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SIX 

The French Revolution: 

(1) The Political Riot 

We have seen that it was through the parlements that the Paris¬ 

ian menu peuple learned their first political lessons and that un¬ 

der their influence city, unlike rural, riots tended to develop into 

political demonstrations. This was particularly so in the last two 

years of the Old Regime, when the parlement of Paris, locked in 

its final dispute with Louis XVI’s ministers, provoked enthusiastic 

and noisy celebrations on the island of the Cite after returning to 

the capital from exile. Yet this was only a beginning. The crowds 

that assembled to greet the parlement were limited to students, 

lawyers’ clerks, and journeymen of a number of districts. The 

lessons learned were still rudimentary and skin deep. Above all, 

they were restricted to the city and had not, as yet, aroused a re¬ 

sponse among the peasants in the countryside. The onset and 

course of the Revolution were to change all this. In challenging the 

“privileged” orders (including the parlements) for control of the 

Estates General of 1789, the bourgeoisie, or Third Estate, appealed 

to the whole nation; its ideas and slogans were seized upon by the 

rural as well as by the city population; and, under this impact, 

the food riot of the countryside and the occasional political dem¬ 

onstration of the city became converted into the great popular 

jacqueries and journees (or “days”) of the summer and autumn 

of 1789. In turn, these early “spontaneous” demonstrations began 

to grow into more sophisticated political movements of the urban 

sans-culottes: these reflected both the intensity of the struggle of 

parties and the growing political experience and awareness of 

the sans-culottes themselves. This was a long-drawn-out process, 
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94 The Crowd in Action 

and no detailed examination will be attempted here.1 The pur¬ 

pose of this chapter is rather to illustrate the transition from one 

type of riot to the other and to indicate the main stages by which 

the political journees,° the most characteristic of all the forms of 

popular participation in the Revolution, originated and took shape. 

After its first challenge to the Ministry in the “aristocratic revolt” 

of 1787, the Paris parlement won an early victory and, having 

spent a week or two in exile, was allowed to return to Paris. The 

returning magistrates received a tumultuous welcome on the 

island of the Cite, in the Place Dauphine, in the Rue du Harlay, 

and at the approaches to the Law Courts. The authorities had 

been prepared for disorder, and the courts were ringed with 500 

Gardes de Paris, supported by a regiment of the Gardes Frangaises. 

Crowds, composed of the clerks of the Palais de Justice and the 

apprentices and journeymen of the luxury trades of the Cite, 

filled the Pont Neuf and its approaches, let off squibs and fire¬ 

works, and pelted the troops with stones. On September 28, when 

the disturbances reached their climax, the troops were stung to 

open fire: there were no casualties, though a passing lawyer had 

his coat pierced by a stray bullet; and four young men were ar¬ 

rested. The disorders lasted for a week, during which bonfires 

were lit before the Law Courts, anti-royalist tracts were dis¬ 

tributed, and Calonne, former Comptroller General, and the 

Comtesse de Polignac, governess of the royal children, were 

burned in effigy. On October 3, the parlement itself called a halt 

to the riots by proscribing all meetings and firework displays in 

the vicinity of the Law Courts. It had been a limited and localized 

affair. Its main support had been drawn from the lawyers’ clerks 

* The most important of these revolutionary journees were: 

In 1789: Reveillon riots (April 28-29), Paris revolution and capture of the 

Bastille (July 12-14), march to Versailles (October 5-6). 

In 1791: March to Vincennes (February 28), Champ de Mars demonstra¬ 

tion and petition (July 17). 

In 1792: Invasion of Tuileries (June 20), overthrow of monarchy (August 

10), September massacres (September 2-4). 

In 1793: Expulsion of Girondin deputies (May 31-June 2), insurrection 

of September 4-5. 

In 1794: Overthrow of Robespierre (9th Thermidor—July 27). 

In 1795: Popular riots of Germinal (April 1) and lst-4th Prairial (May 20- 

23), royalist rising of 13th Vendemiaire (October 5). 
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96 The Crowd in Action 

and journeymen of the Cite; and the faubourgs and markets had 

not yet become involved. 

In the following months the crisis deepened, both because of 

the sharpening political tension and the rising price of bread. In 

May, the parlement courted further popularity by condemning 

the hated lettres de cachet, whereby the Ministry’s opponents were 

incarcerated without trial, and the whole system of arbitrary gov¬ 

ernment. The government riposted by surrounding the Law Courts 

with troops; an edict drafted by Lamoignon, Keeper of the Seals, 

vested a great part of the parlement’s jurisdiction in other courts; 

and the rebellious magistrates were once more packed off to the 

provinces in exile. But such was the support for the parlements— 

in Paris and in other cities—that the ministers were compelled 

to bow before the storm: Brienne, the Chief Minister, was dis¬ 

missed and replaced by Necker; the Estates General were prom¬ 

ised for the following year; Lamoignon’s edict was withdrawn; 

and the Paris parlement was recalled soon after. The victory was 

hailed by further celebrations in the Cite: fireworks were let off 

in profusion, bonfires were lit, and the occupants of coaches cross¬ 

ing the Pont Neuf were made to bow low to the statue of Henri 

IV, most popular of France’s Kings, and to shout “A bas 
Lamoignon!” and “Vive Henri Quatre!” 

This time, the disturbances assumed a new and more serious 

note: the price of the 4-pound loaf had risen in three weeks from 

9 to 11 sous; and, at the end of August, the clerks of the Palais de 

Justice were joined by the menu peuple of the faubourgs and mar¬ 

kets. The riots became more violent and spread into other districts; 

guard posts on both sides of the Pont Neuf, which spanned the 

Cite, were ransacked and burned to the ground. The Guards were 

ordered to meet force with force; and, in the Place de Greve on 

the north bank of the river, 600 demonstrators were fired on by 

troops, who killed seven or eight and put the rest to flight. After a 

fortnight’s intermission, the riots resumed with further celebra¬ 

tions in the Cite and further bloody clashes between troops and 

journeymen and students at places as far apart as the Rue St. 

Martin in the north and the university quarter in the south. Over 

50 persons were arrested, but the crowds won the day: both the 

unpopular Lamoignon and the Chevalier Dubois, commander of 

the Garde de Paris, were dismissed from office before the riots 
came to and end.2 
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The Paris parlement had therefore succeeded, in its duel with 

government, in harnessing to its cause the energies of a significant 

part of the capital’s sans-culottes; and with their support it had 

won notable successes. But both the alliance and the achievement 

proved short lived. Even before the disturbances were over, the 

parlement had antagonized a large part of its supporters by in¬ 

sisting that the Estates General should be composed as it had 

been when it last met 175 years before—that is, that each order 

should meet separately and have equal representation. Thus the 

Third Estate would always be outvoted and the “privileged orders 

would, as traditionally, call the tune. The Third Estate, seeing its 

hopes endangered, replied with a pamphlet war that in a re¬ 

markably short time turned the tables on the parlements and won 

nationwide support for its own aims, which included double rep¬ 

resentation for the Third Estate (a demand soon conceded by the 

government itself) and the merging of all three separate orders 

into one. The high hopes raised, even in country areas, by the 

prospect of an Estates General similarly constituted is illustrated 

in Arthur Young’s encounter with a peasant woman of Champagne, 

who told him that 

It was said at present that something was to be done by some great 
folks for such poor ones, but she did not know who, nor how, but God 
send us better, car les tailles et les droits nous ecrasent.3 

Young’s entry in his journal of this conversation dates from 

July 12; but long before that the militant slogan of “tiers etat”— 

the symbol of the popular challenge to privilege-had begun to 

circulate among the Parisian menu peuple■ the earliest example 

that I have found in police records dates from early April.4 Two 

to three weeks later, it was to be voiced in a popular riot; but one 

in which the menu peuple were largely rioting to promote their 

own ends and were not yet completely won for the aims of the 

bourgeois politicians of the Third Estate. This was the bloody fray 

that broke out in the Faubourg St. Antoine—soon to be distin¬ 

guished as the most revolutionary of all the faubourgs—at the end 

of April, a week before the long-awaited Estates General met at 

Versailles. On April 23, two manufacturers, Reveillon and Henriot, 

both prominent members of the local Third Estate, had, in their 

respective assemblies of electors, regretted the high wages paid 
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98 The Crowd in Action 

in industry. Whether or not they advocated a reduction in wages 

is not certain (and both were said to be good employers), but so 

it was interpreted by the wage earners of the faubourg; and their 

remarks, made at a time when the price of bread was phenome¬ 

nally high,® provoked a violent outburst of disorder. Five or six 

hundred ouvriers gathered near the Bastille and, having hanged 

Reveillon (the most prominent of the culprits) in effigy, paraded 

dummy figures of both their intended victims round the various 

districts of the capital. Gathering reinforcements at the docks and 

in the manufactories and workshops, they arrived at the H6tel de 

Ville in the Place de Greve some 2,000 strong. Finding Reveillon’s 

house barred by troops of the Royal Cravate Regiment, they made 

for Henriot’s house and, like the English Gordon rioters, destroyed 

his furniture and personal effects. Dispersed by the military, they 

re-formed the following morning, and while more troops were 

summoned bands of workers went round the districts recruiting 

fresh supporters by intimidation or persuasion. The climax came 

between 6 and 8 o’clock in the evening, when Reveillon’s house 

was stormed, the Guards of the Royal Cravate were brushed aside, 

and the destruction of the previous night was repeated on a 

greater scale. The Due du Chatelet, commanding the Gardes 

Frangaises, gave the order to fire, and a massacre followed in the 

narrow congested streets, where thousands crowded the roofs and 

windows, while the crowd fought back with shouts of “Liberte . .. 

nous ne cederons pas.” Others shouted “Vive le tiers etat!” and 

Vive Ie Roi et vive M. Necker!” Thus the new “patriot” slogans 

of the day, strangely at variance with the rioters’ behavior, were 

already being absorbed by the Paris menu peuple and turned, if 
need be, to their own advantage.5 

As yet, then, the activities of the Parisian sans-culottes had not 

been fully harmonized with those of the revolutionary bourgeoisie. 

The latter hoped, no doubt, to realize their aims without resorting 

to the hazardous expedient of calling in the masses. These hopes, 

however, were frustrated by the obstinate refusal of the aristocracy 

to make concessions and by the feeble vacillations of the King. 

Persuaded by the Queen and his younger brother, the Comte 

d Artois, Louis decided to call in troops, dismiss the newly formed 

* Tfie price of the 4-pound loaf had, since February, been 14/2 sous. 
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National Assembly, overawe Paris, and replace Necker, consid¬ 

ered too tender to the “patriot” cause, by Breteuil, a nominee of 

Marie Antoinette. It was the arrival of the news of Necker’s dis¬ 

missal at noon on July 12 that touched off the popular revolution 

in the capital. Crowds assembled in the gardens of the Palais 

Royal, the home of the popular Due d’Orleans, heard Camille 

Desmoulins and other orators give the call to arms. Groups of 

marchers formed and paraded busts of Necker and Orleans, the 

heroes of the hour, along the boulevards. Theatres were closed as 

a sign of mourning. Besenval, commander of the Paris garrison, 

withdrew to the Champ de Mars and left the capital in the hands 

of the people. The first operation was to destroy the hated bar- 

rieres, or customs posts, that ringed the city and whose tolls on 

food and wine were bitterly resented by the small consumers: in 

four days’ rioting directed from the Palais Royal, 40 of the 54 posts 

were systematically destroyed. The monastery of the St. Lazare 

brotherhood was broken into, looted, searched for arms and grain, 

and its prisoners were released. Other religious houses and gun¬ 

smiths were raided for guns, swords, and pistols. All night long 

(as we learn from the eyewitness account of a tallow chandler’s 

laborer6), milling throngs of civilians and disaffected troops surged 

through the streets, shouting the newly learned “patriot” slogans, 

sounding the tocsin, and searching for grain and arms. Meanwhile, 

the Paris electors of the Third Estate, who had formed themselves 

into a provisional city government at the Hotel de Ville, thoroughly 

alarmed at the turn of events, began to enroll a citizen’s militia, 

or National Guard, as much to guard the capital against the riotous 

poor as against the military threat from Versailles. 

So the search for arms and ammunition continued. It was, in 

fact, to search for arms, far more than to release prisoners and 

even more than to settle old scores with a hated symbol of the 

past, that led Parisians on July 14 to assault the ancient fortress 

of the Bastille. The insurgents were short of powder, and it was 

known that stocks had recently been sent there from the arsenal. 

Besides, the air was thick with rumors of impending attacks from 

Versailles, while the Bastille’s guns were ominously trained on 

the crowded tenements of the St. Antoine quarter. So, after 30,000 

muskets had been removed from the Hotel des Invalides across 

the river, the cry went up, “To the Bastille!” The siege—or rather 
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100 The Crowd in Action 

negotiations with the Bastille’s governor, the Marquis de Launay 

—was directed, with fumbling uncertainty, by the Committee of 

Electors at the City Hall; but the initiative to take the fortress by 

storm, when peaceful parley led to no result, was taken not by 

them but by the armed citizens that crowded round its walls. 

The Bastille’s guns had already killed and wounded 150 of the 

citizens’ number when Hulin, a former noncommissioned officer, 

marched two detachments of the Gardes Franyaises, who had re¬ 

cently joined the insurrection, up to the main gate and, joined by 

a few hundred armed civilians, prepared for a direct assault. Per¬ 

suaded by his garrison, de Launay ordered the main drawbridge to 

be lowered; and the fall of the Bastille marked the culmination of 

the first great popular journee of the Revolution. 

The Bastille’s surrender, though by no means a military feat of 

great importance, had remarkable political results. The National 

Assembly was saved and received royal recognition. In the capital, 

power passed to the Committee of Electors, who set up a City 

Council (the Commune) with Bailly as mayor. On July 17, the 

King himself came to Paris attended by fifty deputies and making 

a virtue of necessity donned the red, white, and blue cockade of 

the Revolution. For a great deal of this the Paris crowds, in which 

the sans-culottes played the major part, had been responsible. Yet 

the Revolution was not yet secure and the gains of July had to be 

fought for again in October. As long as Court and King remained 

at Versailles and an active minority of deputies could, in alliance 

with the Court, frustrate the constitutional program of the As¬ 

sembly (and this ability became all too evident in August and 

September), effective power still remained divided between the 

old Third Estate and its liberal aristocratic allies, and the adherents 

of the Old Regime. Once more the King, succumbing to the pres¬ 

sure of what remained of the old Court party, tried to break the 

deadlock by a further display of force, and summoned troops— 

this time the Flanders Regiment—to Versailles. At a banquet given 

in their honor, the national cockade (at least, so it was reported 

in Paris) was trampled underfoot. To avenge the insult, the Paris 

“patriots” called for a march to Versailles-either to deliver an 

ultimatum or to fetch the royal family to Paris. Meanwhile, there 

had been another crisis in the supply of bread; and on October 5 

a food riot of angry market women developed into the great worn- 
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102 The Crowd in Action 

en’s march which, supported by the battalions of the National 

Guard, brought the King, soon followed by the National Assembly, 

back in triumph to the capital. Thus, for the second time in a 

dozen weeks, the Parisian menu peuple had come to the Assembly’s 

rescue and saved the Revolution.7 

The year 1789 was not only a year of city riots and revolutions. 

The country also had its share; and here, too, the riot underwent 

a similar transformation. After the grain riots of 1775, the country¬ 

side had been relatively undisturbed. There had, of course, been 

the-usual crop of bread riots: at Toulouse and Grenoble in 1778, 

at Bayeux in 1784, and at Rennes in 1785; but they had been scat¬ 

tered and sporadic. There was no further generalized movement 

of rural protest until the winter of 1788-9; and then it occurred in 

response to a dual crisis. On the one hand, there were the dis¬ 

astrous harvests of 1787 and 1788, which sent prices rocketing in 

nearly all the main grain-producing regions. On the other hand, 

the government had, under pressure of the “aristocratic revolt,” 

summoned the provincial Estates to meet and was preparing to 

convene the electors, of whom the peasants formed the over¬ 

whelming majority, to draw up their cahiers de doleances, or 

notebooks of grievances, in every part of France. The peasants’ 

response assumed, in the first place, the traditional form of a 

revolt against shortage and rising prices. Starting in December 

1788, it expressed itself in attacks on grain boats and granaries; 

assaults on customs officials, merchants, and laboureurs; rioting at 

town halls and at bakers’ shops and markets; taxation populaire 

of bread and wheat; and widespread destruction of property. Re¬ 

ports of such activities came in from nearly every province: in 

December and January, from Brittany and Touraine; in March 

and April, from Burgundy, the lie de France, Languedoc, Niver- 

nais, Orleanais, Picardy, Poitou, Provence, and Touraine; in July, 

from Normandy and Champagne. North of Paris, the fight against 

famine developed into a movement against the game laws and 

hunting right of the nobility, the first for many years. On the 

estates of the Prince de Conti at Pontoise and Beaumont (scenes 

of the riots of 1775), at Conflans Ste. Honorine and other villages, 

the peasants set traps for the rabbits infesting their fields, leading 

to clashes with the rural constabulary. In Artois, a dozen villages 

combined to exterminate the Comte d’Oisy’s game and refused to 
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103 The French Revolution: (1) The Political Riot 

pay him traditional dues. South and west of Paris, near Fontaine¬ 

bleau and St. Germain, whole parishes were disarmed under 

suspicion of poaching the game in the royal forests. In Lorraine 

and Hainault, landless peasants and small proprietors joined 

forces to oppose plans to clear the woodlands and enclose the 

fields. Meanwhile, after lying dormant for nearly a century, pea¬ 

sant anger against royal taxes and seigneurial dues had broken out 

in Provence in March, at Gap in April, and in the Cambresis and 

Picardy in May.8 
Thus, under the impact of economic crisis and political events, 

the peasant movement developed from early protests against 

prices, through attacks on enclosure, gaming rights, and royal 

forests, to a frontal assault on the feudal land system itself. This 

was by no means a purely spontaneous development: in part, it 

grew out of the strange phenomenon known as la Grande Peur, 

the Great Fear, of the late summer of 1789. The Great Fear had its 

origins in rural vagrancy, the product of the economic crisis; the 

dispersal of royal troops after the popular victory in Paris; and in 

the peasants’ deep-grained belief, which they shared with many 

townsmen, in the existence of an “aristocratic plot.” The convic¬ 

tion grew that “brigands,” be they village poor or disbanded 

soldiers, were being armed to ravage the countryside and to de¬ 

stroy the peasants’ property. As in the riots of 1775, the rumor 

spread from market to market and along the course of rivers and 

during July and August inflamed the rural population in every 

province outside Brittany in the north and Alsace and Lorraine in 

the east. So the peasants armed and awaited the invaders. But the 

“brigands,” the product of panic and excited imagination, failed to 

materialize; and the peasants in many districts, cheated of one 

quarry, turned against another, and directed their weapons against 

the manors of the lords instead. For the chateaux housed not only 

the seigneurs (who were largely left unscathed) but the hated 

manorial rolls on which were inscribed the feudal rents and obliga¬ 

tions, many of them recently invented or revived, that placed a 

heavy burden on the small proprietor’s land. Thus the peasants, 

bitterly resentful of age-old seigneurial exactions, responded to 

the appeal of the Third Estate by staging their own particular 

kind of revolution. They left a trail of burning chateaux in every 

part of France. The movement yielded quick results. Prodded into 
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104 The Crowd in Action 

action, the National Assembly issued its decrees of August 4 and 

5, which abolished, or made redeemable, all seigneurial burdens 

on the land. Where such burdens were commuted to a money 

payment, the peasants refused to pay; and three years later the 

Jacobin government accepted the accomplished fact and annulled 

the peasants’ debt.9 

The peasant revolution simmered in the countryside throughout 

the revolutionary years; yet it generally relapsed into food riots 

or attacks on enclosure and never regained its early scope and 

vigor. In Paris, as in other cities, the situation was altogether dif¬ 

ferent. The great riots of 1789, though rich in consequence, were 

only a beginning. The political indoctrination of the sans-culottes 

with the new ideas of the Revolution had barely yet begun. 

Clubs and “fraternal” societies were formed, which, after 1790, 

opened their doors to wage earners and craftsmen. By such means 

the ideas of the democrats and later of the republicans were trans¬ 

mitted to and absorbed by the people of the faubourgs and the 

markets. An early outcome of this new stage of political indoctri¬ 

nation was the great rally and petition in the Champ de Mars in 

July 1791, which called for the abdication of the King after his 

ill-fated flight to Varennes and for the substitution of a new “execu¬ 

tive authority.” The many thousands of signatories included a 

majority of sans-culottes; and we know from other evidence that 

a great number of them, at least, understood perfectly well what 

the petition was about. They, too, formed the bulk of the dem¬ 

onstrators who had gathered from every section in the capital, 

and of whom fifty were shot dead and another twelve wounded 
by Lafayette’s National Guard. 

This massacre, like the war that followed nine months later, 

deepened the divisions among “patriots”; and the sans-culottes, 

who were admitted to the meetings of the Sections in July 1792, 

came more and more under the influence of the Jacobins, repub¬ 

licans, and democrats. It was they who planned and directed the 

armed attack of the Tuileries in August 1792, which ended the 

monarchy and ushered in the Republic; and it was carried through 

by the regular battalions of the National Guard, which were 

largely composed of the shopkeepers, tradesmen, and journeymen 

of Paris. The same force was used by the Jacobins in June 1793, 

this time under Hanriot, a sans-culotte general, to expel their 
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The French Revolution: (1) The Political Riot 105 

“Girondin” opponents from the National Convention.10 And so, 

by stages of political indoctrination and experience, through at¬ 

tendance at meetings of sectional assemblies, societies, and com¬ 

mittees and through service in the National Guard and the armee 

revolutionnaire, formed to assure the city’s food supply,11 trained 

militants and leaders were emerging from among the sans-culottes 

themselves. They were by no means docile agents of the Jacobins 

or any other ruling party: they had their own social aspirations, 

outlook, clubs, and slogans, and their own ideas on how the 

country should be governed.12 This being so, it was inevitable 

that the political riot, when still resorted to, should undergo a 

further transformation. 

This process reached its climax in the great popular insurrec¬ 

tion of Prairial of the Year III (May 20-23, 1795). The sans¬ 

culottes, by this time divided among themselves and antagonized 

by the Jacobin government’s policies, had offered no effective re¬ 

sistance to Robespierre’s overthrow in July 1794. But the infla¬ 

tion that followed, accompanied by the closure of the remaining 

revolutionary clubs and the persecution of former “terrorists” and 

“patriots,” gradually roused them to take action. A first skirmish 

took place on 12th Germinal (April 1, 1795), when the National 

Convention was invaded by an angry crowd of men and women, 

shouting for bread and wearing in their caps and bonnets the in¬ 

surgent slogan, “Bread and the Constitution of 1793.”° The in¬ 

truders, having received some verbal support from the few Jacobin 

deputies that remained in the Assembly, were soon ejected by 

loyal detachments of the National Guard; and the movement 

temporarily subsided. 

But, as the food situation went from bad to worse, the stirrings 

in the streets and markets and among the militants in the sections 

became more pronounced; and on 1st Prairial (May 20), there was 

a new outbreak, this time of a far more violent and dangerous 

character. On this occasion, as in October 1789, it was the women 

that took the lead and urged their menfolk to take action. Again, 

as in October, it started with riots at bakers’ shops that developed 

* This was the democratic Constitution of June 1793, which the Jacobins, 

who had drafted it, put into cold storage “for the duration” and their suc¬ 

cessors repealed in September 1795. 
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106 The Crowd in Action 

into a march on the Assembly. But this was a combined military 

and political demonstration that reached a higher pitch of political 

maturity than that of 1789. In October, the women chanted as 

they marched to Versailles (or so tradition has it), “Let us fetch 

the baker, the baker’s wife and the little baker’s bay”: thus the 

political intention, though evident in the outcome, was never 

clearly underlined. In May 1795, however, the insurgents bore 

political slogans in their caps and blouses and had clearly defined 

political aims: these were to release the political prisoners, to re¬ 

establish the Paris Commune (suppressed after Robespierre’s 

fall), to implement the Constitution of 1793, and to reimpose the 

abandoned controls on the price and supply of food. And, unlike 

the participants in the journees from 1789 to 1793, they received 

no marching orders from revolutionary leaders or outside political 

groups: they acted on their own account under their own banners 

and slogans. It was, in fact, the first, and the last, great political 

demonstration both initiated and carried through by the sans¬ 
culottes themselves. 

Yet they failed completely, and were ignominiously defeated 

and savagely repressed. Once more, as in April, they were ejected 

from the Assembly; but they regrouped their forces in the Fau¬ 

bourg St. Antoine, the center of rebellion, and the following after¬ 

noon marched on the Convention with a force of 20,000 National 

Guards. For the first time in the Revolution, however, a regular 

army, loyal to the government, was drawn up to meet them; and 

to avoid a massacre both sides agreed to negotiate rather than to 

fight it out. So lulled by false promises the insurgents retired to 

their sections. The Faubourg St. Antoine was invested next day, 

and on the fourth day of the rebellion the insurgents surrendered 

without having fired a shot. Defeat was followed by a heavy toll 

of reprisals and proscriptions: 36 rebels were condemned to death 

and 37 to prison or deportation by a military court; some 1,200 

alleged “terrorists” (not all of them insurgents) were arrested and 

1,700 disarmed in a single week; and many followed later.13 

Thus beheaded, the sans-culotte movement died a sudden 

death; and, having, like the cactus, burst into full bloom at the 

very point of its extinction, it never rose again. There was a final 

insurrection in October; but this time the sans-culottes were pas¬ 

sive spectators and the participants were civil servants, lawyers, 
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The French Revolution: (1) The Political Riot 107 

clerks, shopkeepers, and army officers of the royalist or near¬ 

royalist sections.14 After this the army, called in by the Convention, 

remained in occupation, and the days of revolutionary crowds and 

riots, whatever their complexion, were over for thirty-five years. 

REFERENCES 

1. For a fuller treatment, see my The Crowd in the French Revolution 

(Oxford, 1959). 

2. Ibid., pp. 28-33. 

3. Arthur Young, Travels in France and Italy (Everyman Library, London, 

1915), p. 159. 

4. Archives Nationales, Y 18762 (April 12, 1789). 

5. See The Crowd in the French Revolution, pp. 34-44. 

6. Archives Nationales, Z2 4691. 

7. For these two episodes, see The Crowd in the French Revolution, pp. 

47-79. 

8. See my article, “The Outbreak of the French Revolution,” Past and Pres¬ 

ent, November 1955, pp. 28-42. 

9. G. Lefebvre, La Grande Peur de 1789 (Paris, 1932); and “La Revolution 

frangaise et les paysans,” in Etudes sur la Revolution frangaise (Paris, 

1954), pp. 246-68. 

10. See The Crowd in the French Revolution, pp. 80-94, 101-8, 121-6. 

11. R. C. Cobb, Les armees revolutionaires (2 vols. Paris and The Hague, 

1961-3). 

12. A. Soboul, Les sans-culottes parisiens en Van II (Paris, 1958). 

13. For the events of Germinal-Prairial, see K. Tonnesson, La defaite des 

sans-culottes (Oslo and Paris, 1959). 

14. See The Crowd in the French Revolution, pp. 160-77. 

17



EIGHT 

The French Revolution: 

(3) The Labor Dispute 

On the eve of the Revolution, France was second only to England 

as an industrial country. Since Colbert’s day, large manufactories 

promoted by the state had made their appearance. The Le Creuzot 

foundries, recently built on an English model, had a share capital 

of 10 million livres. The Anzin Mining Company employed 4,000 

workers and by 1791 was equipped with twelve steam engines 

supplied by Boulton and Watt. French textiles rivaled those of 

England: 60,000 workers were employed at Rouen and Lille, 

20,000 at Elbeuf, and 14,000 at Sedan; Van Robais’ mills at Abbe¬ 

ville alone employed 12,000; while at Lyons, the great silk-weaving 

city of the south, there lived and worked 58,000 silk merchants, 

master workmen (maitres ouvriers), and their journeymen. Even 

Paris, though primarily a city of small crafts, could, in 1791, count 

as many as fifty manufactories employing 100 to 800 workers 

apiece. 

With all this, however, the industrial revolution had not yet 

begun in France as it had in England. Mechanization was still in 

its earliest infancy; there were no factory towns, and no modern 

factory population. Outside the forges, mines, building sites, and 

urban manufactories (themselves an extension of the domestic 

system), industry was largely carried on by weavers and spinners 

in their cottages, or by master craftsmen and their journeymen 

in the small medieval city workshops. In these, except for certain 

“free” or “open” areas (like Lyons and parts of Paris), numbers 

were strictly regulated by the guilds. The journeyman still fre¬ 

quently slept in his master’s house, ate at his table, and even 

123 

18



124 The Crowd in Action 

(though rarely by 1789) married his daughter or widow. Thus, 

there was often no clear distinction between master and workman. 

There were seasonal building workers and miners who, off sea¬ 

son, returned to the farm; there were the maitres ouvriers of Lyons 

and the “piece masters” of Orleans, and there were journeymen 

who aspired to be masters or who, even while remaining journey¬ 

men, employed their own labor. In consequence, the wage earn¬ 

ers had little conception of themselves as a separate social class, 

and we find that the few cahiers de doleances drafted on the eve 

of the Revolution by wage earners rarely voice demands that are 

not those of their masters.1 

And yet the workman was acutely, and increasingly, aware of 

his economic position. The old medieval guild, once designed to 

protect all members of the craft, had declined. It had ceased to 

protect the journeymen, who became progressively reduced to 

the status of a wage earner with only the slenderest chance of ever 

becoming a master. Many small masters, in turn, found their ma¬ 

terial interests increasingly divorced from those of the merchant 

manufacturers, who subcontracted work and paid them piece 

rates for themselves and their employees. Abandoned by the 

guilds, the journeymen sought refuge in their own protective as¬ 

sociations, the compagnonnages. The best known of these, the 

Devoir de Liberte and Compagnons du Devoir (more commonly 

called simply Gavots and Devorants), organized carpenters and 

building workers on the Tour de France, negotiated wages, found 

jobs, and on occasion conducted strikes. Strikes were, in fact, 

becoming more frequent as prices tended progressively, through¬ 

out the century, to outstrip wages; yet they rarely assumed the 

magnitude of food riots. To cite a few examples, in 1724, a wage 

strike of stocking-frame weavers was broken by the arrest of their 

leaders. In 1737, the Paris journeymen weavers struck in protest 

against new regulations restricting entry to the maitrise. In 1750, 

the Angouleme paper workers struck for four months for higher 

wages. In Paris, the hatters were in dispute in 1749, 1765, and 

again in June 1789: on the last occasion over rival journeymen’s 

associations. In 1776, the Paris bookbinders conducted a general 

strike for a fourteen-hour day. The biggest dispute of all in the 

capital before the Revolution was that of 1786, which simulta¬ 

neously involved carpenters, farriers, locksmiths, bakers, and 

stonemasons. In the same year, porters and carriers, striking in 
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protest against a rival monopoly set up by Court favorites, marched 

to Versailles to petition the King. Of all these disputes, however, 

the most militant and violent were not those of laborers or journey¬ 

men but those conducted by the maitres ouvriers of Lyons against 

the silk merchants in 1744, 1779, and 1788. The last two of these 

assumed insurrectional proportions, and the last had the remark¬ 

able result of virtually driving out the merchants from the electoral 

meetings of the guild in 1789, and leaving the field clear for the 

maitres ouvriers to dictate the cahier of the silk industry.2 

Apart from the Lyons strikes, which developed into riots, these 

disputes were conducted with little violence or bloodshed: this is 

the more remarkable when we compare them with those going on 

among miners, coal heavers, and weavers in England at this time.* 

Some Frenchmen, it is true, like the English, violently resisted 

technical innovations that seemed to threaten their livelihood. In 

the cahiers and petitions of 1789, there are numerous demands by 

masters and journeymen—and even occasional merchants—for the 

total destruction” of new mechanical devices, many of which (like 

the spinning jenny) had been imported from England. In Nor¬ 

mandy, where English competition since the “Free Trade” treaty 

of 1786 caused heavy unemployment, the workers passed from 

words to deeds. In November 1788, cotton machinery was wrecked 

by the spinners of Falaise; machines were destroyed at Rouen in 

July 1789 (on the very day the Bastille fell); and six months later, 

Arthur Young laments in an eloquent passage the wholesale de¬ 

struction of spinning jennies by the cotton operatives of Louviers, 

under the idea that such machines were contrary to their inter¬ 

ests.” 3 There were threats of such disturbances under Napoleon; 

they were frequent under the Restoration and in the early years 

of Louis Philippe, and were reported as late as 1848.4 It is there¬ 

fore perhaps all the more surprising that the other (and in En¬ 

gland the more common) type of “Luddism”-Dr. Hobsbawm’s 

collective bargaining by riot”—should appear to be so conspicu¬ 

ously absent from such disputes.! The point is underlined by the 

bookseller-diarist Hardy’s description of the Reveillon riots (ad- 

* See Chapter 4. 

f Manuel, however, quotes an early example from Bordeaux, where in 1511 

trench diggers, on strike for higher wages, wrecked a pump (F. E. Manuel, 

“The Luddite Movement in France,” Journal of Modern History, X (1938), 

180, n. 3). 
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mittedly not primarily a labor dispute) in April 1789. After noting 

the damage done to Reveillon’s house and property, he adds the 

comment: “The whole building was gutted, with the exception of 

the workshop and the warehouse.5 If this was not mere chance, it 

was an omission of some significance. But why this should be so 

is a mystery that I am not competent to clarify. 

During the Revolution, labor disputes were not so prominent 

a feature of social life as food riots, but they were by no means 

unknown. In Paris, there were three wage or labor movements of 

some importance: those of 1789, 1791, and 1794. The first, that of 

August-September 1789, was strictly more than a mere wage 

movement, as it arose over a number of issues directly springing 

from the Revolutionary crisis of that summer. Many shops had 

been forced to close down. The luxury trades, in particular, had 

suffered from the first great wave of emigration: Necker issued 

20,000 passports in the first two months after the fall of the Bastille. 

Among the workers affected were bakers, wigmakers, shoemakers, 

apothecaries, and domestic servants. It started on August 14, 

when unemployed bakers’ assistants marched in orderly procession 

to the Hotel de Ville to ask for work; they were promised redress 

and quickly dispersed. On the eighteenth, 1,000 journeymen tail¬ 

ors met at the Louvre to demand an increase of 10 sous in their 

wages; they sent a deputation to the Hotel de Ville and succeeded 

later in persuading the masters to meet their claim. The wigmakers, 

who like the servants were among the more obvious victims of the 

crisis, sought a remedy through the reorganization of their labor 

exchanges. Four thousand assembled in the Champs Elysees, 

where they had a scuffle with the National Guard; but they were 

received at the Hotel de Ville, a meeting was arranged with the 

masters, and a new code was eventually drawn up. 

The other workers were less successful. Both the shoemakers 

and apothecaries, who were asking for higher wages, were curtly 

refused permission to hold meetings and were forced to with¬ 

draw their claims. The servants’ demands were partly political 

and partly economic and were provoked by the events of 1789. 

Four hundred of them met at the Palais Royal and sent a deputa¬ 

tion of forty to request the municipal authorities to grant them 

full citizen rights and the right to attend the district assemblies 

and enroll in the National Guard (from both of which, as servile 

21



The French Revolution: (3) The Labor Dispute 127 

dependents, they were barred), and, in view of unemployment, 

to exclude all Savoyards from their calling. They were persuaded 

to disperse quietly and did not carry out a threat to assemble 

40,000-strong in the Champs Elysees next day. But the Commune 

rejected each one of their demands. It had, in fact, shown little 

sympathy for any of these movements: having passed a decree 

on August 7 forbidding all “seditious” meetings, it was inclined 

to apply it rigorously to all such situations. The first wave of dis¬ 

putes had no important repercussions; but some workers, at least, 

must have learned that in matters of wages and working condi¬ 

tions they must expect no greater consideration from the new 

authorities than from the old.6 

The matter was put to the test again, and under circumstances 

affecting far wider groups of workers, in the spring and summer 

of 1791. This time, it was a wage movement pure and simple, and 

as it occurred in a period of comparatively low and stable prices 

the issue of the supply or price of food did not arise. But wages 

had barely risen since the outbreak of the Revolution; and although 

unemployment persisted in the luxury trades, in others there was 

a shortage of labor and the moment was opportune for seeking 

an advance. The journeymen carpenters were the first in the field: 

in April, they presented their employers with a demand for a 

minimum daily wage of 50 sous. It was a concerted movement and 

not one limited to Paris: in early April, we read, the Campagnons 

du Devoir of Arnay-le-Duc in the Cote d’Or were on their way 

to attend a carpenters’ meeting in the capital; and a few weeks 

later the Paris carpenters were urging those of Orleans to follow 

their example.7 They also received some support from the demo¬ 

crats of the Cordeliers Club: they met in the club’s hall, and the 

carpenters’ Union Fraternelle (unlike the Compagnons du Devoir, 

a perfectly legal body), which directed their campaign, actually 

linked with the club through an intermediate organization called 

the Comite Central. Marat, too, had opened his paper, VAmi du 

Peuple, to workers’ correspondence, and in early June he pub¬ 

lished a letter purporting to come from 560 building workers en¬ 

gaged on the construction of the church of Ste. Genevieve (the 

future Pantheon), in which the master builders were castigated 

as “ignorant, rapacious and insatiable oppressors.” With such 

support, the carpenters were able, at an early stage in the cam- 
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paign, to persuade the main body of contractors to agree to their 

terms. Yet an active minority refused and protested to the As¬ 

sembly; and the City Council was called upon to arbitrate. The 

Council, far from favoring the workers, condemned the carpenters’ 

association as illegal, rejected their proposal for a minimum wage 

as being contrary to liberal principles, and even threatened to 

prosecute their leaders as disturbers of the peace. Their meetings, 

however, were allowed to continue; though Bailly, the mayor, 

ordered that they should be closely watched, as he feared that the 

carpenters’ example might be followed by workers in other trades. 

He was not mistaken. The carpenters’ movement was quickly 

followed by movements of hatters, typographers, and others. By 

early June, a wider movement had developed, and the master 

farriers, in a petition to the Assembly, warned of the existence of 

a “general coalition” of 80,000 Paris workers, which they said in¬ 

cluded joiners, cobblers, and locksmiths as well as their own 

journeymen. Though these numbers may well have been ex¬ 

aggerated, the Assembly took fright. Quite apart from the threat 

to public order, it was argued that the workers, through their 

“coalitions,” were illegally reviving the guilds and similar “corpo¬ 

rate” bodies that had recently been dissolved. And so the Assembly 

responded to the petitions of the master farriers and carpenters by 

adopting the famous Loi Le Chapelier, which declared all coali¬ 

tions ouvrieres, combinations or trade unions, to be illegal and 

threatened the striking workers with prosecution. It is a remark¬ 

able fact that no one other than Marat (and he on quite particular 

grounds) protested: the workers accepted the verdict and the 

democrats raised no objection. Even at the height of Jacobin 

democracy no attempt was made to repeal the law; and it remained 

on the statute book for nearly a hundred years to come. This was 

no doubt the most important of the consequences that flowed from 

the carpenters’ movement; though the support that they received 

from the Cordeliers Club was also of considerable significance. 

Such alliances were rare, even during the Revolution.8 

The workers’ movement of 1794 had even more remarkable re¬ 

sults, as it played an important part in the events that led to 

Robespierre’s overthrow in Thermidor.9 To understand the na¬ 

ture of the conflict that then developed we must go back to 

September 1793. It was then, as we noted in the last chapter, that 
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the Jacobin-dominated Convention, under pressure of the Paris 

Sections and streets, adopted the law of the General Maximum. 

This, it may be remembered, provided for ceilings on both prices 

and wages: the former were to be allowed to rise by one-third over 

those of June 1790, the latter by one-half. In theory, therefore, the 

law was favorable to the workers, as “real” as well as money wages 

would be raised; but much, of course, depended on the degree 

to which wages had already risen and on who was due to imple¬ 

ment and operate the law. In some parts of the country (up to 

June 1793, at least, when the government began to conduct an 

enquiry), wages had lagged far behind prices; in others, it was 

wages that had risen the higher; and this, although the evidence 

is slight, was probably the case in Paris: in fact Thirion, a leading 

Jacobin, told the Convention in early September that Parisians’ 

wages had risen “well above the prices of consumer goods.” Even 

if this were not strictly so, the wage earners certainly gained 

substantially from the operation of the law for several months to 

come. At first, the provisions relating to the prices of commodities 

were generally enforced, though more rigorously in some regions 

than in others. Producers, wholesalers, and shopkeepers who were 

not eager to cooperate were sternly reminded of the penalties for 

breaches of the law by local “revolutionary” and anti-hoarding 

committees, and the “revolutionary army” sent round the grain- 

producing areas to ensure the capital’s supplies. Consequently, the 

prices of controlled goods tended to come down to the legal maxi¬ 

mum and inflation was arrested: in fact, between August and 

December, the value of the assignat rose (in terms of 1790) from 

22 to 48 percent. 

At this stage the Paris wage earners, who benefited like all small 

consumers from the control on prices, gained a double advantage 

in that the Commune, which was responsible for implementing 

the clause of the law relating to wages, seemed in no hurry to put 

it into execution. This was by no means universally the case. In 

many parts of France, particularly in agricultural districts, the 

authorities quickly and strictly applied the law to the workers’ 

wages and often showed far more determination to control wages 

than prices: so much so that the government had, on occasion, to 

intervene to protect the workers against the “excessive egoism” 

of the large producers and the committees on which they served. 

24



130 The Crowd in Action 

In Paris, however, the position was rather the reverse. Paris was 

the largest center of radical popular democracy with a militant 

tradition all its own; the sans-culottes were strongly entrenched 

in the Commune and the Sections; and among the sans-culottes 

the wage earners, though politically less prominent than the shop¬ 

keepers and workshop masters, were by far the largest social group. 

Besides, until March 1794, the Paris Commune was dominated by 

Hebert and his associates, who although not conspicuously well 

disposed towards wage movements" looked to the sans-culottes for 

their political support. So the provisions relating to wages re¬ 

mained unenforced. In consequence, this being a period of war 

mobilization and labor shortage, wages rose higher and by early 

1794 were in many cases treble those of 1790. There was, how¬ 

ever, an important exception. In the case of workers on govern¬ 

ment contracts, it was the Committee of Public Safety and not the 

City Council that was responsible for implementing the law; and 

the numbers of these workers, particularly in the newly created 

workshops for the manufacture of arms and ammunition, was ris¬ 

ing rapidly from month to month. At first the Committee, anxious 

to set an example, drew up rates for these workers that corres¬ 

ponded fairly closely to the provisions of the law; in addition, 

stringent measures were taken to keep the workers tied to their 

jobs and to control any “seditious” wage agitation in the shops. 

Yet, as labor continued scarce, the government was compelled 

to infringe its own regulations; and in May 1795, new contracts 

were signed allowing workers engaged in the production of small 

arms to earn four times the amount they had earned in 1790.10 

However, this state of affairs was not intended to last. Apart 

from its own dilemmas, the government was under considerable 

pressure from moderates and large producers; and, having armed 

itself with extensive powers by a law of December 4, 1793, it pro¬ 

ceeded gradually to redress the balance in favor of the producer, 

to curb the activities of the sans-culottes, and to destroy the 

Hebertist” opposition on its Left. The Maximum on prices was 

relaxed in March, so that the prices of most essential goods rose 

6 To quote an instance: During the popular “insurrection” of September 4, 

1793, the National Guard was ordered to disperse building workers who were 

demonstrating for bread and higher wages. 
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higher and disturbances recurred in the Paris markets. Hebert 

and his associates were arrested and executed in April, the Com¬ 

mune was “purged” of opposition elements, and many of the 

“popular” societies, formed in the Sections by the sans-culottes, 

were closed down. The stage was now set for taking sterner mea¬ 

sures to check the rise in wages before drastically reducing them 

in accordance with the law. On April 21, when a deputation of 

tobacco workers attended at the City Hall to ask for higher wages, 

the Le Chapelier law was invoked against them and five workers 

arrested. Other wage claims and strikes followed, involving plas¬ 

terers, bakers, pork butchers, and port workers. The Commune 

made further arrests and threatened to prosecute workers leaving 

their jobs without permission. May was quiet, but in June the arms 

workers began to press their claims again. And not only they; at 

this time we find Barere instructing the public prosecutor of the 

Revolutionary Tribunal to take proceedings against the “counter¬ 

revolutionaries” (Barere was much given to using such terms) 

who were stirring up the workers engaged in the manufacture of 

assignats, arms, gunpowder, and saltpeter. Other trades joined in, 

and in June and July building workers, potters, and workers en¬ 

gaged on a variety of public contracts were voicing demands for 

higher wages. On July 7, even the Committee’s own printing work¬ 

ers struck work, leading to the arrest of three of their number. 

In the middle of all this agitation, the Paris Commune decided, 

at long last, to publish the new rates of wages to operate in the 

capital. This disastrous document followed the provisions of the 

General Maximum law to the letter, took no account of subsequent 

increases in both wages and prices, and faced many workers with 

the prospect of having their wages reduced by half while prices 

were rising further.11 The moment was badly chosen, as a political 

crisis was already tearing the governing committees apart; and 

four days after the wages proclamation Robespierre and his 

closest lieutenants were expelled from the Convention, arrested 

and proscribed, and, having temporarily eluded their captors, 

compelled to take refuge among their friends in the Hotel de 

Ville. The same day, the Hotel de Ville was besieged by angry 

workers protesting against the Maximum on wages; and the rumor 

spread that the workers had risen “because of the Maximum,” that 

they were marching on the Convention, and even that Robespierre 
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had been killed in the course of the disturbance. The Commune 

attempted a diversion by blaming Barere, who after some hesita¬ 

tion had joined Robespierre’s opponents, for the new scales of 

wages. The manoeuver failed; and the workers’ hostility, added 

to the confusion and indifference of the Sections to their cause, 

contributed to the ease with which the fallen leaders were dis¬ 

armed and hustled to the guillotine. When, the next day, the 

councilors of the Commune were in turn being driven to the place 

of execution, workers, to show their approval, are said to have 

shouted as they passed: “Foutu maximum!” 12 

We know from other evidence that the Paris wage earners 

believed that the removal of Robespierre and his associates would 

mean the end of the hated maximum des salaires and clear the way 

for higher wages. For a while, this proved to be the case: the new 

authorities repudiated the rates published on July 23 and in a 

further proclamation allowed for a more generous and elastic 

interpretation of the law. The workers responded by returning to 

their workshops. But the new rulers were also concerned to re¬ 

store the freedom of the market; and as prices rose higher the 

value of the workers’ wages rapidly declined. In November, the 

arms workers were pressing their claims again; and this time the 

Convention, far from being willing to make concessions, ordered 

the government workshops to be closed. Soon after, inflation took 

over; and the arms workers called off their wages movement and 

joined with other sans-culottes in resisting the calamitous rise in 

prices. And so, once more, the food riot rather than the strike be¬ 
came the order of the day. 

The wage movement of the spring and summer of 1794 was 

certainly remarkable. It was more extensive and protracted than 

any other in the Revolution; for several months, it absorbed the 

workers’ attention far more than food riots or other forms of social 

protest; and, far from merely lying on the periphery of political 

events (as the earlier movements had), it contributed to the over¬ 

throw of the government in power. But does this mean that it 

marks a new and important stage in the relations between capital 

and labor? Daniel Guerin, a French historian, thinks that it does. 

The mass movement,” he writes, “took on a modern form. Even 

before the bourgeoisie had finished crushing the last traces of 

the Old Regime, the class struggle between employers and wage 
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earners passed to the front of the stage.” 13 At first sight, this may 

seem a reasonable point of view. If we look at the events of 1794 

in isolation, we must agree that the workers were now more in¬ 

terested in settling accounts with employers than with merchants 

and producers, that wages rather than prices were the issue of 

prime concern, and that the strike, and no longer the food riot, 

was at the forefront of the social struggle. And yet such a view 

is based on an optical illusion. It fails to take proper account of 

the exceptional circumstances of the spring and summer of that 

year, a period exceptionally favorable for putting forward claims 

for higher wages: labor was scarce, there was little or no unem¬ 

ployment; though prices were rising, there was no runaway in¬ 

flation; and large numbers of small workshop workers—among 

the most militant of the Paris sans-culottes—had been drafted into 

larger units of 200 men and more. Not one of these factors con¬ 

tinued after December 1794; and as inflation and unemployment 

took over, the workers abandoned the strike and resorted to the 

traditional and more familiar type of social protest. 

In fact, the labor disputes and wage movements of the Revolu¬ 

tion followed the general pattern of those of the Old Regime. They 

might be more widespread and more protracted; they were some¬ 

times touched, like those of 1791 and 1794, by the struggle of con¬ 

tending parties; they might, like those of 1794, have important 

political results; but they tended, as earlier movements, to occur 

in periods of stable prices and when prices rose steeply to give 

way to food riots; they were certainly not more violent; and the 

relations between capital and labor remained substantially un¬ 

changed. Yet this is not to say that nothing had changed and no 

important new lessons had been learned for the future. The wage 

earners, like others, had been steeped in and fired by the new 

explosive ideas of the Revolution. For all their occasional lawyers’ 

tricks and reservations, the revolutionaries (and none more in¬ 

sistently than the Jacobins) had proclaimed the common rights 

of man, equality, and the dignity of human labor. Such ideas 

once learned were not easily forgotten, and would have a future 

harvest in the more insistent claims that labor would make on 

capital. In England, less touched by the new ideas but already 

undergoing an industrial revolution, such a development in em¬ 

ployer-worker relations was already taking place. France would 
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have a similar experience, and at a considerably higher pitch, in 

the 1830’s and ’40’s. 
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Introduction

Marcello Musto

I Opening steps

On 28 September 1864, St Martin’s Hall in the very heart of London was 
packed to overflowing with some 2,000 workmen. They had come to attend a 
meeting called by English trade union leaders and a small group of workers 
from the Continent: the advance notices had spoken of a ‘deputation organ-
ized by the workmen of Paris’, which would ‘deliver their reply to the Address 
of their English brethren, and submit a plan for a better understanding 
between the peoples’.1 In fact, when a number of French and English workers’ 
organizations had met in London a year earlier, in July 1863, to express 
solidarity with the Polish people against Tsarist occupation, they had also 
declared what they saw as the key objectives for the working-class movement. 
The preparatory Address of English to French Workmen, drafted by the promi-
nent union leader George Odger (1813–77) and published in the bi-weekly  
The Bee-Hive, stated: 

A fraternity of peoples is highly necessary for the cause of labour, for we 
find that whenever we attempt to better our social condition by reducing 
the hours of toil, or by raising the price of labour, our employers threaten 
us with bringing over Frenchmen, Germans, Belgians and others to do our 
work at a reduced rate of wages; and we are sorry to say that this has been 
done, though not from any desire on the part of our continental brethren 
to injure us, but through a want of regular and systematic communication 
between the industrial classes of all countries. Our aim is to bring up the 

1 David Ryazanov, ‘Zur Geschichte der Ersten Internationale.’ Marx-Engels Archiv I (1925): 171.
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wages of the ill-paid to as near a level as possible with that of those who are 
better remunerated, and not to allow our employers to play us off one against 
the other, and so drag us down to the lowest possible condition, suitable to 
their avaricious bargaining.2 

The organizers of this initiative did not imagine – nor could they have fore-
seen – what it would lead to shortly afterwards. Their idea was to build an 
international forum where the main problems affecting workers could be 
examined and discussed, but this did not include the actual founding of an 
organization to coordinate the trade union and political action of the working 
class. Similarly, their ideology was initially permeated with general ethical-
humanitarian elements, such as the importance of fraternity among peoples  
and world peace, rather than class conflict and clearly defined political 
objectives. Because of these limitations, the meeting at St Martin’s Hall might 
have been just another of those vaguely democratic initiatives of the period 
with no real follow-through. But in reality it gave birth to the prototype of 
all organizations of the workers’ movement, which both reformists and 
revolutionaries would subsequently take as their point of reference: the 
International Working Men’s Association.3

It was soon arousing passions all over Europe. It made class solidarity a 
shared ideal and inspired large numbers of men and women to struggle for the 
most radical of goals: changing the world. Thus, on the occasion of the Third 
Congress of the International, held in Brussels in 1868, the leader writer of  
The Times accurately identified the scope of the project:

It is not ... a mere improvement that is contemplated, but nothing less 
than a regeneration, and that not of one nation only, but of mankind. This 
is certainly the most extensive aim ever contemplated by any institution, 
with the exception, perhaps, of the Christian Church. To be brief, this is the 
programme of the International Workingmen’s Association.4

2 Ibid., p. 172.
3 Near the end of the life of the International when considering for approval the revised Statute of 

the organization, members of the GC raised the question of whether ‘persons’ should be substituted 
for ‘men’. Friedrich Engels (1820–95) responded that ‘it was generally understood that men was a 
generic term including both sexes’, making the point that the association was and had been open to 
women and men, GC, V, p. 256.

