thing about the
German revolution was the unrelenting in-
transigence of the SPD’ moderation. Rather
than harnessing working-class militancy, the
leaders did their best to suppress it. The SPD
upheld the constitutional reforms of late Sep-
tember 1918 in the hour of Germany’s mili-
tary defeat, as the old regime tried to legiti-
mize itself for negotiating with the Western
Allies. For the SPD Right, this constitutional
transition completed the policies of August
1914. It vindicated their patriotism. The mea-
sures making Germany a constitutional mon-
archy, reached after the SPD joined the coali-
tion government on 3 October, already
satisfied the party’s cochairmen, Friedrich
Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann. The party’s
impending parliamentary dominance seemed
sufficient guarantee of further reforms.

The situation was transformed between 27
October and 5 November 1918, when naval
mutinies in Kiel escalated via election of sail-
ors’ councils, a garrison revolt, and a general
strike into a local seizure of power by work-
ers’ and soldiers’ councils.! During the previ-
ous month the removal of censorship and re-
lease of political detainees had stoked popular
expectations, while recognition of the lost war
brought troops to the point of mutiny.? Pop-
ular insurgency spread across Germany, until
a Bavarian revolutionary government was
formed in Munich on 7-8 November, fol-
lowed the next day by the kaiser’s abdication
in Berlin. Although government now passed
to Ebert and the SPD, they made no conces-
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sions to these profound changes. They called the constituent assembly,
while managing an orderly transition. They focused on bringing the troops
home without disorders, maintaining the food supply, and at all costs
avoiding Allied military intervention.> This replicated the political logic of
the civil truce: patriotic discipline and public order; exaggerated fears of
mass action; angry contempt for the “irresponsible” left; practical compro-
mise with the old order.

The SPD leaders displayed no glimmers of doubt. They evinced the inev-
itabilism of their pre-1914 outlook, now transposed to the necessary tri-
umph of a parliamentary constitution. They made a virtue of hardheaded
realism, of taking the tough decisions left-wing dreamers refused to face.
The latter shirked responsibility, they complained, beguiling the masses
with unattainable utopias and flirting with chaos. “The path from 4 August
1914 to 5 October 1918 was difficult,” Eduard David recorded in his diary,
“But what would have been achieved by a revolutionary tactic?” Only “the
most frightful dangers and suffering,” he answered, ending “in the triumph
of reaction.” The SPD leaders savored the complacencies of power. The
October changes made them arbiters of a rapidly disintegrating political
situation, where the old order had lost popular legitimacy. Their left-wing
rivals lacked the same certainty, resources, and support. The Independent
Social Democrats (USPD) acquired a stronger profile in the freer atmo-
sphere of October but were no convincing alternative. The Spartacists and
far left were too fragmented. And while Karl Liebknecht personally com-
manded enormous popularity, he was too purist a revolutionary to join the
new government.

The Council of People’s Commissars formed on 9—-10 November gave
the left parity, with three SPD nominees (Ebert, Scheidemann, Otto Lands-
berg), and three USPD (Hugo Haase, Wilhelm Dittmann, Emil Barth, the
last also representing the Berlin Shop Stewards), cochaired by Ebert and
Haase. On 10 November, the Berlin Shop Stewards called workers’ and
soldiers’ delegates to the Circus Busch to confirm the new government, and
it too elected a parity-based Executive.® But while the Circus Busch issued
a socialist declaration—for “the speedy and thorough socialization of the
capitalist means of production”—it was the SPD’s pragmatism that called
the shots.¢

On 12 November 1918, the government issued its manifesto. With the
aim “of realizing the socialist progam,” it listed its immediate commit-
ments: the eight-hour day; full employment and unemployment legislation;
expanded social insurance; housing reform; universal, equal, secret, and
direct suffrage, with proportional representation and no distinction of sex;
the calling of a constituent assembly; and an end to all wartime restrictions
on civil freedoms and the free movement of labor. This was a solid cata-
logue of reforms. But after the initial declaration, it made no mention of
socialism as such and specifically omitted salient demands like socialization.
It also made no mention of the Rate. Dittmann called it “the Revolution’s
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Magna Carta.”” But between the lines the SPD leaders were thinking less
of socialist construction than of the orderly transition to a parliamentary
republic.

This was made clear by three vital decisions. Most notorious was Ebert’s
“alliance” with the military against “Bolshevism,” broached on the tele-
phone by Quartermaster-General Wilhelm Groener to Ebert after the Cir-
cus Busch assembly. By committing the field army to Ebert, the High Com-
mand protected the officer corps against democratization via soldiers’
councils. For his part, Ebert dismissed the democracy of soldiers’ councils,
focusing only on demobilizing the army within the time limits of the Ar-
mistice. He ignored not only traditional socialist demands for a people’s
militia but also the SPD’ own prior resolutions. He preferred the frame-
work of the old order rather than something new. In a crisis, this would
easily license repression. When Ebert approved the formation of voluntary
units (the Freikorps) in late December against the Left, this is precisely what
happened.®

If SPD leaders showed little desire to reform the army, deferring gra-
tuitously to its prestige, the same applied to the civil service. In early No-
vember, city administrations commonly coexisted with the Réte, giving the
latter watchdog functions while keeping charge of day-to-day affairs, and
this was repeated at the national level. The new government appealed to
all levels and departments of the civil service to stay at their posts, including
the judiciary. There was no thought of purging or democratizing the bu-
reaucracy.’

Third and most decisive of all, on 15 November 1918 the Free Trade
Unions came to agreement with the big employers, in the crucial sociopo-
litical compromise of the revolution. Under this Central Working Agree-
ment (ZAG), the employers recognized the unions as collective bargainers,
accepted the principle of collective agreements, conceded the right of all
workers to join a union, and abandoned company unions. They agreed to
the eight-hour day. Works committees would be formed in any establish-
ment of at least 50 workers. Unions and employers agreed to cooperate for
demobilization. In return, the unions tacitly dropped socialization. Overall,
the big employers showed remarkable flexibility, considering their earlier
dogmatism. For union leaders, the Agreement was a triumphant vindication
of their collaborationist line since August 1914.°

In the abstract, added to the constitutional transition and the SPD’s
program of social reforms, these union advances seemed impressive. But
the actual circumstances—widespread working-class insurgency and dem-
ocratic hopes racing far ahead of the SPD’ more moderate constitution-
alism—tarnished the luster of this success. Initially, the current of working-
class sympathies flowed strongly in the SPD’s favor. But as the SPD and
USPD broke apart, the unity of popular opinion fractured. In a series of
dramatic incidents between 6 and 28 December 1918, the SPD government
members moved unilaterally against the revolution’s radical wing—first
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suppressing a Spartacist demonstration, with 16 fatalities, then trying to
disarm the People’s Naval Division, whose occupation of the royal palace
symbolized the popular aspects of the 1918 revolution. These actions
aligned the SPD with the reassembling forces of order. On 28 December,
the USPD left the government.

Superficially, the SPD had won an imposing victory. It had consistently
outmaneuvered the USPD to control the council movement’s central organs
in Berlin. The unions had gained a powerful corporative place via the ZAG.
The revolution’s parliamentary parameters were secured by making the
constituent assembly the fixed focus of discussion. Advocates of a more
“Bolshevik” approach were marginalized in the labor movement’s forums,
from the Circus Busch assembly of 10 November to the National Congress
of Workers” and Soldiers’ Councils on 1621 December. The climax from
the SPD’s point of view came with the far left’s defeat in the Spartacist
Rising of s—15 January and the elections to the National Assembly four
days later. On the one hand, the popular insurrection called against the
Ebert government by the Revolutionary Shop Stewards and the newly
founded Communist Party (KPD) was decisively crushed, Karl Liebknecht
and Rosa Luxemburg were murdered, and “Order Rule[d] in Berlin.” On
the other hand, the SPD polled 37.9 percent of the vote in the elections,
against only 7.6 percent for the USPD, and with the Democrats and the
Catholic Center achieved a clear republican majority. The elections seemed
a resounding popular endorsement of the SPD’s approach.!!

By other criteria, however, this achievement looked less secure. By re-
fusing a confrontation with militarism, by not reshaping the bureaucracy
and judiciary, by shying away from land reform, and by dissembling on
socialization, the SPD deprived the republican political order of solid social
foundations beyond the ZAG and the various welfare measures. This was
all the more shortsighted because the disordering of social-political arrange-
ments had created such unsurpassed readiness for radicalism. Wartime trau-
mas, immediately followed by the upheavals of revolution, had upturned
the expectations of what might realistically be stabilized or restored, mak-
ing citizens unusually receptive to change.!> Yet, disabled by a sense of
constitutionalist responsibility and patriotic mission and full of traditional
prejudices about the undisciplined instincts of the non—-Social Democratic
masses, the SPD’s political imagination failed to escape from a remarkably
moderate legalism.

What is more, holding the revolution to a narrowly constitutionalist
path meant restraining and then repressing the popular movement. The
workers’ councils were the main basis for a “third way” between the SPD’s
constitutionalism and the insurrectionary politics inspired by the Bolshevik
revolution, and Ebert and his colleagues were lamentably unimaginative in
failing to harness this popular upsurge. Here was the energy and institu-
tional leverage for the further-reaching democratization whose neglect was
so fateful for the Weimar Republic’s survival. But not only did the SPD fail
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to grasp this positive opportunity; the party’s own preferred strategy re-
quired the councils’ active liquidation. In the name of one kind of democ-
racy—parliamentary constitutionalism—another kind had to go."

From this contradiction came a popular radicalization that left much of
the SPD’s achievement nugatory. As repression of the left continued and
government shilly-shallied on socialization, the SPD’s hold on working-class
loyalties slipped. Mass actions surrounding the defeat of the Kapp Putsch
in March 1920 dramatized the widening gap between the SPD and many
working-class hopes, and in the June 1920 elections the USPD now attained
18.6 percent of the vote against the SPD’s 21.6, with another 1.7 percent
for the KPD. In the labor movement’s old industrial strongholds the trend
was all the more marked. Thus January 1919 saw less the end of the rev-
olution than its radical beginning—and one proceeding both outside and
against the framework of SPD policies.!*

By its own lights, the SPD had done a lot. The constitutional, corpo-
rative, and welfare state advances could even sustain an optimistic projec-
tion, in which structural reforms transmuted into socialist transformation.
The Social Democrats saw themselves progressing in that direction. But
their constitutionalist course was imposed at a double cost: the bases of
authoritarianism in the state and economy had been saved, indeed renewed,
in their time of greatest vulnerability; and the best expressions of popular
democracy had been rebuffed, even brutally repressed. The real tragedy of
1918-19 was not the failure to force through a socialist revolution. The
abstract merits of such a course may be endlessly debated, but it could only
have succeeded through a long and bloody civil war, and for many social-
ists this was too high a price to pay. The real tragedy was the SPD’s ex-
cessively legalistic, stolidly unimaginative, and wholly conservative notion
of what a democratically ordered polity might be. In 1918, the SPD had
an unprecedented chance to expand the frontiers of democracy, both by
dismantling the bases of authoritarianism in the discredited ancien régime
and by harnessing the new popular energies the councils movement re-
leased. The chances of a further-reaching reformism were squandered. It
was by its own democratic lights that the SPD failed the test.