4 Quoted in G. M. Stekloff, History of the First International. New York: Russell & Russell, 1968  
[1928], p. ii.
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Thanks to the International, the workers’ movement was able to gain a clearer 
understanding of the mechanisms of the capitalist mode of production, 
to become more aware of its own strength, and to develop new and more 
advanced forms of struggle. The organization resonated far beyond the fron-
tiers of Europe, generating hope that a different world was possible among 
the artisans of Buenos Aires, the early workers’ associations in Calcutta, 
and even the labour groups in Australia and New Zealand that applied to  
join it. 

Conversely, news of its founding inspired horror in the ruling classes. The 
idea that the workers too wanted to play an active role in history sent shivers 
down their spine, and many a government set its sights on eradicating the 
International and harried it with all the means at its disposal. 

II The right man in the right place

The workers’ organizations that founded the International were something of  
a motley. The central driving force was British trade unionism, whose leaders –  
nearly all reformist in their worldview – were mainly interested in economic 
questions; they fought to improve the workers’ conditions, but without calling 
capitalism into question. Hence they conceived of the International as an 
instrument that might favour their objectives, by preventing the import of 
manpower from abroad in the event of strikes. 

Another significant force in the organization was the mutualists, long 
dominant in France but strong also in Belgium and French-speaking 
Switzerland. In keeping with the theories of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–
65), they were opposed to any working-class involvement in politics and to 
the strike as a weapon of struggle, as well as holding conservative positions on 
women’s emancipation. Advocating a cooperative system along federalist lines, 
they maintained that it was possible to change capitalism by means of equal 
access to credit. In the end, therefore, they may be said to have constituted the 
right wing of the International. 

Alongside these two components, which formed the numerical majority, 
there were others of a different hue again. The third in importance were the 
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communists, grouped around the figure of Karl Marx (1818–83) and active in 
small circles with very limited influence – above all in a number of German 
and Swiss cities, and in London. They were anticapitalist: that is, they opposed 
the existing system of production and espoused the necessity of political  
action to overthrow it. 

At the time of its founding, the ranks of the International also included 
elements that had nothing to do with the socialist tradition, such as certain 
groups of East European exiles inspired by vaguely democratic ideas. Among 
these were followers of Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–72), whose cross-class con-
ception, mainly geared to national demands, considered the International 
useful for the issuing of general appeals for the liberation of oppressed 
peoples.5 

The picture is further complicated by the fact that some groups of French, 
Belgian and Swiss workers who joined the International brought with them a 
variety of confused theories, some of a utopian inspiration; while the General 
Association of German Workers – the party led by followers of Ferdinand 
Lassalle (1825–64), which never affiliated to the International but orbited 
around it – was hostile to trade unionism and conceived of political action in 
rigidly national terms. 

All these groups, with their complex web of cultures and political/trade 
union experiences, made their mark on the nascent International. It was an 
arduous task indeed to build a general framework and to keep such a broad 
organ ization together, if only on a federal basis. Besides, even after a common 
programme had been agreed upon, each tendency continued to exert a 
(some times centrifugal) influence in the local sections where it was in the 
majority. 

To secure peaceful coexistence of all these currents in the same organization, 
around a programme so distant from the approaches with which each had 
started out, was Marx’s great accomplishment. His political talents enabled 

5 There were even members of secret societies favouring republicanism and/or socialism, such as 
the Lodge of Philadelphia, among the early members. See Boris Nicolaevsky, Secret Societies and 
the First International, in Milorad Drachkovitch (ed.), The Revolutionary Internationals, 1864-1943. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1966, pp. 36–56; Julian P. W. Archer, The First International in 
France, 1864–1872. Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1997, pp. 33–5. 
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him to reconcile the seemingly irreconcilable, ensuring that the International 
did not swiftly follow the many previous workers’ associations down the path 
to oblivion.6 It was Marx who gave a clear purpose to the International, and 
Marx too who achieved a non-exclusionary, yet firmly class-based, political 
programme that won it a mass character beyond all sectarianism. The political 
soul of its General Council was always Marx: he drafted all its main resolutions 
and prepared all its congress reports (except the one for the Lausanne Congress 
in 1867, when he was totally occupied with the proofs for Capital). He was ‘the 
right man in the right place’,7 as the German workers’ leader Johann Georg 
Eccarius (1818–89) once put it.

Contrary to later fantasies that pictured Marx as the founder of the 
International, he was not even among the organizers of the meeting at St 
Martin’s Hall. He sat ‘in a non-speaking capacity on the platform’,8 he recalled 
in a letter to his friend Engels. Yet he immediately grasped the potential in 
the event and worked hard to ensure that the new organization successfully 
carried out its mission. Thanks to the prestige attaching to his name, at least 
in restricted circles, he was appointed to the 34-member standing committee,9 
where he soon gained sufficient trust to be given the task of writing the 
Inaugural Address and the Provisional Statutes of the International. In these 
fundamental texts, as in many others that followed, Marx drew on the best 
ideas of the various components of the International, while at the same time 
eliminating corporate inclinations and sectarian tones. He firmly linked 
economic and political struggle to each other, and made international thinking 
and international action an irreversible choice.10

It was mainly thanks to Marx’s capacities that the International developed 
its function of political synthesis, unifying the various national contexts in 

 6 Cf. Henry Collins and Chimen Abramsky, Karl Marx and the British Labour Movement. London: 
MacMillan, 1965, p. 34.

 7  Johann Georg Eccarius to Karl Marx, 12 October 1864, in Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe, vol. III/13. 
Berlin: Akademie, 2002, p. 11.

 8 Karl Marx to Friedrich Engels, 4 November 1864, in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Collected 
Works, 50 vol., 1975–2005. Moscow: Progress Publishers [henceforth MECW], vol. 42, 1987, p. 16.

 9 At the founding meeting of the International, a Standing Committee was struck to organize the 
association. This became its Central Council, which subsequently became known as the General 
Council. Henceforth, these committees are identified simply as the General Council.

10 See Gian Mario Bravo, Marx e la Prima Internazionale. Bari: Laterza, 1979, pp. 18–19.
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a project of common struggle that recognized their significant autonomy, 
but not total independence, from the directive centre. The maintenance of 
unity was gruelling at times,11 especially as Marx’s anticapitalism was never 
the dominant political position within the organization. Over time, however, 
partly through his own tenacity, partly through occasional splits, Marx’s 
thought became the hegemonic doctrine.12 It was hard going, but the effort 
of political elaboration benefited considerably from the struggles of those 
years. The character of workers’ mobilizations, the antisystemic challenge of 
the Paris Commune, the unprecedented task of holding together such a large 
and complex organization, the successive polemics with other tendencies in 
the workers’ movement on various theoretical and political issues: all these 
impelled Marx to go beyond the limits of political economy alone, which had 
absorbed so much of his attention since the defeat of the 1848 revolution and 
the ebbing of the most progressive forces. He was also stimulated to develop 
and sometimes revise his ideas, to put old certainties up for discussion and ask 
himself new questions, and in particular to sharpen his critique of capitalism 
by drawing the broad outlines of a communist society. The orthodox Soviet 
view of Marx’s role in the International, according to which he mechanically 
applied to the stage of history a political theory he had already forged in the 
confines of his study, is thus totally divorced from reality.13

III Membership and structure

During its lifetime and in subsequent decades, the International was depicted 
as a vast, financially powerful organization. The size of its membership was 
always overestimated, whether because of imperfect knowledge or because 

11 See Karl Marx to Friedrich Bolte, 23 November 1871, in MECW, vol. 44, p. 252, where he explained: 
‘the history of the International was a continual struggle on the part of the General Council against the 
sects and amateur experiments which attempted to assert themselves within the International itself 
against the genuine movement of the working class. This struggle was conducted at the Congresses, 
but far more in the private dealings of the General Council with the individual sections’.

12 See Bravo, op. cit., p. 165.
13 Cf. Maximilien Rubel, Marx critique du marxisme. Paris: Payot, 1974, p. 41: ‘only the needs 

of mythology – if not mystification – could prompt them to see in this [political program] the 
consequence of “Marxism”, that is, a fully realized doctrine, imposed from outside by an omniscient 
brain on an amorphous and inert mass of men in search of a social panacea’.
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some of its leaders exaggerated the real situation or because opponents were 
looking for a pretext to justify a brutal crackdown. The public prosecutor who 
arraigned some of its French leaders in June 1870 stated that the organization 
had more than 800,000 members in Europe14; a year later, after the defeat of 
the Paris Commune, The Times put the total at 2½ million; and Oscar Testut 
(1840–unk.), the main person to study it in the conservative camp, predicted 
this would rise above 5 million.15 

In reality, the membership figures were much lower. It has always been 
difficult to arrive at even approximate estimates, and that was true for its own 
leaders and those who studied it most closely.16 But the present state of research 
allows the hypothesis that, at its peak in 1871–72, the tally reached more than 
150,000: 50,000 in Britain, more than 30,000 in both France and Belgium, 
6,000 in Switzerland, about 30,000 in Spain, about 25,000 in Italy, more than 
10,000 in Germany (but mostly members of the Social Democratic Workers’ 
Party), plus a few thousand each in a number of other European countries and 
4,000 in the United States.17 

In those times, when there was a dearth of effective working-class 
organizations apart from the English trade unions and the General Association 
of German Workers, such figures were certainly sizeable. It should also be 
borne in mind that, throughout its existence, the International was recognized 
as a legal organization only in Britain, Switzerland, Belgium and the United 
States. In other countries where it had a solid presence (France, Spain, Italy), 
it was on the margins of legality for a number of years, and its members were 
subjected to persecution. To join the International meant breaking the law in 
the 39 states of the German Confederation, and the few members in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire were forced to operate in clandestine forms. However, the 
Association had a remarkable capacity to weld its components into a cohesive 
whole. Within a couple of years from its birth, it had succeeded in federating 
hundreds of workers’ societies; from the end of 1868, thanks to propaganda 

14 See Oscar Testut, L’Association internationale des travailleurs. Lyon: Aime Vingtrinier, 1870, p. 310.
15  The Times, 5 June 1871; Oscar Testut, Le livre blue de l’Internationale. Paris: Lachaud, 1871.
16 On this issue, Marx declared at a meeting of the General Council on 20 December 1870: ‘respecting 

the list of members, it would be not well to publish what the real strength was, as the outside public 
always thought the active members much more numerous than they really were’, in GC, IV, p. 96.

17 For more information, see the table on International membership in the Appendix.
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conducted by followers of Mikhail Bakunin (1814–76), other societies were 
added in Spain, and after the Paris Commune sections sprang up also in Italy, 
Holland, Denmark and Portugal. The development of the International was 
doubtless uneven: while it was growing in some countries, elsewhere it was 
remaining level or falling back under the blows of repression. Yet a strong 
sense of belonging prevailed among those who joined the International for 
even a short time. When the cycle of struggles in which they had taken part 
came to an end, and adversity and personal hardship forced them to take a 
distance, they retained the bonds of class solidarity and responded as best they 
could to the call for a rally, the words of a poster or the unfurling of the red flag 
of struggle, in the name of an organization that had sustained them in their 
hour of need.18

Members of the International, however, comprised only a small part of 
the total workforce. In Paris they never numbered more than 10,000, and in 
other capital cities such as Rome, Vienna or Berlin they were rare birds indeed. 
Another aspect is the character of the workers who joined the International: 
it was supposed to be the organization of wage-labourers, but very few 
actually became members; the main influx came from construction workers 
in England, textile workers in Belgium and various types of artisans in France 
and Switzerland. 

In Britain, with the sole exception of steelworkers, the International always 
had a sparse presence among the industrial proletariat.19 Nowhere did the 
latter ever form a majority, at least after the expansion of the organization in 
Southern Europe. The other great limitation was the failure to draw in unskilled 
labour,20 despite efforts in that direction beginning with the run-up to the first 
congress. The Instructions for Delegates of the Provisional General Council. The 
Different Questions are clear on this:

Apart from their original purposes, they [trade unions] must now learn 
to act deliberately as organizing centres of the working class in the broad 
interest of its complete emancipation. They must aid every social and political 

18 See Julius Braunthal, History of the International. New York: Nelson, 1966 [1961], p. 116.
19  See Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., p. 70; Jacques D’Hondt, ‘Rapport de synthèse’, in Colloque 

International sur La première Internationale, La Première Internationale: l’institute, l’implantation, 
le rayonnement. Paris: Éditions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1968, p. 475.

20 See Collins – Abramsky, op. cit., p. 289.
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movement tending in that direction. Considering themselves and acting as 
the champions and representatives of the whole working class, they cannot 
fail to enlist the non-society men into their ranks. They must look carefully 
after the interests of the worst paid trades, such as the agricultural labourers, 
rendered powerless by exceptional circumstances. They must convince the 
world at large that their efforts, far from being narrow and selfish, aim at the 
emancipation of the downtrodden millions.21

In Britain too, however, unskilled workers did not stream into the International, 
the one exception being the diggers. The great majority of members there 
came from tailoring, clothing, shoemaking and cabinet-making – that is, 
from sectors of the working class that were then the best organized and the 
most class-conscious. In the end, the International remained an organization 
of employed workers; the jobless never became part of it. The provenance of 
its leaders reflected this, since all but a few had a background as artisans or 
brainworkers. 

The resources of the International are similarly complicated. There was 
talk of fabulous wealth at its disposal,22 but the truth is that its finances were 
chronically unstable. The membership fee for individuals was one shilling, 
while trade unions were supposed to contribute three pence for each of their 
members. In many countries, however, individual subscriptions were few 
and far between, and in Britain the contributions from trade unions were so 
unreliable and so often scaled down that the General Council had to face facts 
and leave them free to pay what they could. The sums collected were never 
higher than a few score pounds per annum,23 barely enough to pay the general 
secretary’s wage of four shillings a week and the rent for an office from which 
the organization was often threatened with eviction for arrears. 

21 From document 2, p. 87.
22 In his diary, Tägebuchblätter aus dem Jahre 1867 bis 1869, Liepzig: von Hirzel, 1901, vol. VIII,  

p. 406, General Friedrich von Bernhardi reported ‘from reliable sources’ that a fund of more than  
£ 5,000,000 was deposited in London for the use of the International. See Braunthal, op. cit., p. 107.

23 See Braunthal, op. cit., p. 108, who affirms that no complete statement of the General Council’s 
annual income has been found among its papers. But a report by the treasurer, Cowell Stepney, has 
been found covering the income of the General Council from individual members’ subscriptions for 
the first six years. The figures were: 1865 – £23; 1866 – £9 13s.; 1867 – £5 17s.; 1868 – £14 14s.; 1869 – 
 £ 30 12s.; 1870 – 14£ 14s. The last financial report submitted by Engels to the Hague Congress for 
the year 1870–72 showed a deficit of more than £25 owed by the General Council to members of 
the General Council and others. Copies of some balance sheets of the International have been also 
published in Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., pp. 80–1.
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In one of the key political-organizational documents of the International, 
Marx summarized its functions as follows: ‘It is the business of the International 
Working Men’s Association to combine and generalize the spontaneous 
movements of the working classes, but not to dictate or impose any doctrinary 
system whatever’.24

Despite the considerable autonomy granted to federations and local 
sections, the International always retained a locus of political leadership. 
Its General Council was the body that worked out a unifying synthesis 
of the various tendencies and issued guidelines for the organization as a 
whole. From October 1864 until August 1872 it met with great regularity, 
as many as 385 times. In the room filled with pipe and cigar smoke where 
the General Council held its sessions on Tuesday evening, its members 
debated a wide range of issues, such as: working conditions, the effects of 
new machinery, support for strikes, the role and importance of trade unions, 
the Irish question, various foreign policy matters, and, of course, how to 
build the society of the future. The General Council was also responsible for 
drafting the documents of the International: circulars, letters and resolutions 
for current purposes; special manifestos, addresses and appeals in particular 
circumstances.25

IV The formation of the International

The lack of synchrony between the key organizational junctures and the main 
political events in the life of the International makes it difficult to reconstruct 
its history in chronological sequence. In terms of organization, the principal 
stages were: (1) the birth of the International (1864–66), from its foundation 
to the First Congress (Geneva 1866); (2) the period of expansion (1866–70); 
(3) the revolutionary surge and the repression following the Paris Commune 
(1871–72); and (4) the split and crisis (1872–77). In terms of its theoretical 

24 From document 2, p. 85. See Karl Marx to Paul Lafargue, 19 April 1870, in MECW, vol. 43, p. 491: 
‘the General Council was not the Pope, that we allowed every section to have its own theoretical 
views of the real movement, always supposed that nothing directly opposite to our Rules was put 
forward.’

25 See Georges Haupt, L’Internazionale socialista dalla Comune a Lenin. Torino: Einaudi, 1978, p. 78. 
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development, however, the principal stages were: (1) the initial debate among 
its various components and the laying of its own foundations (1864–65); (2) 
the struggle for hegemony between collectivists and mutualists (1866–69); and 
(3) the clash between centralists and autonomists (1870–77). The following 
paragraphs will cover both the organizational and theoretical aspects.

Britain was the first country where applications were made to join the 
International; the 4,000-member Operative Society of Bricklayers affiliated in 
February 1865, soon to be followed by associations of construction workers 
and shoemakers. In the first year of its existence, the General Council began 
serious activity to publicize the principles of the Association. This helped to 
broaden its horizon beyond purely economic questions, as we can see from the 
fact that it was among the organizations belonging to the (electoral) Reform 
League founded in February 1865. 

In France, the International began to take shape in January 1865, when 
its first section was founded in Paris. Other major centres appeared shortly 
afterwards in Lyons and Caen. But it remained very limited in strength, unable 
to increase its base in the French capital, and during this period many other 
workers’ organizations exceeded it in size; the Association had little ideological 
influence, and the relationship of forces as well as its own lack of political 
resolve made it impossible even to establish a national federation. Nevertheless, 
the French supporters of the International, who were mostly followers of 
Proudhon’s mutualist theories, established themselves as the second largest 
group at the first conference of the organization, held in London between 
25 and 29 September and attended by 30 delegates from England, France, 
Switzerland and Belgium, with a few representatives from Germany, Poland 
and Italy. Each of these provided information about the first steps taken by the 
International, especially at an organizational level. This conference decided to 
call the first general congress for the following year and laid down the main 
themes to be discussed there. 

In the period between these two gatherings, the International continued 
to expand in Europe and established its first important nuclei in Belgium 
and French-speaking Switzerland. The Prussian Combination Laws, which 
prevented German political associations from having regular contacts with 
organizations in other countries, meant that the International was unable 
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to open sections in what was then the German Confederation. The 5,000-
members General Association of German Workers – the first workers’ 
party in history, founded in 1863 and led by Lassalle’s disciple Johann 
Baptist von Schweitzer (1833–75) – followed a line of ambivalent dialogue 
with Otto von Bismarck (1815–98) and showed little or no interest in the 
International during the early years of its existence; it was an indifference 
shared by Wilhelm Liebknecht (1826–90), despite his political proximity 
to Marx. Johann Philipp Becker (1809–86), one of the main leaders of the 
International in Switzerland, tried to find a way round these difficulties 
through the Geneva-based ‘Group of German-speaking Sections’, and for a 
long time he was the sole organizer of the early internationalist nuclei in the 
German Confederation. 

These advances were greatly favoured by the diffusion of newspapers that 
either sympathized with the ideas of the International or were veritable organs 
of the General Council. Both categories contributed to the development of 
class consciousness and the rapid circulation of news concerning the activity 
of the International. Of those that appeared in the first few years of its 
existence, special mention should be made of the weekly The Bee-Hive and The 
Miner and Workman’s Advocate (later The Workman’s Advocate and then The 
Commonwealth), both published in London; the French-language weekly Le 
Courrier International, also published in London; La Tribune du Peuple, the 
official organ of the International in Belgium from August 1865; the Journal de 
l’Association Internationale des Travailleurs, the organ of the section in French-
speaking Switzerland; Le Courrier Français, a Proudhonian weekly published 
in Paris; and Becker’s Der Vorbote in Geneva.26

The activity of the General Council in London was decisive for the further 
strengthening of the International. In spring 1866, with its support for the 
strikers of the London Amalgamated Tailors, it played an active role for the 
first time in a workers’ struggle, and following the success of the strike five 
societies of tailors, each numbering some 500 workers, decided to affiliate to 
the International. The positive outcome of other disputes attracted a number 

26 For a more complete appreciation of the many periodicals of the International or sympathetic  
see Giuseppe Del Bo (ed.), Répertorie international des sources pour l’étude des mouvement sociaux 
aux XIXe et Xxe siècles. La Première Internationale, vol. I: Periodiqués 1864–1877. Paris: Armand 
Colin, 1958.
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of small unions, so that, by the time of its first congress, it already had 17 union 
affiliations with a total of more than 25,000 new members. The International 
was the first association to succeed in the far from simple task of enlisting 
trade union organizations into its ranks.27 

Between 3 and 8 September 1866, the city of Geneva hosted the first congress 
of the International, with 60 delegates from Britain, France, Germany and 
Switzerland. By then the Association could point to a very favourable balance-
sheet of the 2 years since its foundation, having rallied to its banner more than 
100 trade unions and political organizations. Those taking part in the congress 
essentially divided into two blocs. The first, consisting of the British delegates, 
the few Germans and a majority of the Swiss, followed the directives of the 
General Council drawn up by Marx (who was not present in Geneva). The 
second, comprising the French delegates and some of the French-speaking 
Swiss, was made up of mutualists. At that time, in fact, moderate positions were 
prevalent in the International, and the mutualists, led by the Parisian Henri 
Tolain (1828–97), envisaged a society in which the worker would be at once 
producer, capitalist and consumer. They regarded the granting of free credit 
as a decisive measure for the transformation of society; considered women’s 
labour to be objectionable from both an ethical and a social point of view; and 
opposed any interference by the state in work relations (including legislation 
to reduce the working day to 8 hours) on the grounds that it would threaten 
the private relationship between workers and employers and strengthen the 
system currently in force. 

Basing themselves on resolutions prepared by Marx, the General Council 
leaders succeeded in marginalizing the numerically strong contingent of 
mutualists at the congress, and obtained votes in favour of state intervention. 
On the latter issue, in the section of the Instructions for Delegates of the 
Provisional General Council relating to ‘Juvenile and children’s labour (both 
sexes)’, Marx had spelled things out clearly:

This can only be effected by converting social reason into social force, and, 
under given circumstances, there exists no other method of doing so, than 
through general laws, enforced by the power of the state. In enforcing such 
laws, the working class do not fortify governmental power. On the contrary, 

27 Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., p. 65.
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they transform that power, now used against them, into their own agency. 
They effect by a general act what they would vainly attempt by a multitude 
of isolated individual efforts.28 

Thus, far from strengthening bourgeois society (as Proudhon and his followers 
wrongly believed), these reformist demands were an indispensable starting 
point for the emancipation of the working class. 

Furthermore, the ‘instructions’ that Marx wrote for the Geneva congress 
underline the basic function of trade unions against which not only the 
mutualists but also certain followers of Robert Owen (1771–1858) in Britain 
and of Lassalle in Germany29 had taken a stand:

This activity of the Trades’ Unions is not only legitimate, it is necessary. 
It cannot be dispensed with so long as the present system of production 
lasts. On the contrary, it must be generalized by the formation and the 
combination of Trades’ Unions throughout all countries. On the other 
hand, unconsciously to themselves, the Trades’ Unions were forming centres 
of organization of the working class, as the mediaeval municipalities and 
communes did for the middle class. If the Trades’ Unions are required for 
the guerrilla fights between capital and labour, they are still more important 
as organized agencies for superseding the very system of wages labour and 
capital rule. 

In the same document, Marx did not spare the existing unions his criticism. 
For they were 

too exclusively bent upon the local and immediate struggles with capital 
[and had] not yet fully understood their power of acting against the system 
of wage slavery itself. They therefore kept too much aloof from general social 
and political movements.30

He had argued exactly the same a year earlier, in an address to the General 
Council on 20 and 27 June, which was posthumously published as Value, Price 
and Profit:

28 From document 2, p. 84.
29 Ferdinad Lassalle advocated the concept of an ‘iron law of wages’, which held that efforts to increase 

wages were futile and a distraction for workers from the primary task of assuming political power in 
the State.

30 From document 2, p. 86.
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[T]he working class ought not to exaggerate to themselves the ultimate 
working of these everyday struggles. They ought not to forget that they are 
fighting with effects, but not with the causes of those effects; that they are 
retarding the downward movement, but not changing its direction; that they 
are applying palliatives, not curing the malady. They ought, therefore, not 
to be exclusively absorbed in these unavoidable guerrilla fights incessantly 
springing up from the never-ceasing encroachments of capital or changes of 
the market. They ought to understand that, with all the miseries it imposes 
upon them, the present system simultaneously engenders the material 
conditions and the social forms necessary for an economical reconstruction 
of society. Instead of the conservative motto, ‘A fair day’s wage for a fair day’s 
work!’ they ought to inscribe on their banner the revolutionary watchword, 
‘Abolition of the wages system!’31

V Growing strength

From late 1866 on, strikes intensified in many European countries. Organized 
by broad masses of workers, they helped to generate an awareness of their 
condition and formed the core of a new and important wave of struggles. 

Although some governments of the time blamed the International for the 
unrest, most of the workers in question did not even know of its existence; the 
root cause of their protests was the dire working and living conditions they 
were forced to endure. The mobilizations did, however, usher in a period of 
contact and coordination with the International, which supported them with 
declarations and calls for solidarity, organized fund-raising for strikers, and 
helped to fight attempts by the bosses to weaken the workers’ resistance. 

It was because of its practical role in this period that workers began to 
recognize the International as an organization that defended their interests 
and, in some cases, asked to be affiliated to it.32 The first major struggle to 

31 See document 12, p. 121. On the other hand, the need to differentiate between political and trade-
union organization was always clear to Marx. In September 1869, he said in an interview with the 
German trade unionist Johann Hamann, published in the Volksstaat, n. 17 of the 27 November 1869: 
‘the trade unions should never be affiliated with or made dependent upon a political society if they 
are to fulfil the object for which they were formed. If this happens it means their death blow. The 
trade unions are the schools for Socialism.’

32 See Jacques Freymond, ‘Introduction’, in PI, I, p. XI.

45



Workers Unite!16

be won with its support was the Parisian bronze workers’ strike of February–
March 1867. Also successful in their outcome were the ironworkers’ strike of 
February 1867 at Marchienne, the long dispute in the Provençal mineral basin 
between April 1867 and February 1868, and the Charleroi miners’ strike and 
Geneva building workers’ strike of spring 1868. The scenario was the same 
in each of these events: workers in other countries raised funds in support of 
the strikers and agreed not to accept work that would have turned them into 
industrial mercenaries, so that the bosses were forced to compromise on many 
of the strikers’ demands. In the towns at the centre of the action, hundreds of 
new members were recruited to the International. As later observed in a report 
of the General Council: ‘It is not the International Working Men’s Association 
that pushes people into strikes, but strikes that push workers into the arms of 
the International Working Men’s Association’.33 

Thus, for all the difficulties bound up with the diversity of nationalities, 
languages and political cultures, the International managed to achieve unity 
and coordination across a wide range of organizations and spontaneous 
struggles. Its greatest merit was to demonstrate the absolute need for class 
solidarity and international cooperation, moving decisively beyond the partial 
character of the initial objectives and strategies. 

From 1867 on, strengthened by success in achieving these goals, by 
increased membership and by a more efficient organization, the International 
made advances all over Continental Europe. It was its breakthrough year in 
France in particular, where the bronze workers’ strike had the same knock-on 
effect that the London tailors’ strike had produced in England. The number of 
members neared 1,000 in Paris and passed the 500 mark in Lyons and Vienne. 
Seven new sections were established, including one in Algiers on the southern 
shores of the Mediterranean (which, however, consisted only of French 
workers). Belgium too saw a rise in affiliations following the strikes, and as 
did Switzerland, where workers’ leagues, cooperatives and political societies 
enthusiastically applied to join. The International now had 25 sections in 
Geneva alone, including the German-speaking one that served as a base for 
propaganda among the workers of the German Confederation.

33 Various Authors, ‘Report of the [French] General Council’, 1 September 1869, in PI, II, p. 24.
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But Britain was still the country where the International had its greatest 
presence. In the course of 1867, the affiliation of another dozen organizations 
took the membership to a good 50,000 – an impressive figure, if we bear 
in mind that it was reached in just 2 years, and that the total unionized 
workforce was then roughly 800,000.34 Nowhere else did the membership 
of the International ever reach that level (in absolute terms, if not as a 
proportion of the population). In contrast to the progression of the 1864–67 
period, however, the subsequent years in Britain were marked by a kind of 
stagnation. There were several reasons for this, but the main one was that, as 
we have seen, the International did not manage to break through into factory 
industry or the world of unskilled labour. The only exception in the latter was 
the United Excavators, which affiliated after the strike of August 1866, while 
the Malleable Ironworkers were among the rare few that signed up from the 
great factories of the North and the Midlands. The voice of the International 
did not reach either the coal and cotton industry or the engineering workers 
(who, because of their technical skills, never felt threatened by foreign 
competition). Those who joined the International in the greatest numbers 
were the construction workers. The 9,000-strong Amalgamated Society of 
Carpenters and Joiners, whose secretary Robert Applegarth (1834–1924) 
sat on the General Council, represented a fifth of the total membership; 
they were followed by the tailors, cobblers, cabinetmakers, binders, ribbon 
weavers, web weavers, saddlers and cigar makers – all trades unaltered by the 
Industrial Revolution. In January 1867, the London Trades Council decided 
to cooperate with the International but voted against affiliation; the episode 
brought it home to the General Council that it was unable to expand beyond 
its existing sphere of influence. 

The growing institutionalization of the labour movement further contributed 
to this slowdown in the life of the International. The Reform Act, resulting from 
the battle first joined by the Reform League, expanded the franchise to more 
than a million British workers. The subsequent legalization of trade unions, 
which ended the risk of persecution and repression, allowed the Fourth Estate 
to become a real presence in society, with the result that the pragmatic rulers 

34 See Henri Collins, ‘The International and the British Labour Movement: Origin of the International 
in England’, in Colloque International sur La première Internationale, op. cit., p. 34.
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of the country continued along the path of reform, and the labouring classes, 
so unlike their French counterparts, felt a growing sense of belonging as they 
pinned more of their hopes for the future on peaceful change.35 The situation 
on the Continent was very different indeed. In the German Confederation, 
collective wage-bargaining was still virtually non-existent. In Belgium, strikes 
were repressed by the government almost as if they were acts of war, while 
in Switzerland they were still an anomaly that the established order found it 
difficult to tolerate. In France, it was declared that strikes would be legal in 
1864, but the first labour unions still operated under severe restrictions. 

This was the backdrop to the congress of 1867, where the International 
assembled with a new strength that had come from continuing broad-based 
expansion. Some bourgeois newspapers, including The Times, sent corres-
pondents to follow its proceedings between 2 and 8 September. Again it was 
a Swiss city, Lausanne, which hosted the occasion, receiving 64 delegates36 
from six countries (with one each from Belgium and Italy). Marx was busy 
working on the proofs of Capital and absent from the General Council when 
preparatory documents were drafted, as well as from the congress itself.37  
The effects were certainly felt, as is evident in the congress’s focus on bald 
reports of organizational growth in various countries and Proudhonian themes 
(such as the cooperative movement and alternative uses of credit) dear to the 
strongly represented mutualists. 

Also discussed there was the question of war and militarism, at the request 
of the League for Peace and Freedom, whose inaugural congress was due 
to be held immediately afterwards. In the course of the debate, the delegate 
from Brussels, César de Paepe (1841–90), one of the most active and brilliant 
theoreticians of the International, formulated what later became the classical 
position of the workers’ movement: that wars are inevitable in a capitalist 
system: 

If I had to express my sentiments to the Geneva [Peace] Congress, I would 
say: we want peace as much as you do, but we know that so long as there 

35 See Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., pp. 290–1.
36 Although the rules called for one delegate for each 500 members, actual representation depended 

upon the ability of delegates to attend.
37 Marx in fact continued not to attend Congresses, with the exception of the crucial The Hague 

Congress (1872).
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exists what we call the principle of nationalities or patriotism, there will be 
war; so long as there are distinct classes, there will be war. War is not only the 
product of a monarch’s ambition […] the true cause of war is the interests of 
some capitalists; war is the result of the lack of equilibrium in the economic 
world, and the lack of equilibrium in the political world.38

Finally, there was a discussion of women’s emancipation,39 and the congress 
voted in favour of a report stating that ‘the efforts of nations should aim at 
state ownership of the means of transport and circulation’.40 This was the 
first collectivist declaration approved at a congress of the International. 
However, the mutualists remained totally opposed to the socialization of land 
ownership, and a deeper discussion of the issue was postponed until the next 
congress. 

VI Defeat of the mutualists

Right from the earliest days of the International, Proudhon’s ideas were 
hegemonic in France, French-speaking Switzerland, Wallonia and the city of 
Brussels. His disciples, particularly Tolain and Ernest Édouard Fribourg (unk.), 
succeeded in making a mark with their positions on the founding meeting 
in 1864, the London Conference of 1865, and the Geneva and Lausanne 
Congresses. 

For 4 years the mutualists were the most moderate wing of the International. 
The British trade unions, which constituted the majority, did not share Marx’s 
anticapitalism, but nor did they have the same pull on the policies of the 
organization that the followers of Proudhon were able to exercise. 

Basing themselves on the theories of the French anarchist, the mutualists 
argued that the economic emancipation of the workers would be achieved 
through the founding of producer cooperatives and a central People’s Bank. 
Resolutely hostile to state intervention in any field, they opposed socialization 

38 From document 49, p. 229. The position of De Paepe became later the standard view on war of the 
working class movement.

39 See document 6, pp. 101–2.
40 From document 32, p. 169.
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of the land and the means of production as well as any use of the strike 
as a weapon. In 1868, for example, there were still many sections of the 
International that attached a negative, anti-economic value to this method 
of struggle. The Report of the Liège Section on Strikes was emblematic in this 
regard: ‘The strike is a struggle. It therefore increases the bubbling of hatred 
between the people and the bourgeoisie, separating ever further two classes 
that should merge and unite with each other’.41 The distance from the positions 
and theses of the General Council could scarcely have been greater. 

Marx undoubtedly played a key role in the long struggle to reduce Proudhon’s 
influence in the International. His ideas were fundamental to the theoretical 
development of its leaders, and he showed a remarkable capacity to assert 
them by winning every major conflict inside the organization. With regard 
to the cooperation, for example, in the 1866 Instructions for the Delegates of  
the Provisional General Council. The Different Questions, he had already 
declared that:

To convert social production into one large and harmonious system of free  
and cooperative labour, general social changes are wanted, changes of the  
general conditions of society, never to be realized save by the transfer of 
the organized forces of society, viz., the state power, from capitalists and 
landlords to the producers themselves.

Recommending to the workers “to embark in cooperative production rather 
than in cooperative stores. The latter touch but the surface of the present 
economical system, the former attacks its groundwork.”42

The workers themselves, however, were already sidelining Proudhonian 
doctrines; it was above all the proliferation of strikes that convinced the 
mutualists of the error of their conceptions. Proletarian struggles showed both 
that the strike was necessary as an immediate means of improving conditions 
in the present and that it strengthened the class-consciousness essential for 
the construction of future society. It was real-life men and women who halted 
capitalist production to demand their rights and social justice, thereby shifting 
the balance of forces in the International and, more significantly, in society as 

41 Cassian Maréchal, ‘Report of the Liège Section’, PI, I, p. 268.
42 From document 3, p. 85.
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a whole. It was the Parisian bronze workers, the weavers of Rouen and Lyons, 
the coalminers of Saint-Étienne who – more forcefully than in any theoretical 
discussion – convinced the French leaders of the International of the need 
to socialize the land and industry. And it was the workers’ movement that 
demonstrated, in opposition to Proudhon, that it was impossible to separate 
the social-economic question from the political question.43 

The Brussels Congress, held between 6 and 13 September 1868 with the 
participation of ninety-nine delegates from France, Britain, Switzerland, 
Germany, Spain (1 delegate) and Belgium (fifty-five),44 finally clipped the wings 
of the mutualists. The highpoint came when the assembly approved De Paepe’s 
proposal on the socialization of the means of production – a decisive step 
forward in defining the economic basis of socialism, no longer simply in the 
writings of particular intellectuals but in the programme of a great transnational 
organization. As regards the mines and transport, the congress declared: 

a. That the quarries, collieries, and other mines, as well as the railways, ought 
in a normal state of society to belong to the community represented by  
the state, a state itself subject to the laws of justice. 

b. That the quarries, collieries, and other mines, and Railways, be let by the state, 
not to companies of capitalists as at present, but to companies of working 
men bound by contract to guarantee to society the rational and scientific 
working of the railways, etc., at a price as nearly as possible approximate 
to the working expense. The same contract ought to reserve to the state the 
right to verify the accounts of the companies, so as to present the possibility 
of any reconstitution of monopolies. A second contract ought to guarantee 
the mutual right of each member of the companies in respect to his fellow 
workmen. 

As to landed property, it was agreed that:

that the economical development of modern society will create the social 
necessity of converting arable land into the common property of society, 
and of letting the soil on behalf of the state to agricultural companies under 
conditions analagous to those stated in regard to mines and railways.

43 See Freymond, ‘Introduction’, in PI, I, p. XIV.
44 Eugène Dupont (1831–81) represented a section from Naples, and the congress also saw the 

participation of Louis Auguste Blanqui (1805–81), as an observer.
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And similar considerations were applied to the canals, roads and telegraphs:

Considering that the roads and other means of communication require a 
common social direction, the Congress thinks they ought to remain the 
common property of society.

Finally, some interesting points were made about the environment:

Considering that the abandonment of forests to private individuals causes 
the destruction of woods necessary for the conservation of springs, and, as 
a matter of course, of the good qualities of the soil, as well as the health and 
lives of the population, the Congress thinks that the forests ought to remain 
the property of society.45 

In Brussels, then, the International made its first clear pronouncement on the 
socialization of the means of production by state authorities.46 This marked an 
important victory for the General Council and the first appearance of socialist 
principles in the political programme of a major workers’ organization. 

In addition, the congress again discussed the question of war. A motion 
presented by Becker, which Marx later summarized in the published resolutions 
of the congress, stated:

The workers alone have an evident logical interest in finally abolishing all 
war, both economic and political, individual and national, because in the 
end they always have to pay with their blood and their labour for the settling 
of accounts between the belligerents, regardless of whether they are on the 
winning or losing side.47 

The workers were called upon to treat every war ‘as a civil war’.48 De Paepe 
also suggested the use of the general strike49 – a proposal that Marx dismissed 
as ‘nonsense’,50 but which actually tended to develop a class-consciousness 
capable of going beyond merely economic struggles. 

45 From document 3, pp. 91–2.
46 This was possible thanks to the change in the Belgian sections, which moved to collectivism after 

their federal congress of July.
47 PI, I, pp. 402–3.
48 Ibid., p. 403.
49 See document 50.
50 Karl Marx to Friedrich Engels, 16 September 1868, in MECW, vol. 43, p. 101.
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If the collectivist turn of the International began at the Brussels Congress, 
it was the Basel Congress held the next year from 5 to 12 September that 
consolidated it and eradicated Proudhonism even in its French homeland. 
This time there were 78 delegates at the congress, drawn not only from France, 
Switzerland, Germany, Britain and Belgium, but also, a clear sign of expansion, 
from Spain, Italy and Austria, plus a representative from the National Labor 
Union in the United States. The presence of the latter, as well as of Wilhelm 
Liebknecht (1826–1900) on behalf of one of the first organized working-class 
political forces (the Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Germany, founded in 
Eisenach a few weeks earlier), helped to make the congress more solemn and to 
imbue it with hope. The catchment area of the association required to challenge 
the rule of capital was visibly enlarged, and the record of the proceedings as well 
as general reports on the activity of the congress transmitted the enthusiasm of 
the workers gathered there. 

The resolutions of the Brussels Congress on landed property were reaffirmed, 
with 54 votes in favour, 4 against and 13 abstentions. Eleven of the French 
delegates – including Eugène Varlin (1838–71), later a prominent figure in the 
Paris Commune – even approved a new text which declared ‘that society has 
the right to abolish individual ownership of the land and to make it part of the 
community’51; ten abstained and four (including Tolain) voted against. After 
Basel, the International in France was no longer mutualist. 

The Basel Congress was also of interest because Mikhail Bakunin took part 
in the proceedings as a delegate. Having failed to win the leadership of the 
League for Peace and Freedom, he had founded the International Alliance 
for Socialist Democracy in September 1868 in Geneva, and in December this 
had applied to join the International. The General Council initially turned 
down the request, on the grounds that the International Alliance for Socialist 
Democracy continued to be affiliated to another parallel transnational 
structure, and that one of its objectives – ‘the equalization of classes’52 – was 

51 PI, II, p. 74.
52  Mikhail Bakunin, ‘Programme of the Alliance [International Alliance of Socialist Democracy]’, 

in Arthur Lehning (ed.), Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings. London: Jonathan Cape, 1973,  
p. 174. The translation provided in this book is inaccurate and misleading. In Fictitious Splits in 
the International, Engels and Marx quoted directly from Bakunin’s original document (‘l’égalisation 
politique, économique et sociale des classes’), see document 75, p. 287.
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radically different from a central pillar of the International, the abolition of 
classes. Shortly afterwards, however, the Alliance modified its programme 
and agreed to wind up its network of sections, many of which anyway existed 
only in Bakunin’s imagination.53 On 28 July 1869, the 104-member Geneva 
section was accordingly admitted to the International.54 Marx knew Bakunin 
well enough, but he had underestimated the consequences of this step. For 
the influence of the famous Russian revolutionary rapidly increased in a 
number of Swiss, Spanish and French sections (as it did in Italian ones after 
the Paris Commune), and at the Basel Congress, thanks to his charisma and 
forceful style of argument, he already managed to affect the outcome of its 
deliberations. The vote on the right of inheritance, for example, was the first 
occasion on which the delegates rejected a proposal of the General Council.55 
Having finally defeated the mutualists and laid the spectre of Proudhon to rest, 
Marx now had to confront a much tougher rival, who formed a new tendency –  
collectivist anarchism – and sought to win control of the organization. 

VII Development across Europe and opposition  
to the Franco-Prussian war

The late 1860s and early 1870s were a period rich in social conflicts. Many 
workers who took part in protest actions decided to make contact with the 
International, whose reputation was spreading ever wider, and despite its 
limited resources the General Council never failed to respond with appeals for 
solidarity to its European sections and the organization of fund-raising. This 
was the case in March 1869, for example, when 8,000 silk dyers and ribbon 
weavers in Basel asked for its support. The General Council could not send 
them more than £4 from its own funds, but it issued a circular that resulted in 
the collection of another £300 from a number of workers’ groups in various 
countries. Even more significant was the struggle of Newcastle engineering 
workers to reduce the working day to 9 hours, when two emissaries of the 

53 See Edward Hallett Carr, Michael Bakunin. New York: Vintage, 1961 [1937], p. 392.
54 According to Carr, op. cit, p. 374: ‘the wooden horse had entered the Trojan citadel’.
55 From document 31, p. 163.
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General Council, James Cohn [Cohen] (unk.) and Eccarius, played a key 
role in stymying the bosses’ attempt to introduce blackleg labour from the 
Continent. The success of this strike, a nationwide cause célèbre, served as a 
warning for the English capitalists, who from that time on gave up recruiting 
workers from across the Channel.56 

The year 1869 witnessed significant expansion of the International all over 
Europe. Britain was an exception in this respect, however. The Trades Union 
Congress, meeting in Birmingham in August, recommended that all its member 
organizations should become part of the International. But the appeal fell on 
deaf ears, and the level of affiliation remained more or less the same as in 1867. 
While the union leaders fully backed Marx against the mutualists, they had 
little time for theoretical issues57 and did not exactly glow with revolutionary 
ardour. This was the reason why Marx for a long time opposed the founding of 
a British federation of the International independent of the General Council. 

In every European country where the International was reasonably strong, 
its members gave birth to new organizations completely autonomous from 
those already in existence, forming local sections and/or national federations 
as their number warranted. In Britain, however, the unions that made up the 
main force of the International naturally did not disband their own structures; 
besides, the London-based General Council fulfilled two functions at once, 
as world headquarters and as the leadership for Britain. In any case, the trade 
union affiliations kept some 50,000 workers in its orbit of influence, at a time 
when the International was making headway all across the Continent. 

In France, the repressive policies of the Second Empire made 1868 a year 
of serious crisis for the International: all its sections disappeared, with the 
single exception of Rouen. The following year, however, saw a revival of the 
organization. Tolain ceased to be its figurehead in the aftermath of the Basel 
Congress, and new leaders such as Varlin, who had abandoned mutualist 
positions, came to the fore. The peak of expansion for the International came 
in 1870, but the real membership figures fell far short of the fantasies that some 
writers concocted and spread among the public. It should also be remembered 
that, despite its considerable growth, the organization never took root in 38 

56 See Braunthal, op. cit., p. 173.
57 See Freymond, ‘Introduction’, in PI, I, p. XIX.
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of the 90 départements that existed at the time in France. It is possible that 
the membership in Paris rose as high as 10,000, much of it affiliated to the 
International through cooperative societies, trade associations and resistance 
societies. Rigorous estimates would point to a figure of 3,000 each in Rouen and 
Lyons (where an uprising led to the proclamation of a People’s Commune in 
September 1870 that was later drowned in blood) and to a little more than 4,000 
in Marseilles. The national total can be estimated as more than 30,000.58 Thus, 
although the International did not become a true mass organization in France, 
it certainly grew to a respectable size and aroused widespread interest, as we 
may gauge from the membership application that the Positivist Proletarians 
of Paris submitted to the General Council.59 From 1870, even some disciples 
of Blanqui overcame their early reservations about an organization inspired 
by Proudhonian moderation and, witnessing the enthusiasm for it among 
workers, began to join it in their turn. Certainly much water had passed under 
the bridge since 1865, when the French sections of the International founded 
by Tolain and Fribourg60 had been little more than glorified “study societies.”61 
The guidelines for the organization in France now centred on the promotion 
of social conflict and political activity. 

In Belgium, the period following the Brussels Congress of 1868 had been 
marked by the rise of syndicalism, a series of victorious strikes, and the 
affiliation of numerous workers’ societies to the International. Membership 
peaked in the early 1870s at several tens of thousands, probably exceeding the 
number in the whole of France. It was here that the International achieved 

58 See Jacques Rougerie, ‘Les sections française de l’Association Internationale des Travailleurs’, in 
Colloque International sur La première Internationale, op. cit., p. 111, who spoke of ‘some dozens of 
thousands’.

59 See GC, III, p. 218. This request was declined because groups defined by their political tendency as 
such could not join the International. The decision became an official resolution the following year, 
at the London Conference of 1871, and it was approved by the delegates: ‘the existing organizations 
of the International Working Men’s Association will henceforth, in accordance with the letter 
and spirit of the general statutes, be obliged to be known and constituted simply and exclusively 
as branches, sections, etc. of the International Working Men’s Association, with names of their 
respective localities attached; it will be forbidden for existing branches and societies to continue 
to be designated by the names of sects, that is, as mutualist, positivist, collectivist, or communist 
groups, etc.,’ in PI, II, p. 238.

60  See Jacques Rougerie, ‘L’A.I.T. et le mouvement ouvrier a Paris pendant les evenements de 1870–1871’. 
International Review of Social History XVII (1972) n. 1: 11–12. Both men subsequently abandoned 
the International and its ideas and Toulain was expelled from the organization, see document 25, 
footnote 23.

61 Ernest Édouard Fribourg, L’Association internationale des travailleurs. Paris, 1871, p. 26.
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both its highest numerical density in the general population and its greatest 
influence in society. 

The positive evolution during this period was also apparent in Switzerland. 
In 1870 the total membership stood at 6,000 (out of a working population of 
roughly 700,000), including 2,000 in the 34 Geneva sections and another 800 
in the Jura region. Not long afterwards, however, Bakunin’s activity divided the 
organization into two groups of equal size. These confronted each other at the 
congress of the Romande Federation in April 1870, precisely on the question of 
whether the International Alliance for Socialist Democracy should be admitted 
to the Federation.62 When it proved impossible to reconcile their positions, the 
proceedings continued in two parallel congresses, and a truce was agreed only 
after an intervention by the General Council. The group aligned with London 
was slightly smaller, yet retained the name Romande Federation, whereas the 
one linked to Bakunin had to adopt the name Jura Federation, even though its 
affiliation to the International was again recognized. 

The leading lights in the former were Nikolai Utin (1845–83), who had 
founded in Geneva the first Russian section of the International,63 and Johann 
Philipp Becker, who, despite his collaboration with Bakunin between summer 
1868 and February 1870, had managed to prevent the Swiss organization 
from falling entirely into his hands. Anyway, the consolidation of the Jura 
Federation represented an important stage in the building of an anarcho-
federalist current within the International. Its most prominent figure was the 
young James Guillaume (1844–1916), who played a key role in the dispute 
with London.

During this period, Bakunin’s ideas began to spread in a number of cities, 
especially in Southern Europe, but the country where they took hold most 
rapidly was Spain. In fact, the International first developed in the Iberian 
peninsula through the activity of the Neapolitan anarchist Giuseppe Fanelli, 
who, at Bakunin’s request, travelled to Barcelona and Madrid between October 
1868 and spring 1869 to help found sections of the International and groups 
of the Alliance for Socialist Democracy (of which he was a member). His trip 

62 See Jacques Freymond (ed.), Études et documents sur la Première Internationale en Suisse. Genève: 
Droz, 1964, p. 295.

63 See Woodford McLellan, Revolutionary Exiles. London: Frank Cass, 1979, pp. 83–107.
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achieved its purpose. But his distribution of documents of both international 
organizations, often to the same people, was a prime example of the Bakuninite 
confusion and theoretical eclecticism of the time; the Spanish workers founded 
the International with the principles of the Alliance for Socialist Democracy. 
Still, Fanelli won over important cadres such as Anselmo Lorenzo (1841–1914), 
who had previously been exposed to Proudhon’s texts translated into Spanish 
by the future Spanish president Francisco Pi y Margall (1824–1901). And 
adulterated though they were in various ways, the ideas of the International 
got through to a fledgling workers’ movement eager to organize and engage 
in struggle. At the Basel Congress, the Spanish delegate Rafael Farga Pellicer 
(1840–90) could already point to the existence of several dozen sections.

In the North German Confederation, despite the existence of two political 
organizations of the workers’ movement – the Lassallean General Association 
of German Workers and the Marxist Social Democratic Workers’ Party of 
Germany – there was little enthusiasm for the International and few requests 
to affiliate to it. During its first 3 years, German militants virtually ignored its 
existence, fearing persecution at the hands of the authorities. But the picture 
changed somewhat after 1868, as the fame and successes of the International 
multiplied across Europe. From that point on, both of the rival parties aspired 
to represent its German wing. In the struggle against the Lassalleans – whose 
leader, Johann Baptist von Schweitzer (1833–75), never applied to affiliate 
their General Association – Liebknecht tried to play on the closeness of his 
organization to Marx’s positions, but the affiliation of the Social Democratic 
Workers’ Party of Germany to the International was more formal (or ‘purely 
platonic’,64 as Engels put it) than real, with a minimal material and ideological 
commitment. Of its 10,000 or so members registered within a year of its 
foundation, only a few hundred joined the International on an individual 
basis (a procedure allowed under the Prussian Combination Laws).65 The 
weak internationalism of the Germans therefore weighed more heavily than 

64 Friedrich Engels to Theodor Cuno, 7–8 May 1872, in MECW, vol. 44, p. 371.
65 See Roger Morgan, The German Social Democrats and the First International, 1864–1872.  

New York: Cambridge University Press, 1965, p. 180, citing an assertion by Becker in the last issue of 
the Verbote that by the end of 1871 ‘58 [German-speaking] sections [of the International] had been 
founded (nearly half of them in Germany, the rest mainly in Switzerland), ten societies had joined in 
affiliated membership, and 385 individual members had been paying subscriptions’.
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any legal aspects, and it declined still further in the second half of 1870 as the 
movement became more preoccupied with internal matters.66 

There were two pieces of good news to make up for the German limitations. 
In May 1869, the first sections of the International were founded in the 
Netherlands, and they began to grow slowly in Amsterdam and Friesland. 
Soon afterwards, the International also began to pick up in Italy, where it 
had previously been present only in a handful of centres that had little or no 
relation with one another. 

More significant still, at least symbolically and for the hopes it awakened, 
was the new mooring on the other side of the Atlantic, where immigrants 
who had arrived in recent years began to establish the first sections of the 
International in the United States. However, the organization suffered from 
two handicaps at birth that it would never overcome. Despite repeated 
exhortations from London, it was unable either to cut across the nationalist 
character of its various affiliated groups or to draw in workers born in the  
New World. When the German, French and Czech sections founded the 
Central Committee of the IWA for North America, in December 1870, it 
was unique in the history of the International in having only ‘foreign-born’ 
members. The most striking aspect of this anomaly was that the International 
in the United States never disposed of an English-language press organ. 

Against this general background, marked by evident contradictions and 
uneven development between countries, the International made provisions 
for its fifth congress in September 1870. This was originally scheduled to be 
held in Paris, but repressive operations by the French government made the 
General Council opt instead for Mainz; Marx probably also thought that the 
greater number of German delegates close to his positions would help to stem 
the advance of the Bakuninists. But then the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian 
war, on 19 July 1870, left no choice but to call off the congress. 

The conflict at the heart of Europe meant that the top priority now was to 
help the workers’ movement express an independent position, far from the 
nationalist rhetoric of the time. In his First Address on the Franco-Prussian War, 
Marx called upon the French workers to drive out Louis Bonaparte (1808–73) 

66 Ibid., p. x.
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and to obliterate the empire he had established 18 years earlier. The German 
workers, for their part, were supposed to prevent the defeat of Bonaparte from 
turning into an attack on the French people: 

[I]n contrast to old society, with its economical miseries and its political 
delirium, a new society is springing up, whose international rule will be Peace, 
because its national ruler will be everywhere the same – Labour! The pioneer 
of that new society is the International Working Men’s Association.67 

This text, in 30,000 copies (15,000 for Germany and 15,000 for France, printed 
in Geneva), was the first major foreign policy declaration of the International. 
One of the many who spoke enthusiastically in support of it was John Stuart 
Mill (1806–73): ‘there was not one word in it that ought not to be there,’ he 
wrote, and ‘it could not have been done with fewer words’.68

The leaders of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party, Wilhelm Liebknecht 
and August Bebel (1840–1913), were the only two members of parliament 
in the North German Confederation who refused to vote for the special war 
budget,69 and sections of the International in France also sent messages of 
friendship and solidarity to the German workers. Yet the French defeat sealed 
the birth of a new and more potent age of nation-states in Europe, with all its 
accompanying chauvinism. 

VIII The International and Paris Commune

After the German victory at Sedan and the capture of Bonaparte, a Third 
Republic was proclaimed in France on 4 September 1870. In January of the 
following year, a 4-month siege of Paris ended in the French acceptance of 
Bismarck’s conditions; an ensuing armistice allowed the holding of elections 
and the appointment of Adolphe Thiers (1797–1877) as president of the 
republic, with the support of a huge Legitimist and Orleanist majority. In the 
capital, however, Progressive-Republican forces swept the board and there was 

67 From document 54, p. 239.
68 John Stuart Mill, The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, vol. XXXII. Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1991, p. 244.
69 The representatives of the Lassallean General Association of German Workers voted in favour.
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widespread popular discontent. Faced with the prospect of a government that 
wanted to disarm the city and withhold any social reform, the Parisians turned 
against Thiers and on 18 March initiated the first great political event in the  
life of the workers’ movement: the Paris Commune. 

Although Bakunin had urged the workers to turn patriotic war into 
revolutionary war,70 the General Council in London initially opted for silence. 
It charged Marx with the task of writing a text in the name of the International, 
but he delayed its publication for complicated, deeply held reasons. Well aware 
of the real relationship of forces on the ground as well as the weaknesses of the 
Paris Commune, he knew that it was doomed to defeat. He had even tried to 
warn the French working class back in September 1870, in his Second Address 
on the Franco-Prussian War:

Any attempt at upsetting the new government in the present crisis, when the 
enemy is almost knocking at the doors of Paris, would be a desperate folly. 
The French workmen […] must not allow themselves to be swayed by the 
national souvenirs of 1792 […]. They have not to recapitulate the past, but to 
build up the future. Let them calmly and resolutely improve the opportunities 
of republican liberty, for the work of their own class organization. It will 
gift them with fresh herculean powers for the regeneration of France, and 
our common task – the emancipation of labour. Upon their energies and 
wisdom hinges the fate of the republic.71 

A fervid declaration hailing the victory of the Paris Commune would have 
risked creating false expectations among workers throughout Europe, 
eventually becoming a source of demoralization and distrust. Marx therefore 
decided to postpone delivery and stayed away from meetings of the General 
Council for several weeks. His grim forebodings soon proved all too well 
founded, and on 28 May, little more than 2 months after its proclamation, the 
Paris Commune was drowned in blood. Two days later, he reappeared at the 
General Council with a manuscript entitled The Civil War in France; it was read 
and unanimously approved, then published over the names of all the General 
Council members. The document had a huge impact over the next few weeks, 

70  See Arthur Lehning, ‘Introduction’, in Idem. (ed.), Bakunin – Archiv, vol. VI: Michel Bakounine sur la 
Guerre Franco-Allemande et la Révolution Sociale en France (1870–1871). Leiden: Brill, 1977, p. xvi.

71 From document 57, p. 241.
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greater than any other document of the workers’ movement in the nineteenth 
century. Three English editions in quick succession won acclaim among the 
workers and caused uproar in bourgeois circles. It was also translated fully or 
partly into a dozen other languages, appearing in newspapers, magazines and 
booklets in various European countries and the United States. 

Despite Marx’s passionate defence, and despite the claims both of reactionary 
opponents and of dogmatic Marxists eager to glorify the International,72 it is 
out of the question that the General Council actually pushed for the Parisian 
insurrection. Prominent figures in the organization did play a role – Leo 
Frankel (1844–96), for example, though Hungarian by origin, was placed in 
charge of work, industry and trade – but the leadership of the Paris Commune 
was in the hands of its radical Jacobin wing. Of the 85 representatives elected  
at the municipal elections of 26 March,73 there were 15 moderates (the so-called 
‘parti des maires’, a group of former mayors of the arrondissements) and four 
Radicals, who immediately resigned and never formed part of the Council 
of the Commune. Of the 66 remaining, 11 were without a clear political 
tendency, 14 came from the Committee of the National Guard, and 15 were 
radical-republicans and socialists; in addition there were 9 Blanquists and  
17 members of the International.74 Among the latter were Édouard Vaillant 
(1840–1915), Benoît Malon (1841–93), Auguste Serrailler (1840–72), Jean-
Louis Pindy (1840–1917), Albert Theisz (1839–81), Charles Longuet (1839–
1903) and the previously mentioned Varlin and Frankel. However, coming 
as they did from various political backgrounds and cultures, they did not 
constitute a monolithic group and often voted in different ways. This too 
favoured the hegemony of the Jacobin perspective of radical republicanism, 
which was reflected in the Montagnard-inspired decision in May (approved 
by two-thirds of the General Council, including the Blanquists) to create a 
Committee of Public Safety. Marx himself pointed out that ‘the majority of the 
Commune was in no sense socialist, nor could it have been’.75 

72 See Georges Haupt, Aspect of International Socialism 1871–1914. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986, who warned against ‘the reshaping of the reality of the Commune in order to make it 
conform to an image transfigured by ideology’, p. 25.

73 The seats were 92, but due to the multiple elections of some individuals the number of council 
members was reduced to 85.

74 See Jacques Rougerie, Paris libre 1871. Paris: Seuil, 1971, p. 146; Pierre Milza, L’année terrible. Paris: 
Perrin 2009, p. 78.

75 Karl Marx to Domela Nieuwenhuis, 22 February 1881, MECW, vol. 46, p. 66.
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During the ‘bloody week’ (21–28 May) that followed the irruption of 
the horde from Versailles into Paris, some 10,000 Communards were killed 
in fighting or summarily executed; it was the bloodiest massacre in French 
history. Another 43,000 or more were taken prisoner, 13,500 of whom were 
subsequently sentenced to death, imprisonment, forced labour or deportation 
(many to the remote colony of New Caledonia). Another 7,000 managed to 
escape and take refuge in England, Belgium or Switzerland. The European 
conservative and liberal press completed the work of Thiers’s soldiers, accusing 
the Communards of hideous crimes and trumpeting the victory of ‘civilization’ 
over the insolent workers’ rebellion. From now on, the International was at the  
eye of the storm, held to blame for every act against the established order. 
‘When the great conflagration took place at Chicago,’ Marx mused with bitter 
irony, ‘the telegraph round the world announced it as the infernal deed of the 
International; and it is really wonderful that to its demoniacal agency has not 
been attributed the hurricane ravaging the West Indies’.76

Marx had to spend whole days answering press slanders about the 
International and himself: ‘at this moment’, he wrote, [he was] ‘the best 
calumniated and the most menaced man of London’.77 Meanwhile, govern-
ments all over Europe sharpened their instruments of repression, fearing  
that other uprisings might follow the one in Paris. Thiers immediately outlawed 
the International and asked the British prime minister William Ewart  
Gladstone (1809–98), to follow his example; it was the first diplomatic exchange 
relating to a workers’ organization. Pope Pius IX (1792–1878) exerted similar 
pressure on the Swiss government, arguing that it would be a serious mistake 
to continue tolerating ‘that International sect which would like to treat the  
whole of Europe as it treated Paris. Those gentlemen [...] are to be feared, 
because they work on behalf of the eternal enemies of God and mankind’.78 
Such language resulted in an agreement between France and Spain to extradite 
refugees from beyond the Pyrenees, and in repressive measures against the 
Inter national in Belgium and Denmark. While London dragged its feet, 
unwilling to violate its principles of asylum, representatives of the German 

76 Karl Marx, Report of the General Council to the Fifth Annual Congress of the International, in GC, V, 
p. 461.

77 Karl Marx to Ludwig Kugelmann, 18 June 1871, in MECW, vol. 44, p. 157.
78 GC, V, p. 460.
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and Austro-Hungarian governments met in Berlin in November 1872 and 
issued a joint statement on the ‘social question’:

that the tendencies of the International are in complete contrast with, and 1. 
antagonistic to, the principles of the bourgeois society; they must therefore 
be vigorously repelled;
that the International constitutes a dangerous abuse of the freedom of 2. 
assembly and, following its own practice and principle, state action against 
it must be international in scope and must therefore be based on the 
solidarity of all governments;
that even if some governments do not intend to pass a special law [against 3. 
the International], as France has done, the ground should be cut from 
beneath the feet of the International Working Men’s Association and its 
harmful activities.79 

Lastly, Italy was not spared the onslaught. Most notably, Mazzini – who for a 
time had looked to the International with hope – considered that its principles 
had become those of ‘denial of God, […] the fatherland, […] and all individual 
property’.80

Criticism of the Paris Commune even spread to sections of the workers’ 
movement. Following the publication of The Civil War in France, both the 
trade union leader George Odger and the old Chartist Benjamin Lucraft 
(1809–97) resigned from the International, bending under the pressure of the 
hostile press campaign. However, no trade union withdrew its support for the 
organization – which suggests once again that the failure of the International 
to grow in Britain was due mainly to political apathy in the working class.81 

Despite the bloody denouement in Paris and the wave of calumny and 
government repression elsewhere in Europe, the International grew stronger 
and more widely known in the wake of the Paris Commune. For the capitalists 
and the middle classes it represented a threat to the established order, but for 
the workers it fuelled hopes in a world without exploitation and injustice.82 

79 See Braunthal, op. cit., pp. 160–1.
80 Giuseppe Mazzini, L’Internazionale, in Gian Mario Bravo, La Prima Internazionale, vol. II. Roma: 

Editori Riuniti, 1978, pp. 499–501.
81 See Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., p. 222.
82 See Haupt, L’internazionale socialista dalla Comune a Lenin, op. cit., p. 28.
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Insurrectionary Paris fortified the workers’ movement, impelling it to adopt 
more radical positions and to intensify its militancy. The experience showed 
that revolution was possible, that the goal could and should be to build a society 
utterly different from the capitalist order, but also that, in order to achieve this, 
the workers would have to create durable and well-organized forms of political 
association.83 

This enormous vitality was apparent everywhere. Attendance at General 
Council meetings doubled, while newspapers linked to the International 
increased in both number and overall sales. Among those which made a 
serious contribution to the spread of socialist principles were: L’Égalité in 
Geneva, at first a Bakuninist paper, then – after a change of editor in 1870 – the 
main organ of the International in Switzerland; Der Volksstaat in Leipzig, the 
organ of the Social Democratic Workers’ Party; La Emancipación in Madrid, 
the official paper of the Spanish Federation; Il Gazzettino Rosa in Milan, which 
went over to the International following the events in Paris; Socialisten, the 
first Danish workers’ newssheet; and, probably the best of them all, La Réforme 
Sociale in Rouen.84 

Finally, and most significantly, the International continued to expand in 
Belgium and Spain – where the level of workers’ involvement had already 
been considerable before the Paris Commune – and experienced a real 
breakthrough in Italy. Many Mazzinians, disappointed with the positions 
taken by their erstwhile leader, joined forces with the organization and were 
soon among its principal local leaders. Even more important was the support 
of Giuseppe Garibaldi. Although he had only a vague idea of the Association 
whose headquarters were in London,85 the ‘hero of the two worlds’ decided to 
throw his weight behind it and wrote a membership application that contained 
the famous sentence: ‘The International is the sun of the future!’86 Printed 
in dozens of workers’ newssheets and papers, the letter was instrumental in 
persuading many of those who were wavering to join the organization. 

83 Ibid., pp. 93–5.
84 See Georges Bourgin, Georges Duveau, Domenico De Marco, ‘Préface’, in Del Bo (ed.), op. cit.,  

p. xv.
85 See Nello Rosselli, Mazzini e Bakunin. Torino: Einaudi, 1927, pp. 323–4.
86 Giuseppe Garibaldi to Giorgio Pallavicino, 14 November 1871, in Enrico Emilio Ximenes, Epistolario 

di Giuseppe Garibaldi, vol. I. Milano: Brigola 1885, p. 350.
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The International also opened new sections in Portugal, where it was 
founded in October 1871, and in Denmark, in the same month, it began to 
link up most of the newly born trade unions in Copenhagen and Jutland. 
Another important development was the founding of Irish workers’ sections  
in Britain, and the workers’ leader John MacDonnell was appointed the 
General Council’s corresponding secretary for Ireland. Unexpected requests 
for affiliation came from various other parts of the world: some English 
workers in Calcutta, labour groups in Victoria, Australia and Christchurch, 
New Zealand, and a number of artisans in Buenos Aires.

IX The London Conference of 1871

Two years had passed since the last congress of the International, but a new 
one could not be held under the prevailing circumstances. The General 
Council therefore decided to organize a conference in London; it took place 
between 17 and 23 September 1871, in the presence of 22 delegates87 from 
Britain (Ireland too being represented for the first time), Belgium, Switzerland 
and Spain, plus the French exiles. Despite the efforts to make the event as 
representative as possible, it was in fact more in the way of an enlarged General 
Council meeting. 

Marx had announced beforehand that the conference would be devoted 
‘exclusively to questions of organization and policy’,88 with theoretical 
discussions left to one side. He spelled this out at its first session:

The General Council has convened a conference to agree with delegates from 
various countries the measures that need to be taken against the dangers 
facing the Association in a large number of countries, and to move towards a 
new organization corresponding to the needs of the situation. In the second 
place, to work out a response to the governments that are ceaselessly working 
to destroy the Association with every means at their disposal. And lastly to 
settle the Swiss dispute once and for all.89 

87 Actually the delegates who participated in the conference were only 19, since Cohen could not attend, 
while Eugène Dupont (1831–81) and Mac Donnell participated only in the first two sessions.

88 Karl Marx, 15 August 1871, in GC, IV, p. 259.
89 Karl Marx, 17 September 1871, in PI, II, p. 152.
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Marx summoned all his energies for these priorities: to reorganize the 
International, to defend it from the offensive of hostile forces, and to check 
Bakunin’s growing influence. By far the most active delegate at the conference, 
Marx took the floor as many as 102 times, blocked proposals that did not fit 
in with his plans, and won over those not yet convinced.90 The gathering in 
London confirmed his stature within the organization, not only as the brains 
shaping its political line, but also as one of its most combative and capable 
militants.

The most important decision taken at the conference, for which it would 
be remembered later, was the approval of Vaillant’s Resolution IX. The leader 
of the Blanquists – whose residual forces had joined the International after 
the end of the Paris Commune – proposed that the organization should be 
transformed into a centralized, disciplined party, under the leadership of the 
General Council. Despite some differences, particularly over the Blanquist 
position that a tightly organized nucleus of militants was sufficient for the 
revolution, Marx did not hesitate to form an alliance with Vaillant’s group: 
not only to strengthen the opposition to Bakuninite anarchism within the 
International, but above all to create a broader consensus for the changes 
deemed necessary in the new phase of the class struggle. The resolution passed 
in London therefore stated,

that against this collective power of the propertied classes the working class 
cannot act, as a class, except by constituting itself into a political party, 
distinct from, and opposed to, all old parties formed by the propertied 
classes; that this constitution of the working class into a political party is 
indispensable in order to ensure the triumph of the social revolution and its 
ultimate end – the abolition of classes; and that the combination of forces 
which the working class has already effected by its economic struggles ought 
at the same time to serve as a lever for its struggles against the political power 
of landlords and capitalists. 

The conclusion was clear: ‘the economic movement [of the working class] and 
its political action are indissolubly united’.91

90 See Miklós Molnár, Le déclin de la première internationale. Genève: Droz, 1963, p. 127.
91 From document 74, p. 285.
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Whereas the Geneva Congress of 1866 established the importance of trade 
unions, the London Conference of 1871 shifted the focus to the other key 
instrument of the modern workers’ movement: the political party. It should 
be stressed, however, that the understanding of this was much broader than 
that which developed in the twentieth century. Marx’s conception should 
therefore be differentiated both from the Blanquists’ – the two would openly 
clash later on – and from Lenin’s, as adopted by communist organizations after 
the October Revolution.92 

For Marx, the self-emancipation of the working class required a long and 
arduous process – the polar opposite of the theories and practices in Sergei 
Nechaev’s (1847–82) Catechism of a Revolutionary, whose advocacy of secret 
societies was condemned by the delegates in London93 but enthusiastically 
supported by Bakunin. 

Only four delegates opposed Resolution IX at the London Conference, 
arguing for the need of having an ‘abstensionist’ position of not engaging 
in politics, but Marx’s victory soon proved to be ephemeral. For the call to 
establish what amounted to political parties in every country and to confer 
broader powers on the General Council had grave repercussions in the internal 
life of the International; it was not ready to move so rapidly from a flexible to 
a politically uniform model of organization.94 

The last decision taken in London was to set up a British Federal Council. 
Since, in Marx’s view, the conditions for a revolution on the Continent had 
diminished with the defeat of the Paris Commune, it was no longer necessary 
to exercise close supervision over British initiatives.95 

92 In the early 1870s the working-class movement was organized as a political party only in Germany. 
Usage of the term ‘party,’ whether by the followers of Marx or of Bakunin, was therefore very 
confused. Even Marx used the term in a vague manner. For him, according to Rubel, op. cit.,  
p. 183, ‘the concept of party [...] corresponds to the concept of class.’ It is useful to emphasize, finally, 
that the conflict which took place in the International between 1871 and 1872 did not focus on the 
construction of a political party (an expression uttered only twice at the London Conference and  
five times at the Congress of the Hague), but rather on the ‘use [...] of the adjective “political” ’ 
(Haupt, L’Internazionale socialista dalla Comune a Lenin, op. cit., p. 84).

93 See PI, II, p. 237, and Karl Marx, ‘Declaration of the General Council on Nechayev’s Misuse of the 
Name of the International Working Men’s Association’, in MECW, vol. 23, p. 23.

94  See Jacques Freymond and Miklós Molnár, ‘The Rise and Fall of the First International’, in Milorad 
M. Drachkovitch (ed.), The Revolutionary Internationals, 1864–1943. Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1966, p. 27.

95 See Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., p. 231. For a different opinion cf. Miklós Molnár, op. cit., p. 135.
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Marx was convinced that virtually all the main federations and local sections 
would back the resolutions of the conference, but he soon had to think again. 
On 12 November, the Jura Federation called a congress of its own in the 
small commune of Sonvilier, and, although Bakunin was unable to attend, it 
officially launched the opposition within the International. In the Circular to 
All Federations of the International Working Men’s Association issued at the end 
of the proceedings, Guillaume and the other participants accused the General 
Council of having introduced the ‘authority principle’ into the International 
and transformed its original structure into ‘a hierarchical organization 
directed and governed by a committee’. The Swiss declared themselves ‘against 
all directing authority, even should that authority be elected and endorsed by 
the workers’, and insisted on ‘retention of the principle of autonomy of the 
Sections’, so that the General Council would become ‘a simple correspondence 
and statistical bureau’.96 Lastly, they called for a congress to be held as soon as 
possible. 

Although the position of the Jura Federation was not unexpected, Marx was 
probably surprised when signs of restlessness and even rebellion against the 
political line of the General Council began to appear elsewhere. In a number 
of countries, the decisions taken in London were judged an unacceptable 
encroachment on local political autonomy. The Belgian Federation, which at 
the conference had aimed at mediation between the different sides, began to 
adopt a much more critical stance towards London, and the Dutch too later 
took their distance. In Southern Europe, where the reaction was even stronger, 
the opposition soon won considerable support. Indeed, the great majority of 
Iberian Internationalists came out against the General Council and endorsed 
Bakunin’s ideas, partly, no doubt, because these were more in keeping with a 
region where the industrial proletariat had a presence only in the main cities, 
and where the workers’ movement was still very weak and mainly concerned 
with economic demands. In Italy too, the results of the London Conference 
were seen in a negative light. Those who followed Mazzini gathered in Rome 
from 1 to 6 November 1871, in the General Congress of Italian Workers’ 
Societies (the more moderate labour bloc), while most of the rest fell in with 

96 Various Authors, ‘Circulaire du Congrès de Sonvilier’, in PI, II, pp. 264–5.
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Bakunin’s positions. Those who met at Rimini between 4 and 6 August 1872 for 
the founding congress of the Italian Federation of the International took the 
most radical position against the General Council: they would not participate 
in the forthcoming congress of the International but proposed to hold an ‘anti-
authoritarian general congress’97 in Neuchâtel, Switzerland. In fact, this would 
be the first act of the impending split. 

The organization also saw a serious conflict explode on the other side of the 
Atlantic, albeit over different issues. In the course of 1871, the International 
had grown in a number of cities there, reaching a total of 50 sections with a 
combined membership of 2,700.98 The figure increased further the next year 
(probably to around 4,000), but this was still only a tiny proportion of the 
American workforce of 2 million or more, and the organization was still unable 
to expand outside immigrant communities to draw in workers born in the 
United States. Internal strife also had a damaging effect, since the American 
Internationalists, largely based in New York, split into two in December 1871, 
each group claiming to be the legitimate representative of the International in 
the United States. 

The first and initially the larger of the two, known as the Spring Street 
Council, proposed an alliance with the most liberal groups of American 
society; it could count on the support of Eccarius, the corresponding secretary 
for the General Council, and its most active branch was Section 12.99 The 
second, with its headquarters at the Tenth Ward Hotel, maintained the 
orientation to the working class and had its most important figure in Friedrich 
Adolph Sorge (1828–1906). In March 1872, the General Council called for 
the holding of a unity congress in July, but the initiative failed and the split 
became official in May. The differences caused a haemorrhage of members 
from the International. The Tenth Ward Hotel group held its congress between 
6 and 8 July 1872, giving birth to the North American Confederation with a 
membership of 950 spread among 22 sections (12 German, 4 French, 1 each 
Irish, Italian and Scandinavian, and only 3 English-speaking). Meanwhile, in 

97 Various Authors, Risoluzione, programma e regolamento della federazione italiana dell’Associazione 
Internazionale dei Lavoratori, in Gian Mario Bravo, La Prima Internazionale, op. cit., p. 787.

98 A dozen of them, however, were not in touch with the Central Committee, see Samuel Bernstein, 
The First International in America. New York: Augustus M. Kelley, 1965, p. 65.

99 The sections of the International in the United States were numbered.
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May, some members of the Spring Street Council had attended the convention 
of the Equal Rights Party, which was standing Victoria Woodhull for the 
presidency of the United States; its lack of a class platform, with no more 
than general promises of regulation of working conditions and measures of 
job creation, persuaded some sections to abandon the Council, leaving it with 
only 1,500 members. After the birth of the American Confederation in July, 
the Council retained only 13 sections with a total of less than 500 members 
(mainly artisans and intellectuals), but these joined forces with the European 
federations challenging the line of the General Council. 

The feuding across the Atlantic also harmed relations among members in 
London. John Hales (1839–unk), the secretary of the General Council from 
1871 to 1872, took over Eccarius’s position as US corresponding secretary, but 
followed the same policy. Very soon, both men’s personal relations with Marx 
took a turn for the worse, and in Britain too the first internal conflicts began 
to emerge. Support for the General Council also came from the majority of the 
Swiss, from the French (now mostly Blanquists), the weak German forces, the 
recently constituted sections in Denmark, Ireland and Portugal, and the East 
European groups in Hungary and Bohemia. But they added up to much less 
than Marx had expected at the end of the London Conference. 

The opposition to the General Council was varied in character and 
sometimes came from mainly personal motives; a strange alchemy held it 
together and made leadership of the International even more difficult. Still, 
beyond the fascination with Bakunin’s theories in certain countries and 
Guillaume’s capacity to unify the various oppositionists, the main factor 
militating against the resolution on ‘Working-Class Political Action’ was an 
environment unwilling to accept the qualitative step forward proposed by 
Marx. For all the accompanying claims of utility, the London turn was seen by 
many as crass interference; not only the group linked to Bakunin but most of  
the federations and local sections regarded the principle of autonomy 
and respect for the diverse realities making up the International as one of 
the cornerstones of the International. This miscalculation on Marx’s part 
accelerated the crisis of the organization.100

100 See Freymond and Molnár, op. cit., pp. 27–8.
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X The Crisis of the International

The final battle came towards the end of summer 1872. After the terrible events 
of the previous 3 years – the Franco-Prussian war, the wave of repression 
following the Paris Commune, the numerous internal skirmishes – the 
International could at last meet again in congress. In the countries where it 
had recently sunk root, it was expanding through the enthusiastic efforts of 
union leaders and worker-activists suddenly fired by its slogans: it was in 1872 
that the organization experienced its fastest growth in Italy, Denmark, Portugal  
and the Netherlands, at the very time when it was banned in France, Germany 
and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Yet most of the membership remained 
un aware of the gravity of the conflicts that raged on within its leading group.101 

The Fifth Congress of the International took place in The Hague between 
2 and 7 September, attended by 65 delegates from a total of 14 countries. There 
were 18 French (including 4 Blanquists co-opted onto the General Council), 
15 German, 7 Belgian, 5 British, 5 Spanish, 4 Swiss, 4 Dutch, 2 Austrian, and 
1 each of Danish, Irish, Hungarian, Polish and Australian (W. E. Harcourt 
[unk.], from the Victoria section). The Frenchman Paul Lafargue was 
nominated by the Lisbon Federation (as well as the Madrid Federation). The 
Italian Internationalists failed to send their seven delegates, but even so it was 
certainly the most representative gathering in the history of the International. 

The crucial importance of the event impelled Marx to attend in person,102 
accompanied by Engels. In fact, it was the only congress of the organization in 
which he took part. Neither De Paepe (perhaps aware that he would be unable 
to play the same mediating role as in London the previous year) nor Bakunin 
made it to the Dutch capital. But the ‘autonomist’ contingent, opposed to 
the decisions of the General Council, was present in strength, comprising all 
the delegates from Belgium, Spain and the Netherlands, a half of those from 
Switzerland, plus others from Britain, France and the United States: a total of 
25 in all. 

101 See Haupt, L’Internazionale socialista dalla Comune a Lenin, op. cit., p. 88.
102 See Karl Marx to Ludwig Kugelmann, 29 July 1872, in MECW, vol. 44, p. 413, where he noted this 

congress would be ‘a matter of life and death for the International; and before I resign I want at least 
to protect it from disintegrating elements’.
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By an irony of fate, the congress unfolded in Concordia Hall, although 
concord was little in evidence there; all the sessions were marked by irreducible 
antagonism between the two camps, resulting in debates that were far poorer 
than at the two previous congresses. This hostility was exacerbated by 3 days of 
sterile wrangling over the verification of credentials. The representation of the 
delegates was indeed completely skewed, not reflecting the true relationship 
of forces within the organization. In Germany, for instance, there were no 
sections of the International as such, while in France they had been driven 
underground and their mandates were highly debatable. Other representatives 
had been delegated as members of the General Council and did not express 
the will of any section. 

Approval of the Hague Congress resolutions was possible only because of 
its distorted composition. Though spurious and, in many respects, only held 
together by the instrumentality of purpose, the coalition of delegates that was 
in the minority at the congress actually constituted the most numerous part of 
the International.103 

The most important decision taken at The Hague was to incorporate 
Resolution IX of the 1871 London Conference into the statutes of the 
Association, as a new Article 7a. Whereas the Provisional Statutes of 1864 had 
stated that ‘That the economical emancipation of the working classes is therefore 
the great end to which every political movement ought to be subordinate as 
a means’,104 this insertion mirrored the new relationship of forces within the 
organization. Political struggle was now the necessary instrument for the 
transformation of society since ‘The lords of land and the lords of capital will 
always use their political privileges for the defence and perpetuation of their 
economical monopolies, and for the enslavement of labour. The conquest of 
political power has therefore become the great duty of the working class.’105

The International was now very different from how it had been at the 
time of its foundation: the radical–democratic components had walked out 
after being increasingly marginalized; the mutualists had been defeated and 
many converted; reformists no longer constituted the bulk of the organization 

103 See James Guillaume, L’Internationale, Documents et Souvenirs (1864–1878), vol. II. New York: Burt 
Franklin, 1969 [1907], pp. 333–4; cf. Freymond, ‘Introduction’, in PI, I, p. 25.

104 From document 65, p. 265.
105 Ibid., p. 268.
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(except in Britain); and anticapitalism had become the political line of 
the whole Association, as well as of recently formed tendencies such as the 
anarcho-collectivists. Moreover, although the years of the International had 
witnessed a degree of economic prosperity that in some cases made conditions 
less parlous, the workers understood that real change would come not through 
such palliatives but only through the end of human exploitation. They were 
also basing their struggles more and more on their own material needs, rather 
than on the initiatives of particular groups to which they belonged. 

The wider picture, too, was radically different. The unification of Germany 
in 1871 confirmed the onset of a new age in which the nation-state would be 
the central form of political, legal and territorial identity; this placed a question 
mark over any supranational body that financed itself from membership dues 
in each individual country and required its members to surrender a sizeable 
share of their political leadership. At the same time, the growing differences 
between national movements and organizations made it extremely difficult 
for the General Council to produce a political synthesis capable of satisfying 
the demands of all. It is true that, right from the beginning, the International 
had been an agglomeration of trade unions and political associations far from 
easy to reconcile with one another, and that these had represented sensibilities 
and political tendencies more than organizations properly so called. By 1872, 
however, the various components of the Association – and workers’ struggles, 
more generally – had become much more clearly defined and structured. 
The legalization of the British trade unions had officially made them part of 
national political life; the Belgian Federation of the International was a ramified 
organization, with a central leadership capable of making significant, and 
autonomous, contributions to theory; Germany had two workers’ parties, the 
Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Germany and the General Association of 
German Workers, each with representation in parliament; the French workers, 
from Lyons to Paris, had already tried ‘storming the heavens’; and the Spanish 
Federation had expanded to the point where it was on the verge of becoming a 
mass organization. Similar changes had occurred in other countries. 

The initial configuration of the International had thus become outmoded, 
just as its original mission had come to an end. The task was no longer to prepare 
for and organize Europe-wide support for strikes, nor to call congresses on the 
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usefulness of trade unions or the need to socialize the land and the means 
of production. Such themes were now part of the collective heritage of the 
organization as a whole. After the Paris Commune, the real challenge for the 
workers’ movement was a revolutionary one: How to organize in such a way 
as to end the capitalist mode of production and to overthrow the institutions 
of the bourgeois world? It was no longer a question of how to reform the 
existing society, but how to build a new one.106 For this new advance in the 
class struggle, Marx thought it indispensable to build working-class political 
parties in each country. The document To the Federal Council of the Spanish 
Region of the International Working Men’s Association, written by Engels in 
February 1871, was one of the most explicit statement of the General Council 
on this matter:

Experience has shown everywhere that the best way to emancipate the 
workers from this domination of the old parties is to form in each country 
a proletarian party with a policy of its own, a policy which is manifestly 
different from that of the other parties, because it must express the 
conditions necessary for the emancipation of the working class. This policy 
may vary in details according to the specific circumstances of each country; 
but as the fundamental relations between labour and capital are the same 
everywhere and the political domination of the possessing classes over the 
exploited classes is an existing fact everywhere, the principles and aims of 
proletarian policy will be identical, at least in all western countries. [...] To 
give up fighting our adversaries in the political field would mean to abandon 
one of the most powerful weapons, particularly in the sphere of organization 
and propaganda.107

From this point on, therefore, the party was considered essential for the 
struggle of the proletariat: it had to be independent of all existing political 
forces and to be built, both programmatically and organizationally, in 
accordance with the national context. At the General Council session of 23 
July 1872, Marx criticized not only the abstentionists (who had been attacking 
Resolution IX of the London Conference) but the equally dangerous position 
of ‘the working classes of England and America’, ‘who let the middle classes use 

106 See Freymond, ‘Introduction’, in PI, I, p. X.
107 From document 69, pp. 274–5.
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them for political purposes’.108 On the second point, he had already declared 
at the London Conference that ‘politics must be adapted to the conditions of 
all countries’,109 and the following year, in a speech in Amsterdam immediately 
after the Hague Congress, he stressed:

Someday the worker must seize political power in order to build up the new 
organization of labour; he must overthrow the old politics which sustain the 
old institutions, if he is not to lose Heaven on Earth, like the old Christians 
who neglected and despised politics. But we have not asserted that the ways 
to achieve that goal are everywhere the same. […] We do not deny that there 
are countries […] where the workers can attain their goal by peaceful means. 
This being the case, we must also recognize the fact that in most countries 
on the Continent the lever of our revolution must be force; it is force to 
which we must some day appeal in order to erect the rule of labour.110

Thus, although the workers’ parties emerged in different forms in different 
countries, they should not subordinate themselves to national interests.111 
The struggle for socialism could not be confined in that way, and especially in 
the new historical context internationalism must continue to be the guiding 
beacon for the proletariat, as well as its vaccine against the deadly embrace of 
the state and the capitalist system. 

During the Hague Congress, harsh polemics preceded a series of votes. 
Following the adoption of Article 7a, the goal of winning political power 
was inscribed in the statutes, and there was also an indication that a workers’ 
party was the essential instrument for this. The subsequent decision to confer 
broader powers on the General Council – with 32 votes in favour, 6 against and 
12 abstentions – made the situation even more intolerable for the minority, 
since the General Council now had the task of ensuring ‘rigid observation of 
the principles and statutes and general rules of the International’, and ‘the right 
to suspend branches, sections, councils or federal committees and federations 
of the International until the next congress’.112

108 Karl Marx, 23 July 1872, in GC, V, p. 263.
109 Karl Marx, 20 September 1871, in PI, II, p. 195.
110 Karl Marx, ‘On The Hague Congress’, in MECW, vol. 23, 1988, p. 255.
111 See Haupt, L’Internazionale socialista dalla Comune a Lenin, op. cit., p. 100.
112 PI, II, p. 374. The opposition had already advocated reducing the General Council’s power at the 

Sonvilier Congress (see note 96), but Marx declared at The Hague: ‘we would prefer to abolish the 
General Council rather than see it reduce to the role of letter box’, PI, II, p. 354.
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For the first time in the history of the International, its highest congress  
also approved (by 47 votes in favour and 9 abstentions) the General Council’s 
decision to expel an organization: namely, the New York Section 12. Its 
motivation was as follows: ‘The International Working Men’s Association  
is based on the principle of the abolition of classes and cannot admit any 
bourgeois section’.113 The expulsions of Bakunin (25 for, 6 against, 7 abstentions) 
and Guillaume (25 for, 9 against, 8 abstentions) also caused quite a stir, having 
been proposed by a commission of enquiry that described the Alliance 
for Socialist Democracy as ‘a secret organization with statutes completely 
opposite to those of the International’.114 However, the call to expel Adhemar 
Schwitzguébel (1844–95), one of the founders and most active members of the 
Jura Federation, was rejected (by a vote of 15 for, 17 against and 7 abstentions).115 
Finally, the congress authorized publication of a long report, The Alliance for 
Socialist Democracy and the International Working Men’s Association, which 
traced the history of the organization led by Bakunin and analysed its public 
and secret activity country by country. Written by Engels, Lafargue and Marx, 
the document was published in French in July 1873. 

The opposition at the congress was not uniform in its response to these 
attacks, some abstaining and others voting against. On the final day, however, 
a joint declaration read out by the worker Victor Dave (1845–1922) from the 
Hague section stated:

1. We the […] supporters of the autonomy and federation of groups of 
working men shall continue our administrative relations with the General 
Council […].

2. The federations which we represent will establish direct and permanent rela-
tions between themselves and all regularly branches of the Association. […].

4. We call on all the federations and sections to prepare between now 
and the next general congress for the triumph within the International of 
the principles of federative autonomy as the basis of the organization of 
labour.116 

113 PI, II, p. 376.
114 Ibid., p. 377.
115 Ibid., p. 378. After this vote it was decided not to proceed with the other expulsions proposed by the 

commission.
116 Various Author, [‘Statement of the Minority’], in HAGUE, pp. 199–200.
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This statement was more a tactical ploy, designed to avoid responsibility for a 
split that by then seemed inevitable, rather than a serious political undertaking 
to relaunch the organization. In this sense, it was similar to the proposals of 
the ‘centralists’ to augment the powers of the General Council, at a time when 
they were already planning a far more drastic alternative. 

For, what took place in the morning session on 6 September – the most 
dramatic of the congress – was the final act of the International as it had been 
conceived and constructed over the years. Engels stood up to speak and, to 
the astonishment of those present, proposed that ‘the seat of the General 
Council [should] be transferred to New York for the year 1872–1873, and that 
it should be formed by members of the American federal council’.117 Thus, 
Marx and other ‘founders’ of the International would no longer be part of its 
central body, which would consist of people whose very names were unknown 
(Engels proposed 7, with the option to increase the total to a maximum of 15). 
The delegate Maltman Barry (1842–1909), a General Council member who 
supported Marx’s positions, described better than anyone the reaction from 
the floor: 

Consternation and discomfiture stood plainly written on the faces of the 
party of dissension as [Engels] uttered the last words. [...] It was sometime 
before anyone rose to speak. It was a coup d’état, and each looked to his 
neighbour to break the spell.118

Engels argued that ‘inter-group conflicts in London had reached such a pitch 
that [the General Council] had to be transferred elsewhere’,119 and that New 
York was the best choice in times of repression. But the Blanquists were 
violently opposed to the move, on the grounds that ‘the International should 
first of all be the permanent insurrectionary organization of the proletariat’120 
and that ‘when a party unites for struggle […] its action is all the greater, the 
more its leadership committee is active, well armed and powerful’. Vaillant 

117 Friedrich Engels, 5 September 1872, in PI, II, p. 355.
118 Maltman Barry, ‘Report of the Fifth Annual General Congress of the International Working 

Men’s Association, Held at The Hague, Holland, September 2–9, 1872’, in Hans Gerth, The First 
International: Minutes of The Hague Congress of 1872. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1958, pp. 279–80. This report does not appear in HAGUE.

119 Friedrich Engels, 5 September 1872, in PI, II, p. 356.
120 Édouard Vaillant, Internationale et Révolution. A propos du Congrès de La Haye, in PI, vol. III, p. 140.
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and other followers of Blanqui present at The Hague thus felt betrayed when 
they saw ‘the head’ being shipped ‘to the other side of the Atlantic [while] the 
armed body was fighting in [Europe]’.121 Based on the assumption that ‘the 
International had had an initiating role of economic struggle’, they wanted it 
to play ‘a similar role with respect to political struggle’ and its transformation 
into an ‘international workers’ revolutionary party’.122 Realizing that it would 
no longer be possible to exercise control over the General Council, they left the 
congress and, shortly afterwards, the International. 

Many, even in the ranks of the majority, voted against the move to New 
York as tantamount to the end of the International as an operational structure. 
The decision, approved by only three votes (26 for, 23 against), eventually 
depended on 9 abstentions and the fact that some members of the minority 
were happy to see the General Council relocated far from their own centres 
of activity. 

Another factor in the move was certainly Marx’s view that it was better 
to give up the International than to see it end up as a sectarian organization 
in the hands of his opponents. The demise of the International, which would 
certainly follow the transfer of the General Council to New York, was infinitely 
preferable to a long and wasteful succession of fratricidal struggles. 

Still, it is not convincing to argue – as many have done123 – that the key reason 
for the decline of the International was the conflict between its two currents, 
or even between two men, Marx and Bakunin, however great their stature. 
Rather, it was the changes taking place in the world around it that rendered the 
International obsolete. The growth and transformation of the organizations 
of the workers’ movement, the strengthening of the nation-state as a result 
of Italian and German unification, the expansion of the International in 
countries like Spain and Italy (where the economic and social conditions were 
very different from those in Britain or France), the drift towards even greater 
moderation in the British trade union movement, the repression following the 
Paris Commune: all these factors together made the original configuration of 
the International inappropriate to the new times. 

121 Ibid., p. 142.
122 Ibid., p. 144.
123 For a critical analysis of these positions see Miklós Molnár, ‘Quelques remarques a propos de la crise 

de l’Internationale en 1872’, in Colloque International sur La première Internationale, op. cit., p. 439.
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Against this backdrop, with its prevalence of centrifugal trends, developments 
in the life of the International and its main protagonists naturally also played a 
role. The London Conference, for instance, was far from the saving event that 
Marx had hoped it would be; indeed, its rigid conduct significantly aggravated 
the internal crisis, by failing to take account of the prevailing moods or to 
display the foresight needed to avoid the strengthening of Bakunin and his 
group.124 It proved a Pyrrhic victory for Marx – one which, in attempting to 
resolve internal conflicts, ended up accentuating them. It remains the case, 
however, that the decisions taken in London only speeded up a process that 
was already under way and impossible to reverse. 

In addition to all these historical and organizational considerations, there 
were others of no lesser weight regarding the chief protagonist. As Marx had 
reminded delegates at a session of the London Conference in 1871, ‘the work 
of the Council had become immense, obliged as it was to tackle both general 
questions and national questions’.125 It was no longer the tiny organization 
of 1864 walking on an English and a French leg; it was now present in all 
European countries, each with its particular problems and characteristics. Not 
only was the organization everywhere wracked by internal conflicts, but the 
arrival of the Communard exiles in London, with new preoccupations and a 
variegated baggage of ideas, made it still more arduous for the General Council 
to perform its task of political synthesis.

Marx was sorely tried after 8 years of intense activity for the Inter national.126 
Aware that the workers’ forces were on the retreat following the defeat of the 
Paris Commune – the most important fact of the moment for him – he therefore 
resolved to devote the years ahead to the attempt to complete Capital. When 
he crossed the North Sea to the Netherlands, he must have felt that the battle 
awaiting him would be his last major one as a direct protagonist.

From the mute figure he had cut at that first meeting in St Martin’s Hall in 
1864, he had become recognized as the leader of the International not only 

124 Miklós Molnár, Le Déclin de la Première Internationale, op. cit., p. 144.
125 Karl Marx, 22 September 1872, in PI, II, p. 217.
126 Karl Marx to César De Paepe, 28 May 1872, MECW, vol. 44, p. 387: ‘I can hardly wait for the next 

Congress. It will be the end of my slavery. After that I shall become a free man again; I shall accept 
no administrative functions any more, either for the General Council or for the British Federal 
Council’.
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by congress delegates and the General Council but also by the wider public. 
Thus, although the International certainly owed a very great deal to Marx, 
it had also done much to change his life. Before its foundation, he had been 
known only in small circles of political activists. Later, and above all after the 
Paris Commune – as well as the publication of his magnum opus in 1867, of 
course – his fame spread among revolutionaries in many European countries, 
to the point where the press referred to him as the ‘red terror doctor’. The 
responsibility deriving from his role in the International – which allowed 
him to experience up close so many economic and political struggles – was a 
further stimulus for his reflections on communism and profoundly enriched 
the whole of his anticapitalist theory. 

XI Marx versus Bakunin

The battle between the two camps raged in the months following the Hague 
Congress, but only in a few cases did it centre on their existing theoretical and 
ideological differences. Marx often chose to caricature Bakunin’s positions, 
painting him as an advocate of ‘class equalization’127 (based on the principles 
of the 1869 programme of the Alliance for Socialist Democracy) or of political 
abstentionism tout court. The Russian anarchist, for his part, who lacked 
the theoretical capacities of his adversary, preferred the terrain of personal 
accusations and insults. The only exception that set forth his positive ideas was 
the incomplete Letter to La Liberté (a Brussels paper) of early October 1872 – a 
text which, never sent, lay forgotten and was of no use to Bakunin’s supporters 
in the constant round of skirmishes. The political position of the ‘autonomists’ 
emerges from it clearly enough: 

There is only one law binding all the members […] sections and federations 
of the International […]. It is the international solidarity of workers in all 
jobs and all countries in their economic struggle against the exploiters of 
labour. It is the real organisation of that solidarity through the spontaneous 
action of the working classes, and the absolutely free federation […] which 

127 See note 52.
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constitutes the real, living unity of the International. Who can doubt that it 
is out of this increasingly widespread organisation of the militant solidarity 
of the proletariat against bourgeois exploitation that the political struggle 
of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie must rise and grow? The Marxists 
and ourselves are unanimous on this point. But now comes the question 
that divides us so deeply from the Marxists. We think that the policy of the 
proletariat must necessarily be a revolutionary one, aimed directly and solely 
at the destruction of States. We do not see how it is possible to talk about 
international solidarity and yet to intend preserving States […] because 
by its very nature the State is a breach of that solidarity and therefore a 
permanent cause of war. Nor can we conceive how it is possible to talk about 
the liberty of the proletariat or the real deliverance of the masses within and 
by means of the State. State means dominion, and all dominion involves the 
subjugation of the masses and consequently their exploitation for the sake of 
some ruling minority. We do not accept, even in the process of revolutionary 
transition, either constituent assemblies, provincial government or so called 
revolutionary dictatorships; because we are convinced that revolution 
is only sincere, honest and real in the hand of the masses, and that when 
it is concentrated into those of a few ruling individuals it inevitably and 
immediately becomes reaction.128 

Thus, although Bakunin had in common with Proudhon an intransigent 
opposition to any form of political authority, especially in the direct form 
of the state, it would be quite wrong to tar him with the same brush as the 
mutualists. Whereas the latter had in effect abstained from all political activity, 
weighing heavily on the early years of the International, the autonomists – as 
Guillaume stressed in one of his last interventions at the Hague Congress – 
fought for ‘a certain politics, of social revolution, of the destruction of bourgeois 
politics and of the state’.129 It should be recognized that they were among 
the revolutionary components of the International, and that they offered an 
interesting critical contribution on the questions of political power, the state 
and bureaucracy. 

How, then, did the ‘negative politics’ that the autonomists saw as the only 
possible form of action differ from the ‘positive politics’ advocated by the 

128 Mikhail Bakunin, ‘A Letter to the Editorial Board of La Liberté’, in Arthur Lehning (ed.), Michael 
Bakunin: Selected Writings, op. cit., pp. 236–7.

129 From document 76, p. 290.
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centralists? In the resolutions of the International Congress of Saint-Imier, held 
between 15 and 16 September 1872 on the proposal of the Italian Federation 
and attended by other delegates returning from The Hague, it is stated that 
‘all political organization can be nothing other than the organization of 
domination, to the benefit of one class and the detriment of the masses, and 
that if the proletariat aimed to seize power, it would itself become a dominant 
and exploiting class.’ Consequently, ‘the destruction of all political power is 
the first task of the proletariat’, and ‘any organization of so-called provisional 
and revolutionary political power to bring about such destruction can only 
be a further deception, and would be as dangerous to the proletariat as all 
governments existing today’.130 As Bakunin stressed in another incomplete text, 
‘The International and Karl Marx’, the task of the International was to lead the 
proletariat ‘outside the politics of the State and of the bourgeois world’; the true 
basis of its programme should be ‘quite simple and moderate: the organization 
of solidarity in the economic struggle of labour against capitalism’.131 In fact, 
while taking various changes into account, this declaration of principles was 
close to the original aims of the organization and pointed in a direction very 
different from the one taken by Marx and the General Council after the London 
Conference of 1871.132 

This profound opposition of principles and objectives shaped the climate 
in The Hague. Whereas the majority looked to the ‘positive’ conquest of 
political power,133 the autonomists painted the political party as an instrument 
necessarily subordinate to bourgeois institutions and grotesquely likened 
Marx’s conception of communism to the Lassallean Volksstaat that he 
had always tirelessly combated.134 However, in the few moments when the 
antagonism left some space for reason, Bakunin and Guillaume recognized 

130 From document 78, p. 294.
131 Mikhail Bakunin, ‘The International and Karl Marx’, in Sam Dolgoff (ed.), Bakunin on Anarchy. 
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see Arthur Lehning, ‘Introduction’, in Idem. (ed.), Bakunin – Archiv, vol. VI: Michel Bakounine sur 
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133 See Guillaume, op. cit., p. 342.
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that the two sides shared the same aspirations.135 In The Fictitious Splits in the 
International, which he wrote together with Engels, Marx had explained that 
one of the preconditions of socialist society was the elimination of the power 
of the state: 

All socialists see anarchy as the following program: Once the aim of the 
proletarian movement – i.e., abolition of classes – is attained, the power of 
the state, which serves to keep the great majority of producers in bondage to 
a very small exploiter minority, disappears, and the functions of government 
become simple administrative functions. 