ITALY: COUNTERREVOLUTION
TRIUMPHANT

In Italy, revolutionary turbulence was still more impressive than in Ger-
many. It grew from the consequences of the war economy, from popular
hopes for the postwar future, from the favorable circumstances of massive
union expansion, and from the dialectic between popular militancy and
established labor leaderships stretched to the limits of their representative
capacities. Italy also replicated many of the Russian conditions: the timing
and speed of industrialization since the 189o0s; high levels of capitalist con-
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centration; industry’s geographical concentration in the northern triangle
of Turin-Milan-Genoa; the state’s forward role in the economy; and the
extremes of development and backwardness inside the country. Both Ger-
many and Italy passed through revolutionary crises after the First World
War, but whereas in Germany the left’s defeat led to the consolidation of
a parliamentary republican regime, in Italy it brought the Fascists to power.
How do we explain this difference?'®

The Italian Socialists were more intransigent, more united, and more
left-wing. The PSI stood out among west European socialist parties for
refusing to support the war. Even after Italy entered the war in May 1915
the PSI voted against the war credits. As the war’s end approached, the
movement rejected government proposals for economic reconstruction.
Likewise, the PSI vetoed the demand for a constituent assembly as another
form of collaborationism. Instead, party eyes were on Russia. In September
1918, the party reaffirmed its maximum program of socialist revolution.
Then, on 7—11 December, fortified by the central European revolutions of
the previous month, the PSI Directorate called for the immediate “institu-
tion of the Socialist Republic and the dictatorship of the proletariat.” ¢ This
was the party’s declared goal over the next two years. It fought the No-
vember 1919 elections on that basis and had no interest in using its par-
liamentary strength as a springboard into government. In contrast to the
SPD, therefore, the PSI never backed a reformist program of parliamentary
stabilization. It was only in the summer of 1922 that Filippo Turati’s re-
formists declared for a politics of coalition—18 months after the PSI had
split, after Fascism had already broken the movement.

During the “red two years” of 1919—20, the Italian Left had a remark-
able upsurge of support. The PSI’s membership soared, as did the unions’,
whether in the CGL, the syndicalist USI, or the freshly founded Catholic
Unions. This popular upsurge occurred in a general atmosphere of social
confrontation—massive strike waves in industry and agriculture, direct ac-
tion in the factories, local food and price actions, land occupations, and
constant displays of collective strength in rallies, marches, and processions.
It produced powerful concentrations of local and regional strength.

The PSI dominated the north. Nationally, it did better in cities than
rural areas. But the northern countryside was just as red: the agriculture
of the lower Po Valley complemented the industrial triangle of Turin-Milan-
Genoa. In Bologna province, nearly three-quarters of the rural electorate
voted for the PSI in 1919. The key was the imposing presence of the Fed-
erterra, the agricultural laborers’ union, which by 1920 had some nine
hundred thousand members. The Federterra rested on an interlocking sys-
tem of its own local leagues, the camera del lavoro, the cooperatives, So-
cialist local government, and public works contracts, subsidies, and credits,
in which PSI branches might play little formal role outside the Socialist
town councils themselves. By late 1920 this rural hegemony had brought

170 WAR AND REVOLUTION, 19T4-1923%



the lower Po Valley and its economy under Socialist control, putting the
dominant classes under a deeply humiliating state of siege.

This rural Socialism luxuriated in its new public power, savoring the
taste of class revenge. In Ferrara, the PSI provincial administration took
over the castle, painted Viva il socialismo in luminous paint, draped it with
red flags, made it the headquarters of the camera del lavoro, and, to the
horror of their fellow resident, the prefect, threw it open to all manner of
working-class meeting and celebration.!” In this climate of manifest class
confrontation, in which union boycotts and attacks on blacklegs were
mixed with cost-of-living riots, attacks on the police, and general taunting
and intimidation of the bourgeoisie, many rural agitators were deliberately
escalating tensions for purposes of revolution. This was a combative, ex-
uberant socialism, in which even the PSI Directorate’s revolutionary Max-
imalism lagged behind the direct-action militancy of the rank and file. The
PST’s electoral success depended directly on identifying with social struggles
that the SPD in Germany had bitterly opposed. In the 1920 local elections
the Socialists were most successful where agricultural militancy was most
intense: in Rovigo they won all 63 communes; in Mantova, 59 out of 68;
in Bologna, 54 out of 61; in Reggio Emilia, 38 out of 45; and so forth.

Faced with this uncompromising revolutionism, the Italian bourgeoisie
could be forgiven for expecting insurrection. But in practice the Maximalist
leadership lived permanently in the gap between word and deed: “The de-
clared objectives were always uncompromisingly extreme, and verbal vio-
lence, with its proclamation of subversive intentions, its insults, and threats
against adversaries and the established institutions, reached a very high
pitch.”'® Nor was there any shortage of local activism. But whenever a
general insurrectionary opportunity arose, the Maximalists hung resolutely
back from the brink. This was true of the massive cost-of-living distur-
bances in June-July 1919, true also of the Piedmont general strike of 13—
24 April 1920, and true again in late 1920, when factory occupations con-
joined with another climactic struggle of the Federterra and the 5§ Novem-
ber local elections. In a joint meeting on 9—11 September, the question of
converting the factory occupations into a national revolutionary challenge
was referred by the PSI leadership to the CGL National Council, which
rejected the idea by only 591,245 to 409,569 votes."

Maximalism’s bizarre mixture of verbal intransigence and strategic pro-
crastination remains perplexing. The narrow élitism and antipopular vio-
lence of the prewar Italian state, successively overlaid by the wartime po-
larization and the popular utopianism of the peace, also played their part,
as did the shibboleth of unity, which militated against alienating a sizable,
more cautious part of the movement. But Maximalism also came from the
Second International’s automatic Marxism, the Kautskyian faith in History
and objective process. Only the extreme left groupings of the party, the
emergent communist factions around Gramsci and Amadeo Bordiga who
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embraced Bolshevik voluntarism, escaped this inherited culture. The Max-
imalists themselves justified their inaction by the international conjuncture,
waiting for radicalizations elsewhere.? But the ingrained assumptions be-
hind this rationalization, the entire idiom of classical social democracy,
were more important: “We, as Marxists, interpret history; we do not make
it.”2! The revolution was always just around the next corner.

Maximalist failings were an object lesson in how not to conduct a rev-
olution. They fed expectations without resolving them. They fanned a
mood of revolutionary excitement but refused to shape it into a revolu-
tionary challenge. They fashioned socialism into a barrier against the bour-
geois world and from behind this ideological stockade released a fusillade
of rhetorical provocation. But when the masses took them at their word
and acted, they counseled discipline and patience. Understandably, this
bred resentment. By late 1920, the movement was directionless and de-
moralized, racked by recriminations, and generally falling apart. The Fas-
cists beckoned as an agency of counterrevolutionary pacification. Localized
paramilitary activity had been brewing since early 1920 and now spread
violently in organized form. Class struggle abruptly left the land of pos-
turing, rhetoric, and symbols for the world of guns, beatings, and milita-
rized terror. Schooled in the protocols of a much-maligned liberal polity,
Socialists had no answer to this systematic political violence. Without the
advantages of legality, shocked by a brutal assault on the premises of the
labor movement’s popular-democratic ethos, the PSI’s local hegemonies
crumbled. It became “a revolution of blood against a revolution of
words.”2?

One lesson of Maximalist failings, then, was organizational: the need
for revolutionary leadership, a Bolshevik party. This was Bordiga’s posi-
tion, and during 1920 Gramsci joined him. The issue was renewal versus
secession: winning the party to a “communist” perspective, which could
require expelling the reformists or launching a new party to the left. It
proved insoluble. When the PSI Congress finally met in Livorno on 15-21
January 19271, the party split three ways: 98,028 votes for the Unitarian
Communist motion, 58,783 for the Communists, and 14,695 for the So-
cialist Concentration. The Communists immediately left, forming the Com-
munist Party of Italy.?

DILEMMAS OF REVOLUTION:
PARLIAMENTS, FACTORIES, AND STREETS

Italian Socialism encapsulated the Left’s dilemmas in the postwar revolu-
tionary conjuncture. The obstacles to socialist revolution, in Italy no less
than Germany, were formidable. But among them was a failure of revo-
lutionary leadership, which “faded away at the moment of truth.”?* One
of the worst consequences of this was the isolation of the urban revolu-
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tionary movement—from the middling strata, from the expanding small-
holding peasantry, from the burgeoning ex-servicemen’s movement, and
from any effort at cooperating with progressive groupings of the bour-
geoisie.?’ By September 1920, this isolation was a fact. But during 1919
things were more fluid, and the PSD’s failure to speak for the multiform
yearnings and discontents of that time had its roots in Maximalism.2¢

Localism, both in its specifically Italian form and in the general bias of
council-based activity, also stalled the PSI Directorate’s capacity for action.
A rolling revolutionary chain reaction might have been imagined, similar
to the November revolution in Germany. But bringing such a movement
to climax required decisive intervention by the Directorate, and here the
well-ensconced autonomies of the movement’s local cultures were a hin-
drance rather than a help.?” This was exacerbated by geography and the
physical separation of the labor movement’s strongholds from the political
and administrative capital in Rome. By contrast with Berlin (and Petrograd
or Budapest), Rome was no magnet for radicalism. The PSI’s centering in
Milan, Turin, and Emilia made it much harder to bring insurrection to the
portals of state power. In effect, storming the latter would have required
the PSI’s own “march on Rome,” an infinitely more complicated matter
than if the movement was centered in the capital city.

If an Italian October was unlikely, how should we conceptualize the
radical Left’s realistic agenda? There were two other models of socialist
action in 1917-23. One came from Germany and Austria, where a social
democratic party’s commanding position in government opened a path for
democratizing state and society and for decisively tipping the balance of
socioeconomic power in the workers’ favor, even inside the limits of the
capitalist system. The other was common to much of western and northern
Europe, where the radical climate created by the Russian and central Eu-
ropean revolutions and the peculiarities of the postwar conjuncture allowed
labor movements to exert unique pressure on nonsocialist governments.
Reforming social democrats and union leaders enjoyed passing political
leverage, often from a new base in coalition governments, as in Sweden
and the Low Countries.

In theory, both models promised lasting increments of legitimacy and
corporative power for working-class movements, with solid institutional
foundations for further gains. In practice, the ebbing of the revolutionary
threat between the autumn of 1920 and the spring of 1921 combined with
the end of the postwar boom to undermine labor’s temporary bargaining
power and restore conservatives’ confidence. What should have been the
transition to a new social democratic era became the prelude to a restabil-
izing of capitalism. Nonetheless, these partially realized chances are a useful
framework for considering the Italian case.

There were two obvious occasions for radical parliamentary interven-
tion by the PSI. The first was the PSI’s victory in the November 1919
elections. These elections were “a ‘historic opportunity’ for the renewal of
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Italian public life through the implementation of reforms that could have
eliminated, or at least substantially reduced, the distance still separating the
masses from the life of the state.” Aside from wartime restructuring of the
economy, the popular mobilizations in town and country, and constitu-
tional reform, the legislature also experienced an infusion of new blood
(304 of 501 deputies were new), and procedural innovations strengthened
party government. This was a major turning point in the Italian polity,
when the traditional power bloc, whose constancy survived the earlier re-
forms of 1882 and 1912, was finally dislodged.?® The PSI potentially
claimed enormous parliamentary leverage as a result, either from within
government or from a nonministerial position of parliamentary support.
The second occasion came at the height of the political crisis of the factory
occupations in September 1920. By that time, Maximalist intransigence had
narrowed the room for parliamentary maneuver, but key liberals saw bring-
ing the PSI and CGL into government as the best chance for stability, and
a last opportunity again opened up.

In both cases, the Left’s best hope was in joining—and helping to
shape—a broader democratic bloc. Such a bloc was a possible basis for
further-reaching socioeconomic reforms. Once the high tide of popular mil-
itancy had passed and the Fascists were on the march, it could also enable
democratic defense. Italy and Germany produced complementary histories
in this respect. The SPD claimed impressive strength in the parliamentary
arena but lacked strategic vision, building its republican coalition around
the most moderate possible consensus; the PSI abandoned coalition build-
ing to pursue extraparliamentary mobilization but produced, ironically, the
best blueprints of reform. If the SPD was stuck in the most cautious version
of a coalition, sacrificing democratic energies to the narrowest constitu-
tionalism, in a counterrevolutionary perspective of law and order, Italian
reformists had the opposite problem, a coherent and ambitious program
but without any access to power. This was the tragedy of the two revolu-
tionary movements. A successful non-Bolshevik Left needed the best of
both worlds: radical yet democratic extraparliamentary energies mobilized
and channeled through the parliamentary process.