The irreconcilable difference stemmed from the autonomist insistence 
that the aim must be realized immediately. Indeed, since they considered 
the International not as an instrument of political struggle but as an ideal 
model for the society of the future in which no kind of authority would exist,  
(in Marx’s description) Bakunin and his supporters proclaim

anarchy in proletarian ranks as the most infallible means of breaking the 
powerful concentration of social and political forces in the hands of the 
exploiters. Under this pretext, [they ask to] the International, at a time when 
the Old World is seeking a way of crushing it, to replace its organization with 
anarchy.136

Thus, despite their agreement about the need to abolish classes and the 
political power of the state in socialist society, the two sides differed radically 
over the fundamental issues of the path to follow and the social forces required 
to bring about the change. Whereas for Marx the revolutionary subject par 
excellence was a particular class, the factory proletariat, Bakunin turned to 
the ‘great rabble of the people’, the so-called ‘lumpenproletariat’, which, being 
‘almost unpolluted by bourgeois civilization, carries in its inner being and 
in its aspirations, in all the necessities and miseries of its collective life, all 
the seeds of the socialism of the future’.137 Marx the communist had learned 
that social transformation required specific historical conditions, an effective 
organization and a long process of the formation of class consciousness 

135 See, for example, Guillaume, op. cit., pp. 298–9.
136 From document 75, p. 289.
137 Bakunin, ‘The International and Karl Marx’, op. cit., p. 294.
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among the masses138; Bakunin the anarchist was convinced that the instincts 
of the common people, the so-called ‘rabble’, were both ‘invincible as well as 
just’, sufficient by themselves ‘to inaugurate and bring to triumph the Social 
Revolution’.139 

Another disagreement concerned the instruments for the achievement of 
socialism. Much of Bakunin’s militant activity involved building (or fantasizing 
about building) small ‘secret societies’, mostly of intellectuals: a ‘revolutionary 
general staff composed of dedicated, energetic, intelligent individuals, sincere 
friends of the people above all’,140 who will prepare the insurrection and carry 
out the revolution. Marx, however, believed in the self-emancipation of the 
working class and was convinced that secret societies conflicted with ‘the 
development of the proletarian movement because, instead of instructing the 
workers, these societies subject them to authoritarian, mystical laws which 
cramp their independence and distort their powers of reason’.141 The Russian 
exile opposed all political action by the working class that did not directly 
promote the revolution, whereas the stateless person with a fixed residence in 
London did not disdain mobilizations for social reforms and partial objectives, 
while remaining absolutely convinced that these should strengthen the 
working-class struggle to overcome the capitalist mode of production rather 
than integrate it into the system. 

138 Marx’s critique of Bakunin’s ideas is evident is his ‘Conspectus of Bakunin’s Statism and Anarchy’, 
in MECW, vol. 24, p. 518: ‘Schoolboyish rot! A radical social revolution is bound up with 
definite historical conditions of economic development; these are its premises. It is also only 
possible, therefore, where alongside capitalist production the industrial proletariat accounts 
for at least a significant portion of the mass of the people. […] Mr Bakunin [...] understands 
absolutely nothing of social revolution, only its political rhetoric; its economic conditions 
simply do not exist for him. Now since all previous economic formations, whether developed or 
undeveloped, have entailed the enslavement of the worker (whether as wage-labourer, peasant, 
etc.), he imagines that radical revolution is equally possible in all these formations. What is 
more, he wants the European social revolution, whose economic basis is capitalist production, 
to be carried out on the level of the Russian or Slav[ic] agricultural and pastoral peoples, and 
that it should noy surpass this level [...] Willpower, not economic conditions, is the basia of his 
social revolution’.

139 Bakunin, ‘The International and Karl Marx’, op. cit., pp. 294–5.
140 Mikhail Bakunin, ‘Programme and Purpose of the Revolutionary Organization of International 

Brothers’, in Arthur Lehning (ed.), Michael Bakunin: Selected Writings, op. cit., p. 155. Evidence 
of Bakunin’s deficient sense of reality is his claim: ‘Therefore there should be no vast number of 
these individuals. A hundred powerfully and seriously allied revolutionaries are enough for the 
international organization of the whole Europe. Two or three hundred revolutionaries are enough 
for the largest country’s organization’, ibid. 

141 Karl Marx, ‘Record of Marx’s speech on Secret Societies’, in MECW, vol. 22, p. 621.
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The differences would not have diminished even after the revolution. 
For Bakunin, ‘abolition of the state [was] the precondition or necessary 
accompaniment of the economic emancipation of the proletariat’142; for Marx, 
the state neither could nor should disappear from one day to the next. In 
his Political Indifferentism, which first appeared in Almanacco Repubblicano 
in December 1873, he challenged the hegemony of the anarchists in Italy’s 
workers’ movement by asserting that

if the political struggle of the working class assumes violent forms and if 
the workers replace the dictatorship of the bourgeois class with their own 
revolutionary dictatorship, then [according to Bakunin] they are guilty of 
the terrible crime of lèse-principe; for, in order to satisfy their miserable 
profane daily needs and to crush the resistance of the bourgeois class, they, 
instead of laying down their arms and abolishing the state, give to the state a 
revolutionary and transitory form.143

It should be recognized, however, that despite Bakunin’s sometimes exasper-
ating refusal to distinguish between bourgeois and proletarian power, he 
foresaw some of the dangers of the so-called ‘transitional period’ between 
capitalism and socialism – particularly the danger of bureaucratic degeneration 
after the revolution. In his unfinished The Knouto-Germanic Empire and the 
Social Revolution, on which he worked between 1870 and 1871, he wrote: 

But in the People’s State of Marx, there will be, we are told, no privileged 
class at all. All will be equal, not only from the juridical and political point 
of view, but from the economic point of view. […] There will therefore be 
no longer any privileged class, but there will be a government, and, note this 
well, an extremely complex government, which will not content itself with 
governing and administering the masses politically, as all governments do 
today, but which will also administer them economically, concentrating in 
its own hands the production and the just division of wealth, the cultivation 
of land, the establishment and development of factories, the organization 
and direction of commerce, finally the application of capital to production 
by the only banker, the State. […] It will be the reign of scientific intelligence, 

142   Mikhail Bakunin, ‘Aux compagnons de la Fédération des sections internationales du Jura’, in Arthur 
Lehning, A. J. C. Rüter, P. Scheibert (eds), Bakunin – Archiv, vol. II: Michel Bakounine et les Conflits 
dans l’Internationale. Leiden: Brill, 1965, p. 75. 

143 Karl Marx, ‘Political Indifferentism’, MECW, vol. 23, p. 393.
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the most aristocratic, despotic, arrogant and contemptuous of all regimes. 
There will be a new class, a new hierarchy of real and pretended scientists 
and scholars, and the world will be divided into a minority ruling in the 
name of knowledge and an immense ignorant majority. […] Every state, 
even the most republican and most democratic state […] are in their essence 
only machines governing the masses from above, through an intelligent and 
therefore privileged minority, allegedly knowing the genuine interests of the 
people better than the people themselves.144

Partly because of his scant knowledge of economics, the federalist path 
indicated by Bakunin offered no really useful guidance on how the question 
of the future socialist society should be approached. But his critical insights 
already point ahead to some of the dramas of the twentieth century. 

XII After Marx: The ‘Centralist’ and  
the ‘Autonomist’ International

The International would never be the same again. The great organization born 
in 1864, which had successfully supported strikes and struggles for 8 years, 
adopted an anticapitalist programme and established a presence in all European 
countries, finally imploded at the Hague Congress. Nevertheless, the story does 
not end with Marx’s withdrawal, since two groupings, much reduced in size 
and without the old political ambition and capacity to organize projects, now 
occupied the same space. One was the ‘centralist’ majority issuing from the 
final congress, which favoured an organization under the political leadership 
of a General Council. The other was the ‘autonomist’ or ‘federalist’145 minority, 
who recognized an absolute autonomy of decision making for the sections. 

In 1872, the strength of the International was not yet diminished. Displaying 
the uneven development that had characterized it in the past, its expansion in 
certain countries (above all, Spain and Italy) had compensated for its contraction 
in others (Britain, for example). The dramatic outcome at The Hague had split 

144 Mikhail Bakunin, Marxism, Freedom and the State. London: Freedom Press, 1950, p. 21.
145 In the text, one has opted for the term ‘autonomist’ International, as utilized by Georges Haupt, 

L’Internazionale socialista dalla Comune a Lenin, op. cit., p. 70. Jacques Freymond, ‘Introduction’, in 
PI, III, p. VIII, on the contrary, preferred the use of the expression ‘federalist’ International.
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the organization, making many activists, especially in the ‘centralist’ camp, 
realize that an important chapter in the history of the workers’ movement had 
run its course. Along with the North American Federation, limited forces in 
Europe aligned themselves in support of the new General Council in New 
York: the Romande Federation and a number of German-speaking sections 
in Switzerland, both shored up by Becker’s unflagging initiative; the German 
Social Democratic Workers’ Party, which gave its unreserved but barely visible 
support; the new Austrian sections, which, unlike the ghostly Germans, 
actually scraped together a little money to forward from their members’ dues; 
and the remote federations of Portugal and Denmark. In Spain, Italy and the 
Netherlands, however, few followed the new directives; the organization had not 
made a name for itself in Ireland; and by 1873 no section of the International 
remained in France. There was also Britain, of course, but in November 1872 – 
owing to personal clashes going back to long before the Hague Congress – 
the British Federal Council split into two feuding groups that each claimed 
to represent the International in the country. Hales, acting in the name of 16 
sections and with the backing of such eminent Internationalists as Hermann 
Jung (1830–1901) and Thomas Motterhead (1825–84), disavowed the General 
Council in New York and called a new congress of the British Federation for 
January 1873. Both Hales and Eccarius performed some astounding political 
somersaults, for although they were reformists by conviction and argued for 
participation in elections – their idea was to convert the International into a 
political party with trade union support that would ally itself with the liberal 
wing of the bourgeoisie – they officially lined up with abstentionists led by 
Guillaume and Bakunin. Engels responded to these developments with two 
circulars recognizing the decisions taken at The Hague; they were signed by 
important leaders in Manchester and on the ‘official’ British Federal Council, 
plus the well-known former members of the General Council Dupont and 
Friedrich Lessner (1825–1910). The congress of the council then took place in 
June, but those taking part in it had to swallow the bitter truth that, with the 
departure of the General Council for New York (which everyone saw as the end 
of the organization) the British trade unions no longer felt involved.146 Thus, all 
that the two groups had in common was a rapid decline.

146 See Collins and Abramsky, op. cit., p. 275.
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The general congress of the ‘centralists’ took place in the city that had once 
hosted the first congress of the International: Geneva. Thanks to Becker’s efforts, 
it was attended by 30 delegates – including (for the first time) two women. 
But 15 of these were from Geneva itself, and the representation of sections 
from other countries was limited to a German, a Belgian, and a delegate from 
Austria-Hungary.147 Having seen the climate of demobilization in Europe, the 
General Council decided not to send a representative from New York, and 
even Serrailler, the man appointed by the British Federation, failed to make the 
trip. In fact, this was the end of the centralist International. 

Across the Atlantic, where Sorge was trying hard to keep the flame alight, 
the North American Federation was on the verge of collapse. Its financial 
situation, worsening with the decline in membership to less than 1,000 (few 
of whom paid dues), made even the buying of postage stamps a difficult 
proposition. Reduced to matters concerning only the United States, it found 
American workers alternating between attitudes of hostility and indifference, 
even in response to the Manifesto to the Working People of North America148 
that it issued in November 1873. Sorge eventually resigned as general 
secretary, and from then on the two-and-a-half remaining years of its history 
were little more than a chronicle of a death foretold. The final dissolution 
came on 15 July 1876, when ten delegates representing 635 members149 met in 
Philadelphia, before hurrying to the founding congress of the Workingmen’s 
Party of the United States, timed to coincide with the first US world fair, the 
Centennial Exhibition.

Although the ‘centralist’ organization only continued to operate for a short 
while in a couple of countries and they made no further contribution to the 
development of theory; the autonomists, on the other hand, had a real, active 
existence for some years to come. At the congress in Saint-Imier, attended by 
Swiss, Italians, Spanish and French, it was established that ‘no one has the right 
to deprive the autonomous federations and sections of the incontestable right 
to determine for themselves and pursue the line of political conduct that they 
believe to be best’ – an option for federalist autonomy within the International 
that underlay the offer of a ‘pact of friendship, solidarity and mutual defence’. 

147 See PI, IV, note 355: 640–2.
148 See Bernstein, op. cit., p. 221.
149 Ibid., p. 283.
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This position was the work of Guillaume. Unlike Bakunin, who would have 
preferred something more intransigent, the younger but more prudent Swiss 
activist had set his sights on expanding their support beyond the Jura, Spain and 
Italy, and winning over all the other federations opposed to the London line.150 
His tactics won the day. The birth of a new International would be carefully 
prepared, without forcing matters through high-sounding declarations. 

New affiliations came one after another over the next few months. The 
autonomist stronghold remained Spain, where the persecutions launched by 
Práxedes Mateo Sagasta (1825–1903) failed to prevent the organization from 
flourishing. By the time of its federal congress in Cordoba, held between 
December 1872 and January 1873, it had some 50 federations comprising 
more than 300 sections, with a total membership of more than 25,000 (7,500 in 
Barcelona).151 From late 1872 on, the autonomists also widened their support 
in new countries. In December, the Brussels congress of the Belgian Federation 
declared the resolutions of The Hague null and void, refused to recognize the 
General Council in New York, and added its signature to the Saint-Imier Pact.152 
In January 1873, the British rebels headed by Hales and Eccarius followed suit, 
and the Dutch Federation joined them the next month.153 

Although the autonomists – who had also retained contacts in France, 
Austria and the United States – became the majority of a new International, the 
coalition was in reality a congeries of the most varied doctrines. It included: 
the Swiss anarcho-collectivists headed by Guillaume and Schwitzgébel 
(Bakunin withdrew from public life in 1873 and died in 1876); the Belgian 
federation under the leadership of De Paepe, for which the people’s state 
(Volksstaat) should acquire greater powers and competences, beginning with 
the management of all public services; the ever more radical Italians, who 
eventually adopted insurrectionary positions (‘propaganda of deeds’) doomed 
to failure; and British advocates of participation in elections and an alliance 

150 See Lehning, ‘Introduction’, in Arthur Lehning, A. J. C. Rüter and P. Scheibert (eds), Bakunin – 
Archiv, vol. II: Michel Bakounine et les Conflits dans l’Internationale, op. cit., p. LII. Lehning also 
quoted a remark from Max Nettlau’s manuscript, Michael Bakunin: eine Biographie (later printed  
by Milano: Feltrinelli, 1971): ‘The autonomist International was the work of Guillaume’, in Lehning,  
p. LXII. 

151 See Max Nettlau, La Première Internationale en Espagne. Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1969, pp. 163–4.
152 See PI, III, p. 163.
153 Ibid., p. 191.
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with progressive bourgeois forces. In 1874, contacts were even established 
with the Lassalleans of the General Association of German Workers. 

The above scenario demonstrates that the prime antagonism that led to 
the split at the Hague Congress was neither between a group ready to stoop 
to deals with the state and an intransigent party more inclined to revolution, 
nor between proponents and opponents of political action. Rather, the chief 
cause of the radical and widespread opposition to the General Council was the 
turn rushed through at the London Conference in 1871. The Jura and Spanish 
federations, and later the newly formed Italian federation, would never have 
accepted Marx’s call to build working-class political parties: above all, the 
socio-economic conditions in those countries made it unthinkable. A more 
cautious approach, however, might have kept the support of the Belgians – who 
for a number of years had been key to the balance within the Association – 
and other recently formed federations like the Dutch. A lower level of internal 
conflict would also have averted the split in Britain, which had more to do 
with personality clashes than with disagreements over policy. And, as some 
autonomists had foreseen, the moving of the General Council to New York left 
them with greater political scope and helped them to assert themselves after 
1872. The fact remains, however, that in Marx’s view the ‘first’ International 
had completed its historical task and the time had come to bring the curtain 
down. 

The autonomists’ ‘first’ congress – or, as they said, the ‘sixth congress’, 
counting the five of the International – was attended by 32 delegates, from 
Belgium, Spain, France, Italy, Britain, the Netherlands and Switzerland. It met 
in Geneva from 1 to 6 September 1873, the week before the congress of the 
centralists, and declared that it opened a ‘new era in the International’.154 It was 
unanimously decided to abolish the General Council, and for the first time at 
a congress of the International there was a debate about anarchist society.155 
The theoretical-political armoury of the Internationalists was also enriched 
by the idea of the general strike as a weapon to achieve the social revolution. 

154 See PI, IV, p. 5.
155 Ibid., pp. 54–8. Remarkable was the position taken by Hales, mirroring the contradictions present in 

the autonomist International from the beginning: ‘I oppose anarchy […]. Anarchy is incompatible 
with collectivism’.
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The groundwork was thus laid for what came to be known as anarcho-
syndicalism.156 

The next congress, held in Brussels from 7 to 13 September 1874, brought 
together 16 delegates: one from Britain (Eccarius), one from Spain and the rest 
from Belgium. Of the latter fourteen, two had the mandate of a French (Paris) 
or Italian (Palermo) section, while another two were German Lassalleans 
resident at the time in Belgium. Guillaume stated that one of these, Karl 
Frohme (1850–1933), actually represented the General Association of German 
Workers. Yet despite the fact that anarchists and Lassalleans were poles apart 
on the map of socialism, Guillaume motivated their presence by referring to 
the new rules approved by the Geneva Congress in 1873, under which the 
workers of each country were free to decide the best means of achieving 
their emancipation.157 All the same, this International had mostly become a 
place where an ever smaller (and ever less representative) number of leaders 
met to discuss in abstracto the workers’ material conditions and the action 
required to change them. The debate in 1874 was between anarchism and the 
people’s state (Volksstaat), and De Paepe, returning after 3 years to a congress 
of the International, was the main protagonist. In one of his interventions, he 
claimed that ‘in Spain, in parts of Italy and in the Jura, they are pro-anarchist, 
[whereas] in Germany, the Netherlands, Britain and America, they are for a 
workers’ state (with Belgium still fluctuating between the two)’.158 Once again 
no collective decision was taken, and the congress agreed unanimously that 
it was up to ‘any federation and socialist democratic party in each country to 
decide which political line it thought it should follow’.159

The discussion at the Eighth Congress, held in Berne between 26 and 30 
October 1876, followed the same lines. There were 28 delegates, including 
19 Swiss (17 from the Jura Federation), 4 from Italy, 2 each from Spain 
and France, and De Paepe representing Belgium and the Netherlands. The 
proceedings showed the total incompatibility between the positions of De 
Paepe and Guillaume,160 but they ended in agreement on a proposal from 

156 See the debate among the delegates which took place during the sessions of 4 September, 1873, in  
PI, IV, pp. 59–63 and 75–7. Cf. also Eugène Hins (1839–1933) document 18.

157 See PI, IV, p. 646.
158 César De Paepe, 7 September 1874, PI, IV, p. 347.
159 PI, IV, p. 350.
160 From document 40, pp. 192–3, and from document 41, pp. 194–8.

92



Introduction 63

the Belgian Federation to call a world socialist congress for the following 
year, with invitations to be sent to ‘all fractions of the socialist parties of 
Europe’.161 

Before that could happen, however, the last congress of the International 
was held in Verviers, between 6 and 8 September 1877. It brought together 
22 delegates: 13 from Belgium, 2 each from Spain, Italy, France and 
Germany, and Guillaume representing the Jura Federation. There were also 
three observers from socialist groups with a purely consultative function – 
one was Peter Kropotkin (1842–1921), later to become the founding father 
of anarcho-communism – but the only active participants were anarchists, 
including some like the Italian Andrea Costa (1851–1910) who would 
shortly go over to socialism. Thus, the autonomist International too, which 
had retained mass roots only in Spain, had run its course. Their perspective 
was overtaken by a growing realization throughout the European workers’ 
movement that it was crucially important to participate in the political 
struggle by means of organized parties. With the end of the autonomist 
experience, there was also a definitive parting of the ways between anarchists 
and socialists. 

XIII The new International

From 9 to 16 September 1877, the city of Ghent hosted the Universal Socialist 
Congress, with more countries represented than at any comparable event 
before. Some 3,000 workers welcomed delegates from nine countries (France, 
Germany, Switzerland, Britain, Spain, Italy, Hungary, Russia and Belgium), 
some of whom additionally held a mandate from an organization in another 
country (Denmark, the United States and, for the first time, labour groups 
in Greece and Egypt). Historic leaders of the International such as De Paepe 
and Liebknecht were present, as were Frankel, Guillaume, Hales and others, 
testifying to the importance of the organization for a whole generation of the 
European labour movement. 

161 PI, IV, p. 498.
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In the concluding Manifesto to Workers’ Organizations and Societies in All 
Countries, written by De Paepe and the future Belgian Socialist leader Louis 
Bertrand (1856–1943), the congress called for the establishment of a ‘General 
Union of the Socialist Party’. A large majority also signed a ‘pact’: 

Inasmuch as social emancipation is inseparable from political emancipation; 
inasmuch as the proletariat, organized in a separate party opposed to all the 
parties of the possessing classes, must avail itself of all the political means 
tending to promote the liberation of its members; and inasmuch as the 
struggle against the dominion of the possessing classes must be worldwide 
in its scope and not merely local or national, and success in this struggle 
will depend upon harmonious and united activity on the part of the 
organizations in different lands – the undersigned delegates to the Universal 
Socialist Congress at Ghent decide that it is incumbent on the organizations 
they represent to furnish one another with material and moral support in all 
their industrial and political endeavours. 

Six years after the London Conference of 1871, the Ghent theses confirmed 
that Marx had merely been in advance of the times. For the same document 
affirmed:

We urge the necessity of political action as a powerful means of agitation, 
propaganda, popular education and association. The present organization 
of society must be combated on all sides at once and with all the means 
at our disposal. […] Socialism should not be just theoretical speculation 
about the likely organization of future society; it should be real and living, 
involved with the actual aspirations, immediate needs and daily struggles of 
the proletarian class against those who control the social capital as well as 
social power. 

To wrest a political right from the bourgeoisie, to organize formerly isolated 
workers into an association, to obtain a reduction in working hours through 
strike action or resistance societies: these mean both working to build a 
new society and engaging in actual explorations with regard to the social 
arrangements of the future. 

Let the still unassociated workers organize and form associations! Let those 
who are organized only at the level of the economy descend into the political 
arena; they will find there the same adversaries and the same battle, and any 
victory scored at one of these levels will signal a triumph in the other!
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Let the disinherited class in each nation form itself into a vast party distinct 
from all the bourgeois parties, and let this social party march hand in hand 
with those of other countries! 

To claim all your rights, to abolish all privileges, workers of the world, 
unite!162 

In later decades, the workers’ movement adopted a socialist programme, 
expanded throughout Europe and then the rest of the world, and built new 
structures of supranational coordination. Apart the continuity of names (the 
Second International from 1889 to 1916, the Third International from 1919 to 
1943), each of these structures constantly referred to the values and doctrines of 
the First International. Thus, its revolutionary message proved extraordinarily 
fertile, producing results over time still greater than those achieved during its 
existence. 

The International helped workers to grasp that the emancipation of labour 
could not be won in a single country but was a global objective. It also spread an 
awareness in their ranks that they had to achieve the goal themselves, through 
their own capacity for organization, rather than by delegating it to some other 
force; and that – here Marx’s theoretical contribution was fundamental – it was 
essential to overcome the capitalist mode of production and wage labour, since 
improvements within the existing system, though necessary to pursue, would 
not eliminate dependence on employers’ oligarchies. 

An abyss separates the hopes of those times from the mistrust so 
characteristic of our own, the antisystemic spirit and solidarity of the age of 
the International from the ideological subordination and individualism of a 
world reshaped by neoliberal competition and privatization. The passion for 
politics among the workers who gathered in London in 1864 contrasts sharply 
with the apathy and resignation prevalent today. 

And yet, while the world of labour has been reverting to conditions of 
exploitation similar to those of the nineteenth century, the project of the 
International has once again acquired an extraordinary topicality. Today’s 
barbarism of the ‘world order’, ecological disasters produced by the present 

162 César De Paepe and Louis Bertrand, ‘Manifeste aux Organisations ouvrières et Sociétés de tous les 
pays’, in PI, IV, pp. 591–3.
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mode of production, the growing gulf between the wealthy exploitative few 
and the huge impoverished majority, the oppression of women, and the 
blustery winds of war, racism and chauvinism, impose upon the contemporary 
workers’ movement the urgent need to reorganize itself on the basis of two 
key characteristic of the International: the multiplicity of its structure and 
radicalism in objectives. The aims of the organization founded in London 
150 years ago are today more vital than ever. To rise to the challenges of the 
present, however, the new International cannot evade that twin requirements: 
it must be plural and it must be anticapitalist. 

Appendix: International Working Men’s Association:  
Timeline and Membership

The first part of this appendix lists in chronological order all the congresses 
and conferences of the International: the unitary ones from the foundation in 
1864 to the split at the Hague Congress in 1872; then the separate ‘autonomist’ 
and ‘centralist’ events beginning in 1873. 

The second part is a table containing membership data for the International 
in various countries. Precise figures are impossible to establish for several 
reasons: (1) only a small number of workers’ movement organizations at the 
time – above all, the British trade unions and the German socialist parties –  
kept an exact count; (2) workers mostly joined the International not on an 
individual basis but through the affiliation of trade unions and other collective 
bodies and (3) the International was illegal for some of the period in a number 
of countries, making it especially difficult to evaluate its size. 

This is perhaps why – with the exception of the invaluable collective 
work La Première Internationale: l’institute, l’implantation, le rayonnement 
(Paris: Éditions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1968) – none 
of the many books on the International have ventured to calculate its total 
membership. If it has seemed useful to attempt this here, at the risk of some 
approximation and imprecision, this is largely because most publications in 
the past bandied around excessive figures that created a misleading picture of 
the reality. 
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The first column of the table lists – in chronological order of foundation –  
the countries where the International established a presence; it does not 
include Australia, New Zealand or India, for example, where it had only 
sporadic contacts with small groups of workers. Nor does it cover Russia, since 
the International never managed to penetrate that country (although some 
exiles founded a circle in Switzerland). The second column gives the years 
in which the organization reached its peak in the respective countries, while 
the third offers an approximate figure for the size of its membership. These  
totals have been calculated from the studies in La Première Internationale: 
l’institute, l’implantation, le rayonnement and other monographs listed in the 
bibliography at the end of this book. 

Timeline

Conferences and Congresses (1864–1872)

London Conference: 25–29 September 1865
I Congress: Geneva, 3–8 September 1866
II Congress: Lausanne, 2–8 September 1867 
III Congress: Brussels, 6–13 September 1868 
IV Congress: Basel, 6–12 September 1869
London Delegate Conference: 17–23 September 1871
V Congress: The Hague, 2–7 September 1872

The “Autonomist” International

VI Congress: Geneva, 1–6 September 1873
VII Congress: Brussels, 7–13 September 1874
VIII Congress: Berne, 26–30 October 1876
IX Congress: Verviers, 6–8 September 1877 

The “Centralist” International

VI Congress: Geneva, 7–13 September 1873
Philadelphia Delegate Conference: 15 July 1876
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Membership Table

Country Peak Year Membership

Britain 1867 50,000

Switzerland 1870 6,000

France 1871 More than 30,000

Belgium 1871 More than 30,000

USA 1872 4,000

Germany 1870 11,000 (including the members of the 
Social Democratic Workers’ Party)

Spain 1873 About 30,000

Italy 1873 About 25,000

Netherlands 1872 Less than 1,000

Denmark 1872 A couple of thousands

Portugal 1872 Less than 1,000

Ireland 1872 Less than 1,000

Austria-Hungary 1872 A couple of thousands
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The Paris Commune Is Still a Beacon for
Radical Change

BY

MARCELLO MUSTO

TRANSLATION BY

PATRICK CAMILLER

On this day in 1871, the working class of Paris seized control of the

capital and established the Commune. Though it ruled for just two

months, the world’s first workers’ government still stands as a vivid

example of the kind of society workers themselves can create,

according to their own vision of freedom and equality.

The bourgeois of France had always come away with everything. Since the revolution of 1789, they
had been the only ones to grow rich in periods of prosperity, while the working class had regularly
borne the brunt of crises. But the proclamation of the Third Republic would open new horizons and
o�er an opportunity for a change of course. Napoleon III, having been defeated in battle at Sedan,
was taken prisoner by the Prussians on September 4, 1870. In the following January, a�er a four-
month siege of Paris, Otto von Bismarck obtained a French surrender and was able to impose harsh
terms in the ensuing armistice.    

National elections were held and Adolphe Thiers installed at the head of the executive power, with
the support of a large Legitimist and Orleanist majority. In the capital, however, where the popular
discontent was greater than elsewhere, radical republican and socialist forces swept the board. The
prospect of a right-wing government that would leave social injustices intact, heaping the burden of
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the war on the least well o� and seeking to disarm the city, triggered a new revolution on March 18.
Thiers and his army had little choice but to decamp to Versailles.  

Struggle and Government

To secure democratic legitimacy, the insurgents decided to hold free elections at once. On March
26, an overwhelming majority of Parisians (190,000 votes against 40,000) voted for candidates who
supported the revolt, and seventy of the eighty-�ve elected representatives declared their support
for the revolution. The ��een moderate representatives of the parti des maires, a group comprising
the former heads of certain arrondissements, immediately resigned and did not participate in the
council of the Commune; they were joined shortly a�erward by four Radicals.

The remaining sixty-six members — not always easy to distinguish because of dual political
a�liations — represented a wide range of positions. Among them were twenty or so neo-Jacobin
republicans (including the renowned Charles Delescluze and Félix Pyat), a dozen followers of
Auguste Blanqui, seventeen members of the International Working Men’s Association (both
mutualist partisans of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and collectivists linked to Karl Marx, o�en at odds
with one another), and a couple of independents.

Most leaders of the Commune were workers or recognized representatives of the working class, and
fourteen hailed from the National Guard. In fact, it was the central committee of the latter that
invested power in the hands of the Commune — the prelude, as it turned out, to a long series of
disagreements and con�icts between the two bodies.

On March 28 a large number of citizens gathered in the vicinity of the Hôtel de Ville for festivities
celebrating the new assembly, which now o�cially took the name of the Paris Commune. Although
it would survive for no more than seventy-two days, it was the most important political event in the
history of the nineteenth-century workers’ movement, rekindling hope among a population
exhausted by months of hardship. Committees and groups sprang up in the popular quarters to lend
support to the Commune, and every corner of the metropolis hosted initiatives to express solidarity
and to plan the construction of a new world. Montmartre was baptized the “citadel of liberty.”

One of the most widespread sentiments was a desire to share with others. Militants like Louise
Michel exempli�ed the spirit of self-abnegation; Victor Hugo wrote of her that she “did what the
great wild souls do. […] She glori�ed the crushed and downtrodden.” But it was not the impetus of a
leader or a handful of charismatic �gures that gave life to the Commune; its hallmark was its clearly
collective dimension. Women and men came together voluntarily to pursue a common project of
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liberation. Self-government was not seen as a utopia. Self-emancipation was thought of as the
essential task.

The Transformation of Political Power

Two of the �rst emergency decrees to stem the rampant poverty were a freeze on rent payments (it
was said that “property should make its fair share of sacri�ces”) and the selling of items valued
below twenty francs in pawn shops. Nine collegial commissions were also supposed to replace the
ministries for war, �nance, general security, education, subsistence, labor and trade, foreign
relations, and public service. A little later, a delegate was appointed to head each of these
departments.

On April 19, three days a�er further elections to �ll thirty-one seats that became almost
immediately vacant, the Commune adopted a Declaration to the French People that contained an
“absolute guarantee of individual liberty, freedom of conscience and freedom of labor” as well as
“the permanent intervention of citizens in communal a�airs.” The con�ict between Paris and
Versailles, it a�rmed, “cannot be ended through illusory compromises”; the people had a right and
“obligation to �ght and to win!”

Even more signi�cant than this text — a somewhat ambiguous synthesis to avoid tensions among
the various political tendencies — were the concrete actions through which the Communards fought
for a total transformation of political power. A set of reforms addressed not only the modalities but
the very nature of political administration.

The Commune provided for the recall of elected representatives and for control over their actions by
means of binding mandates (though this was by no means enough to settle the complex issue of
political representation). Magistracies and other public o�ces, also subject to permanent control
and possible recall, were not to be arbitrarily assigned, as in the past, but to be decided following an
open contest or elections.

The clear aim was to prevent the public sphere from becoming the domain of professional
politicians. Policy decisions were not relegated to small groups of functionaries, but had to be taken
by the people. Armies and police forces would no longer be institutions set apart from the body of
society. The separation between state and church was also a sine qua non.

But the vision of political change went even deeper. The transfer of power into the hands of the
people was needed to drastically reduce bureaucracy. The social sphere should take precedence over
the political — as Henri de Saint-Simon had already maintained — so that politics would no longer

x1.00

102



be a specialized function but become progressively integrated into the activity of civil society. The
social body would thus take back functions that had been transferred to the state.

To overthrow the existing system of class rule was not su�cient; there had to be an end to class rule
as such. All this would have ful�lled the Commune’s vision of the republic as a union of free, truly
democratic associations promoting the emancipation of all its components. It would have added up
to self-government of the producers.

Prioritizing Social Reforms

The Commune held that social reform was even more crucial than political change. It was the
reason for the Commune’s existence, the barometer of its loyalty to its founding principles, and the
key element di�erentiating it from the previous revolutions in 1789 and 1848. The Commune passed
more than one measure with clear class connotations.

Deadlines for debt repayments were postponed by three years, without any additional interest
charges. Evictions for nonpayment of rent were suspended, and a decree allowed vacant
accommodation to be requisitioned for people without a roof over their heads. There were plans to
shorten the working day (from the initial ten hours to the eight hours envisaged for the future), the
widespread practice of imposing specious �nes on workers simply as a wage-cutting measure was
outlawed on pain of sanctions, and minimum wages were set at a respectable level.

As much as possible was done to increase food supplies and to lower prices. Night work at bakeries
was banned, and a number of municipal meat stores were opened. Social assistance of various kinds
was extended to weaker sections of the population — for example, food banks for abandoned women
and children — and discussions were held on how to end the discrimination between legitimate and
illegitimate children.

All the Communards sincerely believed that education was an essential factor for individual
emancipation and any serious social and political change. School attendance was to become free
and compulsory for girls and boys alike, with religiously inspired instruction giving way to secular
teaching along rational, scienti�c lines. Specially appointed commissions and the pages of the press
featured many compelling arguments for investment in female education. To become a genuine
“public service,” education had to o�er equal opportunities to “children of both sexes.”

Moreover, “distinctions on grounds of race, nationality, religion or social position” should be
prohibited. Early practical initiatives accompanied such advances in theory, and in more than one
arrondissement thousands of working-class children entered school buildings for the �rst time and
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received classroom material free of charge.

The Commune also adopted measures of a socialist character. It decreed that workshops abandoned
by employers who had �ed the city, with guarantees of compensation on their return, should be
handed over to cooperative associations of workers. Theaters and museums — open for all without
charge — were collectivized and placed under the management of the Federation of Artists, which
was presided over by the painter and tireless militant Gustave Courbet. Some three hundred
sculptors, architects, lithographers, and painters (among them Édouard Manet) participated in this
body — an example taken up in the founding of an “Artists’ Federation” bringing together actors and
people from the operatic world.

All these actions and provisions were introduced in the space of just ��y-four days, in a city still
reeling from the e�ects of the Franco-Prussian War. The Commune was able to do its work only
between March 29 and May 21, in the midst of heroic resistance to attacks by the Versaillais that
also required a great expenditure of human energy and �nancial resources. Since the Commune had
no means of coercion at its disposal, many of its decrees were not applied uniformly in the vast area
of the city. Yet they displayed a remarkable drive to reshape society and pointed the way to possible
change.

Collective and Feminist Struggle

The Commune was much more than the actions approved by its legislative assembly. It even aspired
to redraw urban space. Such ambition was demonstrated by the decision to demolish the Vendôme
Column, considered a monument to barbarism and a reprehensible symbol of war, and to secularize
certain places of worship by handing them over for use by the community.

It was thanks to an extraordinary level of mass participation and a solid spirit of mutual assistance
that the Commune persisted for as long as it did. Revolutionary clubs that sprang up in nearly every
arrondissement played a noteworthy role. There were at least twenty-eight of them, representing one
of the most eloquent examples of spontaneous mobilization.

Open every evening, they o�ered citizens the opportunity to meet a�er work to freely discuss the
social and political situation, to check what their representatives had achieved, and to suggest
alternative ways of solving day-to-day problems. They were horizontal associations, which favored
the formation and expression of popular sovereignty as well as the creation of genuine spaces of
sisterhood and fraternity, where everyone could breathe the intoxicating air of control over their
own destiny.
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This emancipatory trajectory had no place for national discrimination. Citizenship of the Commune
extended to all who strove for its development, and foreigners enjoyed the same social rights as
French people. The principle of equality was evident in the prominent role played by the three
thousand foreigners active in the Commune. Leó Frankel, a Hungarian member of the International
Working Men’s Association, was not only elected to the council of the Commune but served as its
“minister” of labor — one of its key positions. Similarly, the Poles Jarosław Dąbrowski and Walery
Wróblewski were distinguished generals at the head of the National Guard.

Women, though still without the right to vote or to sit on the Council of the Commune, played an
essential role in the critique of the social order. In many cases, they transgressed the norms of
bourgeois society and asserted a new identity in opposition to the values of the patriarchal family,
moving beyond domestic privacy to engage with the public sphere.

The Women’s Union for the Defense of Paris and Care for the Wounded, whose origin owed a great
deal to the tireless activity of the First International member Elisabeth Dmitrie�, was centrally
involved in identifying strategic social battles. Women achieved the closure of licensed brothels,
won parity for female and male teachers, coined the slogan “equal pay for equal work,” demanded
equal rights within marriage and the recognition of free unions, and promoted exclusively female
chambers in labor unions.

When the military situation worsened in mid-May, with the Versaillais at the gates of Paris, women
took up arms and formed a battalion of their own. Many would breathe their last on the barricades.
Bourgeois propaganda subjected them to the most vicious attacks, dubbing them les pétroleuses and
accusing them of having set the city ablaze during the street battles.

To Centralize or Decentralize?

The genuine democracy that the Communards sought to establish was an ambitious and di�cult
project. Popular sovereignty required the participation of the greatest possible number of citizens.
From late March on, Paris witnessed the mushrooming of central commissions, local
subcommittees, revolutionary clubs and soldiers’ battalions, which �anked the already complex
duopoly of the Council of the Commune and the central committee of the National Guard.

The latter had retained military control, o�en acting as a veritable counterpower to the council.
Although direct involvement of the population was a vital guarantee of democracy, the multiple
authorities in play made the decision-making process particularly di�cult and meant that the
implementation of decrees was a tortuous a�air.
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The problem of the relationship between central authority and local bodies led to quite a few
chaotic, at times paralyzing, situations. The delicate balance broke down altogether when, faced
with the war emergency, indiscipline within the National Guard, and the growing ine�cacy of
government, Jules Miot proposed the creation of a �ve-person Committee of Public Safety, along the
lines of Maximilien Robespierre’s dictatorial model in 1793.

The measure was approved on the First of May, by a majority of forty-�ve to twenty-three. It proved
to be a dramatic error, which marked the beginning of the end for a novel political experiment and
split the Commune into two opposing blocs.

The �rst of these, made up of neo-Jacobins and Blanquists, leaned toward the concentration of
power and, in the end, to the primacy of the political over the social dimension. The second,
including a majority of members of the International Working Men’s Association, regarded the
social sphere as more signi�cant than the political. They thought that a separation of powers was
necessary and insisted that the republic must never call political freedoms into question.

Coordinated by the indefatigable Eugène Varlin, this latter bloc sharply rejected the authoritarian
dri� and did not take part in the elections of the Committee of Public Safety. In its view, the
centralization of powers in the hands of a few individuals would �atly contradict the founding
postulates of the Commune, since its elected representatives did not possess sovereignty — that
belonged to the people — and had no right to cede it to a particular body.

On May 21, when the minority again took part in a session of the Council of the Commune, a new
attempt was made to weave unity in its ranks. But it was already too late.

The Commune as Synonym of Revolution

The Paris Commune was brutally crushed by the armies of Versailles. During the semaine sanglante,
the week of blood-letting between May 21 and 28, a total of seventeen thousand to twenty-�ve
thousand citizens were slaughtered. The last hostilities took place along the walls of Père Lachaise
Cemetery. A young Arthur Rimbaud described the French capital as “a mournful, almost dead city.”
It was the bloodiest massacre in the history of France.

Only six thousand managed to escape into exile in England, Belgium, and Switzerland. The number
of prisoners taken was 43,522. A hundred of these received death sentences, following summary
trials before courts martial, and another 13,500 were sent to prison or forced labor, or deported to
remote areas such as New Caledonia. Some who went there solidarized with and shared the fate of
the Algerian leaders of the anti-colonial Mokrani revolt, which had broken out at the same time as
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the Commune and also been drowned in blood by French troops.

The spectre of the Commune intensi�ed the anti-socialist repression all over Europe. Passing over
the unprecedented violence of the Thiers state, the conservative and liberal press accused the
Communards of the worst crimes and expressed great relief at the restoration of the “natural order”
and bourgeois legality, as well as satisfaction with the triumph of “civilization” over anarchy.

Those who had dared to violate the authority and attack the privileges of the ruling class were
punished in exemplary fashion. Women were once again treated as inferior beings, and workers,
with dirty, calloused hands who had brazenly presumed to govern, were driven back into positions
for which they were deemed more suitable.

And yet, the insurrection in Paris gave strength to workers’ struggles and pushed them in more
radical directions. On the morrow of its defeat, Eugène Pottier wrote what was destined to become
the most celebrated anthem of the workers’ movement: “Let us group together and tomorrow / The
Internationale / Will be the human race!”

Paris had shown that the aim had to be one of building a society radically di�erent from capitalism.
Henceforth, even if “the time of cherries” [le temps des cerises] (to quote the title of the communard
Jean-Baptiste Clément’s famous verse), never returned for its protagonists, the Commune embodied
the idea of social-political change and its practical application. It became synonymous with the very
concept of revolution, with an ontological experience of the working class. In The Civil War in
France, Karl Marx stated that this “vanguard of the modern proletariat” had succeeded in “attaching
the workers of the world to France.”

The Paris Commune changed the consciousness of workers and their collective perception. At a
distance of a hundred ��y years, its red �ag continues to �utter and to remind us that an alternative
is always possible. Vive la Commune!
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Karl Marx, [On the Paris Commune]61

[…] On the dawn of 18 March, Paris arose to the thunderburst of ‘Vive la 
Commune!’ What is the Commune, that sphinx so tantalizing to the bourgeois 
mind?

‘The proletarians of Paris,’ said the Central Committee in its manifesto of 18 
March, ‘amidst the failures and treasons of the ruling classes, have understood 
that the hour has struck for them to save the situation by taking into their own 
hands the direction of public affairs.... They have understood that it is their 
imperious duty, and their absolute right, to render themselves masters of their 
own destinies, by seizing upon the governmental power.’

But the working class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state 
machinery, and wield it for its own purposes.

The centralized state power, with its ubiquitous organs of standing army, 
police, bureaucracy, clergy, and judicature – organs wrought after the plan of 
a systematic and hierarchic division of labour – originates from the days of 
absolute monarchy, serving nascent middle class society as a mighty weapon 
in its struggle against feudalism. Still, its development remained clogged by 
all manner of medieval rubbish, seignorial rights, local privileges, municipal 
and guild monopolies, and provincial constitutions. The gigantic broom of 
the French Revolution of the eighteenth century swept away all these relics of 
bygone times, thus clearing simultaneously the social soil of its last hindrances 

61 This text consists of excerpts from Parts III and IV of The Civil War in France. London: Edward 
Truelove, 1871. It was written by Karl Marx (see note 1) between mid-April and early June of 1871, 
approved by the GC at its session of 30 May, and published as a booklet a few days later. It was 
quickly reprinted twice, and after a year had been translated, in whole or in part, into Danish, 
German, Flemish, French, Dutch, Italian, Polish, Russian, Serbian-Croatian and Spanish, appearing 
in newspapers, magazines and brochures in several countries across Europe, and the United States. 
Never before had a writing of the labour movement been so widely and rapidly translated and 
disseminated. The complete version is located in the GC, IV: 356–416.
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to the superstructure of the modern state edifice raised under the First Empire, 
itself the offspring of the coalition wars of old semi-feudal Europe against 
modern France.

During the subsequent regimes, the government, placed under parliamentary 
control – that is, under the direct control of the propertied classes – became 
not only a hotbed of huge national debts and crushing taxes; with its irresistible 
allurements of place, pelf, and patronage, it became not only the bone of 
contention between the rival factions and adventurers of the ruling classes; but 
its political character changed simultaneously with the economic changes of 
society. At the same pace at which the progress of modern industry developed, 
widened, intensified the class antagonism between capital and labour, the state 
power assumed more and more the character of the national power of capital 
over labour, of a public force organized for social enslavement, of an engine of 
class despotism.

After every revolution marking a progressive phase in the class struggle, 
the purely repressive character of the state power stands out in bolder and 
bolder relief. The Revolution of 1830, resulting in the transfer of government 
from the landlords to the capitalists, transferred it from the more remote to 
the more direct antagonists of the working men. The bourgeois republicans, 
who, in the name of the February Revolution, took the state power, used it for 
the June [1848] massacres, in order to convince the working class that ‘social’ 
republic means the republic entrusting their social subjection, and in order 
to convince the royalist bulk of the bourgeois and landlord class that they 
might safely leave the cares and emoluments of government to the bourgeois 
‘republicans.’

However, after their one heroic exploit of June, the bourgeois republicans 
had, from the front, to fall back to the rear of the ‘Party of Order’ – a combination 
formed by all the rival fractions and factions of the appropriating classes. The 
proper form of their joint-stock government was the parliamentary republic, 
with Louis Bonaparte for its president. Theirs was a regime of avowed class 
terrorism and deliberate insult towards the ‘vile multitude.’

If the parliamentary republic, as M. Thiers said, ‘divided them [the different 
fractions of the ruling class] least’, it opened an abyss between that class and 
the whole body of society outside their spare ranks. The restraints by which 
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their own divisions had under former regimes still checked the state power, 
were removed by their union; and in view of the threatening upheaval of the 
proletariat, they now used that state power mercilessly and ostentatiously as 
the national war engine of capital against labour.

In their uninterrupted crusade against the producing masses, they were, 
however, bound not only to invest the executive with continually increased 
powers of repression, but at the same time to divest their own parliamentary 
stronghold – the National Assembly – one by one, of all its own means of 
defence against the Executive. The Executive, in the person of Louis Bonaparte, 
turned them out. The natural offspring of the ‘Party of Order’ republic was the 
Second Empire.

The empire, with the coup d’etat for its birth certificate, universal 
suffrage for its sanction, and the sword for its sceptre, professed to rest 
upon the peasantry, the large mass of producers not directly involved in 
the struggle of capital and labour. It professed to save the working class by 
breaking down parliamentarism, and, with it, the undisguised subserviency 
of government to the propertied classes. It professed to save the propertied 
classes by upholding their economic supremacy over the working class; 
and, finally, it professed to unite all classes by reviving for all the chimera of 
national glory.

In reality, it was the only form of government possible at a time when the 
bourgeoisie had already lost, and the working class had not yet acquired, 
the faculty of ruling the nation. It was acclaimed throughout the world as the 
saviour of society. Under its sway, bourgeois society, freed from political cares, 
attained a development unexpected even by itself. Its industry and commerce 
expanded to colossal dimensions; financial swindling celebrated cosmopolitan 
orgies; the misery of the masses was set off by a shameless display of gorgeous, 
meretricious and debased luxury. The state power, apparently soaring high 
above society and the very hotbed of all its corruptions. Its own rottenness, 
and the rottenness of the society it had saved, were laid bare by the bayonet of 
Prussia, herself eagerly bent upon transferring the supreme seat of that regime 
from Paris to Berlin. Imperialism is, at the same time, the most prostitute and 
the ultimate form of the state power which nascent middle class society had 
commenced to elaborate as a means of its own emancipation from feudalism, 
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and which full-grown bourgeois society had finally transformed into a means 
for the enslavement of labour by capital.

The direct antithesis to the empire was the Commune. The cry of ‘social 
republic,’ with which the February Revolution was ushered in by the Paris 
proletariat, did but express a vague aspiration after a republic that was not 
only to supercede the monarchical form of class rule, but class rule itself. The 
Commune was the positive form of that republic.

Paris, the central seat of the old governmental power, and, at the same 
time, the social stronghold of the French working class, had risen in arms 
against the attempt of Thiers and the Rurals to restore and perpetuate that old 
governmental power bequeathed to them by the empire. Paris could resist only 
because, in consequence of the siege, it had got rid of the army, and replaced it 
by a National Guard, the bulk of which consisted of working men. This fact was 
now to be transformed into an institution. The first decree of the Commune, 
therefore, was the suppression of the standing army, and the substitution for it 
of the armed people.

The Commune was formed of the municipal councillors, chosen by 
universal suffrage in the various wards of the town, responsible and revocable 
at short terms. The majority of its members were naturally working men, or 
acknowledged representatives of the working class. The Commune was to be a 
working, not a parliamentary body, executive and legislative at the same time.

Instead of continuing to be the agent of the Central Government, the police 
was at once stripped of its political attributes, and turned into the responsible, 
and at all times revocable, agent of the Commune. So were the officials of all 
other branches of the administration. From the members of the Commune 
downwards, the public service had to be done at workman’s wage. The vested 
interests and the representation allowances of the high dignitaries of state 
disappeared along with the high dignitaries themselves. Public functions 
ceased to be the private property of the tools of the Central Government. Not 
only municipal administration, but the whole initiative hitherto exercised by 
the state was laid into the hands of the Commune.

Having once got rid of the standing army and the police – the physical 
force elements of the old government – the Commune was anxious to break 
the spiritual force of repression, the ‘parson-power’, by the disestablishment 
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and disendowment of all churches as proprietary bodies. The priests were sent 
back to the recesses of private life, there to feed upon the alms of the faithful in 
imitation of their predecessors, the apostles.

The whole of the educational institutions were opened to the people 
gratuitously, and at the same time cleared of all interference of church and 
state. Thus, not only was education made accessible to all, but science itself 
freed from the fetters which class prejudice and governmental force had 
imposed upon it.

The judicial functionaries were to be divested of that sham independence 
which had but served to mask their abject subserviency to all succeeding 
governments to which, in turn, they had taken, and broken, the oaths of 
allegiance. Like the rest of public servants, magistrates and judges were to be 
elective, responsible, and revocable.

The Paris Commune was, of course, to serve as a model to all the great 
industrial centres of France. The communal regime once established in Paris 
and the secondary centres, the old centralized government would in the 
provinces, too, have to give way to the self-government of the producers.

In a rough sketch of national organization, which the Commune had no 
time to develop, it states clearly that the Commune was to be the political form 
of even the smallest country hamlet, and that in the rural districts the standing 
army was to be replaced by a national militia, with an extremely short term 
of service. The rural communities of every district were to administer their 
common affairs by an assembly of delegates in the central town, and these 
district assemblies were again to send deputies to the National Delegation in 
Paris, each delegate to be at any time revocable and bound by the mandat 
imperatif (formal instructions) of his constituents. The few but important 
functions which would still remain for a central government were not to be 
suppressed, as has been intentionally misstated, but were to be discharged by 
Communal and thereafter responsible agents.

The unity of the nation was not to be broken, but, on the contrary, to 
be organized by communal constitution, and to become a reality by the 
destruction of the state power which claimed to be the embodiment of that 
unity independent of, and superior to, the nation itself, from which it was but 
a parasitic excrescence.
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While the merely repressive organs of the old governmental power were to 
be amputated, its legitimate functions were to be wrested from an authority 
usurping pre-eminence over society itself, and restored to the responsible 
agents of society. Instead of deciding once in 3 or 6 years which member of the 
ruling class was to misrepresent the people in Parliament, universal suffrage 
was to serve the people, constituted in communes, as individual suffrage 
serves every other employer in the search for the workmen and managers in 
his business. And it is well-known that companies, like individuals, in matters 
of real business generally know how to put the right man in the right place, 
and, if they for once make a mistake, to redress it promptly. On the other hand, 
nothing could be more foreign to the spirit of the Commune than to supersede 
universal suffrage by hierarchical investiture.