Of course, neither the SPD nor the PSI completely controlled their sit-
uations but contended with ebullient and unmanageable popular move-
ments, whose militancy and hopes set the agenda as much as followed it.
But in 1918-19 the masses were primed for a lead, and both parties enjoyed
remarkable loyalty from their working-class supporters until the dialectic
of disillusionment and radicalization set in. If reformist socialists had de-
veloped the courage of their convictions and instead of demonizing Bol-
shevism or dismissing the agency of ordinary people had built bridges from
their parliamentary strength to the grassroots democracy of the councils
and the activism of the streets, the gap between national leaderships and
the socialist rank and file might not have widened. Conversely, if the
German insurgents of 1919—21 (whether council communists, syndicalists,
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KPDers, or USPD left) and the Italian Maximalists had committed to the
parliamentary arena, the broad socialist electorates of 1919 might not have
dispersed. Either way, lasting popular enthusiasm for democracy was not
created. As the success of Benito Mussolini’s Fascists and the limited resil-
ience of the Weimar Republic after 1929—30 both confirmed, the costs were
huge.
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Chapter 11

Remolding Militancy
The Foundation of

Communist Parties

I LEFT THE INTERNATIONAL initiatives
of European socialism in early 1917, stymied
in Stockholm. The northern neutrals vainly
confronted the anti-Germanism of the British,
French, and Belgian socialists, hoping to re-
vive the pre-1914 Second International. The
Zimmerwald movement looked for a renewal
of revolutionary politics but without breaking
irrevocably with the past. Both were focused
on Russia, where the Left’s revolutionary
prestige had increasingly become the stan-
dard.

Thus on the eve of the Bolshevik revolu-
tion the Left’s politics were very amorphous.
The basic split between antiwar opposition
and “ministerial socialists” backing the war
was clear enough, as was the latter’s prag-
matic vision of postwar reforms. But the ter-
rain between the militant reformism of a Phi-
lipp Scheidemann or Albert Thomas and the
single-minded revolutionism of a Lenin re-
mained indistinct. Even Lenin couldn’t bring
his own party entirely behind the demand for
a Third International, and non-Bolshevik sup-
port was small. The choice Lenin offered the
Zimmerwaldists—“to remain a temporary
shelter for revolutionary socialists and war-
weary opportunists, or become the basis of a
Third International”’—was one most Italian,
Swiss, French, and German Zimmerwald sup-
porters wouldn’t make." But this reluctance to
burn bridges was not just fuzzy-headedness
and cold feet. It reflected fundamental differ-
ences over democracy, national particularities,
and vanguardism, which had no easy resolu-
tion and dogged the Third International’s
history in years to come. Where most Zim-
merwaldists awaited the revival of mass
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revolutionary agitation from below, Lenin insisted on superior organization
and a strong lead.

THE DIVISIONS OF INTERNATIONAL
SOCIALISM

Once the Bolsheviks took power and the armistice gave right-wing socialists
freer rein, both extreme wings moved to institutionalize the wartime split.
As Stockholm discussions faded away, Allied socialists appointed a three-
person committee of their own and called a conference in Bern for February
1919 to reestablish the Second International. In parallel, the Bolsheviks
launched the Third International, with a founding congress in Moscow for
March 1919.2 Yet, much socialist opinion was aligned with neither—essen-
tially the old Zimmerwald majority, greatly expanded now that legal pol-
itics were back. Some parties either boycotted the Bern meeting, like the
Italians and Swiss, or else went and later withdrew. Between the First and
Second Congresses of the Communist (Third) International in March 1919
and July 1920, such official secessions made the Second International
mainly a northern European affair, based on majority socialist parties in
Britain, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Belgium. The
first to leave was the Italian party in March 1919, followed by those in
Norway, Greece, Hungary, Switzerland, and Spain. In early 1920, the
German USPD, the French SFIO, the British ILP, and the Austrian SPO all
followed suit.>

While some of these parties gravitated toward Moscow, Second Inter-
national losses weren’t immediate gains for the Third. Those came later,
after the Second Comintern Congress in July 1920 issued its Twenty-One
Conditions for joining, which then provided criteria for defining a Com-
munist party (CP).* With this instrument, Grigorii Zinoviev and other Bol-
shevik emissaries toured sympathetic Socialist parties in winter 1920-21,
cajoling the pro-Bolshevik Left into finally breaking with their opponents,
either by expelling the latter where they were strong enough or by them-
selves forming a new party. This occurred first at the Halle Congress of the
USPD in October 1920, which voted 237 against 156 to accept the Twenty-
One Conditions: the right kept 340,000 members and most of the appa-
ratus, but the left claimed 428,000 members, taking 370,000 of them into
the united KPD in December.’ The SFIO came next, voting at its December
Congress in Tours to join the Third International and create the French
Communist Party (PCF).¢ In Livorno in January 1921, roughly half the
PSI’s membership left to form the Italian Communist Party, and in May
the same occurred in Czechoslovakia.” These new parties joined the smaller
CPs established around Europe after 1918 (see table 11.1).

This new round of splitting gave large groupings no international home,
so yet a third international body took shape, emerging from two confer-
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TABLE | 1.1 The Foundation of Communist Parties

Country Name of Party Year Membership
Austria Communist Party of German Austria (KPO) 1918 3,000
Belgium Communist Party of Belgium (PCB) 1921 517
Bulgaria Bulgarian Communist Party (BKP) 1919
Czechoslovakia Czechoslovakian Communist Party (KSC) 1921 170,000
Denmark Danish Communist Party (DKP) 1920 25,000
Finland Socialist Workers Party(SSTP) 1920 2,500
France French Communist Party (PCF) 1920 109,000
Germany Communist Party of Germany (KPD) 1918 106,656
Great Britain Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) 1920 3,000
Greece Socialist Workers Party of Greece (SEKE) 1918

Hungary Hungarian Communist Party (KMP) 1918

Iceland Icelandic Communist Party (KFI) 1930

Ireland Communist Party of Ireland (CPI) 1921

Italy Communist Party of Italy (PCI) 1921 70,000
Luxemburg Communist Party of Luxemburg (CPL) 1921 500
Netherlands Communist Party of Holland (CPH) 1918 1,799
Norway Norwegian Communist Party (NKP) 1923 16,000
Poland Polish Communist Workers Party (KRPP) 1918

Portugal Portuguese Communist Party (PCP) 1921

Romania Romanian Communist Party (PCR) 1921 2,000
Spain Spanish Communist Party (PCE) 1919 1,000
Sweden Communist Party of Sweden (SKP) 1921 14,000
Switzerland Communist Party of Switzerland (KPS) 1921

Yugoslavia Communist Party of Yugoslavia (KPJ) 1919

ences in Bern and Vienna in December 1920 and February 1921 as the
International Working Union of Socialist Parties. This Vienna Union, or
“Two-and-a-Half International,” rallied the left-socialist rumps who re-
jected the Twenty-One Conditions, including the USPD, the Czech Social
Democrats, the SFIO, and the full array of Balkan Social Democratic
groups. They were joined by the Swiss Social Democrats, who first affiliated
and then left the Third International in summer 1919; anti-Bolshevik Rus-
sians among the Mensheviks and Left SRs; and the British ILP. The moral
lead came from the Austrian Socialists, who during 1919—20 stayed con-
sistently independent between the camps.®

The Vienna Union was exactly what Lenin condemned in the latter-day
Zimmerwald movement, officially disbanded by the Third International in
March 1919—a temporary refuge for antireformists who couldn’t stomach
a split. But for Friedrich Adler, its secretary and moving spirit, it was a
bridge to socialist unity. He brokered a unity conference in Berlin in April
1922, to which each International—the Second, Third, and Two-and-a-
Half—sent 1o delegates, with the remaining executives as observers. It was
perhaps remarkable that this conference—the first since the old ISB’s final
meeting in Brussels in July 1914 where all tendencies of the international
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movement were present—met at all, at least creating a “Committee of
Nine” for future cooperation. But by the Committee’s first meeting the
following month the framework was already lost. The Third International
withdrew, amid violent recriminations now only too familiar in Left polit-
ical exchange.® By fall 1922, the Two-and-a-Half International was in unity
talks with the Second International. In May 1923, they merged as the Labor
and Socialist International (LSI) in Hamburg.

This universalized the split in the socialist movement opened by the war,
a split disfiguring the Left’s politics until the flux of 1956-68 and beyond.
Two camps faced each other across a minefield of polemical difference. Yet
a nonaligned center had sought to escape these polarized outcomes imposed
by the Second and Third internationals, and in much of Europe still carried
the Left’s hopes. Its leading voices—Friedrich Adler, Giancinto Serrati, Jean
Longuet, and in a different way Karl Kautsky—were infuriatingly wishy-
washy when it came to acting on their revolutionary principles. By Bolshe-
vik standards, parties like the USPD and SPO were certainly no advertise-
ment for revolutionary decisiveness. But in the light of later history—not
just the Russian Revolution’s degeneration and the murderous stain of Sta-
linism but the Left’s return in the 1970s and 1980s to classical democratic
perspectives—their scruples deserve to be taken seriously. However in-
effectual its bearers on a scale of revolutionary success, the line from Zim-
merwald to the Vienna Union charted principles of national diversity and
classical democracy, which the Third International sacrificed to its cost.

LAUNCHING THE COMMUNIST
INTERNATIONAL

Once Bolshevism was in power, Lenin had his way, and a new International
was formed. Scope was initially limited by wartime communications. In
early February 1918, a Moscow meeting of leftists from Scandinavia and
eastern Europe wanted to call a conference, but the Soviet regime’s renewed
military problems supervened. Nevertheless, a Federation of Foreign
Groups of the Russian Communist Party was formed in May, and plans
resumed with the end of war and the central European revolutions. In a
radio appeal to Europe on Christmas Eve 1918, the Bolsheviks rallied sup-
porters openly to the “Third International,” “which, for all intents and
purposes, has already been launched.”'® On 21 January 1919, a small
group drafted an invitation to “the first congress of our new revolutionary
International” in Moscow, broadcast three days later in the names of the
Russian, Latvian, and Finnish Communist Parties, the Revolutionary Bal-
kan Federation, and the Foreign Bureaus of the Communist Workers’ Par-
ties of Poland, Hungary, and Austria."" Originally called for 15 February,
the meeting actually convened in the first week of March.
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The call mentioned 39 groups in 31 separate countries, all European
apart from the United States, Australia, and Japan; others from the colonial
world were added later. The Congress drew 52 delegates from 3§ organi-
zations in 22 countries. After national reports and credentialing, proceed-
ings revolved around analysis of the world capitalist order, recorded in four
detailed statements: “The Platform of the Communist International”;
Lenin’s “Theses and Report on Bourgeois Democracy and the Dictatorship
of the Proletariat”; the “Attitude toward the Socialist Currents and the Bern
Conference”; and the “Manifesto of the Communist International to the
Workers of the World.” Communism was contrasted with the moribund
system of “bourgeois democracy,” which not only the “social patriots” but
also “the amorphous, unstable Socialist center” were now defending. To
parliaments and classical liberal freedoms were counterposed the soviets or
workers’ councils as “the conditions and forms of the new and higher
workers’ democracy.” The dictatorship of the proletariat was the instru-
ment of the workers’ class emancipation, just as “insurrections, civil wars,
and the forcible suppression of kings, feudal lords, slaveowners, and their
attempts at restoration” were the unavoidable medium of the bourgeoisie’s
rise before. Forming an international vanguard was the utmost priority.!?

There was no dissent. On the third day of the Congress, 4 March 1919,
the motion to found the Communist International, submitted by Austrian,
Hungarian, Swedish, and Balkan delegations, was passed unanimously with
one abstention. While the Congress was a small and vaguely representative
gathering, in the Left’s longer history it was a momentous occasion, whose
significance needs careful explication.

The Bolsheviks’ own phenomenal success, the central European up-
heaval of fall 1918, and radicalization in Italy and elsewhere, fueled the
sense of an impending world-historical break. Even in the face of immediate
disaster—like the German repression and the murders of Luxemburg and
Liebknecht preceding the Congress—the new Communists saw contradic-
tions moving inexorably in their own favor. The drama of the occasion,
and the sense of revolutionary anticipation, of being on the cusp of a new
era, was palpable. Arriving in the midst of the second day, the Austrian
delegate Karl Steinhardt captured the mood: dirty and disheveled, striding
straight up to the podium to declare his credentials, ripping them from his
tattered greatcoat by knife, and immediately receiving the floor. After a
stirring and grossly inflated account of Austrian Communist strength, he
ended on a heroic note:

For seventeen days we have been underway from Vienna to Moscow.
We travelled the whole way like hoboes; on coal cars, locomotives,
couplings, in cattle cars, on foot through the lines of Ukrainian and
Polish robber bands, our lives constantly in danger, always driven by
the single burning desire: we want to get to Moscow, we must get to
Moscow, and nothing will stop us from getting there!'?

180 WAR AND REVOLUTION, I9I4—1923



European revolutionary advance was thought to be imminent. The new
International would soon be headquartered in the West, in Berlin or Paris,
depending on where the breakthrough occurred.

Yet, revolutionary enthusiasm aside, what exactly the Congress repre-
sented was unclear. Despite the search for appropriate affiliates and the
Credentials Commission’s meticulous standards so familiar from pre-1914
international socialist culture, the Moscow meeting was an arbitrary mis-
cellany of self-appointed radicals. Simply disseminating the invitation was
a problem, given the Allied blockade of Soviet Russia, the Civil War, and
the Soviet government’s diplomatic isolation, which lasted into late 1919.
The call appeared in Austria and Hungary as early as 29—30 January 1919
but wasn’t properly published in Germany until a month later. Some two
dozen emissaries tried to carry the invitation through the blockade, but
only a few reached their destinations. Most participants resided in the So-
viet Republic itself.™

This problem of representation—of the Communist International’s ac-
tual, rather than rhetorical, relationship to an international movement—
becomes clearer from the overall picture of the Congress. Delegates fell into
five categories. With the exception of the Germans and Hungarians, those
representing Communist parties already in existence came exclusively from
the Russian empire’s former territories, including Finland, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Belorussia, Poland, Ukraine, and Armenia. Second, nationalist
intellectuals spoke for areas of the Middle and Far East, where Communist
organization barely existed, including Turkestan, Azerbaijan, the Volga
Germans, and the United Group of the Eastern Peoples of Russia, together
with Turkey, Persia, China, and Korea. A special case was Georgia, where
the socialist intelligentsia had exceptional popular support but took a Men-
shevik rather than a Bolshevik path.

Next came small left-wing sects with little working-class support, per-
haps calling themselves Communist parties, but not particularly “Com-
munist” in character: groups from Austria, Switzerland, Netherlands, Swe-
den, and the United States, plus the Balkan Revolutionary Social
Democratic Federation. Fourth, a few delegates came from mainstream so-
cial democratic parties, including those in Norway, Switzerland, Bulgaria,
and France. Last, several delegates already in Moscow—from the Czech,
Bulgarian, Yugoslav, British, and French Communist Groups—represented
only the Russian party’s Federation of Foreign Groups rather than any
distinct connections at home.

There was thus a big gap between the International’s revolutionary
€lan—its sense of purposeful forward momentum—and the European labor
movement’s continuing allegiances. The spread of radicalism was patent
enough, but how to capture it for Communist parties, and indeed what
defined “Communism” in the first place, remained unclear. The new Inter-
national’s opening toward the colonial world was a far stronger distinction.
A quarter of the delegates, 12 out of 52, came from Asia, and in this sense
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the Russian Revolution brought anticolonialism freshly into the heart of
the Left. The Bolsheviks’ early international policy included an audacious
bid to revolutionize the non-Western world, turning its sights deliberately
“toward the Orient, Asia, Africa, the colonies, where this movement [for
national self-determination] is not a thing of the past but of the present
and the future.”'s Here, the Congress launched a vital longer-term tradi-
tion, to which the Baku Congress of the Peoples of the East in September
1920 became the bridge.

The Congress also marked the arrival of a younger activist generation.
One category of delegates, from Russia itself and eastern Europe, had be-
come social democrats in their teens and twenties, either in the founding
upsurge of eastern socialist parties in the 1890s or during the radicalizing
experience of 1905. But most of the rest were formed by the First World
War, including the western Europeans, Transcaucasians, and broader Asian
contingent. Here the contrast with the prewar Second International Con-
gresses—and with the Bern Congress of February 1919—was sharp: “In-
stead of all the well-known ‘esteemed’ fathers of international Social De-
mocracy; instead of the theoreticians, hoary with age; instead of the leaders
of the workers’ movement of the previous half-century; here, with a few
exceptions, were gathered new people, whose names were still little
known.”16

But neither these youthful energies nor the general revolutionary opti-
mism could conceal the fledgeling International’s dependence on events in
Russia. Bolshevik leaders assumed that the Moscow headquarters were
temporary. Zinoviev anticipated “transferring the Third International’s
place of residence and executive committee as quickly as possible to another
capital, for example, Paris.” He was echoed by Trotsky: “to Berlin, Paris,
London.”'” But despite this genuine internationalism, Bolsheviks retained
the decisive voice, particularly when pan-European revolutionism subsided
after 1921. Once defending the Soviet Union became an overriding priority
for Communists elsewhere, the Comintern dwindled unavoidably into a
resource for Soviet foreign policy.

WHAT KIND OF COMMUNISM?

Given the uncertainties of the Third International’s relation to the Left
country by country, the big unanswered question concerned the kind of
Communist parties to promote. Lenin’s “Theses . . . on Bourgeois Democ-
racy and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat” defined strict criteria for af-
filiation with the Comintern, incorporated into the “Platform” of 6 March.
Here, Communist politics meant soviet as against parliamentary state
forms. Yet this prescription worked only while insurrections were on the
agenda. Once they receded, the Left again faced participating in the existing
order—parliaments, elections, and the general institutional world of “bour-
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geois democracy.” Lenin would find himself, willy-nilly, conceding the im-
portance of parliamentary, trade union, and other “legal” fields of action,
however tactical, subordinate, or cynical these concessions claimed to be.

Furthermore, the Third International’s impact beyond the Soviet Union’s
own borders and contiguous areas of the colonial world required making
serious inroads into Europe’s established socialist movements. Its success
depended on breaking into these existing formations and their popular sup-
port, just as Zimmerwald had needed the broader antiwar sentiments of
the much maligned center. Lenin might hammer on the need for a new start
and a clean break. But new parties couldn’t be fashioned from nothing.
They needed to reshape existing traditions and contexts of militancy.
Where such parties were launched into a vacuum, without splitting an ex-
isting movement, they seldom escaped sectarian marginality.

This gave the Comintern a dilemma. Once the affiliated groups ex-
panded in 1919-20, particularly with the hemorrhage of support from the
Bern International and the possible regroupment of the socialist center, the
ambivalence of the Comintern’s potential supporters over soviet versus par-
liamentary democracy couldn’t be ignored. By 1920 and the buildup to the
Second Congress, the affiliated parties embraced the gamut of left-wing
politics, from parliamentary socialism of the prewar kind, through council
communism, to syndicalism and an extreme ultraleftism that refused all
truck with parliaments. Resolving this question became the Third Inter-
national’s key dilemma as it entered its second year.

The Twenty-One Conditions of July 1920 were only a partial solution.
These were certainly effective in drawing the lines more sharply against
reformists, digging a deep ditch between Communist parties and the older
social democratic ones still shaping the Left in Scandinavia, the Low Coun-
tries, and Britain. But they brutally excluded a much wider range of so-
cialist opinion and support, that expressed through the short-lived Two-
and-a-Half or Vienna International, which included not only Mensheviks
and other defeated factions, or smaller Left parties like the British ILP, but
also the prestigious Austrian Socialists and larger left-socialist groupings
from Germany, Czechoslovakia, and France unhappy with the discipline
and loyalty the Third International now required. Over the longer term,
the new CPs could only prosper by winning the confidence of these group-
ings and their support. For most of the 1920s and 1930s, however, Com-
munists only accentuated their differences, driving left-wing socialists back
into the arms of the social democratic right.

Equally serious, the most impressive revolutionary insurgencies during
1919—21 reflected violent, volatile, and localized forms of working-class
radicalism, which the new parties had little ability to organize or control.
This was clearest in Germany, Italy, and Czechoslovakia, where the strong-
est CPs faced mobilized workers angrily resistant to any leadership seeking
to implement national strategy or develop a coordinated political line. In-
deed, as much activism existed beyond the organized frameworks of Com-
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munist and left-socialist allegiances as within them: in late 1920, for in-
stance, as the 78,000 KPD members awaited the influx of former USPDers,
the council-communist KAPD and its associated General Workers’ Union
may have counted another one hundred thousand supporters, not to speak
of the kaleidoscopically shifting patterns of unaffiliated neosyndicalist mil-
itancy.'® These working-class mobilizations simultaneously sustained and
frustrated Communist revolutionaries, producing the most reckless chal-
lenges to authority but without lasting supralocal effect. This was the infant
Communist parties’ thorniest dilemma: how successfully they shaped such
militancy would decisively influence the kind of Communist parties they
would become.
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FOR WOMEN IN the revolutionary years,
the ambiguities of change were acute. The
war’s end brought the first breakthrough of
female enfranchisement. Before 1914, women
voted in only Finland (1906) and Norway
(1913), but by 1918 they shared in Europe’s
democratization. First in Russia, then in the
central European revolutions of Czechoslo-
vakia, Austria, Hungary, Poland, and Ger-
many, and finally in Ireland (1922), the new
states included women as voting citizens, as
did the liberal polities of the north—Denmark
and Iceland (1915), Sweden (1918), Britain
(1918), Luxemburg (1919), and the Nether-
lands (1920). If women’s suffrage wasn’t uni-
versal—in Belgium, France, and Italy reforms
were blocked—the trend was clear.!

In contrast, women’s economic depen-
dency was scarcely improved. Wartime entry
into protected male occupations was crudely
reversed. Women stayed in waged jobs, be-
cause working-class households still needed
their incomes, but the priority of demobilized
male “breadwinners” was quickly restored.
Right and Left shared a desire to restabilize
gender relations upset by the war. In short,
while winning constitutional gains, women
became the objects of social policies implying
that little really had changed.

CITIZENS, MOTHERS,
AND CONSUMERS

In a nutshell: women were enrolled into citi-
zenship and men’s and women’s political
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rights finally grew the same, only for social policies to reassert their differ-
ence. The leading edge of this gender politics was maternalism—ideas and
policies foregrounding motherhood as crucial for the nation’s public health,
global competitiveness, and moral order. Two intersecting anxieties were
involved. One was the war’s demographic catastrophe. Europe lost 50-60
million to military and civilian casualties, starvation and disease, and war-
induced birth deficits, and 20—25 million were permanently disabled, leav-
ing a stark gender imbalance among younger women and men. Second, the
war disordered “normal” family life. It snatched husbands and fathers from
patriarchal roles and required new female responsibilities—not just the ob-
vious burdens but ambiguous freedoms and opportunities too. Added to
demobilization and men’s reentry into the labor market, which spurred
talking about women’s place, these effects harnessed attention to the health
of the family.