It is generally the fate of completely new historical creations to be mistaken 
for the counterparts of older, and even defunct, forms of social life, to which 
they may bear a certain likeness. Thus, this new Commune, which breaks with 
the modern state power, has been mistaken for a reproduction of the medieval 
communes, which first preceded, and afterwards became the substratum 
of, that very state power. The communal constitution has been mistaken for 
an attempt to break up into the federation of small states, as dreamt of by 
Montesquieu and the Girondins,62 that unity of great nations which, if originally 
brought about by political force, has now become a powerful coefficient of 
social production. The antagonism of the Commune against the state power 
has been mistaken for an exaggerated form of the ancient struggle against 
over-centralization. Peculiar historical circumstances may have prevented the 
classical development, as in France, of the bourgeois form of government, and 
may have allowed, as in England, to complete the great central state organs by 
corrupt vestries, jobbing councillors, and ferocious poor-law guardians in the 
towns, and virtually hereditary magistrates in the counties.

The communal constitution would have restored to the social body all 
the forces hitherto absorbed by the state parasite feeding upon, and clogging 
the free movement of, society. By this one act, it would have initiated the 
regeneration of France.

62 The moderate bourgeois revolutionaries of the 1789 Revolution.
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The provincial French middle class saw in the Commune an attempt to 
restore the sway their order had held over the country under Louis Philippe, 
and which, under Louis Napoleon, was supplanted by the pretended rule of 
the country over the towns. In reality, the communal constitution brought 
the rural producers under the intellectual lead of the central towns of their 
districts, and there secured to them, in the working men, the natural trustees 
of their interests. The very existence of the Commune involved, as a matter 
of course, local municipal liberty, but no longer as a check upon the now 
superseded state power. It could only enter into the head of a Bismarck – who, 
when not engaged on his intrigues of blood and iron, always likes to resume 
his old trade, so befitting his mental calibre, of contributor to Kladderadatsch 
(the Berlin Punch) – it could only enter into such a head to ascribe to the 
Paris Commune aspirations after the caricature of the old French municipal 
organization of 1791, the Prussian municipal constitution which degrades the 
town governments to mere secondary wheels in the police machinery of the 
Prussian state. The Commune made that catchword of bourgeois revolutions – 
cheap government – a reality by destroying the two greatest sources of 
expenditure: the standing army and state functionarism. Its very existence 
presupposed the non-existence of monarchy, which, in Europe at least, is 
the normal incumbrance and indispensable cloak of class rule. It supplied the 
republic with the basis of really democratic institutions. But neither cheap 
government nor the ‘true republic’ was its ultimate aim; they were its mere 
concomitants.

The multiplicity of interpretations to which the Commune has been 
subjected, and the multiplicity of interests which construed it in their 
favour, show that it was a thoroughly expansive political form, while all the 
previous forms of government had been emphatically repressive. Its true 
secret was this:

It was essentially a working class government, the product of the struggle 
of the producing against the appropriating class, the political form at last 
discovered under which to work out the economical emancipation of labour.

Except on this last condition, the communal constitution would have been an 
impossibility and a delusion. The political rule of the producer cannot co-exist 
with the perpetuation of his social slavery. The Commune was therefore to 
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serve as a lever for uprooting the economical foundation upon which rests 
the existence of classes, and therefore of class rule. With labour emancipated, 
every man becomes a working man, and productive labour ceases to be a class 
attribute.

It is a strange fact. In spite of all the tall talk and all the immense literature, 
for the last 60 years, about emancipation of labour, no sooner do the working 
men anywhere take the subject into their own hands with a will, than uprises at 
once all the apologetic phraseology of the mouthpieces of present society with 
its two poles of capital and wage slavery (the landlord now is but the sleeping 
partner of the capitalist), as if the capitalist society was still in its purest state 
of virgin innocence, with its antagonisms still undeveloped, with its delusions 
still unexploded, with its prostitute realities not yet laid bare. The Commune, 
they exclaim, intends to abolish property, the basis of all civilization.

Yes, gentlemen, the Commune intended to abolish that class property 
which makes the labour of the many the wealth of the few. It aimed at the 
expropriation of the expropriators. It wanted to make individual property a 
truth by transforming the means of production, land, and capital, now chiefly 
the means of enslaving and exploiting labour, into mere instruments of free 
and associated labour. But this is communism, ‘impossible’ communism! Why, 
those members of the ruling classes who are intelligent enough to perceive the 
impossibility of continuing the present system – and they are many – have 
become the obtrusive and full-mouthed apostles of cooperative production. If 
cooperative production is not to remain a sham and a snare; if it is to supersede 
the capitalist system; if united cooperative societies are to regulate national 
production upon common plan, thus taking it under their own control, and 
putting an end to the constant anarchy and periodical convulsions which are 
the fatality of capitalist production – what else, gentlemen, would it be but 
communism, ‘possible’ communism?

The working class did not expect miracles from the Commune. They have 
no ready-made utopias to introduce par décret du peuple. They know that in 
order to work out their own emancipation, and along with it that higher form 
to which present society is irresistibly tending by its own economical agencies, 
they will have to pass through long struggles, through a series of historic 
processes, transforming circumstances and men. They have no ideals to 
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realize, but to set free the elements of the new society with which old collapsing 
bourgeois society itself is pregnant. In the full consciousness of their historic 
mission, and with the heroic resolve to act up to it, the working class can afford 
to smile at the coarse invective of the gentlemen’s gentlemen with pen and 
inkhorn, and at the didactic patronage of well-wishing bourgeois-doctrinaires, 
pouring forth their ignorant platitudes and sectarian crotchets in the oracular 
tone of scientific infallibility.

When the Paris Commune took the management of the revolution in 
its own hands; when plain working men for the first time dared to infringe 
upon the governmental privilege of their ‘natural superiors,’ and, under 
circumstances of unexampled difficulty, performed it at salaries the highest 
of which barely amounted to one-fifth of what, according to high scientific 
authority,63 is the minimum required for a secretary to a certain metropolitan 
school-board – the old world writhed in convulsions of rage at the sight of 
the Red Flag, the symbol of the Republic of Labour, floating over the Hôtel 
de Ville.

And yet, this was the first revolution in which the working class was 
openly acknowledged as the only class capable of social initiative, even by the 
great bulk of the Paris middle class – shopkeepers, tradesmen, merchants – 
the wealthy capitalist alone excepted. The Commune had saved them by a 
sagacious settlement of that ever recurring cause of dispute among the middle 
class themselves – the debtor and creditor accounts.64 The same portion of 
the middle class, after they had assisted in putting down the working men’s 
insurrection of June 1848, had been at once unceremoniously sacrificed to 
their creditors by the then Constituent Assembly.65 But this was not their only 
motive for now rallying around the working class. They felt there was but one 
alternative – the Commune, or the empire – under whatever name it might 
reappear. The empire had ruined them economically by the havoc it made of 
public wealth, by the wholesale financial swindling it fostered, by the props it 
lent to the artificially accelerated centralization of capital, and the concomitant 

63 Professor Huxley [Note written by Karl Marx].
64 The Commune decreed war debts be repaid over three years, while abolishing interest payments.
65 Much of the lesser and petty bourgeoisie were ruined in 1848 when the Constituent Assembly 

decided against deferring debt repayments during the economic crisis following the revolution.
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expropriation of their own ranks. It had suppressed them politically, it had 
shocked them morally by its orgies, it had insulted their Voltairianism by 
handing over the education of their children to the fréres Ignorantins,66 
it had revolted their national feeling as Frenchmen by precipitating them 
headlong into a war which left only one equivalent for the ruins it made – the 
disappearance of the empire. In fact, after the exodus from Paris of the high 
Bonapartist and capitalist bohème, the true middle class Party of Order came 
out in the shape of the ‘Union Republicaine,’67 enrolling themselves under the 
colours of the Commune and defending it against the wilful misconstructions 
of Thiers. Whether the gratitude of this great body of the middle class will 
stand the present severe trial, time must show.

The Commune was perfectly right in telling the peasants that ‘its victory 
was their only hope.’ Of all the lies hatched at Versailles and re-echoed by 
the glorious European penny-a-liner, one of the most tremendous was that 
the Rurals represented the French peasantry. Think only of the love of the 
French peasant for the men to whom, after 1815, he had to pay the milliard 
indemnity.68 In the eyes of the French peasant, the very existence of a great 
landed proprietor is in itself an encroachment on his conquests of 1789. The 
bourgeois, in 1848, had burdened his plot of land with the additional tax of 
45 cents in the franc; but then he did so in the name of the revolution; while 
now he had fomented a civil war against revolution, to shift on to the peasant’s 
shoulders the chief load of the 5 milliards of indemnity to be paid to the 
Prussian. The Commune, on the other hand, in one of its first proclamations, 
declared that the true originators of the war would be made to pay its cost. 
The Commune would have delivered the peasant of the blood tax – would 
have given him a cheap government – transformed his present blood-suckers, 
the notary, advocate, executor, and other judicial vampires, into salaried 
communal agents, elected by, and responsible to, himself. It would have freed 
him of the tyranny of the garde champêtre [field warden], the gendarme, and 

66 Sarcastic reference to the largely religious teaching of a real clerical order, so-nicknamed for their 
exclusion of theologically trained brothers.

67 An association of petty bourgeois delegates opposing the Versailles government and supporting the 
Commune.

68 Compensation to landowners expropriated during the French Revolution.
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the prefect; would have put enlightenment by the schoolmaster in the place 
of stultification by the priest. And the French peasant is, above all, a man of 
reckoning. He would find it extremely reasonable that the pay of the priest, 
instead of being extorted by the tax-gatherer, should only depend upon the 
spontaneous action of the parishioners’ religious instinct. Such were the great 
immediate boons which the rule of the Commune – and that rule alone – held 
out to the French peasantry. It is, therefore, quite superfluous here to expatiate 
upon the more complicated but vital problems which the Commune alone was 
able, and at the same time compelled, to solve in favour of the peasant – viz., the 
hypothecary debt, lying like an incubus upon his parcel of soil, the prolétariat 
foncier (the rural proletariat), daily growing upon it, and his expropriation 
from it enforced, at a more and more rapid rate, by the very development of 
modern agriculture and the competition of capitalist farming.

The French peasant had elected Louis Bonaparte president of the Republic; 
but the Party of Order created the empire. What the French peasant really 
wants he commenced to show in 1849 and 1850, by opposing his maire to 
the government’s prefect, his school-master to the government’s priest, and 
himself to the government’s gendarme. All the laws made by the Party of Order 
in January and February 1850 were avowed measures of repression against the 
peasant. The peasant was a Bonapartist, because the Great Revolution, with 
all its benefits to him, was, in his eyes, personified in Napoleon. This delusion, 
rapidly breaking down under the Second Empire (and in its very nature 
hostile to the Rurals), this prejudice of the past, how could it have withstood 
the appeal of the Commune to the living interests and urgent wants of the 
peasantry?

The Rurals – this was, in fact, their chief apprehension – knew that 3 months’ 
free communication of Communal Paris with the provinces would bring 
about a general rising of the peasants, and hence their anxiety to establish 
a police blockade around Paris, so as to stop the spread of the rinderpest 
[cattle plague].

If the Commune was thus the true representative of all the healthy 
elements of French society, and therefore the truly national government, it 
was, at the same time, as a working men’s government, as the bold champion 
of the emancipation of labour, emphatically international. Within sight of 
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that Prussian army, that had annexed to Germany two French provinces, the 
Commune annexed to France the working people all over the world.

The Second Empire had been the jubilee of cosmopolitan blackleggism, 
the rakes of all countries rushing in at its call for a share in its orgies and 
in the plunder of the French people. Even at this moment, the right hand of 
Thiers is Ganessco, the foul Wallachian, and his left hand is Markovsky, the 
Russian spy. The Commune admitted all foreigners to the honour of dying for 
an immortal cause. Between the foreign war lost by their treason, and the civil 
war fomented by their conspiracy with the foreign invader, the bourgeoisie 
had found the time to display their patriotism by organizing police hunts upon 
the Germans in France. The Commune made a German working man [Leo 
Frankel] its Minister of Labour. Thiers, the bourgeoisie, the Second Empire, 
had continually deluded Poland by loud professions of sympathy, while in 
reality betraying her to, and doing the dirty work of, Russia. The Commune 
honoured the heroic sons of Poland [J. Dabrowski and W. Wróblewski] by 
placing them at the head of the defenders of Paris. And, to broadly mark the new 
era of history it was conscious of initiating, under the eyes of the conquering 
Prussians on one side, and the Bonapartist army, led by Bonapartist generals, 
on the other, the Commune pulled down that colossal symbol of martial glory, 
the Vendôme Column.69

The great social measure of the Commune was its own working existence. 
Its special measures could but betoken the tendency of a government of the 
people by the people. Such were the abolition of the nightwork of journeymen 
bakers; the prohibition, under penalty, of the employers’ practice to reduce 
wages by levying upon their workpeople fines under manifold pretexts – a 
process in which the employer combines in his own person the parts of 
legislator, judge, and executor, and filches the money to boot. Another measure 
of this class was the surrender to associations of workmen, under reserve 
of compensation, of all closed workshops and factories, no matter whether 
the respective capitalists had absconded or preferred to strike work. [...] 
The Commune did not pretend to infallibility, the invariable attribute of all 
governments of the old stamp. It published its doings and sayings, it initiated 

69 Monument to Napoleon Bonaparte’s victories, restored after suppression of the Commune.
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the public into all its shortcomings. [...] Wonderful, indeed, was the change 
the Commune had wrought in Paris! No longer any trace of the meretricious 
Paris of the Second Empire! No longer was Paris the rendezvous of British 
landlords, Irish absentees, American ex-slaveholders and shoddy men, Russian 
ex-serfowners, and Wallachian boyards. No more corpses at the morgue, no 
nocturnal burglaries, scarcely any robberies; in fact, for the first time since 
the days of February 1848, the streets of Paris were safe, and that without any 
police of any kind.

‘We,’ said a member of the Commune, ‘hear no longer of assassination, 
theft, and personal assault; it seems indeed as if the police had dragged along 
with it to Versailles all its Conservative friends.’

The cocottes [prostitutes] had refound the scent of their protectors – the 
absconding men of family, religion, and, above all, of property. In their stead, 
the real women of Paris showed again at the surface – heroic, noble, and 
devoted, like the women of antiquity. Working, thinking, fighting, bleeding 
Paris – almost forgetful, in its incubation of a new society, of the Cannibals at 
its gates – radiant in the enthusiasm of its historic initiative! [...]

After Whit-Sunday, 1871, there can be neither peace nor truce possible 
between the working men of France and the appropriators of their produce. 
The iron hand of a mercenary soldiery may keep for a time both classes tied 
down in common oppression. But the battle must break out again and again 
in ever-growing dimensions, and there can be no doubt as to who will be the 
victor in the end – the appropriating few, or the immense working majority. 
And the French working class is only the advanced guard of the modern 
proletariat. [...]

The police-tinged bourgeois mind naturally figures to itself the International 
Working Men’s Association as acting in the manner of a secret conspiracy, its 
central body ordering, from time to time, explosions in different countries. 
Our Association is, in fact, nothing but the international bond between the 
most advanced working men in the various countries of the civilized world. 
Wherever, in whatever shape, and under whatever conditions the class struggle 
obtains any consistency, it is but natural that members of our Association, 
should stand in the foreground. The soil out of which it grows is modern 
society itself. It cannot be stamped out by any amount of carnage. To stamp it 
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out, the governments would have to stamp out the despotism of capital over 
labour – the condition of their own parasitical existence.

Working men’s Paris, with its Commune, will be forever celebrated as the 
glorious harbinger of a new society. Its martyrs are enshrined in the great 
heart of the working class. Its exterminators history has already nailed to 
that eternal pillory from which all the prayers of their priest will not avail to 
redeem them.
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of the assassination— Rÿsakov, Zhelyabov, Mikhailov, Kibal
chich, and Sof'ya Perovskaya— were hanged (Hryniewiecki 
was killed by his own bomb). During the hearing only 
Rÿsakov— a youth aged nineteen— broke down. The coura
geous behaviour of the rest— especially the fortitude of 
Zhelyabov and Perovskaya— amazed the judges and gained 
the admiration of the entire world.
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4. The Privilege o f Backwardness

‘The Will of the People’ had been defeated, but for the 
Russian revolutionaries there was no return to their former, 
always more apparent than real, ‘apoliticism’ . The last 
bulwark of the orthodox ‘apolitical’ narodnichestuo— Plek- 
hanov’s organization ‘Black Repartition’— had ceased to exist 
already in 1881 ; soon after its former members adopted the 
social-democratic standpoint and created in exile, in 1883, 
the first Marxist organization in the Russian revolutionary 
movement— the ‘Emancipation of Labour’ group. By the 
same year Plekhanov had published his first Marxist book, 
entitled Socialism and Political Struggle, in which he tried to 
prove that social revolution in Russia must and should be 
preceded by political revolution. Thus, at the beginning of 
the eighties the idea of ‘political struggle’ had been accepted 
by all the currents of the Russian revolutionary movement. 
Another dispute arose instead: a dispute over the inter
pretation of ‘political struggle’ and over the time-table of the 
two revolutions— the ‘political* and the ‘social’. Plekhanov’s 
group upheld the view that the overthrow of absolutism 
would be of necessity a bourgeois revolution and that it should 
be separated from the future social revolution by a period 
of time sufficiently long to ensure the full development of 
Russian capitalism. The survivors of the ‘Will of the People’ 
set against this the view that political revolution in Russia
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would be the first step of social revolution and that the foun
dations of socialism could be laid in Russia immediately 
after the overthrow of Tsarist absolutism.

It does not mean, however, that the old Populist ‘apoliti- 
cism’ completely disappeared from the historical scene. 
Revolutionary Populism had become politically orientated, 
but apart from it there existed also a social-reformist current 
of Populism, and for this current the eighties were not a 
period of crisis but, on the contrary, the period of its fullest 
bloom. The Russian students of Populism used, and still 
use, to call this current ‘the liberal Populism’, this name, 
however, is inappropriate both from political and economic 
points of view; it seems much better to define it as a 
‘legal’, non-revolutionary Populism. The representatives of 
this current, being ‘apolitical’ in a much more literal sense than 
the revolutionaries, were by no means advocates of the liberal 
parliamentary system; liberalism in political economy was 
for them a real bugbear, a synonym of the most ruthless 
capitalist exploitation which they fought in the name of the 
interest of the people, not differing in this respect from 
revolutionary Populists.1 They were ‘liberals’ only in the 
very broad and specifically Russian sense of this word— in 
the sense of hoping for a non-revolutionary progress by 
means of social reforms from above. In the seventies the 
most characteristic representative of this current was 
Grigori! Eliseev who treated Ricardo and Malthus as two 
main pillars of the new slavery and who saw in Russian 
autocracy a much superior political form to the parliament
ary systems of the West.2 Russian autocracy, he thought, 
was not bound up with the class interests of bourgeoisie, its 
true interests coincided with the interests of the Russian 
people, what had been proved by the emancipation and

1 This was acknowledged by N . K . K arataev who wrote: ‘T h e liberal Popu
lists also belonged to the democratic cam p.’ There was a ‘class difference* 
between their economic programme and the programme o f the liberals 
(Karataev, op. c it ,  p. io).

2 Gf. his article ‘Plutocracy and its Social Base*. (See p. 87, n. 2.)
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enfranchisement of the peasants; in accordance with this 
view he tried to persuade the Tsarist government that it was 
necessary to engage the power of the State in the struggle 
against Russian capitalism, and in doing this he made the 
fullest possible use of Marx’s description of the atrocities 
of primitive accumulation and industrial revolution in 
England. Mikhaïlovskiï, who was the closest and lifelong 
friend of Eliseev, also belonged to this current: in spite of 
his sympathy and admiration for the revolutionaries, he 
personally did riot believe in the victory of revolution and 
therefore had to appeal to the Tsarist government, trying in 
vain to convince the ruling élite of the necessity of defending 
Russian peasant communes against the inroad of capital
ism.1 He was, however, not a typical representative of legal 
Populism: his significance was much greater since he was a 
theoretician who formulated the most general ideals of 
Populism, a thinker whose ideas could be shared, and were 
often shared, by revolutionary and non-revolutionary Popu
lists alike. The central figure among the legal, social-reformist 
Populism was certainly V. P. Vorontsov, who wrote under 
the initials V. V. His book The Fates of Capitalism in Russia 
(1882) was the most ambitious attempt to analyse the 
specific features of Russian capitalism and, at the same time, 
the most elaborated and original theoretical argumentation 
for the possibility and necessity of a non-capitalist develop
ment of Russia.

Vorontsov’s theories should be placed, of course, within 
the context of the economic views of the earlier Populist 
writers. Strictly speaking it would be proper to begin with 
Chernÿshevskiï’s criticism of the epigones of economic 
liberalism and with the outline of his ‘political economy of

1 There was, however, a considerable difference between Eliseev’s and M ik- 
haflovskifs views. T h e  former considered autocracy to be much better than a  
parliamentary system whereas the latter, in his P o litica l Letters o f  a Socia list, 
espoused the cause of political freedom. Later, in the nineties, Mikhaïlovskiï 
cut himself off from Vorontsov, thus protesting against the latter’s acceptance of 

Russian absolutism.
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the working masses’ ; such a task, however, would lead us 
too far beyond the scope of the present study. Therefore, in 
order to avoid unnecessary digressions, we shall confine 
ourselves to a short presentation of the views of V . Bervi- 
Flerovskii, the most important economic publicist among 
the Populist writers of the seventies.

According to Marx, Flerovskil’s book The Situation of the 
Working Class in Russia (1869) was the most important book 
of this kind since Engels’s work on the condition of the 
working class in England; it was ‘the first work to tell 
the truth about Russian economic conditions’ .1 By ‘working 
class’ Flerovsku meant both the urban and the rural workers, 
both proletarians and small proprietors, in a word ‘the 
working people’ as a whole. Unlike many other Populists, 
he did not idealize the economic conditions of the 
Russian peasants and artisans; on the contrary, he gave a 
terrifying picture of their growing destitution, of their 
increasing dependence on kulaks and speculators, and of 
their inability to cope with the financial burdens imposed on

no CLASSICAL POPULISM AND ITS PREDICAMENTS

1 K . M arx and F. Engels, Correspondence 18 46-18 95. A  Selection w ith Com 
mentary and N otes, trans. by Dona Torr, London 1936, pp. 282-3 (M arx’s 
letter to Engels o f 10 February 1870). M arx wrote: ‘T h e man [Flerovskil] 
is a determined enemy o f what he calls “ Russian optimism” . I never held very  
rosy views o f this communistic Eldorado, but Flerovskil surpasses all expecta
tions. . . .  A  glowing hatred o f landlords, capitalists, and officials. N o  socialist 
doctrine, no mysticism about the land (although in favour o f the communal 
form of ownership), no nihilistic extravagance. Here and there a certain 
amount of well-meaning twaddle, which, however, is suited to the stage o f  
development reached by the people for whom the book is intended. In any  
case this is the most important book which has appeared since your Condition o f  
the W orking C lass. T h e family life o f the Russian peasants— the awful beating 
to death of wives, the vodka and the concubines— is also well described. It will 
therefore come quite opportunely if you would now send me the imaginative 
lies of Citizen Herzen.’

However, this opinion was expressed by M arx on the basis of the first 150 
pages only o f Flerovskii’s book (cf. ibid.: T  have read the first 150 pages o f  
Flerovskiï’s book’). And we should remember that Flerovskii’s Populism found 
its best and most characteristic expression not in the descriptive part o f his 
book but in the last chapter o f it (reprinted in Karataev, op. cit., pp. 192-219). 
I f  M arx had read this chapter before expressing his above quoted opinion on 
Flerovskiï’s book, this opinion, very probably, would have been much less 
favourable.
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them by the State; he went so far as to proclaim that the 
situation of the ‘working class’ in Russia was, in fact, much 
worse than that of the proletariat in the West. Nevertheless, 
he remained a true Populist, since the main reason of this 
was seen by him not in the backwardness of Russia but in 
the defection from her traditional, national principles, in 
the blind imitation of the Western ways in the economic 
and social sphere. In the West— he argued— there are two 
main forms of agricultural production: the large and the 
middle-size estates, cultivated by tenants or by hirelings, 
and the small parcels, owned and cultivated by individual 
peasants. Both forms have their advantages and disadvant
ages, the latter, however, decisively predominate. The first 
form— the large and middle-size estates— brings about a low 
level of productivity and a catastrophic situation of agricul
tural workers. Small individual parcels are much better since 
‘the possession of the land by those who cultivate it is the 
pre-condition of the normal relationship between the workers 
and the land’ .1 But this form of agriculture, characteristic of 
France, has also many negative sides. A  small individual 
proprietor is a privileged worker, always ready to exploit 
others;2 he is greedy, individualistic, and anti-social, hostile 
to the spirit of solidarity and co-operation; finally, small 
landed property entails never-ending subdivisions of land, 
very detrimental from the point of view of economic effi
ciency. In the Russian peasant commune Flerovskiï saw the 
third and the best form of agriculture, making possible to 
combine the advantages and to eliminate the disadvantages 
of the first two.3 For the low level of productivity of the 
communes only the external circumstances account: if the

1 V . Bervi-Flerovskiï, Izbrannÿe ékonom icheskie proizvedeniya, Moscow 1958, 

vol. i, p. 608.
2 Ibid., p. 593.
3 It is interesting to observe that the same argument in favour of the peasant 

commune had been developed as early as 1849 by the Slavophile thinker, 
A . S. Khom yakov. Cf. A . S. Khom yakov, ‘O  selskoi obshchine. Otvetnoe  
pis'm o k priyatelyu’, Polnoe sobranie sochifkn ii, 4th ed., vol. iii, Moscow 1914, 

pp. 459-68.
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State lessened its financial demands, first of all if it cancelled 
the redemption payments, if the principle of the communal 
ownership of the land was made universal in Russia, that is if 
the estates of the gentry became the property of the peasant 
communes, in a word, if the external obstacles were removed, 
the productivity of Russian agriculture would rapidly in
crease and the economic advantages of the peasant commune 
would become evident. It should be stressed that, in con
trast with the conceptions of Lavrov, Flerovskil did not 
postulate the transition from collective ownership of the 
land to collective cultivation of it; on the contrary, he 
highly appreciated the peasant commune on the ground 
that it allegedly combined the rational, egalitarian distri
bution of land with the full independence of individual 
peasants on their temporarily owned plots. The communal 
principles were sharply contrasted by him with ‘communism’, 
which he conceived as tantamount to the total subordina
tion and engulfment of the individual; latifundia, collec
tively cultivated by hired labour, were, in his eyes, much 
closer to communism than the peasant communes. In his 
protest against the ‘socialized labour’, in his stress on the 
economic independence of individual peasants, he has come 
very near to the ‘sociological romanticism’ of Mikhailovskii.

In contradistinction to Vorontsov, Flerovskil was directly 
and closely connected with the revolutionary milieu; his 
book The Alphabet of Social Science (1871) was written at the 
request of the Dolgushinists; his pamphlet How One Must 
Live According to the Laws of Nature and Truth (published 
secretly in a clandestine press) summoned the peasants to 
fight against their landlords; during his first exile he did not 
refrain even from engaging himself in a direct revolutionary 
activity among the peasants. As we see, he was by no means 
a ‘legal’, non-revolutionary Populist. At the same time, 
however, his Populist indifferentism towards ‘political forms’ 
made it possible for him to, appeal to the authority of the 
existing State and to assume that ‘political revolution’ was
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unnecessary in Russia; moreover, he appealed even to the 
landed gentry showing them how to fraternize with, and to 
work for the benefit of, the people, without giving up their 
position of landlords.1 These appeals stemmed from his con
viction that embarking on the non-capitalist way of develop
ment was desirable for the Russian nation as a whole, that 
it was, indeed, the only means of avoiding a nation-wide 
catastrophe. His socialistic programme— peasant communes 
in agriculture, workers’ artel's in industry— was bound up 
with a nationalistic motivation; it was propagated not only 
in the name of social justice but also, if not first of all, as a 
means of raising the Russian nation from humiliation (the 
defeat suffered in the Crimean war) and poverty, as a way 
to overtake and outstrip the West.

When I think about our political and social situation [wrote 
Flerovskii] when I observe how we tail away after the European 
civilization and when I compare us with the Persians who, just 
as we, had had a great State and nevertheless had perished be
cause of their tailing away after the ancient civilization, it comes 
to my mind that the only way out for us is the realization of the 
great idea, an idea which no other nation as yet ever tried to put 
into practice.2

Avoiding the unprintable word ‘socialism’, Flerovskii defined 
this ‘great idea’ as introducing a social system based upon 
nation-wide solidarity and co-operation, excluding the class 
war with which the West is being tom. Liquidation of 
poverty and social antagonisms would give Russia a tremen
dous advantage over Western Europe; in this way the 
Russian nation could play ‘a great and glorious part’ in 
universal history, ‘standing in the van of civilization and 
being the leader of mankind’.3

This characteristic motif of ‘overtaking and outstripping 
the West’ is to be found also in the writings of Vorontsov. 
The main difference between Flerovskii and Vorontsov was

1 Cf. Flerovskii, Izbrann}e ékonom icheskie proizvedeniya, vol. i, pp. 612 -13.
* Ibid., p. 589. 3 Ibid., p. 566.
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the latter’s much better understanding of the necessity of 
industrialization. It was by no means something completely 
new in the Populist thought; thus, for instance, Lavrov’s 
émigré journal Forward stated explicity that hostility towards 
capitalism did not amount to hostility towards industrializa
tion: large-scale industry is nowadays a prerequisite of 
civilization, but it can and should be based upon socialist 
principles.1 A. Gerschenkron, a well-known specialist in the 
field of economic backwardness, described Russian Popu
lism as a manifestation of ‘the specific Weltanschauung of 
Russian intellectuals, with its deep and immediate concern 
for the welfare of the peasantry and its unwillingness to accept 
industrialization’ ;2 the present author feels this generaliza
tion to be rather one-sided, fitting very well to the Populist 
‘economic romanticism’ but disregarding the elements of 
modern socialism which (as, for instance, in Lavrov) were 
also inherent in the Populist thought. The position of the 
Populist economists of the eighties was characterized not 
so much by opposition to industrialization as such, but 
rather by a search for a distinctive, non-capitalist model of 
industrialization, a model which would take account of the 
interests of peasantry and of the specific features of the 
economic situation of Russia as a backward agrarian country 
in co-existence with the developed capitalist countries. In this 
respect the ideas of Vorontsov seem to be of particular interest.

The party of the people [wrote Vorontsov] would have 
gained a great deal in practical respects if the duality that split 
its view of the world had been eliminated, if its faith in the via
bility of popular principles had been united with a conviction 
of the historical impossibility of the development of capitalist 
production in Russia. Such a conviction can stem from our 
generalizations (if only they are true) .3

1 Cf. ‘Ocherki uspekhov ékonomicheskoï éksploatatsii v  Rossii za poslednie 
godÿ’, Vperëd, no. 5, London 1877. Reprinted in Karataev, op. cit., pp. 284-5.

2 A. Gerschenkron, Econom ic Backwardness in H istorical Perspective, N ew  Y o r k -  
W ashington-London 1965, p. 186.

3 V . V[orontsov], S u d 'by kapitalizm a v R ossii, Spb. 1882, p. 4 (the essential 
parts o f Vorontsov’s book are reprinted in Karataev, op. cit.).
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This quotation sums up the main ideological intention of 
The Fates of Capitalism in Russia. The Populist thinkers of the 
seventies were deeply imbued with a pessimistic conviction 
that time was against them, that the so-called ‘objective 
course of events’— the automatism of economic development 
— pushed their country to follow the capitalist path. Mikhaï- 
lovskii, for instance, called in question not the existence of 
an ‘objective course of events’ but only its inevitability; he 
opposed it in the name of his ‘subjective’, moral postulates, 
but he conceded that the chances of a successful realization 
of these postulates were diminishing with the passage of time. 
Among the revolutionaries this ‘duality in the view of the 
world’ was expressed with particular force by Tkachëv who 
proclaimed that the whole future of Russia depends on what 
is to come first— the socialist revolution or the formation and 
stabilization of Russian capitalism. The book of Vorontsov 
was to provide arguments for a more optimistic conception, 
claiming that the ‘objective course of events’ was not at 
all a sworn ally of Russian bourgeoisie. This optimism, 
though, was only partial and did not lead to quietism: 
Vorontsov argued that capitalism as the prevailing form 
of production was impossible in Russia, but he did not 
forejudge the fate of Russian capitalism as a form of exploitation 
of the masses.

Vorontsov’s belief in the ultimate failure of Russian 
capitalist industrialization was grounded on his analysis of 
the international conditions in which Russian capitalism was 
born. He wrote :

The historical peculiarity of our large-scale industry consists 
in the circumstance that it must grow up when the other coun
tries have already achieved a high level of development. It entails 
a two-fold result: firstly, our industry can utilize all the forms 
which have been created in the West, and, therefore, can de
velop very rapidly, without passing at a snail’s pace through all 
the successive stages; secondly, it must compete with the more 
experienced, highly industrialized countries, and the competition
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with such rivals can choke the weak sparks of our scarcely awaken
ing capitalism.1

The general conclusion sounded very optimistic :

The countries which are latecomers to the arena of history 
have a great privilege in comparison with their foregoers, a 
privilege consisting in the fact that accumulated historical ex
perience of other countries enables them to work out a relatively 
true image of their own next step and to strive for what the others 
have already achieved not instinctively but consciously, not 
groping in the dark but knowing what should be avoided on the 
way. To these peculiarly privileged countries belongs also 
Russia.2

The idea that backwardness can be a kind of historical 
privilege was proclaimed in Russia already by Herzen, 
himself inspired by Chaadaev,3 and, also, by Chernÿshevskiï,

1 V.V.[orontsov], op. cit., p. 14.
2 Ibid., p. 13.
3 Chaadaev, as we know, conceived o f this ‘privilege* in terms o f ‘freedom  

from the burden o f the past*. T h e  Western nations, he thought, are shackled 
by their magnificent history; they are straining under the burden o f their past 
and have no freedom in choosing their future. In Russia the situation is quite 
different and much more advantageous for an enlightened absolute monarch: 
‘it is sufficient to reveal the imperious sovereign will and all opinions at once 
give w ay to it, all convictions hum bly yield themselves to it and all minds are 
ready to accept new ideas.* Thus, Russia is in a position to learn from the 
experience of the West and create her own future in accordance with ‘enlight
ened reason and conscious will*. This particular privilege o f the ‘lack o f  
history* justifies the belief that Russia is destined ‘to bring solutions to the most 
important social problems, to accomplish the realization of ideals which had  
emerged in older societies, and to give the answer to the most important o f the 
questions which are engaging now the attention of mankind*. (P. Chaadaev, 
‘Apologie d ’un fou*, in Sochineniya i  p is 'ma, vol. i, Moscow 1913.)

In Herzen’s interpretation, ‘freedom from the burden o f the past’ was 
regarded as being advantageous to the revolutionaries, and not to an enlightened 
absolutism. It was, according to him, a guarantee that the Russians, in con
trast to the Europeans, were able to achieve a real, radical break with the ‘old 
world*. T h e  thinking Russians, he argued, who are forcibly divorced from the 
Russian past and have received a cosmopolitan humanistic education which  
has estranged them from the social reality o f Russia’s present, are the most 
independent people in the world. Nothing can restrain them : ‘W e are indepen
dent, because we possess nothing. There are literally no demands upon our 
affections. All our memories are tinged with bitterness and resentment. . .  . W e  
bow to brute force: we are slaves because we have no w ay o f freeing our
selves: but whatever happens, we shall accept nothing from the enemy camp.*
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who expressed it in the following aphoristic saying: ‘History 
is like a grandmother; it loves the younger grandchildren. 
To the latecomers (tarde venientibus) it gives not the bones 
(ossa) but the marrow of the bones (medullam ossium), 
while Western Europe had hurt her fingers badly in her 
attempts to break the bones.’ 1 We find an extreme formu
lation of the same idea in the proclamation To the Toung 
Generation (1861),2 written by Shelgunov and Mikhailov and 
being one of the earliest documents of revolutionary Popu
lism: ‘We are a belated nation and precisely in this consists 
our salvation.’ Vorontsov, thus, had behind him a certain 
tradition to lean on. What distinguished him from his 
predecessors (with the exception, to some extent, of Ghemÿ- 
shevskii) was the shift of emphasis to the purely economic 
aspect of the problem, the idea that the ‘privilege of back
wardness’ could be utilized to accelerate the process of 
industrialization.

The disadvantages of competing with more developed 
countries were seen by Vorontsov as unremovable obstacles 
on the way of the capitalist development of Russia. Russian 
capitalism, he argued, has no external markets and, at the 
same time, cannot produce for internal market since its own 
development, by bringing to ruin peasants and artisans, 
restricts more and more the purchasing power of the 
population. Thus, capitalist large-scale industry in Russia, 
having a ready-made, modern technology but devoid of 
markets, can develop intensively, i.e. by increasing the pro
ductivity and (by the same token) the exploitation of labour, 
being unable, at the same time, to develop extensively, i.e. 
to give employment to the increasingly growing number of

(A. Herzen, From  the O ther Shore and T he Russian People and Socialism , London  

1956, pp. 199-200.)
For an analysis o f Herzen’s ideas from the point o f view of economic develop

ment, see Gerschenkron, op. cit., pp. 16 7-71.
1 Chem ÿshevskil, Polnoe sobranie sochineniiy vol. v, p. 387 (criticism o f philo

sophical prejudices against communal ownership of the land). Quoted in the 
translation in Gerschenkron, op. cit., p. 173.

2 Reprinted in Karataev, op. cit., pp. 83-98.
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workers; it can create small islands of modern production 
which would be able to satisfy the wants of the upper classes, 
but it cannot become a prevailing, nation-wide form of 
production ; it can exploit the masses and bring to ruin many 
independent small producers, but is unable to give them 
employment and thus become for them a school of the 
higher, ‘socialized’ methods of work. In Western Europe 
capitalism was historically necessary and progressive as a form 
of ‘socialization of labour’ ; in Russia, and in the backward 
countries in general, it can be only a form of exploitation, 
a ‘usurper’, an abortive enterprise, an ‘illegitimate child of 
history’ . Russian Government, having identified indus
trialization as such with the capitalist industrialization, makes 
every effort to support capitalism artificially, implants and 
lavishly subsidizes it, treats it with kid gloves— the result of 
these efforts, however, resembles rather ‘a play at capitalism*, 
‘a parody of capitalism’. Russian capitalists themselves feel a 
need to explain somehow their obvious lack of success; since 
such an explanation would have been impossible without 
finding out a scapegoat to be blamed, they found an appro
priate scapegoat in the peasant commune.

Russian agriculture was, in the eyes of Vorontsov, another 
proof of the general failure of Russian capitalism. Moreover, 
he claimed even that in all European countries, with the 
only exception of England, capitalist methods of production 
were increasingly receding (to understand properly the 
meaning of this assertion one should realize that the essence 
of capitalism in agriculture was seen by Vorontsov in the 
large-scale farming, presupposing the expropriation of the 
smallholders ; if the small agricultural producers have not been 
divorced from the land, their production, according to this 
criterion, was not capitalist, even if it was a highly developed 
commodity production, destined for, and dependent on, the 
capitalist market).1 The drop in the productivity of the land

1 Thus, Vorontsov’s assertion simply meant that the European peasants had  
proved capable o f defending themselves against the allegedly inevitable process
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and the increasing disintegration of the peasant commune 
were seen by him as a result of the absurd financial policy 
of the Government, flogging the peasants in order to force 
them to sell their livestock and seed corn, that is to destroy 
the productive forces; in such conditions, argued Vorontsov, 
all the advantages of the village commune disappear and 
what remains are only the disadvantages of belonging to an 
‘association5 in the administrative sense of this word, among 
them, first of all, the notorious collective responsibility for the 
ruthlessly levied taxes and redemption payments. In spite 
of this, however, the peasants engaged in a fight for the 
preservation of their economic independence and began even 
to win it, although at the cost of the maximum restriction 
of their own consumption; the owners of great estates, being 
tempted by high rents, bringing more profit than cultivation 
of manorial land by means of hired labour, become more 
and more inclined to put their land out to lease and thereby 
to renounce the reins of agriculture in favour of peasant 
tenants. Thus— concluded Vorontsov, using the terminology 
of Mikhaïlovskiï— the Russian peasants have defended the 
higher type of agriculture and it is not their fault that this 
victory has been won at the cost of a considerable lowering of 
the level of development.1

The alternative for capitalism in Russia was seen by Voron
tsov in the industrialization initiated and controlled by the 
State. The Government, according to this conception, should 
nationalize the large-scale industry and stimulate the gradual 
transfer of small enterprises to the workers’ artel's, whose 
activity could be controlled and directed by means of in
direct methods; the handicraftsmen and home-workers 
should be encouraged to organize themselves into co
operatives, which would be helped by the Government by 
ensuring the supply of raw materials and the outlets for their
o f the concentration o f agricultural production and landed property. And we 
should concede that in claiming this he was essentially right. Cf. D . M itrany, 

M arx against the Peasant, London 1952, pp. 25-8.
1 V . V[orontsov], op. cit., p. 290.
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products. Similar help should be rendered to the peasant 
communes. As we see, Vorontsov expected that non-capitalist 
industrialization would be less painful, more humane 
than the capitalist variety, that it would save the Russian 
peasants and handicraftsmen from the atrocities of ‘primitive 
accumulation’. It would be erroneous, however, to conclude 
from this that he wished to eternalize the existence of small 
independent producers as such— he wished only to give them 
the possibility of a smooth and painless transition to the 
‘socialized form of labour*. He was only partially a disciple 
of Mikhailovskil— he could not espouse the ideal of non- 
divided, non-socialized labour since he had learned a great 
deal from Marx, whom he often quoted in his book. The 
‘socialization of labour’ was for him— in contrast with Mik- 
haïlovskiï— a mark of progress and a necessity of economic 
development. In historical development of economic re
lationships he saw the following three stages: (i) the pre
industrial ‘popular production’, (2) the ‘socialization of 
labour’ in the process of industrialization, and, finally (3) the 
socialized ‘popular production’, i.e. socialism (the word 
‘socialism’ was avoided for the sake of Tsarist censorship).1 
Non-capitalist industrialization under the auspices of the 
State was presented in this conception as the only means of 
overcoming economic backwardness and, at the same time, 
as the shortest and, in a sense, ‘privileged’ way to the highest 
stage of economic development. The conclusion concerning 
Russia ran as follows:

Let us hope that it will fall to the lot of Russia to serve them 
(the Western workers) as an example in their attempts to re
organize the social system; let us hope that the mission of Russia 
consists in the realization of equality and fraternity, although 
she is not destined to fight for freedom.2

Vorontsov’s hope that Russia— the Tsarist Russia— could 
embark on the socialist road stemmed from his conviction 
that industrialization was an objective necessity for the 

1 V . V[orontsov], op. cit., p. 16. 2 Ibid., p. 124.
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Russian State and that it could not be achieved by means 
of capitalist methods : ‘following the capitalist path’, he wrote, 
‘we will never create a highly developed large-scale industry’.1 
This assertion was deduced by him from a more general 
thesis, concerning the peculiarity of economic backwardness 
as such : ‘the more belated is the process of industrialization, 
the more difficult it is to carry it on along the capitalist 
lines’ .2 Only the State is an institution which can invest 
capital not for the sake of profit but for the sake of social 
welfare; only an industrialization by means of socialist 
planning through the agencies of the Government can ensure 
the economic independence of Russia and protect her from 
being exploited by the more developed capitalist countries; 
only the non-capitalist way of development will enable 
Russian industry to compete with its Western rivals and to 
secure necessary outlets for its products— to oust England 
from Asiatic markets and to defeat America in the corn trade.

Similar conclusions were drawn by N. Danielson (pen- 
name: Nikolaï-on), the translator of Marx’s Capital, who 
since 1868 corresponded with Marx and Engels, providing 
them with the first-hand information about economic de
velopment in Russia. He considered himself to be a Marxist 
and this claim was by no means totally baseless. His main 
book— Outlines of our Social Economy after the Enfranchisement of 
Peasants (1893)— was written at the suggestion of Marx who 
had strongly insisted that the data on the development of 
Russian economy which he had received in Danielson’s 
letters should have been presented and analysed in the press.3 
Having been encouraged by Marx, Danielson published 
in the Russian periodical The Word (1880) a long article, 
containing all his basic ideas and being the first chapter of 
his book. It should be noted that this article was highly 
appreciated by Marx, who saw in it a confirmation of his

1 Ibid., p. 63. 2 Ibid., p. 15.
3 A t  the same time M arx authorized Danielson to quote in the press from his 

correspondence with him. Cf. Istoriya russkot ékonom icheskoï m ysli, vol. ii, part 2, 
edited b y  A . I. Pashkov and N . A . Tsagolov, Moscow i960, p. 322.
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views of the social effects of the capitalist development. In 
a letter to Danielson (19 February 1881) he wrote:

I have read with the greatest pleasure your article, which is in 
the best sense of the word ‘original’. Hence the boycotting— if 
you break through the webs of routine thought, you are always 
sure to be ‘boycotted’ in the first instance; it is the only arm 
of defense which in their perplexity the routiniers know how to 
wield. I have been ‘boycotted’ in Germany for many, many years, 
and am still so in England, with that little variation that from 
time to time something so absurd and asinine is launched against 
me that I would blush to take any public notice of it. But try on !!

This appreciation of Danielson’s article should not sur
prise us. Danielson’s image of capitalism was moulded under 
the decisive influence of Marx; the author of Capital, for his 
part, was delighted to see that the growth of Russian capital
ism, as described by Danielson, gave lie to petty-bourgeois 
illusions of a smooth and mild economic development. Not 
without a certain satisfaction did he predict that things 
would go from bad to worse, that the economic processes, 
analysed by his Russian correspondent, were paving the way 
for a famine-year in Russia;1 2 he saw in it a corroboration of 
his theoretical views of the regularities of the capitalist 
development : ‘This is a bleeding process, with a vengeance ! 
The famine years are pressing each other and in dimensions 
till now not yet suspected in Europe !’3

Danielson, who was, of course, deeply impressed by this 
diagnosis, used it as an argument against the flat optimism 
of Russian liberals who saw capitalist progress as a panacea 
for all the social maladies of their country. In the nineties 
he felt himself confirmed in his views by the fact that Marx’s 
gloomy prediction had materialized in Russia in 1891. 
The ‘legal Marxists’ interpreted the great famine of this 
year as a result of Russian economic backwardness, against 
which the only remedy was seen by them to be rapid

1 K . M arx and F. Engels, Correspondence i8^&~i8g^  (cited ed.), p. 383.
2 Ibid., p. 384. 3 ibid., p. 386.
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capitalist progress; Danielson saw it as a result of Russia’s 
embarking on the capitalist road and believed that all the 
thinking Russians should have learned from this that it was 
necessary to combat capitalism and to find for their country 
another way of economic development.

Feeling himself a Marxist, Danielson tried to cut himself 
off from the publicists who represented in their economic 
views ‘a narrowly-peasant point of view’.1 He deliberately 
avoided quoting Vorontsov (although in fact he had bor
rowed a great deal from him), trying instead to utilize every 
occasion to support his views by reference to the authority 
of Marx and Engels; his Outlines are full of quotation 
not only from Capital (on such topics as the destruction 
of peasant industries, proletarianization, centralization of 
capital, the role of public credit and of the development of 
railways, and so on) but also from his private correspondence 
with his teachers. In spite of this, however, there can be no 
possible doubt that he belonged to the‘legal Populists’ . In the 
basic issues he was in agreement with Vorontsov— what dis
tinguished them from each other could be reduced to the 
difference in emphasis. The translator of Marx’s Capital, in 
contradistinction to the author of The Fates of Capitalism in 
Russia, did not assert that it was completely impossible to 
industrialize Russia along the capitalist way; like Voront
sov, however, he used to play upon the argument of the lack 
of foreign markets and constantly referred to the catastrophic 
situation of Russian agriculture in order to persuade the 
Government that the price of capitalist industrialization was 
too high and that furthering capitalist development was 
contrary to the true interests of the Russian State; like 
Vorontsov, he was a spokesman of the small producers, 
tried to save them from paying the cost of industrialization, 
and believed that the ‘socialization of labour’ could be accom
plished in Russia without passing through ‘the capitalist 
stage’ . In a word, he shared Vorontsov’s conviction that it

1 Cf. Isioriya russkoi êkonom icheskoï m ÿsli, vol. ii, part 2, p. 329.
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was possible for Russia to embark on a non-capitalist, State- 
controlled industrialization which would enable to combine 
the increase of productivity with the increase of the welfare 
of the people. He wrote :

It fell to our lot to solve a task which could be formulated as 
follows: how to raise our industry to the level of the Western 
industry, in order to prevent Russia from becoming a tributary 
of more advanced countries, and, at the same time, to increase 
the welfare of the whole people. But, having identified large-scale 
modern industry with its capitalistic form, we reduced this prob
lem to the following dilemma: to what should we sacrifice our 
popular industries— to our own capitalist industry or to English 
industry? When the problem was set in such a way— and it was 
set precisely in this manner— our popular industries got a sen
tence of death and we began to spread out our own large-scale 
capitalist industry.1

The readers of Danielson’s Outlines did not know that 
this dilemma, presented by him as false and deserving only 
ironical treatment, was formulated in fact by Engels. In the 
letter to Danielson of 22 September 1892 Engels wrote:

Another thing is certain : if Russia required after the Crimean 
War a grande industrie of her own, she could have it in one form 
only: the capitalistic form. And along with that form, she was 
obliged to take over all the consequences which accompany 
capitalistic grande industrie in all other countries. . . .  As far as 
this side of the question : the destruction of home industry and the 
branches of agriculture subservient to it— as far as this is con
cerned, the real question for you seems to me this: that the 
Russians had to decide whether their own grande industrie was to 
destroy their domestic manufacture, or whether the import of 
English goods was to accomplish this. With protection, the Russians 
effected it, without protection, the English.1

As we see, the above quotation from Danielson contained 
in fact a direct, although hidden, polemic with Engels.

1 Nikolaï-on [Danielson], O cherki nashego poreformennogo obshchestoennogo 
khozyaïstva, Spb. 1893, pp. 330-1 (the most essential parts of this book are re
printed in Karataev, op. cit.).

2 K . M arx and F. Engels, Correspondence 18 46-18 95, pp. 499-500.
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This was not a unique case : although Danielson considered 
himself to be a Marxist, he was by no means inclined to give 
up his own, long-established views of the economic develop
ment of his country; he did everything possible to convince 
Engels of the validity of his ideas but, having failed to 
achieve this, he stuck even more resolutely to his guns; he 
used to invoke the authority of Marx and Engels at every 
appropriate occasion, but wherever he polemized with them, 
he used to do it without reference to them, trying thus to pass 
for an orthodox Marxist.

The influence of Marxism found expression in Danielson’s 
attempts to eliminate from his views the backward-looking 
utopia of ‘economic romanticism*. For that reason he re
jected the projects of Vorontsov, Krivenko, and other 
Populist writers who demanded from the State an organized 
help for homeworkers and peasant handicraftsmen : he 
motivated this attitude by emphasizing, in accordance with 
Marx, that it was impossible to preserve the ‘patriarchal 
production*, that the real improvement of the situation of 
the direct producers could be achieved only by means of a 
structural transformation of the entire economic system.1 
At the end of his Outlines he formulated his programme 
as follows:

. . . The incompatibility of our forms of production with the 
needs of the majority threatens us with such disasters concerning 
both the population and the State, that we have no other choice 
than this : to lean on our historical inheritance and cease to de
stroy our ancient, historical form of production, a form being 
based upon the ownership of the means of production by the 
direct producers. It is necessary to do this in order to avoid 
the danger which threatens every nation which departs from the 
age-long foundations of its welfare. All efforts must be directed 
at a unification of agriculture and manufacturing industry in 
the hands of the direct producers, but a unification not on the 
ground of small-scale, fragmented productive units— which

1 Cf. A . P. M endel, Dilem m as o f  Progress in T sarist R ussia. Legal Populism  and 

L eg a l M arxism , Cam bridge, Mass., 1961, pp. 56-7.
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would be tantamount ‘to decree universal mediocrity’— but on 
the ground of the creation of a massive socialized production 
based on the free development of social productive forces and the 
application of science and technology, with the aim of satisfying 
the genuine requirements and well-being of the whole popula
tion.1

An American student of legal Populism, A. P. Mendel, 
called this programme ‘the maximalist solution’ and con
trasted it with the ‘minimalist’ programme of Vorontsov.1 2 
This distinction can be accepted but it should not overshadow 
the essential similarity between the two programmes. In 
point of fact, Vorontsov and Danielson propagated two 
variants of the same model of industrialization. The author 
of The Fates of Capitalism in Russia was also quite familiar 
with Marxism and, like Danielson, did not deny the necessity 
of ‘socialization of labour’ ; Danielson, on his part, could not 
get rid of the idealization of ‘patriarchal production’—  
contrary to his intentions, ‘economic romanticism’ conduc
tive to an embellishment of the picture of pre-capitalist 
economy and to the underestimation of the harmfulness of 
some remnants of feudalism, was, sometimes, even more 
conspicuous in his writings than in the writings of Vorontsov. 
Both Vorontsov and Danielson wished such an industrializa
tion which would enable to prevent the ruination of small 
producers and the lowering of the level of mass consumption. 
The difference, which divided them, could be reduced, in 
practice, to their respective estimation of such means of 
combatting capitalism as cheap credit for handicraftsmen, 
lower taxes, free agronomic advice for the peasants, and so 
on; Vorontsov promoted these means, whereas Danielson 
was much more sceptical about such half-measures and 
emphasized the necessity of a global transformation of the 
economic system, enacted and implemented by the State.

And— last but not least— we should not forget that both
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1 Nikolal-on [Danielson], op. cit., p. 375-6.
2 Cf. A. P. M endel, op. cit., chap. 2.
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Populist writers believed in a possibility of carrying out their 
economic programmes without any political reform. This 
characteristic feature of legal Populism aroused a real indig
nation among the Russian Marxists. Plekhanov wrote about 
it to Engels :

Let us suppose that the peasant commune is really our anchor 
of salvation. But who will carry out the reforms postulated by 
Nikolai-on? Tsarist government? Pestilence is better than such 
reformers and their reforms! Socialism being introduced by 
Russian policemen— what a chimera!1

The ideology of the legal Populists, especially that of 
the professional economists, shows Populism in a different 
aspect than ideologies of revolutionary Populists. Its con
nection with international Socialism was much weaker, 
almost non-existent, but, on the other hand, the interests of 
peasants and of the pre-capitalist small producers in general 
were represented by it in a much more direct way. It is by no 
means accidental that the article ‘New Shoots in the People’s 
Fields’, analysed and highly appreciated by Lenin as typi
fying the best sides of Populism,2 was written by a legal 
Populist— Eliseyev or Krivenko.3

Populism [writes a Soviet scholar] was a Russian variant of 
the petty-bourgeois current of social thought, which had come 
into existence in many countries as a reflection of the ideology 
of small commodity-producers being ruined by the triumphal 
march of capitalism. Sismondi and Proudhon also belonged to 
the representatives of this current. But nowhere, in no other 
country, the ideology of petty-bourgeois democracy found such 
a broad popularity and such an acute theoretical expression as 
it was in the case of Russian liberal Populism of the iÔgo’s. 
Although the ideology of petty-bourgeoisie had been reflected 
earlier— long ago Russian Populism— in the respective teachings of 
Sismondi and Proudhon, it would not be erroneous to state that

1 Perepiska K . M arksa i  F . E n g el'sa s russkim i politicheskim i deyatelyam i, 2nd ed., 
M oscow 1951, p. 334.

2 Cf. Lenin, C ollected W orks, vol. i, pp. 340-95.
3 Cf. Karataev, op. cit., p. 660, note 145.
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the ideas of the Russian liberal Populists of the 1890’s could be 
treated as an especially distinct and expressive variant of it.1

We accept this statement with a qualification. The socio
logical representativeness and expressiveness of the ideology 
of Vorontsov and Danielson seems to us to be beyond a 
doubt, but there is also little doubt that it was not homo
geneous, that its petty-bourgeois ‘economic romanticism* 
was very far from being consistent and, in this sense, classical; 
much more classical expression of it could be found in the 
utopian historiosophical constructions of Mikhaïlovskiï. The 
economic views of Vorontsov and Danielson were rather 
a curious blend of heterogeneous elements: the idealiza
tion of the peasant commune and of the archaic ‘popular 
industry* was combined in their ideology with a programme 
for industrialization, a high appreciation of the ‘independence’ 
of small producers went along with the postulate o f ‘socializa
tion of labour*. This heterogeneity and incongruity of con
stituent elements was noted by Engels who in a letter to 
Plekhanov made the following comment on Danielson’s 
views:

. . .  in a country like yours, where modern large-scale industry 
has been grafted on to the primitive peasant commune and where, 
at the same time, all the intermediate stages of civilization co
exist with each other, in a country which, in addition to this, has 
been enclosed by despotism with an intellectual Chinese wall, in 
the case of such a country one should not wonder at the emergence 
of the most incredible and bizarre combinations of ideas.2

This observation seems very much to the point; I should 
add only that we are more conscious today of the relativity

1 A . I. Pashkov, Ékonom icheskie rabolÿ V . I . Lenina go-kh godov, M oscow i960, 
pp. 68-9. In the light of the above statement it is difficult to understand w h y so 
m any Soviet scholars (including Koz'm in) treat the ‘legal Populists’ o f the 
nineties as the mere epigones of Populism. I f  their ideologywas ‘an acute theo
retical expression* of w hat was (according to Lenin) the social content o f 
Populism, it would be more reasonable to place them among the most 
classical* representatives of Populist thought.

* Perepiska K . M arksa i  F . E n g el'sa s  russkim i p oliticheskim i deyatelyam i, p. 341 
(letter o f 26 February 1895).
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of such notions as ‘bizarreness’ in the domain of economic 
and, respectively, ideological development. What was 
‘bizarre’ from the point of view of the classical Western 
model of economic development, is seen today as a typical 
feature of the development of backward countries in condi
tions of a rapid but uneven growth of the economy of the 
world. The historical heterogeneity of the constitutive 
elements of Vorontsov’s and Danielson’s ideology was in 
fact a faithful reflection of the peculiar ‘coexistence of 
asynchronisms’, typifying all the backward countries in the 
process of modernization.1 Russian Populism, therefore, was 
not only an ideology of small producers but also the first 
ideological reflection of the specific features of economic and 
social development of the ‘latecomers’ of the backward 
agrarian countries carrying out the process of modernization 
in conditions created by coexistence with highly industria
lized nations. Moreover, it was also the first attempt at 
theoretical explanation of these specific features and at 
deducing from it practical conclusions. And in this sense, it was 
a really representative ideology not in spite of the hetero
geneity of its elements but because of it.

The conceptions of the Populist economists are, perhaps, 
the best exemplification of it. Flerovskil, Vorontsov, and 
Danielson pointed out a double capitalist threat : the internal 
danger, threatening the Russian people, and the external 
danger, threatening the Russian nation as a whole. They 
were concerned not only with the problem of how to prevent 
the proletarianization of Russian peasants, but also with the 
problem of how to avoid the proletarianization of Russia 
as a nation, how to prevent her from being exploited by 
more advanced countries and how to secure her an honour
able place among the nations of the world. This nation-wide 
aspect of Populism made its appearance already in the 
writings of Herzen, especially in his image of Russia as

1 Cf. W . K ula, Problem y i  melody h istorii gospodarczej [Problem s and M ethods o f  

Econom ic H istory], W arsaw 1963, p. 189.

K

CLASSICAL POPULISM AND ITS PREDICAMENTS 129

821474 157



proletarian among the bourgeois nations: his saying that 
Russia is a country which ‘has nothing to lose, but every
thing to gain’1 ran parallel to Marx’s image of proletariat 
as a class which has nothing to lose except its chains. The 
idea that backward countries in general were closer to 
socialism than the developed ones could be traced back at 
least to Bakunin, and the problem of external factors (diffu
sion of modem ideas and technology, the necessity of keeping 
pace with more advanced neighbours, etc.) had been given a 
thorough treatment already in the works of Chernÿshevskiï.2 
Nevertheless, only the ‘legal Populists’ of the eighties and 
nineties brought matters to a head by posing the problem of 
non-capitalist industrialization as a means of ‘outstripping 
and overtaking’ economically more advanced nations. From 
the perspective of our times we see in the theories of Vorontsov 
and Danielson not only a legitimate attempt to defend the 
peasants, whom so many socialists of that time too readily 
proclaimed to be ‘doomed’, but also the first attempt to 
pose and to solve some problems of economic backwardness 
which are still topical in the backward or unevenly developed 
countries of the world.3

To avoid misunderstanding we must make it quite clear 
that this thesis is by no means bound up with a conviction 
that their strictly economic views were essentially right—  
we claim only that they asked the right questions and posed 
for the first time some new and important problems. There 
is no doubt that the fate of peasants was for them far more 
important than the economic development of the country. 
It seems without doubt that they grossly underestimated the 
possibilities of Russia’s capitalist development because they

1 A . I. Herzen, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. vii, Moscow 1956, p. 16 (‘Nous n ’avons 
qu’à gagner, nous n ’avons rien à perdre’).

2 For an interesting analysis o f Chernÿshevskiî’s views on the economic 
development of backward countries, see Istoriya russkot ékonom icheskoi m ÿsli, vol. i, 
part 2, pp. 707-19.

3 Thus, for instance, A . M endel (op. cit., chap. 2) pointed out that Voront
sov’s programme o f economic development can be interpreted as an anticipa
tion of the ‘ Indian’ model o f industrialization.
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were too optimistic about non-capitalist industrialization, 
and at the same time too uncritical in their belief that under 
the auspices of the State it would be easy to combine in
dustrialization with a steady increase of the welfare of the 
people; there is little doubt that they also committed many 
errors, misinterpreting facts and tendentiously interpreting 
statistical data, presenting false pictures of trends in the 
Russian economy, and so on. In the present context, how
ever, more important is the consideration that they were 
painfully conscious of the fact that economic backwardness 
creates its own specific problems and that the backward 
countries not only should not, but also cannot, repeat in their 
development the classical English pattern. Vorontsov’s 
assertion that Russian capitalist industry would never be 
able to win foreign markets might have been erroneous, but 
the very problem of the influence of international conditions 
on the industrialization of the backward countries was, 
certainly, not a pseudo-problem; his hope that Tsarist 
government would carry out a non-capitalist industrializa
tion in the interests of the people was, undoubtedly, a reac
tionary illusion, but this illusion stemmed from correctly 
grasping the connection between economic backwardness 
and the role of the State in initiating and planning economic 
development. Today, nobody is shocked by the thesis that 
backward countries cannot develop along the lines of the 
classical Western capitalism; no Marxist claims today, as 
Plekhanov did, that socialism is possible only in those coun
tries which have passed through the whole cycle of capitalist 
development. And there is nothing surprising in the fact that 
it was the Russian Populists who were the first to postu
late the non-capitalist industrialization of the backward 
countries— after all, Russia had embarked on industriali
zation much later and was more backward than any other of 
the great European countries and, thus, had to carry it out 
in conditions strikingly different from the classical pattern.
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MIA  >  Archive  >  Serge  >  Year One

Victor Serge

Year One of the Russian Revolution

From Serfdom to
Proletarian Revolution

1861: THE EMANCIPATION OF THE SERFS

Sequences in world history are so tightly interconnected that it is often necessary to

go back a long while in order to get some more than arbitrary idea of the causes of an

event  –  especially  when  the  event  concerned  is  as  grandiose  as  the  Russian

revolution.

The close of the eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth century are marked

in the history of western Europe by a social transformation which is painful, radical

and pregnant with immense possibilities: the bourgeois revolution.

The ancien-régime  monarchies were the heirs of  the feudal  system over which

they had triumphed in the bloody struggles of an earlier age, aided by the people of

the communes, a revolutionary force of their time. These kingdoms rested on large-

scale landed property (noble or feudal), on the bureaucratic absolutism of the royal

dynasty, and on the hierarchy of orders in the realm, with the nobility and clergy

taking precedence over the bourgeoisie. Of these social classes, the older dominant

orders  were  in  a  state  of  decline  and  the  other,  the  bourgeoisie  of  commerce,

manufacturing, finance and parliament, was sinking powerful roots among the lower

artisan classes, and developing traditions of work, thrift, business honesty, dignity

and political liberty – the latter, as always, being greatly valued among the subject

classes of society. Growing in strength and in the consciousness of its own needs –

and principally of the necessity to sweep away all obstacles in the way of its own

advancement  –  the  bourgeoisie  was  making  its  way  towards  power.  The  French

Revolution of 1789-93 opened the series of bourgeois revolutions. ‘What is the Third

Estate  [meaning  the  bourgeoisie]?’  the  Abbé  Sieyes,  one  of  the  future  men  of

Thermidor  and  Brumaire,  speculated  in  1789.  ‘Nothing.  What  must  it  become?
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Everything.’

It  took  until  about  1850  to  complete  the  bourgeois  revolution  in  Europe.

Napoleon’s armies carried it from Madrid and Lisbon as far as Vienna and Berlin.

The revolutions of 1830 and 1848 are its final political convulsions. In the meantime,

the industrial revolution had begun, a revolution perhaps even more radical (the first

steam-engine, that produced by Watt, dates from 1769; Fulton invents the steamboat

in 1807 and Stephenson the locomotive in 1830; Jacquard’s  loom is  from 1802).

Large-scale mechanized industry, with assistance from the railways, fills the cities of

work and misery with a new transforming force: the proletariat. Hot in the steps of

the bourgeois revolution – characterized by the abolition of feudal privileges and the

system of monarch, nobles and castes, the conquest of the freedoms necessary for

industrial the social hegemony of the bourgeoisie and the omnipotence of money –

fresh  battles  break  out  in  the  newly  won  terrain:  the  proletariat,  even  before  it

recognizes its mission as the liberator of humanity, demands its right to a human

existence.

Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, Russia remains outside the

influence of the revolutionary convulsions in the West. The ancien régime (serfdom,

privileges  of  nobility  and  Church,  Tsarist  autocracy)  is  here  impregnable:  the

‘Decembrist’ military conspiracy of 1825 scarcely ruffles it. From 1840 onwards, the

need for serious reform does begin to be apparent: agricultural production is poor,

grain exports low, the growth of manufacturing industry slowed down through the

shortage of labour; capitalist development is being impeded through aristocracy and

serfdom. It is a perilous situation, which is given a fairly astute solution in the act of

‘liberation’ of 19 February 1861, abolishing serfdom. The ‘emancipated’ peasant now

has to buy up tiny, neatly truncated plots of land, and passes from a feudal subjection

to an economic one. He must now work harder, and manufacturing industry will find

in the countryside the ‘free’ manpower it needs so badly. With a population of sixty-

seven  million  in  this  epoch,  Russia  had  twenty-three  million  serfs  belonging  to

103,000 land-lords. The arable land which the ‘freed’ peasantry had to rent or buy

was  valued  at  about  double  its  real  value  (342  million  roubles  instead  of  180

million);  yesterday’s  serfs  discovered  that,  in  becoming  free,  they  were  now

hopelessly in debt. Between this great reform of Alexander II, the ‘Tsar Liberator’,

and the revolution of 1905, the lot of Russia’s peasants will worsen uninterruptedly.

The reform of 1861 gave them about five hectares of land per male inhabitant; by

1900  the  rapid  population  increase  will  leave  the  muzhiks  with  less  than  three

hectares per head – seventy per cent of the farmers possessed an area of cultivation

below the minimum needed to support, their families. On the other hand, in 1876,

fifteen years after the reform, the export sales of  Russian grain on the European

market had risen by 140 per cent,  causing a fall  in the world price of cereals.  In

1857-9 Russia exports only 8,750,000 quarters (English measure) of cereal crops; in

1871-2 it exports 21,080,000. For commerce, for industry, for landed property and
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for the governing bureaucracy, the emancipation of the serfs was good business. The

peasants simply exchanged one form of slavery for another and became subject to

periodic famines.

The abolition of serfdom in Russia coincides with the War of Secession and the

abolition of slavery in the United States of America (1861-3). Both in the Old World

and the New, the growth of capitalism demands the replacement of the slave or serf

by the free worker – free, that is, to sell his toil. The free worker works better, more

intensively  and more conscientiously.  Large mechanized industry  is  incompatible

with  primitive  methods  of  compulsion;  in  their  place  it  substitutes  economic

constraint, the concealed compulsion of hunger whose efficacy is different in nature

from that of naked violence.

1881: THE ‘PEOPLE’S WILL’

At the very time when his great reform was being implemented, in the year 1863, the

Tsar Liberator crushed the Polish rising in the blood of its patriots: there were 1,468

executions.

The initial path of capitalist development in Russia may have been cleared by the

reform of 1861, but the way ahead for it was not without obstacles. There was no

equality  of  civil  rights.  Initiative  was  clogged  by  a  rigid  bureaucratic  and  police

apparatus. Privileged castes maintained their position in the State; the bourgeoisie

was  kept  at  a  distance  from the  levers  of  power,  and saw its  interests  (which  it

sincerely identified with the general interests of progress) constantly misrepresented

by reactionary values,  or  else  sacrificed to  the demands of  the  Tsarist  court,  the

nobility or the big landlords.

Disturbances among the peasantry became a constant problem. Within the petty-

bourgeoisie, deprived of any rights or assured future, and mauled both by the old

régime and by ascendant capitalism, the young intelligentsia had become captivated

by the advanced ideas of the West, and promised to be a favourable ground for the

seeds of revolution. New reforms, such as the reorganization of the judiciary, the

statute on local governments and the abolition of corporal punishment, co-existed

with pitiless acts of repression such as the deportation of the thinker Chernyshevsky

to Siberia, where he spent twenty years. The first important revolutionary movement

in  Russia,  that  of  the  Narodniki  or  Populists  (from  the  word  narod,  meaning

‘people’),  was  impelled  by  a  number  of  factors:  the  weakness  of  the  Russian

bourgeoisie proper, which constantly tended towards compromise with reaction; the

non-existence of any liberal movement; the desperate plight of the peasantry, the

common people and the propertyless intellectuals; the rigours of repression and the

influence of Western Socialism, with its heritage from the revolutionary tradition of
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1848. The Narodniki hoped for a popular revolution and saw the old Russian rural

commune, or mir, as the foundation on which a peasant Socialism could be built.

They believed that enlightened minorities owed imperious duties towards the people;

they had faith in an intellectual elite, in human personality, in ‘critical thought’ and

in  idealism.  Pyotr  Lavrov  and  Mikhailovsky  equipped  the  movement  with  a

philosophy, and the indomitable Bakunin gave it the lesson of struggle.

This is  the period of  ‘going to the people’.  In their thousands,  young men and

women from the aristocracy,  the bourgeoisie  and the petty-bourgeoisie  go to  the

people,  forsaking  career  and  comfort  to  work  in  manual  labour,  to  experience

hardship, hunger, toil and prison, Siberia and Geneva. Circles of ‘rebels’ are formed,

attracting the sympathy of enlightened elements. They are persecuted and repressed.

Out of their wreckage, in 1878, comes the secret society ‘Land and Liberty’, which

soon splits into two parties, the ‘Black Partition’, which advocates propaganda in the

countryside, and the Narodnaya Volya (‘People’s Will’), which promotes terrorism.

‘History is too slow,’ says one of its leaders, Zhelyabov. ‘We must hurry it on, or the

nation will have degenerated before the liberals wake up and start work again.’ The

party’s programme is somewhat confused: the land to the people, the factories to the

workers;  a  Constituent  Assembly  and  a  republic;  a  constitution.  Some  of  the

Narodniki would have been content with a constitutional monarchy. They had a very

clear idea of what had to be destroyed: they were far less preoccupied with what had

to be built afterwards. In the absence of any other method of action, the men of the

‘People’s Will’ resorted to the assassination of individuals: ‘Our party has no other

method it  can use,’  one of  them wrote  a  few days  before  mounting the scaffold.

‘Political assassination is one of our most efficient weapons in the struggle against

Russian  despotism,’  wrote  the  party’s  organ  Land  and  Liberty.  The  party

numbered  fewer  than  fifty  members,  but  these  were  heroic  and  dedicated  men,

energetic, fearless, intelligent, willing to face death.

The first important attempt was that made by the student Vera Zasulich, who shot

at  General  Trepov  in  1878.  A  monster  trial  had  just  taken  place,  in  which  193

defendants accused of revolutionary activities had appeared before the judges of St

Petersburg. Out of 770 arrested, seventy had died in prison during the preliminary

investigation, which had taken several years. The trial, which was a complete farce,

ended with ninety-four acquittals,  thirty-six deportations and one sentence of ten

years’  hard  labour.  Meanwhile,  Trepov,  the  St  Petersburg  Chief  of  Police,  had  a

student who was in prison beaten with sticks. ‘The punishment was quite legal,’ he

explained afterwards.  ‘After  all,  B——,  the  condemned student,  was  not  of  noble

blood.’ Vera Zasulich was acquitted in her trial. Russian terrorism, as can be seen,

came to its fruition in a supercharged atmosphere.

Assassinations soon followed. The dreaded ‘Executive Committee of the People’s

Will Party’ met in secret to pass sentences of death, complete with a statement of
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charges,  and  these  were  communicated  to  the  persons  concerned:  the  Tsar  duly

received his. Then the tribunal carried out sentence. The police chief Mezentsev was

stabbed  by  unknown  assailants  [4]  in  a  St  Petersburg  street;  the  governor  of

Kharkov, a prince of the Kropotkin family,  was executed. The Tsar replied to the

murder of his servants by referring all political cases before courts-martial and by

having gallows erected for any who fell foul of police revenge. The nation was a mute

bystander  in  this  duel  between  the  autocracy  and  a  handful  of  revolutionaries.

Between  1872  and  1882  there  were  six  attempted  assassinations  (three  of  these

successful) against high officials, four against police chiefs, four against Alexander II,

nine executions of informers and twenty-four cases of armed resistance to the police.

Thirty-one revolutionaries were hanged or shot.

The prime target for the ‘People’s Will’ was the head of the whole system, the ‘king

stag’ of the herd. On 14 April  1879, the student Soloviev fired five pistol-shots at

Alexander II. On 1 December the same year an explosion derailed the Imperial train

not far from Moscow. On 17 February 1880, the dining-room in the Winter Palace

exploded seconds before the Imperial family was due to enter it. On 1 March 1881,

Alexander II  at  last  met his  death in St  Petersburg,  mangled by bombs.  His  five

executioners, Sophia Perovskaya, Zhelyabov, Kibalchich, Mikhailov and Russakov,

were hanged. With these casualties the party lost its finest leaders, some of them the

finest revolutionary personalities known to history. The party was decapitated.

Other social forces, as yet unperceived, were now entering the battle.

1885: THE BIRTH OF THE LABOUR MOVEMENT

Over the next ten years, from 1881 to 1890, reaction makes a determined counter-

attack;  serfdom  is  more  than  half  reinstated.  At  his  accession,  the  new  Tsar,

Alexander III, proclaims the autocracy to be ‘unshakable’: the establishment of the

Okhrana (‘The Defensive’)  follows, a political police armed with extensive powers

and funds. A press law lays down preventive censorship for journals suspected by the

authorities (1882); they can even be suppressed. In 1889 the legalized servitude of

the peasant is sanctified with the creation of headships of rural communes (zemskye

nachalniki), chosen from among the nobility on the nomination of the big landlords

and endowed with wide authority. The rights of the aristocracy are extended; higher

education  is  reserved  by  law  for  the  governing  classes;  students  have  to  wear

compulsory uniform and are placed under strict police surveillance. A Nobles’ Rural

Credit Bank and a Peasants’ Rural Credit Bank are founded, the first to assist the

squirearchy  and  Ianded  gentry,  the  second  to  further  the  progress  of  the  rich

peasants.  The  Russification  of  Poland,  Finland,  the  Baltic  provinces  and  the

Caucasus is  pursued relentlessly.  The Jews, who have been harried by the recent

pogroms of 1881-2, are now compelled to reside in the gubernias of the south-east
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and in Poland; residence in the provincial capitals is forbidden to them, and nearly a

million and a half Jews, hounded from the cities where they were settled, return to

their places of origin (1888). – Overcrowding and indescribable misery in the Jewish

centres are the results of this legislation; it will not be repealed until 1917. The quota

of places permitted to Jews in the universities is limited to ten per cent in so-called

‘Jewish territory’ and to two per cent in the capitals. M. Rambaud has remarked that

under  Alexander  III  ‘the  fate  of  the  Jews  was  rather  like  that  inflicted  on  the

Huguenots in France through the revocation of the Edict of Nantes’. [5]

The causes of this phase of reaction were entirely economic, as M.N. Pokrovsky

has demonstrated. [6] We have noted the added impetus in corn exports from Russia

(i.e. in the development of commercial capital) as the result of the emancipation of

the  serfs.  At  that  period  world  corn  prices  were  high:  from  1870  onwards  they

declined. The price of Russian wheat abroad fell from 1 rouble 54 kopeks per pood (a

pood being about thirty-seven pounds in weight) to 74 kopeks, or less than half. The

export of grain now played a leading role in the Russian economy. The autocracy

entered on a protectionist policy and insisted that customs dues had to be paid in

gold. The cost of manufactured goods to the peasantry rose sharply; and since the

best land had been taken off him after the ‘emancipation’ of 1861, he had to work still

harder to make a living, and had to rent land often the same land that had been

wrested from him – at a high charge. (The amount of rented land increased tenfold

in the Saratov gubernia between 1860 and 1880.) The pauperization of the peasantry

was quick to follow: in eleven years in the province of Orel the number of cattle

owned by the  peasants  fell  by  one fifth.  In  1884 two and a  half  million peasant

families out of a total of nine million did not own a horse (see Pokrovsky). The legal

measures taken to prevent the proletarianization of the peasantry, according to the

official  dream,  by  attaching  him to  his  plot,  were  powerless  in  the  face  of  these

economic factors.

It  is  at  this  moment  that  Russian  industry  begins  to  expand.  Through  the

impoverishment of the countryside, ten million starving proletarians are placed at its

disposal. A vast internal market is assured to it thanks to the more intensive labour

of the peasants who are, increasingly, devoting all their time to the farming of grain

crops  and  abandoning  the  local  production  of  the  fabrics,  tools,  etc.  that  they

consume. Foreign capital gushes in. The total industrial production of Russia, valued

in 1877 at 541 million roubles, rises to 1,816 million in 1897; and the stake of foreign

capital  in  it  rises  to  1,500 million  roubles.  In  ten  years,  from 1887 to  1897,  the

number of proletarians in the engineering industry goes up from 103,000 to 153,000

and in the textile industry from 309,000 to 642,000.

The condition of this proletariat was pitiful. The textile workers in the Moscow

region usually lived inside the mill itself, sleeping in the workshops. Even in the case

of the best-paid workers it was rare for a family to have the use of one whole room;
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several families would generally be crowded together in a single room. There was an

entire  population  of  wretched  cellar-dwellers  in  the  cities.  Infant  mortality  was

frightful,  and the  working day  was  often as  long as  fourteen hours.  In  1899 the

weavers of Petrograd, who till then had worked fourteen hours a day, waged a strike

which won them a legal day of 112 hours. Wages were very irregularly paid. In 1883,

in 110 Moscow factories  out  of  a  total  of  181 the payment of  wages was entirely

dependent  on  the  employer’s  goodwill!  Fines,  inflicted  on  the  slightest  pretext,

rained down on the worker’s wage-packet. Industry was a gold-mine for its owners.

From 1850 onward, strikes began to multiply. Towards 1875 Chaikovsky’s [7] little

group, which includes Pyotr Kropotkin, is active among the workers of St Petersburg.

In 1877, during a trial of working men, the weaver Pyotr Alexeyev utters memorable

words: ‘The brawny hand of the worker will one day crush the autocracy into dust.’

The first Socialist demonstration by workers takes place in St Petersburg, in the open

square  before  the  Kazan  Cathedral,  on  6  December  1876:  at  it  the  student  G.V.

Plekhanov, the future leader of Russian Social-Democracy, unfurls the Red Flag for

the first time on Russian soil.

The  ‘Association  of  Workers  of  the  North’  is  founded  in  1878-9  by  the  joiner

Stepan Khalturin, a friend and comrade of Zhelyabov. Khalturin fails in his aim of

forming a workers’ organization, turns to terrorism and dies on the gallows in 1882.

The  first  victorious  strike  by  Russian  workers  –  victorious,  in  fact,  despite  the

intervention of troops and the 600 arrests that initially gave formal victory to the

employers – took place at the Morozov spinning-mills at Orekhovo-Zuev in 1885. In

the following year a law was passed which satisfied the strikers’ demands.

The first Russian revolutionary grouping with a Marxist tendency is founded in

Switzerland by G.V. Plekhanov in 1883, a year before the dissolution of the Executive

Committee of the ‘People’s Will’. It is called the ‘Emancipation of Labour’ group, and

numbers no more than five  emigrés.  The  first  Social-Democratic  organization  in

Russia itself will not be founded till ten years later.

It  is  in 1892 that  we see the beginnings,  in St  Petersburg and Moscow, of  the

‘Unions of Struggle for the Emancipation of the Working Class’. These are formed

definitively only in 1895. The branch in St Petersburg has two founders: V.I. Lenin

and Y.O.  Martov.  The  school-teacher,  N.K.  Krupskaya,  is  also  involved.  Vladimir

Ilyich Ulyanov, who will later sign his writings N. Ilyin and then N. Lenin, is twenty-

five. The son of a head teacher at Simbirsk, he is of petty-bourgeois stock, like most

of the revolutionary intellectuals who founded the Russian Socialist movement. His

brother Alexander, implicated in one of the last conspiracies of the ‘People’s’ Will,

was hanged in 1887. The adolescent Lenin has matured in the shadow of the gibbet

erected for his elder brother. His subversive opinions have caused him to be expelled

from the University of Kazan, where he was reading law.
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1895-1903: THE PARTY OF THE PROLETARIAT

From now on, the history of Russia will follow two paths, distinct though converging.

The attention of scholars has been focused only on one of these, the one that appears

in broad daylight. Historians study the deeds and the laws of emperors, diplomatic

activities, military conquests, changes of government and the various reforms; they

perceive  the  famines  (especially  the  great  one  of  1891)  and  sometimes  the  civil

commotions.  These events have their  importance,  which we would be the last  to

decry: but any observer today who wants to understand the history of Russia – and,

indeed, of the world – must pay the greatest possible attention to other happenings:

the  troubles  in  the  countryside,  the  strikes,  the  formation  of  the  revolutionary

parties, and the economic necessities which are linked with these events by bonds of

direct causation.

The period we are now viewing, 1890 to 1903, is that of the rise of the proletarian

party. It is marked by the Franco-Russian under-standing, soon to become an actual

alliance (1891-4), by the advance of the Russians into central Asia (Turkestan and

Pamir), where they collide with British interests, and into the Far East, where they

help to rob Japan of the full fruits of her victory of 1895 over China; by the massacre

of the Armenians in Turkey and the Balkan intrigues of Russian diplomacy, which

succeed in getting the Bulgarian statesman Stambulov assassinated (1894); by the

first Peace Conference at The Hague, summoned on the initiative of Nicholas II; by

the war  in  the  Transvaal,  the  Spanish-American war,  the  war  against  China,  the

Anglo-Japanese  alliance,  the  beginnings  of  the  encirclement  of  Germany.  The

colonial expansion of the European powers (in other words, the division of the globe

among capitalist national blocs) is completed. This summary cataloguing of dates

should  be  enough  to  display  the  profound  forces  which  were  already  propelling

capitalist society towards that final parting of the ways: the imperialist Great War.

Equally in preparation were the forces of revolution, engendered by the same forces

of capitalist development, but growing outside the public view, in the shadows.

The  Second  International  of  world  Labour  is  resurrected  in  1889,  at  its  Paris

Congress, where Plekhanov, as the representative of Russia’s first Social-Democratic

group,  affirms that  ‘the  Russian revolution will  triumph as  the  revolution of  the

working class – else not at all’.

Lively polemics are being conducted in Russia within Socialist  circles,  between

Populists  (Narodniki)  and  Marxists.  The  former  contend  that  the  evolution  of

capitalism in agrarian Russia is neither necessary nor probable: in the ancient rural

communities  they discern the embryonic forms of  a  specifically  Russian agrarian

Socialism. The proletariat appears to them as an important but secondary element in

the revolution,  and the revolution itself  is  conceived by them as one which must

replace  the  autocracy  by  a  democratic  régime  founded  on  the  people’s  rights.
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Plekhanov and Lenin reply to them by establishing the inevitable nature of capitalist

development  in  Russia,  and  by  formulating  the  theory  of  the  dominance  of  the

proletariat, which is destined not to serve a revolution made by other classes but to

make its own revolution, that is, to play the decisive role in the country’s destinies.

‘Unions of  Struggle for the Emancipation of  the Working Class’  now exist  in a

number of places: in the St Petersburg branch the student Krassin is working, in

Odessa Ryazanov, Steklov and Tsyperovich are active; in Tula there is Khinchuk. A

little later, in 1896, at Nikolayev the student Bronstein, later to be known as Trotsky,

assists in the foundation of the ‘Workers’ Association of South Russia’.

The first congress of Russian Social-Democracy is held at Minsk (White Russia) in

1894. It is attended by nine delegates. Pyotr Struve [9] is there, and draws up the

manifesto of the party. In it we find the following pregnant statement: ‘ The farther

east one goes in Europe, the more base, weak and cowardly does the bourgeoisie

appear, and the more gigantic are the cultural and political tasks that fall to the lot of

the proletariat.’

As  Socialist  propaganda  penetrates  the  consciousness  of  the  Russian  labour

movement, it falls also under the influence of the more advanced elements in the

liberal  bourgeoisie,  who have joined Social-Democratic  organizations:  people  like

Prokopovich and Kuskova. [10] Russia’s brand of opportunism in this period receives

the  description  of  ‘Economism’;  it  declares  that  the  workers’  only  interest  is  in

economic  matters,  that  politics  is  of  little  or  no  account.  It  tries  to  direct  the

proletarian movement into a simple non-political trade-unionism. It condemns the

idea of violent revolution (coinciding on this point with Bernstein, who is working

away within German Social-Democracy on the ‘revision’ of Marx), and places its faith

in the evolution of capitalism. This is the time when ‘Legal Marxism’ takes root in

Russia: the liberal bourgeoisie finds it an excellent weapon. Plekhanov and Lenin

devote themselves to fighting these ideologies, whose triumph would confuse and

mislead  the  workers’  movement.  The  keen  judgement,  sharpness  of  view  and

proletarian  intransigence  evident  in  their  polemic  earn  them  much  admiration.

Later, Plekhanov will change: he will fail and then betray. Lenin will remain the same

throughout his life, unshakably loyal to the class he has elected to serve, with the

clear vision of genius.

It is in prison, in 1896, that Lenin writes his pamphlet On the Strikes, It is in

exile in Siberia, in 1897, that he formulates the ‘Tasks of Russian Social-Democracy’

in a short programmatic text. Out of deportation, as an exile in Munich, he publishes

in 1900 the first numbers of the first journal Iskra (The Spark),  which devotes

itself to two tasks: to safeguard proletarian ideology against deviations, mutilations

and  degeneracies;  and  to  direct  the  sympathies  of  all  revolutionary  oppositional

elements towards the proletariat.  Iskra  fights against all  the varieties of Russian

opportunism,  the  equivalent  of  Bernsteinism  and  French  Millerandism;  [12]  it
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crosses  swords  with  the  first  ‘Socialist-Revolutionary’  organizations  of  Russia;  it

struggles to rally the students and intelligentsia to the side of the proletariat. In the

period 1894-1903 the students are in the vanguard of the revolutionary movement;

with increasing sharpness, the middle classes are taking up a stand against Tsardom.

‘Lenin,’  V.  Nevsky  has  written,  [13]  ‘and  the  other  editors  of  Iskra  repeatedly

undertook  the  defence  of  the  revolutionary  intellectuals  against  the  demagogic

speeches of those who cried “Down with the intellectuals!”’ Iskra, finally, condemns

the individual terrorism practised by the Socialist-Revolutionaries, preaching instead

the cause of action by the masses.

In 1902 there appears What Is To Be Done?, one of Lenin’s key works. In it he

insists on the necessity for forming, at long last, a revolutionary organization capable

of decisive and consistent activity; its mainspring must be a body of ‘professional

revolutionaries’ who are totally dedicated to the movement; only at this price will

resistance  to  the  autocracy’s  formidable  machine,  and the  final  overthrow of  the

latter, be possible. Henceforth the building of this organization will guide all Lenin’s

indefatigable efforts.

The  Second Congress  of  Russian  Social-Democracy  meets  in  1903 at  Brussels;

police  interference  compels  the  delegates  to  move  from  there  to  London.  Sixty

militants  are  present.  They  include  Trotsky,  now  back  from  Siberia,  Noah

Jordania [14] and N. Bauman (who will be killed in 1905). The Congress splits into

‘majoritarians’ (Bolsheviki) and ‘minoritarians’ (Mensheviki), on a number of points

defined by Plekhanov and Lenin,  both of  them Bolsheviki.  Plekhanov demands a

policy  of  no  compromise  with  the  liberals,  defends  the  use  of  the  death  penalty

against landlords and members of the Tsarist dynasty, and denounces parliamentary

fetishism. Lenin, in a memorable debate on Article One of the Party Rules, insists

that a condition of membership must be active participation in active work in an

illegal organization – a condition which the Menshevik draft version tries to evade in

order to keep the party open to sympathizing intellectuals. The Congress marks the

definite split between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks.

THE ‘SOCIALIST-REVOLUTIONARY’ PARTY

The Socialist-Revolutionary party [15] grows up concurrently with a host of other

groups which continue the Narodnik traditions opposed by Plekhanov and Lenin. In

distinction from the Social-Democrats,  who form the party of  the proletariat,  the

Socialist-Revolutionary party tries to be the party of the proletariat, the peasantry

and the advanced intelligentsia, all at once. As with the first Marxist organizations,

the intellectuals are the most numerous element in it, but whereas Social-Democracy

demands that these enter the service of the proletariat, and only gives them a hearing

to the extent that they speak for the proletarian cause, in the Socialist-Revolutionary
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party it is the intellectuals as such who are given a decisive role. Narodnik theory

teaches,  in  effect,  that  conscious  individual  personalities,  ‘endowed  with  critical

thinking’ and constituting a minority elite, have a crucial influence over the destinies

of society. This conception, typical for an advanced intelligentsia in that it assigns a

grossly  exaggerated  weight  to  ‘critical  thinking’  and  individual  moral  worth,  is

evidence of a serious failure to grasp economic factors, the role of the masses, the

activity  of  the  masses  and the class  struggle.  The very  idea of  struggling against

Tsardom by means of a single-party bloc of workers, peasants and intellectuals (i.e.

the  educated  petty-bourgeoisie  of  the  cities)  represents,  moreover,  a

misunderstanding of the class struggle. In such a party the workers will of necessity

be kept in a subordinate role, cannot aspire to the working-out of their own politics,

and in the end are bound to be used for the politics of the middle classes. Reviving

the theories of the old Narodniki, the S-Rs saw the peasant communes as the basis

for a future Russian Socialism. Their  activity leant principally towards the young

intelligentsia and the peasantry. As against the Social-Democrats, who condemned

the tactic in the name of mass action (without, however, denying that some acts of

reprisal or legitimate defence against the rulers were perfectly natural), they elevated

individual terrorism into a strategy. Their resolutions demanded that such terrorism

be exercised in step with the action of the masses, or else in order to stimulate mass

action, and in any case under the strict control of the party. A party of intellectuals

leaning  on  the  peasantry  for  support  is  incapable  of  utilizing  the  activity  of  the

worker-masses, of which the strike and the street demonstration are the simplest

forms: it has no alternative but to resort to terrorist acts. The immensity of the abyss

separating the S-Rs from the revolutionary Marxists is evident. In fact – as Lenin

wrote long ago and as history has abundantly demonstrated – the S-R leaders were

often no more than liberals armed with bombs and revolvers. Even so, up to 1917

(when it  collapsed politically following the March revolution),  the S-R party gave

proof of excellent revolutionary qualities. Its petty-bourgeoisie fought hard and well.

The mass  membership of  the  party  can only  be  admired.  Along with the  Social-

Democrats  (and  that  energetic  minority,  the  anarchists)  it  was  the  S-Rs  that

populated the prisons, the convict settlements and the remotest corners of Siberia;

they included many fine professional revolutionaries; they gave heroes and martyrs

in hundreds to the cause of revolution. Their down-fall following March and October

1917 is all the more disillusioning: it reveals the incapacity of the middle classes to

lead any revolution in our epoch, and the terrible danger of confused ideologies.

The various S-R organizations fused into one party in 1901. The main leaders of

the party were: Catherine Breshko-Breskhovskaya, an old militant of great courage

who, since her first arrest in 1874, had undergone two sentences of penal servitude,

experiences of exile, and a life of permanent illegality; Grigori Gershuni, the founder

of  the  party’s  Battle  Organization  and  a  militant  of  sparkling  intelligence  and

limitless devotion; Mikhail Gotz, an experienced veteran of the ‘People’s Will’; the

politician Victor Chernov; [16] the engineer Evno Azef, a secret Okhrana agent who
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was later appointed to direct the party’s Battle Organization.

This organization was founded by Gershuni in 1902; its first act, in the same year,

was the execution of the Minister of Education Sipyagin by the student Balmashev

(who was later hanged). On the day after the murder, the S-R party published an

official  justification of  the act.  The following year Bogdanovich,  Governor of  Ufa,

perished under a similar verdict. The arrest of Gershuni, who was delivered to the

police by Azef, caused the latter’s pro-motion to the top leadership of the terrorist

detachment. A man named Boris Savinkov, for whom terrorism was a vocation and

whose courage was indomitable, now found himself under the orders of the agent-

provocateur.  In  1904  the  Prime  Minister,  von  Plehve,  fell  mutilated  by  Yegor

Sazonov’s bomb. Sazonov had organized the assassination on instructions from Azef.

Next came the turn of the Regent of Moscow, Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich, who

was  executed  by  Ivan  Kalyaev.  The  terrorists  Sazonov  and  Kalyaev  should  be

numbered  among  the  most  impressive  figures  of  Russian  revolutionary  history.

Assassinations followed at a quickening pace. During the 1905 revolution, after the

Imperial Edict of 17 October, the S-R party became totally demoralized and ordered

an end to the terror; in the new era of reaction which followed, it ordered its Battle

Organization into fresh activity. The number of terrorist acts committed by the party

was fifty-eight in 1905, ninety-three in 1906 and seventy-four in 1907. [17]

As it was composed of very disparate trends the S-R party frequently experienced

the departure from it of various elements of the Left or the Right. Around 1906 a Left

wing  with  anarchistic  tendencies  broke  off  to  form  ‘The  Union  of  Maximalists’,

whose  small  groups  distinguished  themselves  by  terrorist  acts  of  extra-ordinary

daring.

nbsp;

1905: THE FIRST RUSSIAN REVOLUTION AND ITS CAUSES

It has often been remarked that the revolution of 1905 was the ‘dress rehearsal’ for

the one of 1917.  [18] It  was a rehearsal  for which the whole of  previous Russian

history had been preparing.

On  the  eve  of  1905,  ten  million  peasant  families  own  seventy-three  million

desyatins19 of land; there are 27,000 landed proprietors of whom 18,000 own sixty-

two million desyatins and of this huge area about one third belongs to 699 extremely

rich landlords, the autocracy’s firmest backers. Naturally, the best of the land is kept

out  of  the  hands  of  the  peasants.  Ever  since  1861  the  plots  of  land  have  been

parcelled out in such a way as to leave the former serf as dependent as possible on

the old landlord, from whom he had to rent, usually on ruinous terms, more land in

order to keep a livelihood. The peasant pays dues or ‘rights’ for farming on untilled

land along the roads into his  village,  for  grazing his  cattle,  for  a  thousand other
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pretexts. From 1900 world prices of cereals begin to recover; eager for their profit,

the  landed  gentry  raise  land  prices  and  rents,  sometimes  doubling  them.  The

population on the land has now increased: in 1861 the peasantry owned an average of

five desyatins of land per male inhabitant, in 1900 a holding of less than half this

size is common. Statistical estimates of rural unemployment now run to ten million.

1895-6,  1897  and  1901  are  famine  years  (and  during  them  the  export  of  grain

continues ...).

The misery of peasant and worker is a source of wealth for the propertied classes.

From  1893  to  1896  the  average  annual  value  of  Russian  exports  is  661  million

roubles; from 1905 to 1908, in spite of an industrial crisis, the Russo-Japanese war

and the revolution, the export average rises annually to 1,055,000,000 roubles. The

annual accumulation of profits grows over the same period from 104 million to 339

million. Foreign capital flows into this land where labour is so cheap and fortunes are

so quickly amassed. Between 1894 and 1900, nearly 500 million gold roubles’ worth

of foreign investments enters Russian industry.

Despite  its  recent  origins,  Russian industry  develops  vigorously  within its  own

peculiar terms. Its reserves of manpower are limit-less but skilled workers are very

scarce:  no  labour  aristocracy  is  formed.  The  technical  level  of  industry  in  this

backward country is usually primitive: it is just too easy to do good business. On the

other hand, concentration of capital, under the influence of foreign investors, is more

intense even than in German industry. Here is a capitalism with a modern structure,

impeded by institutions which, compared with it, are more than a century behind the

times.

There is little or no labour legislation; no trade unions; no rights of combination,

assembly,  strike or  speech.  The working class,  quite simply,  have no rights.  The

working day varies between ten and fourteen hours. In the engineering factories at

Bryansk in the south, wages in 1898 are 70 kopeks for a twelve-hour day. Textile

workers get 14 to 18 roubles a month, with swingeing deductions from the wage-

packet. The working day is longer and the level of wages lower than anywhere else in

Europe.  This  proletariat  of  mill  and factory,  concentrated in  a  few large centres,

forms a compact mass of 1,691,000 workers (as of 1904).

This state of affairs had its repercussions even among the industrialists. The textile

employers, who had only a wretched domestic market in the pauperized countryside,

sympathized with the 1905 revolution, at least at first. The engineering employers,

working on State orders, yielded, numbed, after the military disasters in Manchuria.

Discontent  among  the  petty-bourgeoisie  was  mounting.  The  wealthy  peasants

could see the big land-owners blocking any further progress for them. Merchants,

artisans,  poor folk and,  still  more,  the intellectuals  felt  their  interests profoundly

thwarted  and  their  dignity  affronted  by  the  caste-system  and  its  bureaucratic
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despotism. With the exception of the big landlords, the rich nobility, the Court and

the fraction of the top bourgeoisie that was linked with Tsardom, all classes in society

felt the need for serious changes.

1902 was marked by troubles in the rural districts. Whole villages were shot down

or  flogged.  The  great  mass  strike  at  Rostov-on-Don  revealed  the  power  of  the

working classes. In the next year, what amounted to a general strike swept the south.

The  anti-semitic  progroms at  Kishinev,  organized by  von Plehve’s  police,  were  a

response to these stirrings among the people: several hundred Jews were butchered.

In this period, it occurred to the Tsar’s police officials  that the labour movement

might  just  as  well  be  staffed  and  run  by  themselves.  The  police  chief  Zubatov

encouraged the establishment, first at Moscow and then at St Petersburg, of working

men’s associations enjoying the threefold protection of police, employers and clergy.

However,  the pressure of  circumstances compelled even this  ‘police Socialism’  to

lend support to strikes: in 1905 a struggle broke out at the Putilov Works between

the workers and the management, who had just sacked four members of the workers’

association  patronized  by  the  authorities  and directed  by  the  priest  Gapon.  This

‘black  trade-unionism’  was  thus  catapulted  into  the  leadership  of  an  entire

proletariat that had reached the limit of its patience.

Gapon  is  a  remarkable  character.  He  seems  to  have  believed  sincerely  in  the

possibility of reconciling the true interests of the workers with the authorities’ good

intentions. At any rate it was he who organized the movement to petition the Tsar

which ended with the massacre of 22 January (9, Old Style) 1905. The petition of the

workers of St Petersburg to Nicholas II, drafted by Gapon and endorsed by tens of

thousands  of  proletarians,  was  both  a  lugubrious  entreaty  and  a  daring  set  of

demands.  It  asked  for  an  eight-hour  day,  recognition  of  workers’  rights  and  a

Constitution (including the responsibility of ministers to the people, separation of

Church and State,  and democratic  liberties).  From all  quarters  of  the capital  the

petitioners, carrying icons and singing hymns. set off marching through the snow,

late on a January morning, to see their ‘little father, the Tsar’. At every cross-road

armed am-bushes were waiting for them. The soldiers machine-gunned them down

and the Cossacks charged them. ‘Treat  them like rebels’  had been the Emperor’s

command.  The  outcome  of  the  day  was  several  hundred  dead  and  as  many

wounded.  [20]  This  stupid  and  criminal  repression  detonated  the  first  Russian

revolution.  It  also  ensured  the  suicide  –  for  a  date  twelve  years  hence  –  of  the

Russian autocracy.

1905: THE BATTLE

Over the length and breadth of the nation, whose discontents were already magnified

through the Russo-Japanese war, this massacre of workers sent a gust of revolution.
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A general strike, virtually total, swept through 122 towns and industrial centres and

along  ten  main  railway-lines.  At  Warsaw  the  strike  took  on  the  character  of  an

insurrection, attested by ninety dead, 176 wounded and 733 arrests. For a whole year

the Russo-Japanese war had been simply a succession of defeats. The war’s causes

were various. Tsardom, in furtherance of its policy of territorial aggrandisement, had

cast its net into Manchuria, an excellent zone for colonization: possession of Port

Arthur would open up China for Russian commerce; French capital, now engaged in

the construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway, had Far Eastern ambitions; the Tsar,

now heading an Imperial family whose increasing numbers made it more difficult to

provide  them  with  endowments,  dreamed  of  Korea  as  a  base  for  extending  the

Romanov fortunes; finally, the statesmen of Russia were by no means averse to .the

prospect  of  strengthening the  autocracy  at  home by  means  of  a  military  victory.

Japan, for its part, had been deprived by Russia in 1894 of its spoils of victory over

China; it was resolved to conquer Korea; and its designs for a forcible settlement of

accounts  with  Russia  were  now  being  encouraged  by  British  imperialism,  which

wanted a weakening of Russian influence in Asia. The war broke out in February

1904  and  was  ended  by  the  treaty  of  Ports-mouth  on  5  September  1905.  The

Russians were defeated in every single engagement (on the Yalu, at Lyao-Yang, at

Mukden, at Port Arthur where they had to capitulate) and lost their entire fleet at the

naval  battle  of  Tsushima  (May  1905).  Each  defeat,  in  displaying  the  military

feebleness of the autocracy (which had never doubted its prospects of a hands-down

victory),  had even more serious repercussions on the domestic  front than on the

battle-field. These shameful defeats were the result of administrative incompetence,

the incapacity of the men in charge, and the troubled situation at home, where most

of the best troops had to be left. The war cost 1,300 million roubles. Nicholas raised

practically the whole sum (around 1,200 million) from abroad, principally on the

Paris Stock Exchange.

We can make no attempt to trace through, in a few pages, the complex fortunes of

the 1905 revolution; we shall sketch only the most important dates and details. The

rural troubles began in February. On the 4th of the month the Grand Duke Sergei

was executed by the S-R party;  on 17  April  an Imperial  edict  (ukaz)  proclaimed

freedom of conscience for all – without touching the powers of the State Orthodox

Church.  In  May  there  is  the  London  Bolshevik  Congress,  the  third  congress  of

Russian Social-Democracy.