Population policy became an obsession of interwar public life. The sur-
plus of women and shortage of men, the declining birth rate, the war’s
visible human wreckage, and fears of social degeneration all combined with
women’s new political rights and the enhanced welfare state to bring
women to the political fore. Pronatalist policies for raising the birth rate
and the quality of society’s human resources and maternalist policies for
strengthening women’s family roles converged. The resulting policy re-
gimes—and the debates and battles surrounding them—varied country by
country in complex ways but described a space of political intervention
common to interwar Europe. Questions of reproduction (birth control,
abortion, sterilization), child welfare, medical advice, household efficiency,
and social services composed the shared battleground of politics. They in-
cited diverse projects of social policing and improvement, with openings
not only for the efficiency-maximizing ambitions of bureaucracies and ex-
perts but also for the altruism of reformers, from professionals and social
activists to labor movements and women’s organizations, as well as ordi-
nary women themselves. Consequently, it mattered enormously what par-
ticular balance of political forces pertained.?

The Right sought to confine women at home, invoking “traditional”
family values or nationalist demands for “purifying” the population pool,
for which Nazism’s racialized policies in 1933-45 became a terrible ex-
treme. But this wasn’t the prerogative of the Right alone. Whether in the
USSR, the French Third Republic’s population policies, Fabian social pol-
icies in Britain, or sex reform in Weimar Germany, the Left were active
too. Biological politics—removing issues from contention by “naturalizing”
them, referring them to medical and scientific expertise rather than demo-
cratic debate—were common ground of discussion for welfare issues, child-
raising, public health, sexuality, and sex differences between the wars.?
Other public discussions also revolved round this central theme, from the
memorializing of the First World War to the linking of patriotism with
masculine ideals of virility and domesticized images of female patience and
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virtue.* The “feminizing” of social policy, education, and family life into
women’s distinctive domain reflected this syndrome too.’

Left and Right occupied a single frame. Family reform implied women’s
advancement, whether via positive recognition as wives and mothers or
recruitment into voluntary agencies and “caring” professions for the same
familial needs. In the meantime, analyses of fascism and post-1968 feminist
critiques have explored the disempowering consequences of such biologi-
cally based familialism confining women to the home. Seeing women’s
emancipation in a “separate sphere” of familial, domestic or feminine vir-
tues has become more problematic in light of these critiques, because sep-
aration undermined civic and legal equality as often as securing it. But in
1918, these issues were blurred. Even the strongest radicals, like the Bol-
shevik Aleksandra Kollontai, retained some notion of a “natural division
of labor” affecting women’s innate roles as mothers.

Initially, validating motherhood and domesticity could be empowering.
Social feminism—protection for motherhood, family-oriented social poli-
cies, education for girls, protective labor legislation, a politics of women’s
special nature—had focused feminists’ vision of women’s emancipation be-
fore 1914 as much as legal equality and the vote.” “Advanced” thinking
among emancipated women and men enlisted eugenicist ideas for regulating
human procreation, blurring the lines between feminist control over repro-
duction and “national efficiency” arguments for survival of the race. Unless
reforms made motherhood more attractive, it was commonly argued, only
“inferior” mothers would have children.

There was one last complication. If tensions endured between civil
equality and constructions of sexual difference, they also defined the new
consumerism—between social policies confining women to the family and
consumer promises tempting them out. Housewives became household
managers, joining the public sphere as purchasing agents for husbands and
children. Even more destabilizing, a new culture of cheap entertainment—
in dream palaces and dance halls, and the lure of lipstick, smoking, and
fashion—captured attention. Younger women found an expressive inde-
pendence, a stylistic escape from domestic and public oppressiveness of
male control, in a commercially driven culture of possibility, “playing on
fantasy and desire.”® Advertising and the cinema transported this reality
from the socially restricted culture of the metropolis to the general topog-
raphy of women’s imaginations.’

How the Left reacted to the commercial culture of mass entertainment
became a key question of politics. For feminists and socialists alike, young
women embodied this challenge. On the one hand they were egregiously
neglected by the Left; on the other consumerism offered an escape from
domesticity. Feminist campaigners dimissed the new fashions as distraction,
while male socialists slipped easily into misogynist contempt. The pleasure-
seeking young had no place in the socialist imaginary—those “silly girls in
their synthetic Hollywood dreams, their pathetic silk stockings and lip-
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sticks, their foolish strivings.”'® Yet consumerism, like the politics of the
family and welfare, described a key site of politics. These were the new
realities the war and the contemporary transformations of capitalism en-
gendered. They elicited a new right-wing political repertoire, to which the
Left had a remarkably slow response.

COMMUNISM AND WOMEN

What did women gain in the revolutionary years? Lenin insisted proudly
on Bolshevik success: “Not a single state . . . has done even half of what
the Soviet Government did for women in the very first months.”!'! Allowing
for nongendered exclusions of property owners from the franchise in the
1918 and 1923 constitutions, women had full citizenship in the Soviet state,
sharing equally in the new political community of labor. Equality was
grounded in economic independence, as the right—and obligation—to
work. Impediments to equality were removed—the gendered apparatus of
nineteenth-century liberal reforms no less than the patriarchalism of tsarist
law. Residential, property, and inheritance laws gave women equal rights
in land, households, and communes. Radical labor laws provided extra
protections and equal pay. New family law addressed the household dom-
inance of fathers, introduced civil marriage and divorce on demand, abol-
ished illegitimacy, and legalized abortion. Women’s treatment in Muslim
Central Asia was also addressed. This was Western feminism’s maximum
program, to which no government in the West ever came close to agreeing.'?

Treatment of motherhood as a social responsibility was the dark side.
If childbearing was a collective good (as against individual and family ful-
filment), political egalitarianism and sexual radicalism could be twinned
with equally strong programs of maternal and child welfare. For Kollontai
at the Commissariat for Social Welfare, collectivized living freed women
from the family to discharge their duties as workers and mothers. Indeed,
she argued, attaching intimate relations, child-raising, and social reproduc-
tion to the nuclear family was historically outmoded: “The family ceases
to be necessary.”'? But few Bolsheviks were comfortable with Kollontai’s
advocacy of sexual freedom and antifamilial critique, and by 1923 her ideas
were being attacked as irresponsible. Sexual danger replaced sexual free-
dom in Bolshevik rhetoric. The family form allowed sobriety and discipline
to be restored. N. Semashko, People’s Commissar for Health, hammered
this lesson home in 1925: “Drown your sexual energy in public work. . . .
If you want to solve the sexual problem, be a public worker, a comrade,
not a stallion or a brood-mare.”*

This conservative turn decided the fate of Zhenotdel, the CPSU Women’s
Department, created from the First All-Russian Congress of Working
Women in November 1918. Charged with raising women’s political con-
sciousness, it was disregarded by most party men. It came to be channeled
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in the usual ways—to socialization of housework and childcare, provision
of social services, food distribution, caring for homeless children, or nursing
the wounded in the Civil War. Kollontai colluded, distinguishing the public
sphere of men from women’s everyday life. Zhenotdel, initially used for
other purposes, was seen as a troublesome diversion and in 1930 was
closed.!s

If the Russian Revolution’s legacy for women was inconclusive, Stalin-
ism consigned the issue to silence. In 1917-30, there were 301 Party decrees
and resolutions on “women”; in the next thirty years only three.'¢ This
pattern was repeated in the Communist International. The second Com-
intern Congress launched an International Women’s Secretariat with sec-
tions in Moscow and Berlin, unified under Klara Zetkin in November 1922,
but Soviet insistence on a single model of women’s agitation created ten-
sions from the start. In April 1926, the Comintern Executive replaced the
Secretariat with a new women’s department directly under itself.'” In the
individual CPs, the record varied. In the early years, women’s membership
was weakest in Catholic countries where women’s suffrage had failed: 6
percent in Belgium, 1.5 percent in Italy, 2 percent in France. It was stronger
where Communists carried larger numbers from the existing labor move-
ments with them in the splits of T920-21, notably in Germany (12 percent)
and Czechoslovakia (20 percent).'s

Particularly in the smaller or illegal Communist parties, a women’s strat-
egy barely arose, as priorities were elsewhere. In Italy, socialists had seen
the “woman question” in strictly “workerist” terms, ruling anything else,
from women’s suffrage to social policies, dogmatically out of order. But
the salience of women’s wartime protests changed the terrain, and after the
1921 split the new CP immediately made the questione femminile a leading
cause, seeing women’s political rights as essential to the missing democratic
revolution. Communists still focused on women as workers, treating them
otherwise “as a potentially conservative force.” But Antonio Gramsci
forced discussion onto the ground of culture, where noneconomic issues of
family, schooling, and religion could be raised. From 19271, he persuaded
Camilla Ravera to address these questions in [’Ordine nuovo—“problems
of contraception, abortion, the burden of housework, . .. the commercial
nature of marriage . . . the most radical aspects of the Soviet experience . . .
[and] the implications of socialism for the transformation of the traditional
family.”?® But this was terminated by Fascism, which after 1922 smashed
the labor movement, dismantled democracy, and reinstated the most re-
actionary of gender regimes against women.2°

A small CP like the British, with less than five thousand members in the
early 1920s, couldn’t mobilize women as women. The party’s industrial
strongholds (mining in Scotland, South Wales, and the north, engineering
in south Yorkshire and greater Manchester) were precisely the labor move-
ment bastions of skilled masculinity most exclusionary against women. Fe-
male militants themselves opposed separate women’s sections, preferring an
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ideal of emancipated and egalitarian comradeship instead. Female recruits—
young women from socialist families, individual worker militants, teachers,
and educated women radicalized via the war—entered the mainstream of
party work. This worked for women with some economic independence,
but ordinary female “supporters” were connected vicariously through their
husbands. Relieving husbands of domestic duties itself counted as “party
work.” Women’s Sections held afternoon meetings in houses, keeping party
wives loyal to their husbands’ political activity, providing a chance for
political discussion, and counteracting housewifely isolation. Yet this rep-
licated the wider society’s sexual division of labor, with women servicing
their men—as “a sort of housewife to the party,” as one Communist hus-
band disarmingly put it.>!

Some of this came from the British party’s smallness. Recruiting outside
the recognized working-class core was beyond its resources. It also resisted
taking noneconomic oppression seriously. Conflict over birth control cli-
maxed in the summer of 1922, for example, leading the advocates of
women’s reproductive rights, Stella Browne, Cedar Paul, and Maurice Eden
Paul, either to leave or take minor roles. Feminists radicalized by the pre-
1914 suffrage campaigning were one of the CPGB’s founding groups, and
it squandered the chance to build on this start. The failure reflected both
socialism’s gender blindness and the tightened discipline imposed by Com-
intern in 1922-24.2

The somewhat larger French party, 60,000 strong in 1924, showed a
similar trajectory. In the early years it became a gathering point for diverse
radicalisms frustrated with available political options, including feminists
and sex reformers, offering a home for experimental ideas before “disci-
pline” imposed a more orthodox frame. In contrast to the Socialists and
Radicals, the PCF consistently advocated women’s suffrage, proposing bills
in 1924, 1927, and 1928, and vigorously pressed women’s interests at
work. Most impressively of all, it championed the cause of birth control
and abortion reform, setting itself against the vociferous pronatalist con-
sensus of French public life and collaborating with Madeleine Pelletier and
other radical feminists.?> On the other hand, Comintern directives steadily
reduced the PCF’s openness, until after 1928 the party hardened its sectar-
ianism, asserting ownership over working women’s struggles, cutting its ties
to feminists, and sharpening an aggressively masculine style. As member-
ship halved by 1930, women’s issues inevitably receded.?

The German Communist Party (KPD) seemed utterly typical. It declared
the primacy of the class struggle in industry for mobilizing women and
ascribed emancipation to productive employment, backed by socialization
of childcare, housework, and other domestic services. In the mid-1920s, it
demanded exclusive focus on the factory, assigning women an essential
psychology whose “petty-bourgeois backwardness” required undeviating
emphasis on the class struggle. True proletarian consciousness, Ruth Fischer
claimed, was impossible in the four walls of the household, and working-
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class housewives needed the “hard reality” of wage work to escape their
backward mentality.?s Yet the KPD was an unruly party, fluctuating wildly
in membership: from a notional peak of 450,000 after fusing with the
USPD in October 1920, it veered crazily up and down, before plummeting
from 294,230 to 121,394 between September 1923 and April 1924. This
alone made the party hard to control. Further, while the KPD became ac-
cused of unimaginative Stalinist orthodoxy, it became despite itself a home
for more complex agitations.

A large party like the KPD had contacts with women that were denied
to a small cadre party like the British. Aside from wage workers themselves,
it had three bridges to working-class women: consumer cooperatives; ed-
ucational work; and protests against shortages and prices. The last affords
the best example. Beginning as spontaneous protests by housewives and
youth in late 1919 and summer 1920, repeated in winter 1921-22, and
peaking in the second half of 1922 with a major coda in summer 1923,
such actions negotiated fair prices with shopkeepers and local authorities
but also escalated into riots, with looting of food, shoes, and clothing, and
battles against police. The KPD tried to shape this activity for its own ends
by forming “control committees” based on works councils to monitor local
prices, blurring the link to women’s direct actions. Such committees had
diverse origins, including citywide parliaments of works councils, local
union initiatives, mass meetings at big firms, or informal assemblies of
workers and housewives. But the KPD typically imposed its own structure.
It hitched women’s militancy to the works councils, subsuming it in the
“class struggle” of the (male) worker in production. The 840 delegates to
the national congress of works councils in November 1922 included only
16 housewives and 16 working women. Women’s grassroots militancy was
coopted into a bureaucratized revolutionary posture. A separately initiated
women’s movement was demoted to auxiliary support for the old factory-
based ways.?¢

The KPD practice was based in the dogma of the emancipatory necessity
of wage labor. Yet, however well-grounded in Marxist economics, this ap-
proach scarcely appealed to hard-pressed working-class mothers: in one
course for female cadres, the class bridled at the idea that housework was
“unproductive.” Women’s discussion evenings in Berlin-Neukolln in 1922
replaced the factory struggle’s exclusive primacy with a battery of women’s
demands: cooperative households to ease the domestic burden (as against
the KPD’s program of factory canteens, municipal provision, and nation-
alization of services); the “real eight-hour day” (in the home as well as the
factory); wages for housework; free choice of profession for women (re-
jecting assumptions about women’s work); and genuine sexual freedom
(beyond abortion reform and civil marriage).?”

The KPD leaders tried to make this local militancy conform with its
official line. And the KPD’s size and militancy continued to attract radicals
angry with the SPD’s compromising: this applied to radical women no less
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than radical men. Among German parties, the KPD did have the strongest
program of women’s liberation, including not only freeing women from the
home, via the right to work, socializing domestic labor, and complete civil
and professional equality, but also reproductive rights to birth control and
abortion. In short, the KPD’s assumptions about women’s “backwardness”
hardly encouraged women’s equality in the movement, but it was still a
place where women’s political militancy could be articulated. Later in the
1920s, this took surprisingly developed forms.?

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY AND THE
GENDERING OF CITIZENSHIP

One effect of the war was a new prominence of the state in domestic life:
if husbands, fathers, and male “breadwinners” were absent, then women’s
resulting new “presence” needed attention. The earliest example was help
for soldiers” wives, and as war continued expenditure escalated. By July
1918 in Britain, 1.5 million wives and 1.5 million dependent relatives were
receiving army separation allowances (plus several million children), re-
quiring 120 million pounds per year, or two-thirds of annual central gov-
ernment spending before 1914. Government became involved in four ad-
ditional areas: general income support and poor relief for the hardships of
the war; controlling shortages and prices (especially food and rents); social
services for working women; and moral anxiety about the absence of men,
stressing disruption of marriages and the crisis of fertility, the spread of
prostitution, sexually transmitted diseases, youth criminality and control of
children, and women’s sexual independence.

Just when the family was not “there,” it became vital to insist on its
presence. Women’s de facto independence—the “unhusbanding of women,”
in a phrase of the time—fed fears of moral endangerment. It not only made
women heads of households and breadwinners, it also conjured huge anx-
ieties around female autonomy, lack of restraint, and the “abnormal ex-
citement” following removal of the husband’s or father’s moral authority.
The further connection, from unhusbanding and immorality to militancy
and troublemaking, was easy.

Domestic surveillance of women and families by police and social work-
ers was universal among the First World War’s combatant governments.
Welfare payments gave the leverage. In Britain, soldiers’ allowances were
tied to the domestic competence and sexual chastity of wives, first through
the volunteer casework of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Families Association
and then directly via government in the Statutory Committee of military,
political, and philanthropic representatives (1915) and the new Ministry of
Pensions (1916).2° In France and Germany, factory nurses or social workers
(“company housewives”) coordinated working women’s needs for child-
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care, housing, nutrition, and health, while encouraging sobriety and orderly
living. The German state created the Women’s Department attached to the
new War Office in November 1916, under the social worker and future
liberal parliamentarian Marie-Elisabeth Liders. It wanted to ensure
“healthy social relations” for “after the war,” which meant “in the first
instance protection of the family.”3°

Despite women’s unprecedented autonomy, these measures carefully
constructed their entitlements as a dependency on men. Payments of allow-
ance directly to women undoubtedly reinforced their wartime indepen-
dence: “It seems too good to be true, a pound a week and my husband
away,” in one British wife’s words.?! But supporting women and children
remained a strictly male responsibility for which the state temporarily stood
in. This model of social citizenship made “motherhood” the ideological
complement to “soldiering.” If recognition of women’s wartime contribu-
tion was mediated through their husbands, the effects of their independence
as workers and household managers might be contained. This over-
determining impact of the war decisively changed the meanings of welfare
for women, both as recipients and practitioners, tightening the institutional
and discursive links to the state.®

Here, social democrats were entirely complicit. They found recognition
of public responsibility very attractive. Soldiers’ allowances fixed the prin-
ciple of the state’s obligation to its (male) citizenry in a language of social
citizenship, attaching social rights to social roles like soldiering or working.
Charities, the private apparatus of middle-class moral reform, were finally
replaced by state-provided welfare, which socialists would eventually con-
trol. The Labour Party in Britain saw the Ministry of Pensions, headed by
the trade-union parliamentarian George Barnes, as a building-block for the
welfare state. The SPD in Germany was less successful in establishing public
control. As in Britain, the labor movement’s local government strength de
facto dominated social services delivery after 1918, but the religiously or-
ganized private charities survived in the confusing tangle of laws composing
the Weimar Republic’s welfare sector. Nowhere were women’s rights given
autonomous recognition. When women’s benefits were extended—in Brit-
ain for unemployed workers’ dependents (1921) and widows’ pensions
(1925, 1929)—it was in virtue again of dependent status. Women remained
secondary beneficiaries of their husbands’ rights.

Reformist socialists congratulated themselves. Social needs were re-
moved from the moralizing of middle-class charitable visitors to become
the nation’s public responsibility. Family welfare became a class demand,
legitimately voiced by the labor movements. Social rights became attached
to citizenship. These lines ran directly to post-1945 welfare states. But the
erasure of working-class women as democratic agents with rights separate
from husbands reflected deeply conservative assumptions about women’s
proper place. This emerged instantly in the revolutionary turbulence of
1917-23, when German and Austrian Social Democrats anxiously de-
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fended their own moral reliability, as women arrived for the first time as
voters. They had no interest in free love, in introducing a “whore econ-
omy,” or in removing children from mothers to the charge of the state,
they insisted. These were “fairy stories” spread by demagogues and
priests.>?

The SPD was the protector of the working-class family. It upheld civil
equality and equal pay, but its priority for women was the family: sup-
porting families-in-need via benefits, home visiting, and advice centers; ma-
ternal and child protection; contraception and abortion, ideally through
citywide “family care agencies”; adequate housing and a “family” wage;
ethical partnership in marriage and democratic child-raising. This was the
“social worker’s—eye view” of working-class daily life. It reflected both the
SPD’s local government dominance in newly democratized urban Germany
and a new professional cadre of socialist doctors, teachers, and social work-
ers in public life. Social Democrats took a didactic and patronizing view
of the working-class poor, separating respectable working families from the
rough and disorderly residuum, whom the state needed to manage.
Working-class family life became either the solid fundament of socialist
culture or the pathology requiring cure. The social democratic family was
an ideal in which the roughness of the poor could be recast. The skilled,
regularly employed, unionized working class displayed the orderly family
living that SPD ideology desired.

These family images had little emancipatory promise. As mothers and
social workers, women appeared as agents of family moralization, not the
autonomous political subjects whom dismantling the family could free.
Whether through the budding welfare-statism of SPD cities or housing re-
form and campaigns for rationalizing housework, socialist social policy
made dependent places for women, bounded by the home. In the domestic
sphere, socialist creativity mostly concerned the young—free school exper-
iments, “child republics,” and youth movements—leaving sex-gender dis-
tinctions in the family alone. At the SPD’s Heidelberg Congress in 1925,
one Leipzig woman delegate accused SPD men of failing “to introduce
socialism into their own families.”3* But such critiques were rare.

Validating motherhood in a separate-spheres ideology was institution-
alized in the SPD after the opening of female membership in 1908.3° Before
1914, the SPD still stressed the oppressiveness of private property organized
through the family and the liberating necessity of women’s productive la-
bor. But with the wartime split, Marie Juchacz and others now celebrated
women’s reproductive contribution to the nation: as mothers of future gen-
erations, they became a priority of national policy. In taking its place inside
the maternalist consensus, the SPD typified the socialist parties of the old
north-central European social democratic core—Germany and Austria, the
Czech lands, the Low Countries, Scandinavia.3¢

In the British Labour Party, women’s activism was less wholly shaped
by the politics of social work. Women activists were still shunted into ed-
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ucation, health, and social services. Union bloc voting rigged annual Con-
ferences against feminist resolutions, and comparable worth strategies
failed to budge the traditional line of “equal pay for equal work,” which
directly benefited women less. Yet in 1929 Labour’s first woman cabinet
minister, Margaret Bondfield, took the Ministry of Labour rather than a
welfare brief, and other leading women MPs, like Susan Lawrence and
Ellen Wilkinson, made a point of speaking for the whole movement, with-
out distinction of gender. During the 1920s Labour women enlivened mu-
nicipal socialism by strong grassroots movements around working-class
welfare, including birth control and family allowances, insisting that “sex”
issues were really “class” issues. What most separated Labour women from
feminists in single-sex organizations, notwithstanding overlaps of member-
ship, was the feeling that the latter were middle-class individualists insen-
sitive to the working class.’”

FEMINISM BETWEEN THE WARS

What about feminism per se? Enfranchisement problematized feminism’s
future direction. Suffrage agitations had always raised other issues, con-
cerning women’s social, sexual, and civil identities. But wartime patriot-
ism—with the exception of the Women’s International League for Peace
and Freedom, formed in 1915—Ilargely narrowed the debate. Following
through on equality of citizenship by attacking sex discrimination and cam-
paigning for equal pay was one response to winning the vote, but it was
eclipsed in most countries by a “new feminist” maternalism. By 1917-18
prominent British feminists like Eleanor Rathbone and Maude Royden
were advocating a “national endowment for motherhood,” and Rathbone’s
tireless propaganda through the Family Endowment Committee captured
postwar feminist agendas. Her tract, The Disinherited Family (1924),
sought to shift feminism primarily onto maternalist ground.