The Bolshevik faction of the movement has been going through a difficult phase

since 1903. Plekhanov, the party’s leader, had shortly after the Second Congress gone

over to the Mensheviks, as had Trotsky (the latter only for a short time: throughout

the whole revolution he was to work with the Bolsheviks and was even somewhat to

the  Left  of  them).  ‘It  was  a  period  of  collapse,  hesitation  and  disarray,’  Lenin

observed.  But  in  reality  the  Bolshevik  party  was  forged in  these  terrible  internal

struggles. On the eve of the revolution it found itself the only organization that was in
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a state of readiness, the only one armed with clear ideas. The Mensheviks held power

in  the  leading  bodies  of  the  party:  despite  the  seriousness  of  the  situation,  they

refused to call a Party Congress where they would have been put into a minority. The

Bolsheviks held their own conference in London and the Mensheviks called one in

Geneva.

Nothing can explain the Bolshevik  victory  of  1917  better  than their  attitude in

1905. The Mensheviks maintained that the coming revolution would be a bourgeois

one, carrying the bourgeoisie into power and consolidating their rule, opening an era

of  expanding capitalist  development  in  Russia.  A workers’  insurrection would be

madness. The Bolsheviks accused their adversaries of trailing behind the possessing

classes. The proletariat, they insisted, must place itself at the head of the popular

upheaval; a bourgeois revolution could only be truly realized within ‘the democratic

dictatorship  of  the  workers  and  peasantry’,  whose  victories  would  enable  the

proletariat to advance towards Socialism in the next stage. Lenin’s guiding idea was

that, in the presence of a numerous, powerful and politically conscious proletariat,

there could be no question of a purely bourgeois revolution. At this time Trotsky and

Parvus formed a third tendency within Russian Social-Democracy:  while  steering

clear of the opportunism of the Menshevik members, they linked the destinies of the

Russian revolution to the fate of the European workers’ movement (in their theory of

‘permanent revolution’).

Lenin  and  Krassin  persuaded  the  London  Congress  to  agree  to  the  party’s

participation in the revolutionary government which would not recoil either from the

accusation of ‘Jacobinism’ nor from the use of terror. ‘In a revolutionary period it is

stupid  and criminal  to  be  afraid  of  participation in  power.’  Following  the  report

presented by Lunacharsky and Bogdanov, the Congress mandated the party with the

task of preparing insurrection.

The first phase of the revolution was one of mobilization. Parties and groupings

formed themselves:  reactionaries,  liberals,  Zemstvos,  [21]  various  petty-bourgeois

societies, the peasants’ congress, the workers’ trade union.

Immediately after Bloody Sunday, trade unions began to spring up everywhere,

illegal  or  semi-legal,  often  holding  their  meetings  in  the  woods.  Then  events

accelerated. On 15 June the battleship Knaz-Potemkin mutinied. [22] At the camp of

Novaya Alexandria  a  soldiers’  mutiny erupted,  organized by the officer  Antonov-

Ovseyenko.  [23]  There  was  street-fighting  at  Lodz,  in  Poland:  500  dead.  The

autocracy saw that it had to manoeuvre. On 6 August, an Imperial edict established

the Duma of the Empire, in accordance with the project of the Bulygin commission.

This assembly,  purely consultative in character,  was to be elected on a restricted

franchise, by electoral colleges, through an extremely complicated system. Every big

land-owner was an elector, but every ten small land-owners elected only one elector

in their own college. In the towns only bourgeoisie could vote, the working classes
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being excluded. Of the intellectuals only the rich could vote (those with a salary of

1,300  roubles  per  annum).  St  Petersburg  had  an  electorate  of  9,500  out  of  its

population of one and a half million. The bourgeoisie tried to console itself with this

shadow of a parliament.

At  the beginning of  October,  a  general  strike  broke out,  from a  dispute which

appeared  to  be  very  trivial.  The  compositors  in  Moscow  came  out  to  demand

payment for punctuation marks at the same rate as for letters. Gradually, through

solidarity action, the strike spread to the whole of Moscow: then the railway workers

joined in throughout the country. It was a formidable stoppage, and a complete one:

even the shops closed down. On the 13th the Soviet (or Council) of the St Petersburg

workers was founded,  on the basis  of  one deputy for  every 500 workers.  At  this

moment the revolt of the peasants engulfed almost the whole of Russia. The ‘lords’

nests’  were  burnt  down  in  hundreds:  Two  thousand  land-owners’  homes  were

reduced to cinders. The autocracy hesitated between the path of military dictatorship

and that of surrender. The rail strike and the poor state of the troops’ loyalties caused

it to choose Count Witte’s plan, a relative surrender: the Imperial edict of 17 October

elevated the Duma into a legislative assembly and gave the suffrage (at the second

and third stages of election) to the urban petty-bourgeoisie and the workers. But this

only  became  a  further  stimulus;  all  the  democratic  freedoms  were  seized  as  an

accomplished fact; a revolutionary press sprang up and the authorities, powerless,

had to tolerate it.

The following days saw more anti-semitic pogroms, [24] an amnesty for political

offences and the granting of autonomy to Finland. The end of October was marked

by the military rising of Kronstadt; then came the revolt of the Black Sea fleet, whose

inspirer,  Lieutenant  Schmidt,  a  brave  but  irresolute  man,  knew only  how to  die

courageously.  A single decisive fact dominates these events:  the army, in spite of

these explosive defections, remains generally in a state of obedience.

The St Petersburg Soviet had been led at first by a popular lawyer, Khrustalev-

Nosar: he was arrested after a short while and replaced by Trotsky. The Soviet, led by

Trotsky  and  inspired  by  the  Bolsheviks,  waged  a  struggle  that  was  all  the  more

difficult  since  the  weariness  of  the  St  Petersburg  proletariat  was  becoming

increasingly acute. It tried in vain to win the eight-hour day by strike action, but

failed. A year of struggle had exhausted the workers of the capital: the arrest of the

Soviet precipitated only a short strike by a section of workers.

In Moscow, on the other hand, where the proletariat had been less active over the

preceding months, the fever of rebellion now reached its peak. In vain did the more

far-sighted revolutionaries point to the probability of  a defeat.  The general  strike

began  on  7  December,  with  the  backing  of  the  S-Rs  and  the  Bolsheviks.  It

immediately took on an insurrectional  character:  the small  combat-groups of  the

workers’  organizations covered the city with barricades, ready to resist the use of
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troops. They were too few, and too poorly armed; the movement had appeared too

late, for a regiment in sympathy with the revolutionaries had been dis-’armed a short

while before. The insurrection was decapitated by the chance arrest of most of the

members of its leading committee. The working-class quarter of Krasnaya Presnya

came late into the battle but defended itself magnificently. The artillery had to be

brought in to crush it. Most of the insurgents managed to make good their escape.

Nevertheless  Admiral  Dubasov,  acting on the caprice of  informers,  had over  250

people shot.

The revolution had substantial  successes in the south,  and real  victories in the

Caucasus. January 1906 was a month of firing-squads. Punitive expeditions restored

order  everywhere  with  a  cold  ferocity.  In  the  Baltic  provinces,  Siberia  and  the

Caucasus they sowed the seeds of terrible hatreds.

Russia’s first revolution cost her people almost 15,000 dead, over 18,000 wounded

and 79,000 imprisoned.

In  1905  the  autocracy  was  saved  through  the  hesitations  and  reactionary

sympathies  of  the liberal  bourgeoisie,  the hesitations of  the revolutionary middle

classes,  the  inexperience  and  poor  organization  of  the  proletariat  (for  which  its

enthusiasm  and  solidarity  were  no  substitute),  the  weakness  of  the  proletarian

party, [25] the primitive character of the movement in the country-side, the relative

loyalty of the troops and the availability of French money.

1905: THE RESULTS

The defeat of the first Russian revolution was by no means total. The workers and

peasant  masses  had  lost  their  respect  for  the  autocracy  and  learnt  to  engage  in

combat  against  their  oppressors.  It  was  a  psychological  change  of  incalculable

importance. Now, the workers could see a clearer pattern in the mosaic of parties:

from now on, in increasing numbers, they turned to the party of their class. The hard

core of  the Bolshevik party steeled itself  for the struggles to come, and drew the

lessons of an experience al-ready formidable, during the moral crisis which followed.

The  years  of  reaction  were  painful  to  endure,  like  every  aftermath  of  defeat:

individualism, scepticism, discouragement, the spurning of the weak, all manifested

themselves in a variety of forms. But the proletariat has no other school but struggle.

The exploited class, the oppressed class, the class of the vanquished by definition, it

learns, in its periods of reverse, how to conquer; the very fact that it rises from its

feet and acts is  already, in a certain sense, a victory; and its most telling defeats

sometimes count, in the scale of history, as the equal of fruitful victories. So it was in

1905.

For the Russian bourgeoisie, by contrast, its democratic revolution of 1905 was an

x1.00

178

https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch01.htm#foot-25
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch01.htm#foot-25


unmitigated failure. The role played in it by the proletariat struck them as singularly

disturbing. The bourgeoisie had lacked all unity. The middle classes, in moments of

ardour during the struggle, had supported the workers. But the big bourgeoisie, the

financiers, the engineering bosses, terrified by the advance of Socialism, had shown

themselves  as  only  too inclined to  make a  deal  with the large landlords and the

autocracy.  The  caste-divisions  of  Russian  society,  the  privileges  of  nobility,

landlords,  Church and Crown, the civil  inequality,  the autocracy,  all  survived the

crisis of 1905; Russian capitalism remained tied down at every move, even with the

wide possibilities of development that were offered it through the influx of foreign

capital. The corruption, incompetence and bureaucracy of Tsardom continued their

work of  obstruction.  None of  the causes  of  the revolution had been removed,  or

suppressed.

The  Witte  Cabinet  had  rendered  a  signal  service  to  Tsarism  through  its

constitutional  juggling;  liberalism  and  conservatism  had  met  in  the  service  of

counter-revolution. It  was succeeded by Stolypin’s reactionary government, which

was only too well aware that a final settling of accounts had only been postponed. In

the face of this threat it undertook an intelligent manoeuvre in the agrarian reform of

1906-10,  which  encouraged  the  development  of  private  property  among  the

peasantry and the further enrichment of  the better-off  farmers.  A ‘Peasant Bank’

allotted an ex-tension of land, though not nearly enough, among the peasantry. The

poor  peasants  were  urged  to  colonize  Siberia,  central  Asia  and  the  Far  East.

Stolypin’s policies were aimed at creating a stratum in the countryside that was rich,

numerous, loyal to the régime and privileged; its property instincts would turn it into

the ally of the reactionary nobility and the big bourgeoisie. Stolypin believed that the

formation of this class of rich peasants would exorcise the peril of revolution forever

within a space of twenty years. However, after 1912 came the revival of the working-

class movement: then, the imperialist war.

While the Mensheviks were digesting ‘the historic error of the Moscow uprising’

(‘They  should  not  have  taken  up  arms!’  declared  Plekhanov),  Lenin  and  the

Bolsheviks were drawing out the lessons of 1905. Lenin’s writings of 1905-6 should

be  required  reading.  They  are  a  model  of  revolutionary  dialectic,  and  more:  an

introduction  to  the  history  of  the  October  Revolution.  Lenin  emphasized  the

significance of the Soviets as ‘organs of direct struggle by the masses’,  ‘organs of

insurrection’, and hence their fundamental incompatibility with the Tsarist régime.

He  used  the  Moscow  events  to  demonstrate  the  necessity  for  revolutionary

organization  in  an  insurrection.  He  advocated  guerrilla  warfare,  which  the

Bolsheviks took up in many areas (notably in Latvia) in order to resist reaction and

prepare for later action. He developed his theory of the united front, ‘an agreement

for  purposes  of  struggle  concluded  by  the  proletarian  party  with  the  parties  of

revolutionary democracy’; he studied the technique of insurrection. Recent history

had  confirmed  his  evaluations  of  the  liberal  bourgeoisie  and  of  Socialist
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opportunism. His  active  thought,  the thinking of  a  revolutionary Marxist,  was in

constant opposition to the tired, rigid, bookish doctrines of the Mensheviks. On 30

September 1906 he wrote, in reply to those who accused him of being a ‘Blanquist’,

‘anarchist’ or ‘Bakuninist’:

Marxism distinguishes itself from all primitive forms of Socialism in the fact
that it does not attach the revolutionary movement to any one form of struggle.
It admits of the most different methods of action, without, however, ‘inventing’
them. It confines itself to generalizing, organizing and giving conscious purpose
to those modes of action by the revolutionary classes which arise spontaneously
in the course of the movement. A resolute enemy of all abstract formulas, all
recipes in-vented by doctrinaires, Marxism demands an attitude of attention to-
wards  the  struggle  of  the  masses,  a  struggle  which,  in  parallel  with  the
development  and  the  consciousness  of  the  masses,  and  with  the  severity  of
economic and political crises, constantly calls forth new methods of attack and
defence.  Marxism  does  not  reject  any  form  of  struggle...  .  Marxism  never
contents itself  with forms of struggle which are actual or possible at a given
moment: it recognizes the inevitability, as the situation changes, of modes of
action which are still unknown to the militants of the present day. On this point
it can be said that, far from having any pretensions to educate the masses in
modes of action imagined by arm-chair inventors of systems, Marxism is always
and only the school of the masses’ own practice.

...  Marxism  demands,  unconditionally,  the  historical  examination  of  the
problem  of  forms  of  struggle.  To  pose  this  question  outside  the  concrete
historical situation is to fail to understand the ABC of dialectical materialism.
To different moments of economic evolution, there correspond different forms
of struggle, conditioned by political, national and cultural situations, as well as
by customs which in their turn modify the auxiliary and secondary forms of
action. [26]

His theory of civil war, whose application we shall see in October 1917, was already

developed. One might well believe that these lines, extracted from an article of 29

August 1906, date from 1917:

Let us bear in mind that the great struggle of the masses is approaching. It will
be the armed insurrection. It must be, as far as possible, simultaneous over the
whole country. The masses must know that they are coming to an armed, bloody
and desperate struggle. Contempt for death must imbue them and assure them
of victory. The offensive must be pursued with all possible energy: attack and
not defence must be the masses’ common slogan, the pitiless extermination of
the enemy their objective; the organization of the struggle will be flexible and
mobile; the vacillating elements among the fighters will be led on to enter battle.
The  party  of  the  conscious  proletariat  must  carry  out  its  duty  in  this  great
struggle.

1907-14: REACTION AND FRANCO-RUSSIAN IMPERIALISM

The first fourteen years of the twentieth century are occupied by the preparation of

the  imperialist  war.  The  division  of  the  world,  among  great  powers  governed

economically and politically by high finance, is now complete. Germany, deprived of
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satisfactory  colonies,  threatens  Britain’s  control  of  the  seas  and,  over  the  whole

world, confronts British commerce with a competition for which there is no remedy

except  cannon-fire.  On  the  two  sides  of  the  Rhine,  the  German  and  French

engineering  industries  square  up  to  one  another.  The  German  Empire  covets

France’s colonies and dreams of consolidating her own influence over Turkey. Her

interests, along with those of the Austrian Empire, clash with the interests of Russia:

for more than thirty years, Tsarist intrigues have dominated the politics of the small

Balkan states, and Russia now casts longing eyes at Constantinople, essential to her

grain  exports.  ‘From the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century,’  writes  M.N.  Pokrovsky,

‘there  exists  a  Franco-Russian imperialism.’  [27]  In  1900  the  capital  invested  in

Russian  industry  (in  millions  of  gold  roubles)  had  reached  the  following  levels:

Russian capital, 447.2 (or twenty-one per cent); foreign capital, 762.4 (or 35.9 per

cent); capital raised by selling Russian stocks abroad, 915.6 (or 43.1 per cent). In all,

seventy-nine per cent of the capital invested is of foreign origin ! When one adds the

9,349,000,000 gold francs lent by the French Republic to Nicholas II, some idea will

be conveyed of the hold exerted by French finance on the destinies of the Russian

Empire. In 1914 the French capitalists had control of 60.7 per cent of Russia’s output

of pig-iron and of 50.9 per cent of its coal. On the eve of the revolution the banks of

Petrograd disposed of a capital of 8,500 million roubles, fifty-five per cent of which

belonged to the French banks.

We shall  not  relate  here the military preparation for  the war,  undertaken ever

since 1907, if not before, by the French and Russian General Staffs in collaboration

with the British Admiralty. At Irkutsk in 1920, shortly before he was shot, Admiral

Kolchak testified that ever since 1907 the Russian General Staff and Admiralty had

determined 1915 as the date for the outbreak of the European conflagration. It is

known that the Russian General Staff speeded up the march to war (so ably directed

by M. Poincare) through the provocation at Sarajevo. [28]

At the time when war broke out, large strikes in St Petersburg had just taken place,

a  symptom  of  working-class  strength.  The  Bolshevik  party  had  succeeded  in

publishing newspapers and magazines inside Russia (ceaselessly suppressed, and as

ceaselessly springing up again), and in penetrating all working-class concentrations:

it now participated in all movements by the proletarian masses. From 1910 on, the

Russian proletariat had entered a phase of upsurge and activity: it was managing to

increase  its  wages  and  reduce  its  working  hours.  The  protests  that  followed  the

massacre at Lena were a witness to its awakening. The workers in. the goldfields at

Lena,  in  the  gubernia  of  Irkutsk  in  Siberia,  were  hideously  exploited.  Lodged in

insanitary barracks, paid in truck by their company (which had British capital), they

began a strike at the end of May 1912, demanding an eight-hour day (instead of ten

hours), a thirty-per-cent wage increase and the dismissal of various members of the

staff.  At  the company’s  instigation,  the crowd of  strikers,  unarmed,  are  fired on:

there are 270 dead. Both in Moscow and in Petrograd huge strikes take place in
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protest against this employers’ crime.

In Russian Social-Democracy the split between Bolsheviks and Mensheviks (who

had  been  briefly  reunited  at  the  Unity  Congress  at  Stockholm  in  1906)  widens

between  1906  and  1914.  The  Bolsheviks  had  been  attacking  the  ‘liquidationist’

tendencies that ‘have arisen from the defeat of the revolution. (The liquidation in

question is that of illegal work and revolutionary action.)

The  war  widens  the  gulf  still  further.  The  S-Rs  have  become  converted  to

patriotism,  and  the  Menshevik  liquidators,  in  reply  to  a  telegram  from

Vandervelde,  [29]  declare  that  ‘they  are  not  opposing  the  war’;  whereas  the

Bolshevik Central Committee, looking back to the Paris Commune and the decisions

of inter-national Socialist Congresses, adopts the slogan formulated by Lenin: ‘turn

the  imperialist  war  into  civil  war’.  The  five  Bolshevik  deputies  in  the  Duma are

arrested  in  November  1914,  along  with  Kamenev,  and  deported  to  Siberia.  In

Petrograd the Bolsheviks now number no more than a dozen groups of some 120

members altogether.

They set  to work at  once for the re-foundation of  the International,  which has

expired on 2 and 4 August 1914. [30] They travel to Zimmerwald and Kienthal. The

line  taken  by  Trotsky,  now  outside  both  the  main  factions  of  Russian  Social-

Democracy, differs very little from that of the Bolsheviks. [31]

1917

The Russian bourgeoisie, in contrast with the ruling clique of landlords, nobles and

bureaucrats, welcome the war with enthusiasm. Surely the war was going to fulfil its

dearest wishes, by compelling the autocracy to abdicate constitutionally, or at the

very least to introduce far-reaching reforms? Besides, this bourgeoisie, with all its

links with the capitalist classes of western Europe, was imperialist-minded.

The  next  years  were  to  bring  a  number  of  fantastic  spectacles:  whole  armies

entering the field without munitions, fighting it out with sword and bayonet in mid-

battle;  treason  at  work  in  the  General  Staff  and  perhaps  in  the  Court;  sudden

fortunes in the hands of manufacturers of war supplies; incompetent drunkards in

responsible posts; a rakish staretz (or ‘holy old man’), Rasputin, as close adviser to

the Tsar, appointing and dismissing ministers between one drunken orgy and the

next; Russia sliding towards the abyss while the world watched. The war revealed the

gangrene of the whole system.

In January 1917 higher prices were obviously outstripping wage increases, in the

proportion 163 to 130. Production was declining. The Allies had urged Russia into its

immense effort, which reached a climax in 1916 and then left the nation exhausted.
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Inflation. The railways worn down. Crisis of food supplies. The capital faced a bread

and  a  fuel  shortage.  Assailed  by  speculation,  the  government  vainly  tried  to  tax

foodstuffs and regulate the economy. The bourgeoisie under Allied influence would

have liked a rapprochement with the autocracy, but the Court and the land-owning

caste around the Tsar were inclined to see a separate peace with Germany as their

only  hope.  This  disquieting  vacillation,  and  the  terrible  defeats  sustained  by  the

Russian armies,  encouraged the Allies  to  nurture dreams of  a  coup d’état  in  the

breasts of the Russian bourgeoisie. In 1917 most Russian politicians and generals,

not  to  mention  several  Grand  Dukes,  were  thinking  of  how  they  might  avert  a

revolution  in  the  streets  by  conducting  one  in  the  palace.  Nobody  dared  to  do

anything.  These conspiracies  of  the drawing-room resulted in nothing except  the

murder of Rasputin by Purishkevich, the leader of the extreme Right, acting with

Prince Yusupov.

The revolution did come into the streets: it  came down from the factories with

thousands of workers out on strike, to cries of ‘Bread! Bread!’ The authorities saw it

coming but could do nothing: it was not in their power to remedy the crisis. In the

streets of Petrograd the troops fraternized with the workers’ demonstrations, sealing

the  fate  of  the  autocracy  (25  –  7  February  1917).  The  speed  of  events  took  the

revolutionary organizations by surprise even though they had been working towards

this goal.

Two governments soon come on the scene. The Duma’s Provisional Committee

was  a  makeshift  government  of  the  bourgeoisie,  headed  by  landed  reactionaries

whose sole idea after the abdication of the Tsar was the drafting of a constitution to

pre-serve the royal dynasty and get the lower orders back into obedience; the Soviet

of Workers and Soldiers was the government formed by the proletariat. The two rival

powers at first hold their sessions side by side in the Tauride Palace, observing one

another and avoiding collisions. The Mensheviks and S-Rs constituted the leadership

of the Soviet: but the masses below pushed them, watched them and goaded them.

The first Provisional Government headed by Prince Lvov, was actually steered by

Milyukov, the leader of the Kadet (Constitutional Democrat) party of the liberal big

bourgeoisie;  its  perspective  was  a  constitutional  monarchy  under  the  Regency  of

Mikhail Romanov until the Tsarevich Alexei should attain his majority.

But the Soviet was acting. Its Decree (prikaz) No.1, of 1 March, abolished all titles of

rank in the army, ordered the election of committees in all military units, and thus

placed the soldiers at the effective disposition of the Soviet. It was at the Soviet’s

insistence that the Emperor and Imperial family were arrested, it was the Soviet that

stopped the Tsar  from escaping to  England.  The Soviet  proclaimed its  desire  for

peace; the Provisional Government,  its loyalty to the Allies.  The duality of power

meant a conflict of power.
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A  coalition  ministry,  consisting  of  bourgeois-liberals,  Kadets,  Mensheviks  and

S-Rs  with  Kerensky  as  Prime  Minister,  is  formed  in  the  first  days  of  May.  Its

programme  consists  of  a  couple  of  words:  democracy,  Constituent  Assembly.  It

proves powerless to meet the economic crisis: for that, energetic measures, which

would  have  hurt  the  bourgeoisie,  would  have  been  necessary.  It  yields  to  Allied

pressure and launches the offensive of 18 June, a futile slaughter, as was obvious

beforehand. It refuses national independence to Finland and disintegrates, with the

resignation  of  the  bourgeois  ministers,  on  the  question  of  the  Ukraine’s

independence.  A  new Kerensky  Cabinet  follows,  and in  this  the  influence  of  the

Kadets,  who  are  determined  to  sabotage  the  revolution,  is  even  stronger.  This

ministerial shuffle takes place amid the July rising, which foreshadows the October

Revolution. The proletariat and the garrison have had enough of these ministerial

games:  ‘All  power to the Soviets.’  The Bolshevik party judges the offensive to be

premature: the provinces will not follow. Nevertheless, it sup-ports the action of the

masses,  and  is  promptly  outlawed.  Trotsky  is  arrested,  Lenin  and  Zinoviev  are

wanted men. The press denounces the Bolsheviks as paid agents of Germany.

Russia has the choice of two dictatorships: either that of the proletariat or that of

the bourgeoisie. The ‘State Conference’ in Moscow acclaiths General Kornilov, the

prospective dictator, who wants discipline in the army – through the death penalty –

order  on  the  home  front  and  a  strong  government.  He  attempts  a  coup  on  9

September,  in  concert  with  Kerensky  and  the  veteran  S-R  terrorist  Savinkov.

Kerensky lets him down and the coup collapses. But this exercise in adventurism has

mobilized the masses and restored the streets to the proletariat. We will give some

little-known quotations which reveal the bourgeoisie’s intentions in the period before

Kornilov’s coup. At the ‘State Conference’ in Moscow on 13 August, Prokopovich puts

the programme of the bourgeoisie: ‘Guaranteeing of proprietors’ rights, State control

over  production,  maximum  prices  to  regulate  pro-fits,  compulsory  labour  (with

specified work-standards) for the proletariat.’ A few days later Ryabushinsky, one of

the big Russian capitalists, declares at the Conference of Industry and Trade that ‘the

Government must begin to think and act from the bourgeois viewpoint .... Perhaps it

may need the bony hand of famine to take the false friends of the people by the

throat ...’ ‘Let the capitalist give up his excessive profits,’ says Prokopovich, and the

worker his surplus leisure.’

The  S-R  party,  which  is  now  the  real  governing  party,  postpones  the

implementation of its agrarian programme, puts off the election of the Constituent

Assembly,  yields  to  the  pressures  of  the  bourgeoisie  and  does  what  the  Allies

demand.  Famine  is  swiftly  approaching.  The  Germans  capture  Riga  and menace

Petrograd,  which  seems  abandoned  to  their  invasion  plans.  After  all,  would  not

Ludendorff  take  over  the  pressing  problem  of  controlling  the  proletariat  of  the

capital? In the countryside, peasant rebellion is flaring up.
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Three great problems cry out for urgent solution, expressed in the three words:

peace, land, bread! Peace is wanted by millions of peasants and proletarians in the

army, and the bourgeoisie cannot give it them because it is too busy waging its own

war. Land is desired by millions of peasants: the bourgeoisie will not give it, because

it  is  allied with the big  land-owners  and because it  rejects  any attack on private

property, the principle of its own domination. Bread is demanded by the proletariat

of the cities: the bourgeoisie cannot give it, for the famine is the offshoot of its war

and its policies. ... The overthrow of Tsardom has solved nothing. Another revolution

has to be made.

This is what the masses feel and want. This is what the party of the proletariat

knows and arms for.

Notes

[4]  Mezentsev  was  executed  by  the  writer  Stepniak  (Kravchinsky),  the  author  of

Underground Russia.

[5] A. Rambaud, A History of Russia from the Earliest Times to 1877 (New York,

1886).

[6] M.N. Pokrovsky, History of Russia (New York, 1931).

[7]  The liberal  N.V.  Chaikovsky was to end his  career unfortunately.  For a long time he

devoted his efforts to the Russian cooperative movement. Then in 1919, during the Allied

intervention in Russia, he headed the White government at Archangel. He died in emigration

in 1926.

[9] The evolution of Pyotr Struve deserves some attention; having passed from reformism to

liberalism, he later became an admirer of Stolypin. Today, Struve is one of the leaders of the

monarchist  emigration;  he  played  a  prominent  role  in  the  circles  around  Denikin  and

Wrangel.  [Author of  numerous books on Russian politics  and economics,  Struve died in

1944.]

[10] Both belong today to the liberal emigration. In October 1917, Prokopovich succeeded

Kerensky  as  head  of  the  clandestine  ‘government’  which  directed  sabotage  against  the

revolution.  [This  attempt  to  reconstitute  the  ‘Provisional  Government’  was  short-lived.

Prokopovich and his wife Kusskova went into exile and ran a Russian research institute in

Prague. He died in 1955 and she in 1959.]

[12] The French Socialist Millerand joined, in 1899, a Cabinet of ‘republican defence’ where

one of his colleagues was the executioner of the Paris Commune, Galliffet.
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[13]  V.  Nevsky,  History  of  the Russian Communist  Party  (Bolshevik):  A Short

Outline (Istoriya RKP (B): Kratki Ocherk) (Leningrad, 1926), p.170; Lenin intended

the revolutionary organization to ‘unify the Socialist science and revolutionary experience,

acquired  over  decades  by  the  revolutionary  intelligentsia,  with  the  special  skills  of  the

advanced  workers:  knowledge  of  the  working-class  environment,  and  the  gifts  of  mass

agitation and mass leadership’.

[14]  Jordania,  from 1920 to  1922,  was  President  of  the  Menshevik Republic  of  Georgia.

[After the Bolshevik invasion of Georgia he went into exile and died in 1953.]

[15] See A.I.  Spiridovich, The Socialist-Revolutionary Party and its Predecessors

(Partiya Sotsialistov-Revoliutsionerov i ee Predshestvenniki), a work written by a

police official from the documents of the Okhrana. [Not available in Russian: the first edition

of 1915 was sold only to Tsarist officials, and the second augmented edition of 1917, after the

opening of the Okhrana archives, was given to the Political Red Cross to sell,  with a few

copies for the S-R party itself. Spiridovich had another edition printed on the press of the

Stavka, but this was seized by the Bolsheviks. There is a French translation, L’Histoire du

Terrorisme Russe, 1886-1917 (Paris, 1930).]

[16] Mikhail Gotz died in 1908, and Gershuni died in Paris in 1920, following many years of

bitter  struggle  on  which  he  left  some  remarkable  memoirs  (available  in  a  French

translation);  Breshko-Breshkovskaya,  who went over to bourgeois liberalism in 1917,  has

become one of the ‘stars’ of the White emigration; V. Chernov, who is now in emigration, was

one of Kerensky’s ministers and then Chairman of the Constituent Assembly, leading his

party from the denial of its programme to political disaster. [Breshkovskaya died an exile in

Prague in 1934; Chernov, after emigration in western Europe, died in New York in 1952.]

[17]  Statistics  supplied by the Museum of  the Revolution in Leningrad.  Terrorist  acts  of

purely local significance (and there were hundreds of these) are not counted in these figures.

[A more  recent  authority  gives  a  figure  of  over  4,000 lives  taken by  S-R and anarchist

terrorists during 1906 and 1907 alone: Paul Avrich, The Russian Anarchists (Princeton,

1967), p.64.]

[18] M.N. Pokrovsky, A Brief History of Russia (New York, 1933), Pt.III; L.D. Trotsky,

1905 (Paris, 1923); N. Rozhkov, History of Russia (Istoriya Rossii) (Petrograd, 1926),

Volumes 11 and 12.

[20] Gapon managed to escape and lived abroad for some while. He resumed contact with

the Imperial police, took part in its schemes and was executed as an agent-provocateur in

1906 by a Socialist-Revolutionary acting under instructions from Azef.

[21] [The Zemstvos were organs of rural self-government encouraged in the late nineteenth

century  by  Tsar  Alexander  II:  though  strictly  limited  from  above,  they  organized  local

welfare services and provided an important focus for liberal-constitutional agitation in the

1900s.]

[22] The cruiser sailed under the colours of the Red Flag for eleven days. Other ships shrank

from engaging in combat against her and her crew, and took refuge in Rumania once their

supplies were exhausted.
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[23]  Antonov-Ovseyenko  will  appear  again  in  our  story  when  we  come  to  the  October

Revolution.

[24] The initiative in the pogroms was taken by the police and by the ‘Black Hundreds’

(Union  of  True  Russians),  an  ultra-reactionary  organization  under  the  patronage  of  the

authorities. Nearly 4,000 Jews were killed and 10,000 injured in 110 separate towns and

localities; 500 perished in Odessa alone.

[25] In 1905 the Bolshevik party had twelve or thirteen thousand members and, though

including a large number of intellectuals, exercised its influence over the straightforwardly

proletarian elements of society.  The Mensheviks numbered about 15,000 members: their

influence was chiefly among the petty-bourgeoisie, the artisans, and sometimes (in Georgia

particularly)  sections  of  the  peasantry.  The Russian proletariat  amounted to  some three

million workers at this time. The two fractions of Russian Social-Democracy thus organized

only one per cent of  this  total  between them. See Nevsky,  op. cit.,  Chapter  11.  [Serge’s

estimate  of  the  influence  of  the  two  fractions  of  Social-Democracy  among  the  Russian

working class is a considerable over-simplification. Both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks had a

working-class  base  in  the  main  cities,  even  though  their  proletarian  membership  was

relatively  small.  For  a  detailed  presentation  see  J.L.H.  Keep,  The  Rise  of  Social

Democracy in Russia (Oxford, 1963), pp. 165-82, 230, 274. A recent careful statistical

study does tentatively distinguish between the firmer working-class base of the Bolsheviks

and  the  greater  petty-bourgeois  and  national-minority  composition  of  Menshevism  over

1905-7: David Lane, The Roots of Russian Communism (Assen, 1969), pp.44, 49-51,

209-13.]

[26] On Guerrilla Warfare (30 September 1906); N. Lenin, Collected Works  (London,

1969), Vol.11, pp.213-14.

[27] M.N. Pokrovsky, How Did the War of 1914 Begin?, in Proletarskaya Revoliutsiya, 7

(30), 1924.

[28] The assassination at Sarajevo was committed at the instigation of the Russian General

Staff; see Victor Serge, La Verité sur l’Attentat de Sarajevo, in Clarte, No.74, 1 May 1924.

[The evidence implicating the Tsarist General Staff is examined in V. Dedijer, The Road to

Sarajevo (London, 1967); Dedijer rejects the incrimination of the Russians.]

[29] [Emile Vandervelde: leader of the Belgian Socialist party and a prominent figure in the

Second International; fervent supporter of the Allied cause from the outset of the war, when

he joined the Belgian government.]

[30] [2 August marked the day when the French Socialist party voted for ‘national defence’. 4

August was the day when the German Social-Democratic party voted unanimously for the

war-credits in the Reichstag.]

[31] Nevsky, op. cit., p.386. [Probably an attempt by Serge to vindicate Trotsky’s war-time

position by citing a recent and reputable party history.]
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Year One of the Russian Revolution

The Insurrection of 25
October 1917

THE MASSES

From the rostrum Trotsky had just announced the withdrawal of the Bolsheviks from

the Pre-Parliament (Democratic Conference). His voice, grating metallically, hurled

the  defiance  of  proletariat  and  peasantry  before  the  highest  authority  of  the

Republic. Then he went out, passing in front of the sailors who were guarding the

hall. As he passed them their bayonets wavered, and hard faces with burning eyes

turned to the man who had just spoken. Gesturing with their bayonets, they asked

him:

‘When do we use these?’

It was 6 October. The Democratic Conference, a mock parliament for the revolution

summoned by the S-Rs and Mensheviks, had opened in Moscow in the middle of the

previous  month.  Strikes  had  forced  it  out  of  the  city;  the  staff  in  hotels  and

restaurants had refused to wait upon its members. It had now been transferred to

Petrograd, and was deliberating under the protection of a picked unit of the most

reliable  sailors.  But  the  bayonets  of  these  men  shuddered  at  the  passage  of  a

Bolshevik spokesman:

‘When do we use these?’ [1]

This state of feeling was general in the fleet. Two weeks before 25 October, the sailors

of the Baltic squadron, anchored at Helsinki, demanded that no more time be lost,

and that the destruction of the fleet by the Germans, which now appears to us to be

inevitable, should be made holy by insurrection. [2] They were willing to die: but

only for the revolution. Since 15 May the Kronstadt Soviet had refused to recognize

the Provisional Government. After the July riots, the commissars sent by Kerensky to

board  ships  and  arrest  ‘Bolshevik  agitators’  received  only  this  curt  response:

x1.00

188

https://www.marxists.org/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#foot-1
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#foot-1
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#foot-2
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#foot-2


‘Agitators? We are all agitators.’ It was true. The masses had innumerable agitators.

Delegates  from  the  trenches  came  to  the  Petrograd  Soviet  with  speeches  of

denunciation:

How much longer is this unbearable situation going to last? The soldiers have
mandated us to tell you that if peace proposals are not presented immediately
and seriously, the trenches will empty and the whole army will come home. You
are forgetting all about us! If you cannot find the answer to the situation we
shall chase out our enemies ourselves, at bayonet-point – but you will go with
them!

Such, Trotsky relates, was the language of the front. [3]

At the beginning of October the insurrection broke out everywhere, spontaneously;

peasant risings spread all over the country.

The provinces of Tula, Tambov, Ryazan and Kaluga are in revolt.

The peasants have been expecting peace and land from the revolution. They have

been disappointed; and so they rise, seize the granaries of the landlords, and burn

down their houses. The Kerensky government re-presses the risings wherever it has

the force to do so. Fortunately its resources are limited. Lenin warns that ‘to crush

the peasant upsurge means the murder of the revolution’. [4]

Within the Soviets of the cities and the armies, the Bolsheviks, until  recently a

minority, become the majority. In the Moscow Municipal Duma elections, they win

199,337 votes out of 387,262. Of the 710 members elected, 350 were Bolsheviks, 184

Kadets,  104  Socialist-Revolutionaries,  thirty-one  Mensheviks  and  forty-one  other

groups. On the eve of civil war, the moderate, middle-ground parties now fall back,

and the extreme parties  gain.  At  a  time when the Mensheviks  are losing all  real

influence, and the governing S-R party, which only a short while before appeared to

carry immense weight, is reduced to the third place, the Kadets – the bourgeoisie’s

own party – acquire new strength as they line up to face the revolutionaries. At the

last elections in June the S-Rs and the Mensheviks had obtained seventy per cent of

the  vote:  their  share  now is  eighteen per  cent.  Of  the  17,000 soldiers  who vote,

14,000 are for the Bolsheviks.

The Soviets are becoming transformed. Once the strongholds of the Mensheviks

and the S-Rs, they are becoming Bolshevized. There are new majorities forming in

them. On 31 August in Petrograd and on 6 September in Moscow, the Bolshevik

resolutions  put  before  the  Soviet  obtain  a  majority  for  the  first  time.  On  8

September,  the  Menshevik-S-R  executives  of  the  two  Soviets  resign.  On  25

September, Trotsky is elected President of the Petrograd Soviet. Nogin [5] is elected

to the same position in Moscow. On 20 September,  the Soviet  in Tashkent takes

power.  It  is  suppressed  by  the  troops  of  the  Provisional  Government.[6]  On  27
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September, the Soviet in Reval decides in principle for ‘all power to the Soviets’. A

few days before the October Revolution, Kerensky’s democratic’ artillery fires upon

the revolutionary Soviet at Kaluga.

A little-known fact is worth recording here. At Kazan, the October insurrection

triumphed before it had even begun in Petrograd. One of those who took part relates

this dialogue between two militants at Kazan:

‘What would you have done if the Soviets had not taken power in Petrograd?’

‘It was impossible for us to refuse power, the garrison wouldn’t let us.’

‘Moscow would have rubbed you out.’

‘No,  you  are  wrong.  Moscow  could  never  have  got  past  the  forty  thousand
soldiers we had at Kazan.’ [7]

All  over  this  immense  country,  the  whole  labouring  masses  are  moving  towards

revolution: peasants, workers, soldiers. It is an elemental, irresistible surge, with the

force of an ocean.

THE PARTY OF THE PROLETARIAT

The masses have a million faces: far from being homogeneous, they are dominated

by various and contradictory class interests; the sole means by which they can attain

a clear-sighted consciousness – without which no successful action is possible – lies

in organization. The rebel masses of Russia in 1917 rose to a clear consciousness of

their necessary tasks, of their means and the objectives, through the organ of the

Bolshevik party. This is not a theory, it is a statement of the facts. In this situation we

can see, in superb relief, the relations that obtain between the party, the working

class  and  the  toiling  masses  in  general.  It  is  what  they  actually  want,  however

confusedly, the sailors at Kronstadt, the soldiers in Kazan, the workers of Petrograd,

Ivanovo-Voznesensk,  Moscow  and  everywhere,  the  peasants  ransacking  the

landlords’ mansions; it is what they all want without having the power to express

their hopes firmly, to match them against the economic and the political realities, to

formulate the most practical aims and choose the best means of attaining them, to

select the most favourable moment for action, to extend the action from one end of

the country to the other, to provide the exchanges of information and the necessary

discipline, to co-ordinate the innumerable separate efforts that are going on – it is

what they really want, without being able to constitute themselves into (in a word) a

force of the requisite intelligence, training, will and myriad energy. What they want,

then, the party expresses at a conscious level, and then carries out. The party reveals

to them what they have been thinking. It is the bond which unites them from one end

of the country to the other. The party is their consciousness, their organization.
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When the gunners of the Baltic fleet grew anxious for the perils hanging over the

revolution, and sought a way forward, it was the Bolshevik agitator who pointed a

way. And there was no other way, that much was clear. When the soldiers in the

trenches  wanted  to  voice  their  determination  to  finish  with  the  butchery,  they

elected, to the committee of their battalion, the candidates of the Bolshevik party.

When  the  peasants  became  tired  of  the  procrastinations  of  ‘their’  Socialist-

Revolutionary party, and began to ask whether it was not time to act for themselves,

it was Lenin’s voice that reached them: ‘Peasant, seize the land!’ When the workers

sensed counter-revolutionary intrigue all  about them, it was Pravda  that  brought

them the slogans of action that they already half-knew, the words of revolutionary

necessity. In front of the Bolshevik poster the wretched folk passing by in the street

stop and exclaim, ‘That’s just it!’ That is just it. This voice is their own.

That is why the progress of the masses towards revolution is reflected in one great

political fact: the Bolsheviks, a small  revolutionary minority in March, become in

September and October the party of the majority. Any distinction between the party

and the masses  becomes impossible,  it  is  all  one multitude.  Doubtless,  scattered

among  the  crowds,  there  were  many  other  revolutionaries:  Left  S-Rs  (the  most

numerous), anarchists and Maximalists [8], who also aim towards the revolution.

These are a handful of men swept along by events, leaders who are being led. How

clouded their  perception of  realities  is,  we shall  see  by many instances.  It  is  the

Bolsheviks who, owing to their accurate theoretical  appraisal  of  the dynamism of

events, become identified both with the labouring masses and with the necessity of

history. ‘The Communists have no other interests distinct from those of the working

class as a whole’: thus the Manifesto of Marx and Engels. This sentence, written in

1847, now appears to us as one of fantastic foresight.

Since  the  July  days,  the  party  has  passed  through  a  period  of  illegality  and

persecution, and is now barely tolerated. It forms itself into an assault column. From

its members, it demands self-denial, passion and discipline; in return, it offers only

the satisfaction of serving the proletariat. Yet we see its forces grow. In April it had

numbered seventy-two organizations with a membership of 80,000. By the end of

July its forces numbered 200,000 members, in 162 organizations.

ON THE ROAD TO INSURRECTION

The  Bolshevik  party  had  been  marching  towards  the  seizure  of  power,  with  its

astonishing steadfastness, lucidity and skill, ever since the fall of the autocracy. To be

convinced of this it is necessary simply to read Letters from Afar, written by Lenin

before his  departure from Zurich in March 1917.  But  perhaps,  like any historical

definition that tries to be precise, that is too narrow a statement. The party had been

marching towards power ever since the day when its obscure Central Committee of
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emigrés  (like Lenin and Zinoviev) declared, in 1914, that imperialist war must be

transformed into civil war’, or since the even earlier day when it was born as a party

of civil war at the London Congress of 1903.

When Lenin arrived in Petrograd, on 3 April  1917,  he proceeded to amend the

political line of the party’s central news-paper; this done, he set about defining the

objectives of the working class.  Tirelessly he urged the Bolshevik militants to use

persuasion to win the working masses. In the first days of July, when an infuriated

popular upsurge broke for the first time against the Kerensky administration, the

Bolsheviks refused to follow this movement. These are leaders, in the real sense of

the word, who are refusing to be led. They want to avoid a premature insurrection:

the provinces are not ready, the situation is not ripe. They pull back the movement,

resist the stream, risk unpopularity. The proletariat’s consciousness embodied in the

party is entering into a momentary conflict with the revolutionary impatience of the

masses. It is a dangerous conflict. If the enemy had been bolder and more intelligent,

the masses’ impatience would have given it an easy victory. ‘Now,’ said Lenin to his

friends, just after the July riots, ‘they’re going to shoot the lot of us.’ In theory Lenin

might have been right; it was perhaps the bourgeoisie’s sole chance to reduce the

proletariat with a preventive slaughter that would have been effective for months, if

not years. Fortunately, the bourgeoisie was less skilful at its own game than Lenin

was. It lacked daring (it certainly did not lack the intention).

After  July,  the  more  energetic  bourgeois  leaders  thought  of  remedying  this

deficiency.  They  had  ideas  of  a  ‘strong’  authority.  Russia  was  between  two

dictatorships  –  Kerensky’s  administration  could  now  be  no  more  than  an

interregnum. Kornilov’s  abortive coup  (secretly  aided by Savinkov and Kerensky)

unleashed  a  fresh  mobilization  of  the  proletariat.  The  situation  worsened,

threatening to  become quite  desperate  for  the  proletariat,  whose privations grew

daily. The workers felt, correctly, that if they could not win they would be beaten into

the  ground.  Likewise  for  the  peasantry:  the  situation  worsened  as  they  saw  the

agrarian  revolution,  promised  to  them  by  the  S-Rs  who  were  now  in  power,

constantly deferred and in danger of summary suppression by some Napoleon of

counter-revolutionary reaction. For the army and the fleet it worsened as they were

still compelled to wage a hopeless war in the service of enemy classes. It worsened

for the bourgeoisie, whose position was getting more precarious each day through

the collapse of the transport system, depreciation of industrial equipment, defeats at

the front, the crisis of production, the famine, the unruliness of the masses, the lack

of authority of the new government, and the feebleness of its coercive machine.

After the July days, Lenin had remarked to V. Bonch-Bruyevich: ‘The insurrection

is absolutely unavoidable. In a short while it will become imperative. It cannot fail to

take place.’ From mid-September on, the party begins to prepare itself decisively for

the battle. The Democratic Conference, which is supposed to act as a preparatory
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Parliament, is in session from 14–22 September.

Lenin, in hiding at the time, insistently demands the recall of the Bolshevik faction

from the Conference, where some of the comrades would be tempted to take the role

of a parliamentary opposition (though a vocal one). Supported by the majority of the

party, Lenin’s line carries the day, and the Bolsheviks march out, slamming the door

behind them. Trotsky reads their declaration to the remaining delegates.

The impassioned speech’ of L.D. Trotsky, who had just tasted the joys of prison life

under  the  government  of  the  bourgeoisie  and  the  Mensheviks,  cut  like  a  sword

through all the plots concocted by the various orators of the Centre. He told them,

clearly and unmistakeably, that there was no road back for us; that the workers had

no retreat in mind, and saw no other way forward except that of a new revolution. He

was heard in complete silence; a tremor passed over the comfortable seats and the

boxes occupied by the leaders of the bourgeoisie ... From the gallery and balcony,

applause thundered down ... With this the will to insurrection was clearly affirmed,

and all the tact and authority of the Central Committee was needed to stop it from

proceeding to immediate action, for it was still too soon – the July days could have

had an even bloodier repetition.[9]

In the last days of September (alternatively the first days of October) the Central

Committee of the Bolsheviks (Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, Sverdlov, Yakovleva, Oppokov,

Zinoviev, Kamenev) met in Petrograd, in the apartment of the Menshevik Sukhanov.

Even the principle of the insurrection was in dispute. Kamenev and Zinoviev (Nogin

and Rykov, who were of the same opinion, being absent from this meeting) stated

their view that the insurrection might perhaps itself be successful, but that it would

be almost impossible to maintain power afterwards owing to the economic pressures

and  the  crisis  in  the  food  supply.  The  majority  voted  for  the  insurrection,  and

actually  fixed  the  date  for  15  October.  [10]  Let  us  insist  on  one  point  in  this

connection. This difference of judgement must emphatically not be taken as a sign of

any tendency towards opportunism or Menshevik feebleness in men who had proved

themselves in years of struggle and who later, throughout the whole of the civil war,

were exempt from any charge of faint-heartedness. It may be taken as indicating that

certain tried revolutionists were inclined to overestimate the strength of the enemy

and to lack confidence, to a certain extent, in the forces of the proletariat. One does

not play at insurrection. It is the duty of all revolutionaries to weigh in advance every

eventuality  and  possibility.  If  they  are  concerned  at  the  possible  defeat  of  the

revolution  their  apprehension  has  nothing  in  common  with  the  counter-

revolutionary fears of opportunists, who dread nothing more than the victory of the

proletariat.  Still,  since  these  legitimate  fears  rested  on  a  faulty  interpretation  of

reality,  they were immensely dangerous for the party’s whole activity,  which they

could have warped irreparably. Time works in favour of revolution at certain hours;

works against it once the hour has passed; and an action postponed may well become
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an action lost to history. For its hesitation in 1920, the Italian proletariat has paid

very dearly; the opportunity which was offered the German proletariat in 1923 [11]

will, no doubt of it, recur: but when? The error of the Bolshevik opponents of the

insurrection was therefore a most serious one, as they have since admitted. [12]

On 10 October,  the  Central  Committee  of  the  Bolshevik  party  (present:  Lenin,

Zinoviev,  Kamenev,  Stalin,  Trotsky,  Sverdlov,  Uritsky,  Dzerzhinsky,  Kollontai,

Bubnov, Sokolnikov and Lomov) voted ten to two in favour of immediate preparation

for  the  insurrection.  The work of  preparation was  assigned to  a  Political  Bureau

consisting of Lenin, Trotsky, Zinoviev, Stalin, Kamenev, Sokolnikov and Bubnov.

THE PROLETARIAN LEADERS

Within the party, the relationship which holds between the mass of militants and the

leadership may be compared to that obtaining between the working masses and the

party itself.

The party is the nervous system of the working class, its brain. The leaders and the

key members perform the role of brain and nervous system within the organism of

the party also. This comparison must not be taken in a literal sense: functions in a

biological organism are differentiated in a manner very different from the allocation

of functions in a social group. But, however politic-ally conscious they may be, the

rank and file of the party is unable to get to know the situation as a whole. Whatever

the personal worth of these comrades, they must inevitably lack information, liaison,

training and the revolutionary’s theoretical and professional preparation, if they are

not within that core of party members who have been selected and tried by long

years of struggle and work, enjoy the goodwill of the movement as a whole, have

access to the apparatus of the party, and are accustomed to thinking and working

collectively.  Just  as  the  soldier  in  the  trenches  sees  only  a  tiny  portion  of  the

battlefield and cannot, whatever his personal talents may be, acquire a clear picture

of the action under way, just as the engineering worker at his machine cannot take in

the functioning of the whole factory at a glance, so the rank-and-file party member,

on the basis of his own resources, can only make his mind up through general ideas

and  judgements,  and  through  acquaintance  with  a  partial  area  of  reality.  True

proletarian leaders are, all at the same time, guides, pilots, captains and directors: of

enterprises: I mean the formidable enter-prise of demolishing a social system and

constructing  another.  They  have  to  uncover,  by  the  scientific  analysis  of  historic

processes, the tendency of events and the possibilities that are open in them. They

have to grasp the action that is possible and necessary for the proletariat, according

with historical necessity and not with its wish or hope of the moment. [13] In a word,

they must see reality, grasp possibility, and conceive the action which will be the link

between the real and the possible. In doing so, the only vantage-point they can ever
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adopt is that of the proletariat’s own higher interests. Their whole thinking has to be

that of the proletariat, with the advantage of scientific discipline. Proletarian class-

consciousness attains its highest expression in the leaders of the organized vanguard

of the working class. As personalities, they are great only in the measure that they

incarnate the masses.  In this  sense only  they are  giants  – anonymous giants.  In

voicing the consciousness of the mass they display a virtue which, for the proletariat,

is sheer necessity: a terrible impersonality.

So much is true. But the value of such leaders – the genius of a Lenin – lies in the

fact that the development of class-consciousness is not foreordained from all time;

mass consciousness can remain latent and unexpressed at a particular moment; the

possibilities contained in the situation need never be perceived; the action necessary

for  the  victory  or  the  safety  of  the  proletariat  may never  be  devised.  The recent

history  of  the  proletariat  in  western  Europe  offers  only  too  many  examples  of

opportunities missed through the failure of class consciousness to crystallize.