Rathbone was president of the National Union of Societies for Equal
Citizenship (NUSEC), British feminism’s umbrella organization, during
1919—28.%38 The NUSEC initially backed an orthodox “equality” feminism,
embracing equal suffrage, equal pay, equal opportunities for employment,
equal moral standards for divorce, equal parental rights, and pensions for
widows with dependent children. But by 1925, Rathbone added birth con-
trol and family allowances in a very different overall perspective, invoking
patriotic motherhood-as-citizenship arguments to insist that “real equality”
transcended equal opportunities with men. It stressed what was valuable
and different in women themselves:

True equality meant freeing these women from economic dependence

on their husbands by granting equal honor and financial support to
their work in “women’s sphere.” This could not be done through “old
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feminist” campaigns for equal pay and open access to men’s jobs; la-
bor market reforms would not answer the needs of the unwaged. Only
State intervention could do so; welfare programs could circumvent the
labor market to provide independent support for mothers.?*

Equality feminism vigorously resisted—via the London Society for
Women’s Service under Ray and Pippa Strachey, the Women’s Freedom
League, the Six Point Group, and the weekly journal Time and Tide. When
new feminists pushed another maternalist demand, protective legislation for
women workers, equality feminists regrouped in the Open Door Council
in May 1926. The NUSEC annual council passed a motion supporting
protective legislation by 81 to 8o votes in March 1927. An attempt to
reassert equal pay as the main priority over birth control and family allow-
ances was defeated, and 11 of the 23 members of the newly elected exec-
utive resigned. This divisive debate—plus the completion of women’s en-
franchisement in 1928—ended British feminism’s unity between the wars.

The conflict reflected larger visions.* For equality feminists, equal pay
struck at the heart of the underlying gender assumptions whose persistence
family allowances helped entrench; by foregrounding the latter, new femi-
nists were perpetuating inequality’s root cause. New feminists, on the other
hand, saw themselves mounting a more imaginative challenge to existing
gender relations, which were based on the male breadwinner norm and the
ideology of the family wage. Family allowances payable directly to the
mother would break the chain of female subordination, recognize the na-
tional interest in maternity, and constitute motherhood as citizenship. But
in practice, Rathbone’s proposals were easily stolen by the state, as in the
laws for widows’ pensions in 1925 and 1929, which efficiently assimilated
her thinking to the prevailing masculinist rationale. In this sense, mater-
nalist feminism was a trap. Severed from political alliances and lacking
economic and institutional power, Rathbone and other new feminists
couldn’t win by rhetoric alone: “in the end their maternalist, ‘separate but
equal’ ideology was pressed into service in the creation of policies encoding
dependence, not the value of difference.”*!

By the 1930s, feminists in Europe more generally were at an impasse.
In north-central Europe, the vote was won. In the USSR, legal emancipation
seemed very advanced, although the outlawing of abortion, restriction of
divorce, and criminalizing of homosexuality would shortly tell a very dif-
ferent story. In western Europe, equality legislation begrudgingly ensued.
In Britain, this included the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act in 1919,
technically opening public appointments and professions; the Matrimonial
Causes Act of 1923, equalizing divorce; and the Guardianship of Infants
Act in 1925, improving mothers’ rights. But such reforms mainly sought
to head feminists off. Discrimination typically regrouped to impede
women’s progress via marriage bars in teaching, civil service, and public
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employment. Economic dependency negated women’s ability to enjoy legal
equalities of choice.

If women joined social democratic parties, they were typecast as “car-
ing” auxiliaries in fields like welfare or health, finding feminist goals
blocked by male decision-making structures.** Communist parties were
more promising but also stifled gender politics by unrelenting “proletari-
anism.” The daily practice of left-wing movements was riddled with mas-
culine prejudices that rarely were honestly faced. Even worse, counterrev-
olutionary repression—in Hungary, Italy, and Europe’s eastern and
southern peripheries—reversed postwar gains or hardened existing gender
oppressions. New right-wing mobilizations, disastrously threatening for
women, started in Germany, Austria, and elsewhere in the West.

Feminist maternalism—working sexual difference into a program—
sought to make women’s special nature into an instrument of empower-
ment rather than oppression. Given male resistance to admitting women
on equal terms, this took men at their word, coopting the idea of irreducible
differences based in biology and asserting motherhood’s centrality as a pub-
lic value. It, rather than the fruitless quest for equal pay, would be the basis
of women’s independence, the argument ran, because once the state “en-
dowed” women’s role in the family through a system of direct payments,
the case for the male breadwinner norm, the need for men to support a
family on their own wage, fell away.

But social conservatives already commanded the language of maternal-
ism. Policy-makers—in government, business, parties, unions, churches,
press—made motherhood key to postwar normalizing. Maternalism was
the medium of gender restoration, returning women to the home; and by
equating motherhood with citizenship, British new feminists like Rathbone
moved women’s demands exactly where conservatives preferred. As mater-
nalism seemed the only game in town, feminists joined in, bending things
toward their own agenda. Antifamily radicalism promised only marginali-
zation. But left-wing maternalism remained a fateful choice: by embracing
maternity’s virtues, new feminists learned a language that already assigned
women a lesser, poverty-ridden, and dependent place.

Rathbone’s was not the only British feminist voice, and her opponents
stayed active in many areas of public, professional, and intellectual life, as
new political agendas became composed.* By the 1930s, moreover, the
contrast between “equal rights” and “new” feminist positions was often
blurred, not least in the Labour Party, where they were caught “in a rich
and complex web of interlocking dialogues about the nature of the party
and its relationship to the British state.”#* But in most of Europe, Com-
munist and left-socialist support for women’s civil and economic equality,
social democratic welfarism, and the variety of reformist and right-wing
maternalisms left European feminists little independent space—as, for ex-
ample, the contrast between Madeleine Pelletier’s Communist period in
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1920-25 and her individualized efforts of the 1930s only too tragically
showed.* On the other hand, social changes were proceeding that over the
longer term required feminist response: “the birthrate did decline, families
did become smaller, women were more visible in public, the ‘woman and
sex questions’ were discussed differently, and the role of doctors did in-
crease.” ¢ In the 1920s, these and other questions affecting women were
still awaiting the Left’s programmatic attention.

EMANCIPATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

Official socialist and Communist views of sexuality itself were extremely
conservative. While youthful working-class sexuality inevitably found its
own way, party cultures stressed self-control. The Austrian Socialists were
typical. Sexuality should be “shaped and constrained” to produce an “or-
dentliche (orderly, decent and respectable) family,” laying the ghost of sex-
ual decadence and promiscuity and bringing the party credit. There was no
space for the sexual independence of women. Such thoughts bowed to the
family’s affective needs. Measured by the latter, youth sexuality was an
unhealthy disturbance, comparable to smoking and drink, for which the
“cold showering” of physical exercise—in the Workers’ Association for
Sports and Body Culture—was the answer.*’

Nevertheless, sexology, or the scientific construction of sexual knowl-
edge around naturalized ideas of health and well-being, began to authorize
a new openness about sexual pleasure. A new genre of marriage manuals
encouraged women to see themselves as sexual agents, including Marie
Stopes’s Married Love (1918), selling four hundred thousand copies by
1923; Theodor van de Velde’s Her Volkomen Huwelijk (192.6), translated
by Stella Browne as Ideal Marriage: Its Physiology and Technique (1928),
with editions in all other European languages; and Helena Wright’s book
The Sex Factor in Marriage (1930). Fiercely rejecting “the conventional
estimate of women’s sexual apathy” as a mechanism of male control, Stella
Browne expounded a politics of reproductive rights focused on birth con-
trol, abortion, and women’s sexual self-determination.*® Population poli-
tics, maternalism, and the growth of women’s citizenship were also bringing
sexual relations into political vision.

In Weimar Germany, a remarkable sex reform movement flourished.
Growing from local working-class birth control leagues, it blossomed into
a panoply of educational, counseling, and clinical services, guided by a
militant ideology of working-class entitlement. By 1928, the movement
converged with medical networks and labor movement welfare organs. The
League for Birth Control and Sexual Hygiene formed a national umbrella
with the Society for Sexual Reform, broadly aligned with the SPD but
rivaled in 1929 by the apolitical League for the Protection of Mothers and
Social Family Hygiene. Despite the divisive launch of a rival Communist
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organization in April 1931, cooperation continued among Communist,
SPD, liberal, and nonaligned left-wing doctors, social workers and other
activists, reaching its zenith in the 1931 campaign for abortion reform and
the undergrowth of sex clinics in Berlin, Hamburg, and elsewhere.* The
movement’s leadership was still mainly male centered, indebted to mater-
nalist and eugenicist assumptions. But it did make ordinary people’s sexual
enjoyment and women’s right to reproductive freedom into serious political
matters and came closest to allowing a woman-centered sexual politics to
break through.

Sex reform reflected the politicizing of domesticity during 1914-18.
Child-raising, motherhood, and housewifery entered politics under broadly
maternalist auspices, and once “the working-class home was opened up,
not only to closer state regulation, but also as a legitimate sphere of polit-
ical struggle,” sexual relations came to the fore.*® But sex reform had con-
trary potentials. If claiming privacy and everyday life for politics could
encourage emancipation, new opportunities for women, and new political
alliances, it was also an invitation to control. Evoking Frederick Taylor and
Henry Ford under the banner of “social rationalization,” new managerial
ideologies engendered a powerful conception of the mobility-oriented nu-
clear family: “comprising a skilled worker risen to plant engineer, a
hygiene-conscious housewife, a boy in whose education a maximum of
money and effort was invested, and a decently educated daughter who
worked in the office until marriage, with a well-groomed, discreetly fash-
ionable appearance.”! Ideas like this also captured the Left’s imagination
in the 1920s, permeating the common sense of the labor movement.?

Grandiose speculations were voiced. Reflecting on Fordism, Gramsci
saw modernity requiring a transformation of sexual culture, for “the new
type of man demanded by the rationalization of production . . . cannot be
developed until the sexual instinct has been suitably regulated.”

It seems clear that the new industrialism wants monogamy: it wants
the man as worker not to squander his nervous energies in the disor-
derly and stimulating pursuit of occasional sexual satisfaction. The
employee who goes to work after a night of “excess” is no good for
his work. The exaltation of passion cannot be reconciled with the
timed movements of productive motions connected with the most per-
fect automatism.’?

But the Left shared too easily in this discourse not of its own making.
Women were unlikely to benefit from ideas clinically subordinating their
sexuality, where the “wife waiting at home” became just another “per-
manent machine part.”’* If sex reform promised women’s emancipation,
rationalization returned it to a new regime of regulation.

Rationalization also invaded the sphere of consumption, shaping new
languages of advertising, fashion, and design. But if “efficiency” provided
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one model of consuming, in kitchens, furnishings, and the products of mod-
ern cheap design, “dreaming” was another, borne by new entertainment
media of radio, gramophone, and film, in the expressive codes of fashion
and style. The emerging culture of consumption had collective expressions,
partly in the physical arenas of picture palaces and dance halls, partly in
the sociability of tightly knit working-class neighborhoods. Another con-
text was supplied by the newly flourishing “keep fit” movements of the
1930s, sometimes regimented by the state, as in Fascist Italy and Nazi
Germany, but often affording a new space of female companionship, self-
affirmation, and “autonomous pleasure in [the] body.”’s The British
Women’s League of Health and Beauty, with its 170,000 members—
“where standardized precision movement was performed by women vol-
untarily seeking fun and fitness”—reflected the same cult of rationalization.
Its members were “women of the Machine Age, for whom the machine
meant employment, consumer goods, modernity, individuality, pleasure.”%¢
The Left rarely grasped the importance of the “new woman.” Feminists
were dismayed. “Can [young women] really follow a difficult scientific
demonstration or a complex piece of music, can they really feel the inten-
sities of admiration or love when a good part of their thoughts is concerned
with the question ‘Is it time to powder my nose again’?”57 Young women’s
pleasure-seeking was frivolous and tawdry, male socialists complained. On
his travels through northern England, George Orwell saw only “the same
sheeplike crowd—gaping girls and shapeless middle-aged women dozing
over their knitting.”*® Worse, female consumers betrayed their class. They
were a fifth column of bourgeois materialist values and “cheap luxuries
which mitigate the surface of life.” “Of course, the postwar development
of cheap luxuries has been a very fortunate thing for our rulers. It is quite
likely that fish and chips, artificial silk stockings, tinned salmon, cut-price
chocolate (five two-ounce bars for sixpence), the movies, the radio, strong
tea and the football pools have between them averted revolution.”*°
Interwar socialists had no political language for new generations of
young working women, for the shopgirls, hairdressers, typists, assembly-
line workers, and cleaners—for the “destructive” pleasures of “the young
prettily-dressed girls” pouring from the shops and businesses at the end of
the working day.%® Large movements like the SPD saw the problem. The
behavior of working-class daughters was a serious hemorrhaging from
working-class culture. But moralizing talk of traditional working-class val-
ues was hardly an appealing answer. The SPD’s solution was simply to
strengthen the subculture’s socializing institutions—to find working-class
daughters reliable working-class husbands before the corruption began.
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THE YEARS T19T4-23 were a time of revo-
lutionary change in the arts. The high-cultural
landscape was buffeted by storms of innova-
tion. New artistic movements—Fauvism,
Cubism, Futurism, Expressionism, Dadaism,
Neo-Plasticism and De Stijl, Vorticism, Verism,
Purism, Constructivism, Productivism—ap-
peared in bewildering profusion. Centered on
painting, they spilled across the arts and na-
tional cultures. Yet the convergence with poli-
tics was no foregone conclusion. The avant-
garde had flouted the concert-going and
gallery-visiting public before 1914, but this an-
tibourgeois outlook shared little with the labor
movement’s socialist culture, whose view of
the arts remained resolutely conventional. The
pre-1914 avant-garde also eschewed political
engagement. They assailed the art world’s de-
corums and attacked the social order but did
so in the name of authenticity, Geist, and art it-
self (or alternatively, “life”). It took the war
and the Russian Revolution to fuse this crea-
tive energy with politics.

Socialists mobilized Enlightenment ideals
against inequality and injustice, but to
broaden access to high culture rather than
challenge it—democratizing the old culture
rather than creating a new. Conversely, the
avant-garde’s cultural radicalism was apoliti-
cal: the Parisian extravagance of the Russian
Ballet might scandalize bourgeois sensibilities
but expressed creative license rather than po-
litical emancipation.! Beyond both was the
emerging “mass” culture of leisure, moreover,
which neither socialists nor avant-garde had
faced. If political radicals and cultural radicals
ignored each other, this new challenge out-

flanked them both.
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BRINGING ART TO LIFE

Pre-1914 avant-gardes were nothing if not international—a “spray of in-
tellectuals which in this period distributed itself across the cities of the
globe, as emigrants, leisured visitors, settlers and political refugees or
through universities and laboratories.” The Ecole de Paris seemed to have
fewer French painters than “Spaniards (Picasso, Gris), Italians (Modi-
gliani), Russians (Chagall, Lipchitz, Soutine), Romanians (Brancusi), Bul-
garians (Pascin) and Dutchmen (Van Dongen).”? London, Berlin, Paris, Vi-
enna, St. Petersburg—all functioned as magnets. But if there was a regional
nucleus for international modernism in revolutionary Europe, it was the
Berlin-Vienna circuit of the German-oriented central European intelligent-
sia.

There is a paradox when we turn to 1918. In a time of national revo-
lution, when the Habsburg Empire’s multinational framework collapsed
and Czechs, Hungarians and others celebrated ethnocultural achievement,
a vibrant cosmopolitanism flowered. This came partly from a bourgeois
Jewish literary and academic intelligentsia, who identified with an enlight-
ened model of dominant German culture and valued supranational sup-
ports in the anti-Semitic atmosphere after 1917-18. The international ex-
cellence of the German universities in science, philosophy, and social
science also played a part. So did repression. It was no accident that Hun-
garians rather than, say, Czechs distinguished this cosmopolitan scene, be-
cause the Hungarian Soviet’s destruction sent an entire generation of liberal,
radical, and Marxist intellectuals into Austro-German exile. This is what
changed with the war: artistic radicalism was joined by an international
political filiation, inspired by the Bolshevik revolution but regrouping
around the West’s main revolutionary hope, the German Communist Party
(KPD).

During the Weimar Republic (1919-33), Berlin was modernism’s engine
room. Radicals from smaller countries—the Low Countries and Scandi-
navia—came naturally into its orbit. Two major countries secluded from
international modernist discourse—DBritain by the complacencies of its con-
servative imperial culture, Italy by Fascism—found it vicariously, as in
Christopher Isherwood’s writings with their memorable portrait of Berlin
in its last pre-Nazi phase.> This was a notable shift in Europe’s cultural
center of gravity. It brought the temporary eclipse of Paris, till a fresh chain
of events—Surrealism’s impact, Nazism’s coming to power in Germany, the
French and Spanish Popular Fronts (1934—37)—supervened. If Paris was
the “capital of the nineteenth century,” Berlin promised to be the capital
of the twentieth, until Nazism brutally broke the spell.*

The early twentieth century was crucial for the modern history of the
arts. The dramatic political, economic, and technological changes fired a
new sensibility, which saw itself as their specific expression. And in attack-
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ing the rules of artistic production and form, new avant-gardes were cer-
tainly assailing social convention—using “art” to speak about “life.” In
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto of 1909, hymning the
speed and dynamism of modern industrial life, the language of revolution
and the language of the avant-garde seemed to coincide:

We will sing of great crowds excited by work, by pleasure, and by riot
.. . the multicolored, polyphonic tides of revolution. . .. So let them
come, the gay incendiaries with charred fingers! Here we are! Here we
are! Come on! Set fire to the library shelves! Turn aside the canals to
flood the museums. . . . Take up your pickaxes, your axes and ham-
mers, and wreck, wreck the venerable cities, pitilessly!’

Denouncing the past and celebrating aggression, movement, and revolt,
Marinetti hailed machines as liberating weapons of disorder, embracing
war as the world’s sole redemption. Before 1914, this appeal to violence
and the crowd, the misogynist celebration of physical power, and the turn
to the irrational made its insurrectionary language the opposite of pro-
gressive; by 1922, the Fascist potentials were distressingly real. But still,
the target—the complacencies and rigidities of bourgeois civilization—was
also the target of socialism. By 1916-17, the shocks of war and revolution
were sending many of the avant-garde to the Left. To take the most self-
consciously and militantly subversive of the new artistic movements, for
example, if Dadaism was an assault on meaning, this was also the meaning
legislated by the given principles of the established social order; and the
assault was also the assault on the bankruptcy of a specifically bourgeois
sensibility.6

DESTROYING THE OLD, BUILDING THE
NEW: CULTURAL REVOLUTION IN
RUSSIA?

Culturally, the Russian Revolution produced glorious confusion. The Pe-
trograd and Moscow masses cleared a path for cultural no less than polit-
ical experimentation. The masses themselves, as much as the Bolshevik
Party, repudiated the given culture—expropriating bourgeois, gentry, and
aristocratic property, occupying apartments, manor houses, palaces and
museums, redefining public and private space, and physically destroying
the old regime’s symbols, from buildings and paintings to fancy furniture
and books. The youthful avant-garde luxuriated in joyful destruction. For
the poet Alexander Blok, the revolution was “to remake everything. To
organize things so that everything should be new, so that our false, filthy,
boring, hideous life should become a just, pure, merry, and beautiful life.””
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The revolution’s destructiveness, which for its enemies meant only the
irrational violence of the “mob,” cleared an imaginative space for fresh
thinking. The symbolic radicalism of the avant-garde’s assault on bourgeois
civilization, given the latter’s descent into the morass of the First World
War, shaped the Left’s emerging cultural agenda. If by 1918 the Italian
Futurists had dispersed into Fascism, a Russian Futurist like Mayakovsky
grasped the opportunities of the Russian Revolution with alacrity. “The
streets are our brushes, the squares are our palettes,” he wrote, and he
threw himself with gusto into preserving the new revolutionary state.®

Bolshevism’s alliance with the avant-garde in the revolution’s crucial first
phase (from Civil War to New Economic Policy, 1918-21) was eased by
the appointment of Anatoly Lunacharsky to the Commissariat of Enlight-
enment in November 1917. A prewar associate of Aleksander Bogdanov,
the independent Bolshevik philosopher who had clashed with Lenin over
culture, Lunacharsky worked with Trotsky in Paris during the war and
rejoined the Bolsheviks in 1917. At his new ministry, he practised a shrewd
and generous utopianism, moved by an emancipatory ideal for the working
class—“to acquire, in the course of many years, genuine culture, to achieve
true consciousness of its own human worth, to enjoy the salutary fruits of
contemplation and sensibility.”® But this was tempered by the pressures of
a collapsing economy and the rival advocacy of utilitarian technical edu-
cation. Popular education was in disastrous straits. By 1925, less than half
the school population had finished even three years of schooling and total
enrollments were less than 50 percent of 1913 levels.

Still, Lunacharsky’s ideal of cultural emancipation created a framework
of excitement, and his Commissariat gave ample scope for avant-gardists
and cultural visionaries. It housed a museum department; sections for the-
ater, music, art, literature, cinema, and photography; the Telegraph Agency;
the arts schools; the Higher State Art-Technical Studio; and the Institute of
Artistic Culture. It was responsible for schools, universities, scientific-
technical education, and child welfare too. Lunacharsky was ecumenical.
While harnessing Fururism’s energy, he rejected its iconoclastic absolutism.
He also wished to preserve, maintaining classical traditions and protecting
museums against vandalism. While enlisting the youthful avant-garde, he
also worked with nonsocialists among the old intelligentsia. He saw the
vitality of the new and needed innovators like Mayakovsky but refused to
privilege them in the revolution’s agenda.!®

Lunacharsky saw that art needed its freedom—tolerating diversity and
excess was the key virtue. This was clearest his in relations with Prolet-
kult, the proletarian culture movement inspired in 1917 by Bogdanov and
the Vpered group.'! Urging a culture of workers themselves, free of ex-
perts, analogous to workers’ councils in production and economics, Pro-
letkult clashed with Bolshevism’s primacy of the party. For Lenin and
other Bolsheviks, it seemed merely a refuge for intellectuals chafing against
party discipline, a magnet for potential opposition. Leaders like Nadezhda
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Krupskaya and Lenin himself sought Proletkult’s subordination, while Pro-
letkultists defended themselves as the voice of an authentic proletarian cul-
ture.

Lunacharsky was caught in the middle. His use of Futurists antagonized
party leaders, who wanted “more proletarian simplicity [in] our art.”!? But
Proletkultists also inflamed Bolshevik preferences for centralism and polit-
ical control: Proletkult factory cells threatened Party jurisdiction. Prolet-
kult’s scale, with four hundred thousand in its studios and workshops,
made this dissonance a serious matter. When the Proletarian University,
launched in Moscow on Proletkult initiative in early 1919, became forcibly
merged into Sverdlov Communist University, with its narrower model of
political education, the writing was on the wall. Pressures for moving Pro-
letkult directly under the Commissariat grew immense, and at the end of
1920 it was subordinated via the new Chief Committee for Political Edu-
cation.

Proletkult’s history showed the central postrevolutionary tension—be-
tween revolutionary creativity and revolutionary consolidation. For most
Bolsheviks, the revolution’s survival dictated single-minded concentration,
from which the avant-garde was a frivolous and costly diversion. For Trot-
sky and Lenin, immersed in administrative and military details, while strug-
gling to preserve a longer-term vision, artistic autonomy seemed a luxury
when the regime was fighting for its life in the Civil War. People might not
live by bread alone, but for now the overwhelming demand was indeed for
“bread and coal.” Lenin looked at Proletkult’s fertile heterodoxy and saw
only an “abundance of escapees from the bourgeois intelligentsia” who
treated educational work “as the most convenient field for their own per-
sonal fantasies.”"3

In such circumstances, asserting control over cultural policy came as no
surprise. In fact, Proletkult’s subordination to the Commissariat bespoke
the larger administrative stabilization of the New Economic Policy (NEP),
ratified at the Bolsheviks’ Tenth Congress in March 1921. This declared
limited toleration of market relations and private property, especially in the
countryside. It was conceived as a breathing-spa