We  can  define  the  proletarian  leader,  finally,  this  man  of  a  new  epoch,  by

contrasting  him  with  the  leaders  of  the  possessing  classes  both  of  today  and  of

previous eras. The latter are the blind instruments of history; the revolutionary is its

conscious instrument. [14]

The October Revolution offers us an almost perfect model of the proletarian party.

Relatively few as they may be, its militants live with the masses and among them.

Long  and  testing  years  –  a  revolution,  then  illegality,  exile,  prison,  endless

ideological battles – have given it excellent activists and real leaders, whose parallel

thinking was strengthened in collective action. Personal initiative and the panache of

strong personalities were balanced by intelligent centralization, voluntary discipline

and  respect  for  recognized  mentors.  Despite  the  efficiency  of  its  organizational

apparatus,  the  party  suffered  not  the  slightest  bureaucratic  deformation.  No

fetishism of organizational forms can be observed in it; it is free of decadent and

even  of  dubious  traditions;  its  dominant  tradition  is  that  of  the  war  against

opportunism – it is revolutionary down to the marrow of its bones. This makes it all

the more remarkable that profound and persistent hesitations arose in its leading

circles on the eve of action, and that several of its most important members declared

themselves strongly opposed to the seizure of power.

LENIN

We have already remarked the powerful unity of character possessed by Lenin. He

was a man hewn of a single block, totally devoted, at every moment of his life, to one

sole work. He was one with his party, and through the party, with the proletariat. In

the decisive hours he was one with the whole working people of Russia, and with the
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proletarians and oppressed peoples, of all the countries in the world that lay beyond

the bloody frontiers. That is the reason for his emergence in October 1917 as the

unchallenged, unrivalled leader of the proletarian revolution.

The spirit of the masses during September and October has been described. In the

middle of September Lenin sends an urgent letter to the Central Committee calling

on them to seize power without delay. Another letter follows almost immediately,

dealing with Marxism and Insurrection.  Even before the seizure of power,  Lenin

(who knows that power is sometimes harder to hold than to acquire, and that it is

essential to disclose to revolutionaries what strength they have) writes his pamphlet

entitled  Will  the  Bolsheviks  Retain  State  Power?  This  is  at  the  end  of

September. On 7 October, a new article, a new call: ‘The Revolutionary Crisis has

Matured’. From this moment on, he is possessed by a raging impatience. His letters

follow, persuasive, authoritative, urging, hectoring, to the Central Committee, to the

party, to the membership. Over the head of the Central Committee he addresses the

Moscow and the Petrograd committees at the beginning of October: To Temporise

Now is a Crime.  On 8 October, his Advice from an Outsider  on the insurrection

appears. On 16–17 October comes a long and memorable letter, To the Comrades,

energetically  refuting  the  arguments  of  those  opposed  to  the  rising.  The  last

hesitations are now overcome. Lenin the leader, moulded over twenty-three years of

struggle since 1895, acting in unison with the peasants, workers, soldiers, sailors and

the whole labouring people, has marked the hour and given the signal for the crucial

act.  It  still  needed  all  his  energy,  allied  with  the  efforts  of  other  comrades,  to

surmount the hesitations that might have proved fatal.

His writings of this period have been collected in a book with the apt title On the

Road to Insurrection.  It  is a vital  work, whose significance has yet to be fully

valued. A model of revolutionary dialectics, a treatise on the theory and practice of

insurrection, a textbook on the art of winning the class war: we believe that it ranks

with the Communist Manifesto, to which it forms, on the eve of the proletarian

epoch, a necessary complement. [15]

Lenin’s doctrine of insurrection may be summed up in these lines: In order for an

insurrection  to  be  crowned  with  success  it  should  have  the  support,  not  of  a

conspiracy, not of a party, but of the advanced class: that first of ’all. The insurrection

must rest on a popular revolutionary upsurge: that is second. The insurrection must

come at the historic turning-point of the expanding revolution, at the moment when

the activity of the masses reaches its peak, and when the hesitation in the ranks of

the enemy, and among the false friends of the revolution, the double-dealers and the

fainthearts, reaches its peak. That is third. By thus posing the three conditions of

insurrection,  Marxism  distinguishes  itself  from  Blanquism  [Marxism  and

Insurrection]. [16]

It is also summarized in this dictum of Marx: ‘Never play with insurrection, but
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once it is begun remember that it must be carried through to the end.’ [17]

Why is it that Lenin, among so many good revolutionists who like him aimed for

the proletarian revolution, many of whom saw the way forward as clearly as he, still

stands out  at  this  time as  the chief?  Many responsible  members in Moscow and

Petrograd – and it would be wrong simply to restrict ourselves to the two capitals

and the principal leaders – are going consciously on the same road to insurrection.

Trotsky,  the  President  of  the  Soviet,  never  had the  slightest  hesitation,  from the

moment  of  his  arrival  in  Russia,  on  the  road  that  must  be  followed;  he  was  in

complete agreement with Lenin, except over details of execution. [18] In the party’s

Central  Committee,  the  great  majority  of  the  militants  vote  for  action.  But  none

among these revolutionaries enjoys an ascendancy comparable to Lenin’s. Most of

them are his pupils and recognize him as their master. Trotsky, whose talents as an

organizer of  victory now become strikingly revealed,  has for many years been an

isolated  figure  in  the  Russian  Social-Democracy,  equally  distant  both  from  the

Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks; to workers’ detachment tell the truth, he has never

presented the impression of being a party leader. Many Bolsheviks still remember

him as  an  adversary.  He  is  a  great  newcomer,  who has  come on  to  the  Central

Committee at  the end of  July  (at  the Sixth Bolshevik Congress)  a  few days after

joining the party. The simple, basic truth is that it is the party that makes the leader,

for without the party there can be no leader. It is because he has been the creator of

the proletarian party that Lenin becomes the leader of the revolution.

THE RED GUARD

The events which now unfold in the two capitals are very different, but display a

remarkable basic parallelism.

The  initiative  in  forming  the  Red  Guards  in  Petrograd  came  from  the  factory

workers, who began it instinctively after the fall of Tsardom. In disarming the old

order they had to begin to arm themselves. In April, two of the Bolshevik militants,

Shlyapnikov [19] and Yeremeyev, began to put the spontaneous organization of the

Red Guards into a systematic shape. The first regular units,  if  they can be called

such,  of’  this  workers’  militia  were  formed  in  the  outlying  proletarian  districts,

principally  in  Vyborg.  The  Mensheviks  and  S-Rs  tried,  at  first,  to  oppose  the

movement.  At  a  closed session of  the Soviet  held in June,  when they still  had a

majority, the Social-Democrat Tseretelli demanded the disarmament of the workers.

He was too late. Proletarian command units had now been set up in every ward, and

these were co-ordinated by a General Staff Headquarters for the city. Formed on a

factory basis as a volunteer army – it was not individual workers but the factory as a

whole that took the decision to enlist together or form its own unit-the first Red

Guard  detachments  undertook  the  duty  of  protecting  the  great  working-class
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demonstrations. During the July riots the Vyborg section kept the troops sent by

Kerensky at a respectful distance. At this time Petrograd had about ten thousand Red

Guards.

With  Kornilov’s  coup  d’état  (25–30  September)  and  the  march  of  a  Cossack

division on the capital, the imminence of counter-revolution forced the Menshevik-

S-R Soviet to arm the workers at speed. Not without friction: the munitions workers

at Schusselburg sent a bargeload of grenades, but the Soviet refused to take delivery

of them – whereupon the Red Guard took delivery without further ado. The initiative

of the workers made up for everything, sweeping past the insincerity and feeble will

of the Socialists of ‘social peace’. The mobilization of the proletariat against Kornilov

showed that an abortive counter-revolution can be as disastrous for the bourgeoisie

as the failure of an insurrection is for the workers.

In September,  the use  of  weapons was being taught  in  seventy-nine Petrograd

factories.  In  a  good  many  factories  all  the  workers  carried  arms.  The  military

organization  of  the  Bolshevik  party  could  not  find  enough  instructors  for  these

masses. On the eve of the October rising, the Red Guard numbered 20,000  men,

organized in battalions of 400 to 600 each divided into three companies, a machine-

gun section, a liaison section and an ambulance section. Some of the battalions had

an armoured car. Non-commissioned officers (workers) headed the battalions and

the  companies.  Duties  were  performed on  a  rota  system,  with  two  thirds  of  the

workers at their jobs in the factory at any time, and the other third ‘on guard’, with

wages at their job rate paid for time on duty. The rules of the Red Guard required, for

admittance, sponsorship from a Socialist party, a factory committee or a trade union.

Three absences without excuse were grounds for expulsion. Infractions of discipline

were tried by a jury of  comrades.  Unauthorized use of arms was an offence,  and

orders had to be obeyed without discussion. Each Red Guard carried a numbered

identity card. The officers were elected; in practice, though, they were often selected

by factory committees and other working-class bodies, with nominations for senior

posts  always  submitted  to  the  ward  Soviets  for  approval.  If  the  officers  had  not

already received military training they were obliged to take special courses. [20]

It is worth remarking that this impressive initiative on the party of Petrograd’s

proletariat was the fulfilment of Lenin’s own wishes in the urgent advice he gave in

one of  his  Letters From Afar,  written from Zurich on 11  March 1917 (24,  Old

Style). This advice was ignored at the time and the letter was only published later on

as a historical document. In it Lenin discusses the ‘proletarian militias’ and appeals

to the workers: ‘Do not allow the police force to be re-established! Do not give up

your  own  local  organizations!’  And  form  a  militia  without  delay,  including  the

women  and  the  young  people.  ‘  Miracles  of  organization  must  be  achieved’,  he

concluded.

In  Moscow,  it  proved  to  be  much  harder  to  establish  the  Red  Guard.  The
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authorities,  who  were  headed  by  S-Rs  and  Mensheviks,  succeeded  in  virtually

disarming the workers and part of the garrison. Grenades had to be manufactured in

secret and explosives obtained from the provinces. The organization of the command

and of communications was deplorably late. These weaknesses and delays were to

cost the proletariat of Moscow a bloody street battle lasting six days.

The military organization of the party now numbered more than 100,000 soldiers

and a certain number of  officers.  Out of  this,  Military Revolutionary Committees

were to be formed everywhere, the organs that directed the insurrection.

THE ARMED WATCH

The conflict between the two powers (Kerensky’s Provisional Government and the

Soviet)  entered  a  new,  sharp  phase  from  16  October,  when  the  Military

Revolutionary  Committee,  headed  by  Antonov-Ovseyenko,  Podvoisky  and

Chudnovsky, was formed by the Soviet. The garrison in Petrograd had now been won

over  to  the  Bolsheviks.  The  government  tried  to  send  the  most  revolutionary

regiments off to the front, arguing that a German offensive was imminent. The MRC,

now with its own communications, intelligence and munitions departments, began

by appointing commissars in every unit of the troops. The bourgeoisie was arming –

but  the  appointment  of  commissars  at  the  arms  depots  put  a  stop  to  that.  The

delegates of the MRC were welcomed warmly by the soldiers,  who knew that the

Committee was determined to prevent them being sent off to the front. The MRC in

effect  refused  to  countersign  the  order  for  the  departure  of  the  Red  regiments,

pleading that it needed further information on the defence forces now available. The

MRC now assumed the functions of a General Staff for the Red Guards, and issued

definite instructions to the troops not to pay any attention to orders proceeding from

their regular commanders. From then on, the insurrection was, as it were, latent.

Two powers took the measure of one another, and two military authorities, one of

them insurrectionary, deliberately countermanded each other’s orders.

The Second All-Russian Congress of Soviets was due to meet in Petrograd on 15

October.  The  Mensheviks  succeeded  in  having  it  postponed  until  the  25th  (7

November,  New  Style),  thus  gaining  a  respite  of  ten  days  for  the  bourgeoisie’s

Provisional  Government.  Nobody  could  doubt  that  the  Congress,  where  the

Bolsheviks were certain of a majority, would vote for the seizure of power. ‘You are

fixing the date of the revolution!’ said the Mensheviks to their Bolshevik opponents.

In order that the predetermined conclusion of the Congress should not be a simple

pipe-dream, it was necessary to support that decision by force of arms. Concerning

the date of the uprising, two points of view were manifested: Trotsky wanted to link

the action to the Congress itself,  believing that an insurrection conducted on the

party’s  own  initiative  would  have  less  chance  of  winning  mass  support;  Lenin
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believed  it  ‘criminal’  to  temporize  until  the  Congress,  since  he  feared  that  the

Provisional  Government  would  forestall  the  insurrection  by  a  vigorous  offensive.

This fear,  though legitimate,  was not justified by the actual  march of  events:  the

enemy was caught napping.

In  our  opinion,  the  conflict  here  arose  from  two  perfectly  correct  conceptions

arising from different vantage-points. One stemmed from the strategic consideration

of linking the party’s action with a demand immediately intelligible to the broadest

mass of people (‘All power to the Soviets!’); this is, naturally, a condition of success.

The other was based on the general policy of shattering any illusion that genuine

proletarian power could be instituted before the insurrection. Once this possibility

was admitted in theory, why not allow of power without an insurrection? There lay

the slippery slope. Ever since 1906, Lenin had attacked the tendency to gloss over or

discard the question of insurrection, in favour of the question of the organization of

revolutionary power ...  His position of  realism could be summarized as:  Conquer

first! And so Lenin wanted the insurrection to precede the Congress, which would

have no alternative but to sanction the accomplished deed. He urged this policy in a

personal  meeting with the organizers  of  the  insurrection.  [21]  The  details  of  the

preparation interested him passionately: he would not have the attack put off at any

price.  Nevsky and Podvoisky  tried vainly  to  persuade him that  a  few days’  extra

preparation would only increase the chances of success. ’The enemy will profit by it

too,’ he replied obstinately.

Antonov-Ovseyenko has left a vivid account of his meeting with Vladimir Ilyich a

few days before the rising, in a house in the working-class district of Vyborg. Lenin

arrived in disguise; he was wanted by Kerensky’s police and in the event of capture

would doubtless have ended his days through an ‘accidental’ bullet.

We found ourselves in the presence of a little, grey-haired old man wearing pince-

nez, wearing them with a proper, almost debonair style. One would have taken him

for a musician, a schoolmaster or a second-hand book-dealer. He took off his wig,

and we recognized his eyes, sparkling as usual with a glint of humour. ‘Any news?’ he

asked. He was full of confidence. He wondered about our chances of calling the fleet

up  into  Petrograd.  Somebody  objected  that  this  would  leave  the  front  at  sea

undefended, and his reply was brusque: ‘Come now, the sailors must know that there

is more danger to the revolution in Petrograd than on the Baltic.’

The  Peter-Paul  Fortress  was  a  source  of  considerable  disquiet  to  the  Military

Revolutionary Committee; it was situated in the centre of the city on an island in the

Neva,  and  bristled  with  guns.  Its  artillery  overlooked  the  Winter  Palace  and  its

armoury held 100,000 rifles.  Its  garrison appeared to be loyal  to the Provisional

Government. Trotsky proposed that the fortress should be taken from the inside – by

holding a meeting there. He went there with Lashevich, and succeeded.
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22 October was the Day of the Petrograd Soviet, the occasion of the great plebiscite

of the insurrection, as it were. The immediate cause of its meeting was fairly trivial,

as  often  happens  when  events  of  immense  importance  are  in  the  course  of

accomplishment and the last link, often a slender one, appears in the long chain of

causes. The Central Executive Committee of the Soviets, still under the sway of the

social-peace Socialists, had charge of the funds of the Petrograd Soviet. The latter

body needed a news-paper. It was decided to hold a series of large mass meetings on

the  22nd  with  the  aim  of  raising  money  for  the  foundation  of  the  journal.  The

bourgeois press, terrified by this mobilization of masses, proclaimed that it was a

riot, Kerensky gave out apparently forceful utterances which were nothing but wind:

‘All Russia is with us! We have nothing to fear!’ He issued a threat against ‘all those

elements, groups and parties who are menacing the liberty of the Russian people,

running  the  risk  of  opening  the  front  to  Germany,  of  a  final  and  complete

catastrophe’. A regular Galliffet or Cavaignac, [22] to all appearances. But his threats

were empty. The 22nd saw a tremendous mobilization of the masses.

Every  hall  was  filled  to  capacity.  At  the  House  of  the  People  (Narodny Dom)

thousands crammed the halls, the galleries, the corridors; in the great auditorium,

human clusters were hanging, palpitating, like grapes from the metal structure of the

building. John Reed was present. His notes on the gathering, where it was Trotsky’s

voice that thrilled the crowd, deserve to be quoted: [23]

The people around me appeared to be in ecstasy. They seemed about to burst
forth  spontaneously  in  a  religious  hymn.  Trotsky  read  a  resolution  to  the
general effect that they were ready to fight for the workers and peasants to the
last  drop  of  their  blood  ...  Who  was  in  favour  of  the  resolution?  The
innumerable crowd raised their hands as a single man. I saw the burning eyes of
men,  women,  adolescents,  workers,  soldiers,  muzhiks.  Trotsky went  on.  The
hands remained raised. Trotsky said, ‘Let this vote be your oath. You swear to
give all your strength, not to hesitate before any sacrifice, to support the Soviet,
which undertakes to win the revolution and give you land, bread and peace.’ The
hands remained raised.  The crowd approved;  they took the oath ...  And the
same scene was repeated all over Petrograd. The last preparations were made
everywhere; everywhere they swore the last oath; thousands, tens of thousands,
hundreds of thousands of men. It was the insurrection.

KRONSTADT AND THE FLEET

On the morning of the 25th, the revolutionary forces at Kronstadt received orders to

prepare to undertake the defence of the Soviet Congress (for the whole offensive was

conducted under the formal pretext of defence). We may pause for a moment at the

preparations  in  Kronstadt,  one  of  whose  participants  (I.  Flerovsky)  has  left  an

excellent  account.  [24]  The  rational  element  of  co-ordination,  the  superb

organization of the rising as a military operation conducted along the rules of the

war-making art, is clearly demonstrated here, and forms a striking contrast with the
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spontaneous  or  ill-organized  movements  which  have  been  so  numerous  in  the

history of the proletariat.

The  work  of  preparation  for  our  intervention  at  Petrograd  was  carried  on
entirely  at  night  ...  The  Navy  Club  was  crammed  with  soldiers,  sailors  and
workers,  all  of  them obviously ready for  battle  ...  The revolutionary General
Staff worked out the plan of action precisely, designated the different units and
sections for each task, checked off the inventory of supplies and ammunition,
and picked the leading personnel. The night was one of strenuous work. The
following ships were selected to take part in the operation: the torpedo-boat and
minelayer Love, the old cruiser Dawn of Liberty (formerly Alexander III), the
monitor  Vulture.  Love  and  Vulture  were  to  land  troops  in  Petrograd.  The
cruiser  was  to  take  up  a  position  at  the  entrance  to  the  maritime  canal,
commanding the coastal  railway with its  guns.  In the streets  an intense but
noiseless activity went on. Army detachments and squads of sailors marched
towards the harbour. Only the serious, resolute faces of the leading ranks could
be seen by the light of the torches. There was no laughter, and no talk.  The
silence  was  broken  only  by  the  military  tread  of  marching  men,  by  brief
commands, and by the grinding of the lorries as they went past. At the harbour,
the ships were speedily loaded. Detachments of men waited in line on the quay
patiently awaiting their turn to embark. Is it possible, I could not help thinking,
that these are the last few moments before the great revolution? Everything is
going  off  with  such  simplicity  and  neatness  that  one  would  imagine  some
perfectly  ordinary  military  manoeuvre  was  involved.  It  all  has  so  little
resemblance to the vistas of revolution that we remember from history ... ‘This
revolution,’ my companion said to me, ‘will go off in style.’

The revolution did, indeed, go off in proletarian style – with organization. That is

why, in Petrograd, it won so easily and completely.

Another significant scene may be borrowed from Flerovsky’s  memoirs.  It  is  on

board a ship steaming towards the insurrection. The delegate from the revolutionary

headquarters enters the officers’ mess.

Here, the atmosphere is different. They are worried, anxious, disoriented. As I
enter and salute, the officers rise. They keep standing while they listen to my
brief  explanation,  and  the  orders  I  give.  ‘We  are  going  to  overthrow  the
Provisional Government by force. Power is being transferred to the Soviets. We
are. not relying on your sympathy: we have no need of it. But we do insist that
you remain at your posts, going about your duties punctually and obeying our
orders.  We  shall  not  give  you  any  unnecessary  trouble.  That  is  all.’  ‘We
understand,’ the captain answered. The officers went off immediately to their
posts,  and the captain mounted the bridge.  A numerous flotilla  came to the
assistance  of  the  workers  and the  garrison.  Up the  Neva sailed  the  cruisers
Aurora,  Oleg,  Novik,  Zabyika  and Samson,  two  torpedo-boats,  and  various
other ships.

THE TAKING OF THE WINTER PALACE

Three  comrades  had been deputed to  organize  the  seizure  of  the  Winter  Palace:

Podvoisky,  Antonov-Ovseyenko  and  Lashevich.  [25]  With  them  Chudnovsky  was
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working, a splendid militant from the earliest days of the party, who was soon to

meet  his  death  in  the  Ukraine.  The  former  Imperial  residence  is  situated  in  the

centre of the city on the banks of the Neva; the Peter-Paul Fortress faces it 600 yards

away on the other bank. To the south, the palace’s facade looks out over a vast paved

square which contains the Alexander I Column. A historic spot. At the back of the

square,  in  a  semi-circle,  lie  the  huge,  respectable  offices  of  the  former  War

Department and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Over this square, in 1879, the revolver

shots fired by the student Soloviev cracked out, and the autocrat Alexander II could

be seen running zigzag across the stones, with his head down, and pale with fright. In

1881 these dismal buildings were rocked by the dynamite charge set off under the

Imperial apartments by the carpenter Stepan Khalturin. Under these windows, on 22

January 1905, soldiers opened fire on a crowd of workers who had come, carrying

ikons and singing hymns, to petition the Tsar, the ‘little father’ of his people. Here lay

about  fifty  dead  and  more  than  a  thousand  wounded;  and  the  autocracy  was

wounded, too, to the death, by its own bullets.

Now, on 25 October, from the morning onwards, the Bolshevik regiments and the

Red Guards began to encircle the Winter Palace, where Kerensky’s government had

its offices. The assault was planned for 9 p.m., although Lenin was impatient and

wanted it all over before then. While the iron ring closed slowly around the Palace,

the Congress of the Soviets was assembling at Smolny, in a former high school for

young ladies of the nobility. In a small room in the same building, Lenin was pacing

up and down nervously, still an outlaw, still in his old man’s disguise. Of every new

arrival, he asked, ‘The Palace – has it not been taken yet ?’ His fury mounted against

the ditherers, the procrastinators, the indecisive ones. He threatened Podvoisky –

‘We shall have to shoot him, yes, shoot him!’ The soldiers, huddled around fires in

the streets near the Palace, showed the same impatience. People heard them murmur

about how ‘the Bolsheviks are starting to play at diplomacy too’. Once more, Lenin’s

feelings  even  on  a  point  of  detail  were  those  of  the  mass.  Podvoisky,  certain  of

victory,  kept  back  the  assault.  The  doomed enemy was  demoralized  with  all  the

anxiety. Revolutionary blood was now easily spared, and each drop was precious.

The first summons to surrender was conveyed to the ministers at six o’clock. At

eight,  there  was  a  second  ultimatum.  Under  a  flag  of  truce,  a  Bolshevik  orator

addressed the defenders of the palace, and the soldiers of a crack battalion crossed

over to the revolutionaries. They were welcomed by loud hurrahs over the square

which  was  now  the  field  of  battle.  A  few  minutes  later,  the  Women’s  Battalion

surrendered. The terrified ministers, guarded in a vast room without lighting by a

few young officer-cadets, still hesitated to give in. Kerensky had run off, promising

them that  he would return shortly  at  the head of  a  troop of  loyal  soldiers.  They

expected to be torn to pieces by a howling mob. The guns of the Aurora – firing only

blank cartridges! – finally demoralized the defending side. The Reds’ attack met only

very slight resistance. Grenades exploded on the great marble staircases, there were
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hand-to-hand tussles in the corridors. In the twilight of a great ante-chamber, a thin

line of pale cadets stood with bayonets crossed before a panelled door.

It  is  the  last  rampart  of  the  last  bourgeois  government  of  Russia.  Antonov-

Ovseyenko,  Chudnovsky and Podvoisky push past  these powerless  bayonets.  One

youngster whispers to them, ‘I’m on your side!’ Behind the door is the Provisional

Government:  thirteen  wretched,  trembling  gentlemen,  thirteen  crestfallen  faces

hidden by shadow. As they are escorted out of the Palace by Red Guards, a cry for

their  blood goes up.  Some soldiers  and sailors  have a  fancy for  a  massacre.  The

worker-guards restrain them: ‘Don’t spoil the proletarian victory by excesses!’

The ministers of Kerensky go off to the Peter-Paul Fortress, that old Bastille which

has held all the old martyrs of Russian freedom. There they meet the ministers of the

last Tsar. It is all over.

In the adjoining areas of the city, normal traffic had not been interrupted. On the

quays, the idlers were staring peaceably.

One detail  more on the organization of the attack. In order to ensure that any

temporary successes won by the enemy should not interrupt their work, the military

leaders of the uprising had pre-pared two reserve headquarters.

THE CONGRESS OF THE SOVIETS

Just as the Reds are surrounding the Winter Palace,  the Petrograd Soviet  meets.

Lenin comes out of hiding, and he and Trotsky announce the seizure of power. The

Soviets will  offer a just peace to all  the belligerent powers; the secret treaties are

going to  be  published.  Lenin’s  first  words  underline  the  importance of  the  bond

between workers and peasants, which is yet to be consolidated:

All over Russia, the vast majority of peasants have said: Enough of playing with the

capitalists, we are marching now with the workers! One single decree, abolishing the

landlords’ property, will win us the trust of the peasantry. They will realize that their

only safety lies in their association with the workers. We shall inaugurate workers’

control of industry

The  All-Russian  Congress  of  Soviets  opens  in  the  evening  in  the  great  white

ballroom at Smolny, flooded with light from enormous chandeliers. 562 delegates

are present: 382 Bolsheviks, thirty-one non-party Bolshevik sympathizers, seventy

Left  Socialist-Revolutionaries,  thirty-six  Centre  Socialist-Revolutionaries,  sixteen

Right  Socialist-Revolutionaries,  three  National  Socialist-Revolutionaries,  fifteen

United  Internationalist  Social-Democrats,  twenty-one  Menshevik  supporters  of

national defence, seven Social-Democratic delegates from various nationalist groups
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and  five  anarchists.  The  hall  is  packed  tight,  the  atmosphere  is  feverish.  The

Menshevik Dan opens the Congress on behalf of the outgoing All-Russian Executive;

as  the new officers  are elected,  guns thunder on the Neva.  The resistance at  the

Winter  Palace  is  still  dragging  on.  Kamenev,  ‘dressed  in  his  Sunday  best,  and

beaming’ [26], becomes Chairman in place of Dan. He proposes an agenda with three

headings: organization of authority; war and peace; the Constituent Assembly. The

oppositional Menshevik and S-R parties take the floor first. For the Mensheviks there

is Martov, their most honest and talented leader, whose extreme physical weakness

seemed  to  symbolize  the  bankruptcy,  despite  his  great  personal  courage,  of  the

ideology  he  served.  ‘Martov,  planted  on  the  rostrum as  usual,  with  a  trembling,

bloodless hand over his hip, an undulating, half-comical figure, shaking his head of

unruly  hair,  urges  a  peaceful  solution  to  the  conflict  ...’  A  fine  time  to  say  it!

Mstislavsky  speaks  for  the  Left  S-Rs.  His  party  mistrusted  the  Provisional

Government and was sympathetic to the seizure of power by the Soviets, but had

refused to join in the rising. His speech is one qualification after another. Yes, all

power to the Soviets – particularly since they have already seized power. But military

operations must be stopped immediately. How could we deliberate in the middle of

gunfire? To this, Trotsky replies with alacrity: ‘Who, now, is going to be upset by the

sound of the guns? On the contrary, it can only improve our work!’

The roar of the guns makes the glass in the windows rattle. The Mensheviks and

Right  S-Rs  denounce  the  ‘crime  which  is  taking  place  against  Fatherland  and

Revolution’, and a sailor from the cruiser Aurora comes to the rostrum to answer

them.

A bronzed figure he was [Mstislavsky relates], with brusque, confident gestures,
and a voice that came straight out, cutting the air like a knife. As soon as he
mounted the rostrum, stocky and sinuous, his shaggy chest showing below the
high collar that curved back gracefully around his tousled head, the hall rang
with cheers. ... ‘The Winter Palace is finished,’ he said. ‘The Aurora is firing at
point-blank range.’

‘Oh!’ groaned the Menshevik Abramovich, standing up distraught and twisting
his hands. ‘Oh!’ The man from the Aurora responded to this outcry with a large-
hearted, graceful gesture, and made haste to calm Abramovich down with a loud
whisper that trembled with quiet laughter: ‘They’re firing with blanks. That’s all
that will be needed for the ministers and the ladies of the Women’s Battalion.’
Tumult  in  the hall.  The Mensheviks  of  national  defence and the right  S-Rs,
about sixty delegates, leave, determined ‘to die with the Provincial Government’.
They do not get very far: their diminutive procession finds the streets barred to
them by the Red Guards, and disperses one by one ...

Late in the night, the Left Socialist-Revolutionaries resolved in the end to follow

the Bolsheviks and remain in the Congress.

Lenin did not come to the rostrum until  the session of  the following morning,

when  the  great  decrees  on  land,  peace  and  workers’  control  of  production  were

voted.  His  appearance  set  off  an  immense  acclamation  from  the  whole  hall.  He
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waited for  it  to  end,  looking out  calmly  over  the  triumphant  crowd.  Then,  quite

simply, without any gesture, his two hands resting on the stand, his broad shoulders

leaning forward slightly, he said:

‘We will proceed to construct the Socialist order.’

MOSCOW: ECONOMIC CRISIS AND INSURRECTION

The economic necessities behind the revolution were expressed much more directly

in Moscow. The city was governed by a Municipal Duma composed of bourgeois,

petty-bourgeois and intellectual elements, where the S-Rs and the Kadets enjoyed a

fairly  stable  majority  which  was  often  reinforced  by  the  Mensheviks.  It  was  an

unpopular assembly, and the audience in the galleries used to demonstrate noisily –

as  in  the  Convention  of  the  French  Revolution  –  by  applauding  the  Bolshevik

opposition. An election for the Ward Dumas on 24 September gave the Bolsheviks

their  opportunity  to  sound  out  the  masses.  The  election  gave  a  majority  to  the

Bolsheviks in fourteen wards out  of  seventeen.  The Kadets  also made gains.  The

parties of social peace were crushed.

The Bolsheviks’ victory was a tribute to their understanding of the workers’ needs.

The famine was acute; the last of the grain reserves were being exhausted; the day

was approaching when the city would have no more bread. The bread ration was cut

to 100 grams per person per day. [27] The collapse of the transport system blocked

any  possible  improvement.  Extremely  energetic  measures  were  needed  if  the

population  was  to  be  saved:  centralization  of  the  food  supply  system,  municipal

control over bread production – i.e. the expropriation of the bakeries – requisition of

buildings,  compulsory registration of all  inhabitants on a single ration list.  These

measures formed the programme of the Bolsheviks. They had serious implications.

The food crisis fitted in with the class war now being conducted by the propertied

classes.  It  complemented the effects of  the employers’  sabotage of production. In

order to produce a real answer to the famine it would be necessary to take control of

the whole of production.

The Bolshevik demands were:

1. The  immediate  switching  from  war  production  of  all  enterprises
which  were  manufacturing  basic  necessities  before  the  war.  ‘The
continuation  of  the  war  was  causing  a  failure  of  the  capacity  for
revolutionary action among the proletariat and the army, in the end
the failure of the revolution’ (A. Schlichter).

2. Requisition  of  factories  so  as  to  put  an  end  to  the  sabotage  of
production by the management and bring about the rapid return of
peacetime production. The aim here would be to exchange industrial
products for the peasants’ grain.
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3. Compulsory  labour  for  all  industrial  employees,  who  might  be
tempted-to go on strike against socialization.

4. Requisition of stores in order to put an end to speculation.

By the end of the first week of October, the leather-workers of Moscow had entered

the tenth week of a strike: no mean achievement on a bread ration of ten grams per

day.  The  woodworkers’,  engineering,  textile  and  municipal  workers’  unions  were

preparing to strike. On their side, the employers organized a kind of strike of capital:

partial lock-outs, shut-down of factories on a variety of pretexts, covert or blatant

restrictions in production, sales of equipment, liquidation – all justified by ‘general

economic difficulties’. The condition of the Moscow worker now became desperate.

Since the beginning of the war the cost of living had in-creased six and a half times;

the cost of manufactured necessities (cloth, shoes, firewood, soap, etc.) had gone up

twelvefold. Wages, on the other hand, had only quadrupled. The workers’ demands

for  the  recognition  of  their  factory  committees  were  rejected.  The  Provisional

Government, which sympathized with the employers, made no secret of its ill-will

towards the working class. Fierce strikes were ready to break out at any moment. The

crisis had matured. On 19 October, the Bolshevik majority in the Moscow Soviet, on

the motion of  Bukharin and Smirnov,  adopted a series of  resolutions of  a  quasi-

insurrectional character.

The  Soviet  decreed  that  the  demands  of  the  strikers  must  be  satisfied,  by

agreement  with  the  trade  unions;  capitalists  guilty  of  industrial  sabotage  to  be

arrested;  suspension  of  rent  collections;  the  mobilization  of  the  masses  for  the

seizure  of  power  by  the  revolutionary  people.  The  trade  unions  were  asked  to

implement  the  eight-hour  day  under  their  own  responsibility,  and  the  leather-

workers who were on strike were told to get the factories running themselves.

A few days later a city conference of the party was held. Semashko, Ossinsky and

Smirnov dealt with the insurrection. As one witness recounts,

Figures and statistics at their fingertips, they demonstrate that if the proletariat,
which alone is capable of ending the war, does not take power, Russia will be
ruined, there will be no bread or fuel, the railways and the factories will cease to
function ... Their speeches have a scientific, almost academic tone. It did not
seem so much like an assembly of revolutionists planning a social upheaval, as
the meeting of some learned society. The audience, made up for the most part of
delegates from the military branches, seemed apathetic. Nobody took the floor
to make any objection. When the vote was put, all hands were raised for the
motion; the meeting voted unanimously for the insurrection.

The topic under discussion was regarded as only too obvious. [28]

On 23 October, the Moscow Soviet issued its Decree No. 1, making the hiring and

firing of all workers the responsibility of the factory committees. On 24 October, the

Soviet voted for the organization of a Red Guard. Each of these votes occasioned

stormy battles with the Mensheviks and S-Rs, both of whom defended what they
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called democracy and legality, every inch of the way.

On 25 October, while the insurrection was under way at Petrograd, the Moscow

Soviet instituted, somewhat late in the circumstances, its own Military Revolutionary

Committee.  The  S-Rs  and  the  Mensheviks  exhorted  the  workers  to  control

themselves, and avoid the dreadful example of the usurpers in Petrograd: only the

Constituent Assembly would have the right to adjudicate on the destinies of Russia.

Defeated in the vote, the Mensheviks still entered the MRC ‘in order to mitigate as

far as possible the effects of the Bolsheviks’ projected coup d’état’ – in other words,

to sabotage the insurrection. They were allowed to go on the Committee.

The City Duma had met the same night in secret session, without the Bolshevik

representatives, and there had set up its own Committee of Public Safety. The Mayor,

Rudnev, a Socialist-Revolutionary, presided over its preparation for battle. Colonel

Ryabtsev, another S-R, made haste to arm the cadets in the military schools – the

Junkers – as well as the students and high-school youth: in short, the youth of the

bourgeoisie and middle classes.

THE START OF THE WHITE TERROR

The battle in the streets lasted six days and was very hard going. The initiative in the

operations was taken by the Committee of Public Safety which, on the 27th, during

the joint  session of  the Dumas,  ordered the MRC to dissolve itself  within fifteen

minutes. It was a ragged, bitter and bloody struggle, whose manoeuvres we shall not

recount in detail. The urban physiognomy of Moscow is that of a city that has grown

up in concentric rings over several centuries around the palaces and churches of the

Kremlin, which is itself a sort of city, fortified and surrounded with high crenellated

walls and pointed towers. A bird’s-eye view of the Kremlin would reveal it to be a

triangle, whose base is the left bank of the River Moskva. The city, built on a number

of hills, all in narrow streets whose irregular circuits run in and out of each other,

with  innumerable  churches  set  in  gardens,  and  long,  tree-lined  boulevards

throughout, offers numberless possibilities both for attack and for defence. However,

the strategic options of the opposing sides were delimited from the beginning. The

MRC shared offices with the Soviet in the centre of the city at the top of Tverskaya

Street, in the former residence of the governor. The liquidation of this headquarters

became the objective of the government troops. The MRC’s problem was to hold on

to its premises long enough for the Red Guard to come to its help from the suburban

districts, taking the Whites from the rear. Under these terms, the Whites’ capture of

the Kremlin was no more than an episode, though doubtless a significant one.

The Reds had the advantage in numbers:

Our enemies [writes  Muralov]  must  have had about ten thousand men: two
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military schools, six NCO training-schools, the military sections of the S-Rs and
the Mensheviks,  the  youth from the schools.  We had at  least  fifty  thousand
reliable  fighters:  about  fifteen  thousand  active  troops,  twenty-five  thousand
reserve  troops,  three  thousand  armed  workers,  six  light-artillery  units  and
several heavy guns.

On one side, the bourgeoisie and petty-bourgeoisie and their intelligentsia; on the

other, the grey mass of soldiers and workers. Nevertheless, the faulty organization

and the hesitations of the Red side kept the outcome of the struggle uncertain.

On the 28th, at midnight, the Junkers (cadets from the military colleges) surround

the  Kremlin.  Already  the  Committee  of  Public  Safety  is  taking  over  the  railway

stations, the power station, the central telephone exchange. Cut off from the MRC,

Berzin, the commander of the Kremlin, surrenders it after being told that ‘order has

been restored’ and given a solemn promise that the lives of his men will be spared.

He goes  personally  to  open the  doors,  and is  at  once  struck  down,  stabbed and

savaged by the Junkers. One of their colonels says, ‘What, you’re still alive, are you?

You have got to be killed.’ The workers in the Kremlin Arsenal do not hear of the

surrender until the cadets come to arrest their Works Committee. In the morning,

they are ordered to line up in one of the vast courtyards of the Kremlin wearing their

identity  discs,  not  far  from  Tsar  Fyodor  Ivanovich’s  massive  cannon.  There,  the

covers  are  suddenly  taken  off  three  machine-guns  in  front  of  them.  I  quote  the

account of one of them who managed to get away. [29]

The men still  cannot believe that they are going to be shot like this, without
trial,  without  sense  –  they  have  taken  no  part  in  the  fighting.  A  command
bellows out: ‘In line now! Eyes front!’ The men stand rigid, fingers along the
seams of their trousers. At a signal, the din of the three machine-guns blends
with cries of terror, sobs and death-rattles. All those who are not mown down by
the first shots dash towards the only exit, a little door behind them which has
been left open. The machine-guns carry on firing; in a few minutes the doorway
is blocked by a heap of men, lying there screaming and bleeding, into which the
bullets still  rain ...  The walls of the surrounding buildings are spattered with
blood and bits of flesh.

This massacre is not an isolated act. Practically everywhere the Whites conducted

arrests  followed by executions.  At  the Alexandrovskoye Military  College,  a  court-

martial  took  thirty  seconds  to  pass  sentences  of  death  which  were  carried  out

forthwith  in  the  courtyard.  Let  us  remember  these  facts.  They  show  the  firm

intention of  the  defenders  of  the  Provisional  Government  to  drown the  workers’

revolution in blood. The White terror had begun.

The news of the massacre at the Kremlin came in the middle of the negotiations

that were being conducted for an armistice between the MRC and Colonel Ryabtsev.

The Whites were only trying to gain time until reinforcements could arrive. The MRC

now  understood  that  it  was  victory  or  death.  Its  headquarters  were  almost

surrounded; but, from every working-class quarter, Red Guards and revolutionary
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regiments sprang up in masses to their help, so that the besiegers were themselves

encircled in a ring of steel. On the 29th, in the evening, after a terrible day in which

the  headquarters  of  the  insurrection  nearly  fell,  a  twenty-four  hours’  truce  was

signed: it was quickly broken by the arrival of a shock battalion to join the Whites.

The Reds on their side were reinforced by artillery. Gun batteries went into action on

the squares, and the Whites retreated to the Kremlin. After long vacillations, due to

their desire to avoid damage to historic monuments, the MRC decided to order the

bombardment of the Kremlin. The Whites surrendered at 4 p.m. on 2 November.

‘The Committee of Public Safety is dissolved. The White Guard surrenders its arms

and is disbanded. The officers may keep the sidearms that distinguish their rank.

Only  such  weapons  as  are  necessary  for  practice  may  be  kept  in  the  military

academies ... The MRC guarantees the liberty and inviolability of all.’ Such were the

principal clauses of the armistice signed between Reds and Whites. The fighters of

the counter-revolution, butchers of the Kremlin, who in victory would have shown no

quarter whatever to the Reds – we have seen proof – went free.

Foolish  clemency!  These  very  Junkers,  these  officers,  these  students,  these

socialists  of  counter-revolution,  dispersed them-selves  throughout  the length and

breadth of Russia,  and there organized the civil  war.  The revolution was to meet

them again, at Yaroslavl, on the Don, at Kazan, in the Crimea, in Siberia and in every

conspiracy nearer home.

ORGANIZATION AND SPONTANEITY

The differences between the Petrograd and the Moscow insurrections are striking.

At Petrograd the movement, prepared minutely over many weeks, is essentially

political, a conscious seizure of power. The revolution took place sharp on the hour,

as Trotsky put it.  Two factors dominated events: the party and the garrison. The

action was energetically planned and implemented without hesitation. Its success

was rapid,  with scarcely  any bloodshed.  The Petrograd insurrection offers  us  the

model of a mass movement with perfect organization.

At  Moscow  the  spontaneity  of  the  masses  outran  their  organization.  The

movement  responded  directly  to  economic  pressures,  with  a  less  developed

consciousness of political ends and means. Waverings, hesitations and delays formed

considerable obstacles. The enemy, though numerically inferior, was well-organized,

resolute  and  equipped  with  a  clear  political  understanding  of  the  end  –  the

restoration of  order – and the means – terror.  It  therefore was able  to hold the

proletariat In check for a long while and inflicted cruel losses on its ranks. In their

districts the workers armed themselves as best they could. They came often to battle,

on their own initiative. They were short of arms, short of ammunition. When they
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had cannon, there were no shells. When there were shells, the sights on the guns

were all wrong. Communications were appalling. Reconnaissance hardly existed. ‘We

fought very badly,’ said Muralov (who led the Red forces), ‘we were carried along by

the elements.’ There was no united command, and the Whites had the initiative; at

times their occupation of strategic points compensated for their numerical weakness.

The enthusiasm of the militants was undoubtedly admirable: equipped with good

organization  it  would  have  been  miraculous.  Enthusiasm  on  its  own  could  not

prevent a long, perilous and costly battle. The MRC was set up on the 25th, much too

late, and then was prone to vacillation. It conducted quite unnecessary parleys with

the S-Rs and Mensheviks, made the mistake of signing an armistice on the 29th just

as the Reds were about to capture the telephone exchange, and once the counter-

revolutionaries were vanquished displayed a deplorable magnanimity towards them.

In our opinion, the insurrections at Petrograd and Moscow were different types of

movement. The Moscow insurrection is related – very distantly, we must add – to

the more backward type of proletarian rising whose model instance is the revolt of

the  workers  in  Paris  in  June  1848,  consciously  provoked  by  the  bourgeoisie’s

economic policies. Provocation played a considerable part in the events at Moscow:

the revolt was a response to it, and often became outmanoeuvred. The enemy, on the

other hand, was all out for a massacre. The Petrograd insurrection, by contrast, is the

first practical example of a new type of armed uprising which was later followed in

the Hamburg insurrection of 1923. [30] Here, the conspiracy of a large party is co-

ordinated with the action of the masses; both are launched at a selected moment

after  a  de-tailed  preparation;  the  element  of  the  unforeseen  is  reduced  to  a

minimum; the forces in battle are deployed with maximum economy. At Hamburg,

the defeat – which was actually much more of a retreat [31] – entailed only slight

losses. As a rule, of course, defeats are very costly.

The  contrast  between  the  Petrograd  and  the  Moscow  events  demonstrates  the

enormous superiority, under equivalent conditions, of efficiently organized actions

over  movements  in  which  spontaneity  predominates.  In  the  light  of  these

experiences,  the  preconditions  for  a  proletarian  victory  can  be  reduced  to  the

following elementary rules of the military art: maximum of organization and energy

in action; and the placing of superior forces at the decisive moment at the decisive

points.

Notes

[1] Speech  of  Comrade  Bukharin  at  the  Commemorative  Evening  in  1921,  in

Proletarskaya  Revoliutsiya,  No.  10,  1922.  After  relating  this  incident,  Bukharin

concludes, ‘We could have seized power in Petrograd even at this time. We decided not to do
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so, since we had to depend on winning decisive victories in the provinces as well.’

[2] I.  Flerovsky, Kronstadt in the October Revolution,  in Proletarskaya Revoliutsiya,

ibid.

[3] L.D. Trotsky, The Russian Revolution (London 1918) [included as The History of

the Russian Revolution to Brest-Litovsk in The Essential Trotsky (London 1963)].

[4] Victor Serge, Lenine 1917 (Paris, 1923), p. 55.

[5] [V.P. Nogin: People’s Commissar in the first Soviet government; supporter of a broad

coalition with the Mensheviks. Died in 1924.]

[6] Serge, op. cit., p. 45.

[7] K. Grasis, October in Kazan, Proletarskaya Revoliutsiya, No. 10 (33), 1924.

[8] [The Maximalist party was a small direct-action group which had split from the Socialist-

Revolutionary party to engage in spectacular acts of terrorism against the Tsarist régime.]

[9] V. Bonch-Bruyevich, From July to October, in Proletarskaya Revoliutsiya,  No. 10,

1922. The author of this article was one of Lenin’s close associates.

[10] My sources for these facts are the ‘reminiscences of the fighters of October’ published by

Proletarskaya  Revoliutsiya  in  1922,  and  a  little  book  Moscow  in  October  1917

(Moskva v Oktyabre 1917) [N. Ovsyannikov, ed.] (Moscow 1919). The argument of the

comrades who opposed the insurrection is given and magisterially refuted in Lenin’s Letter

to  the  Comrades  of  16–17  October  1917  (Collected  Works  (London  1969),  Vol.  26,

pp. 195–215).

[11] [In Italy, during 1920, over two million workers came out on strike in a wave of militant

action in the major industrial cities, culminating in the factory occupations of the spring and

autumn;  throughout  the  south,  and  especially  in  Sicily,  peasants  seized  the  estates.  No

political leadership of the movement came from the Italian Socialist party, and the decline of

the revolutionary wave heralded the consolidation of Mussolini’s fascist squads. (See Angelo

Tasca (A.  Rossi),  Naissance du Fascisme  (Paris  1967),  pp.  95–107,  438–40).  Serge’s

invocation  of  the  German  ‘missed  opportunity’  of  1923  is  much  less  apt:  revolutionary

militancy in the German working class was very localized and sporadic even in this critical

year, and the failure of the revolution to materialize cannot be laid to the account of the KPD

and  Comintern  tacticians,  clumsy  as  these  were.  Werner  T.  Angress’s  Still-Born

Revolution: The Communist Bid for Power in Germany, 1921–23 (Princeton 1963),

provides a full and fair analysis of this complex battleground. For the variations of Serge’s

own attitude to the 1923 German events, see below, note 30.]

[12]  Numerous  documents  which  have  been  recently  included  in  Volume  21  of  Lenin’s

Collected Works  (new Russian edition) seem to indicate that a substantial  Right-wing

trend was taking shape within the party, to which it would have liked to assign the role of a

powerful  proletarian  Opposition  inside  a  parliamentary  democracy.  Not  only  did  this

tendency fail  to  comprehend that  the  question of  democracy was an irrelevancy (Russia

having  only  the  choice  between  two  dictatorships);  it  was  also  the  victim  of  the  most
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dangerous illusions conceivable.

[13] ‘The question is not what this or that proletarian, or even the whole of the proletariat at

the  moment,  considers  as  its  aim.  The  question  is  what  the  proletariat  is,  and  what,

consequent on that being, it will be compelled to do’ (Karl Marx in The Holy Family).

[14] The personal predictions of Lenin in 1914–15 (in Against the Stream) and on the

Russian  revolution  in  September  1917  (Letters  from  Afar)  should  be  compared  with

President  Wilson’s  hopes  in  1918–19:  the  illusions  of  Wilsonism  formed  a  powerful

contribution to the victory of the Allies, in which they served political ends diametrically

opposed  to  those  of  their  propounder.  Lenin’s  clear  vision  and  effective  action  can  be

compared  also  with  the  blindness  and  ineffectuality  of  the  statesmen  of  the  modern

bourgeoisie: the leaders of German imperialism in relation to the catastrophe of Germany;

Clemenceau and the Versailles treaty; Poincaré and Cuno and the Ruhr conflict of 1923. One

must at once distinguish between the intentions of President Wilson who advocated national

self-determination, freedom of the seas and the League of Nations, and the social role played

by Wilsonism, the final ideology of the Allied war; personally Wilson appears not to have

wanted to produce the result that he actually achieved, i.e. that of serving the cause of one

imperialist coalition against another.

[15] A satisfactory French translation of  these works,  unfortunately with-out explanatory

notes or a historical introduction, has been published by La Librairie de l’Humanité.I have

provided a detailed analysis of these writings of Lenin in Lenine 1917.

[16] Lenin, Collected Works, Vol. 26, pp. 22–3.

[17] [From the article Insurrection, in the New York Daily Tribune of 18 September 1852,

signed  by  Marx  but  actually  written  by  Engels  (and  later  published  in  the  collection

Germany: Revolution and Counter-Revolution).]

[18] Trotsky was still interned in a concentration camp at Amherst in Canada at the time

when Lenin arrived in Russia,  and only reached Petrograd in the first  days of May. The

articles on the Russian revolution that he wrote in America strike a note similar to those by

Lenin in the same period. After 5–6 May, he was in close contact for common activities with

the editorial board of Pravda and the Bolshevik Central Committee. At this time he was a

member  of  the  so-called  ‘Inter-District’  organization  of  Social-Democrats,  which  also

included  Volodarsky,  Lunacharsky,  Manuilsky,  Karakhan,  Yoffe  and  Uritsky,  and  which

fused with the Bolshevik party in July 1917. Trotsky’addressed the Petrograd Soviet for the

first time on 5 (18) May, the day after his arrival from America. He urged it first, to challenge

the bourgeoisie; second, to put its own leaders under control; third, to have confidence in its

own revolutionary strength. ‘I believe’, he concluded, ‘that the next action on our agenda will

place power in the hands of the Soviets.’

[19] An engineering worker from the Bolshevik emigration, Shlyapnikov undertook illegal

activity in Petrograd in the last months of Tsarism, on which he has written some interesting

memoirs:  The Eve  of  1917  (Kanun Semnadtsatogo Goda)  (Moscow,  no  date).  He

became one of the organizers of the Russian Metal Workers’ Union and then, in October

1917, Commissar for Labour. In 1921 he was one of the leaders of the ‘Workers’ Opposition’

in the Russian Communist party. [He capitulated to Stalin in 1926, was expelled from the
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party in 1933, was sent to an ‘isolator’ in 1935, and died obscurely in 1943.]

[20] G. Georgievsky, Essay on the History of the Red Guard (Ocherki  po Istorii

Krasnoi Gvardii) (Moscow 1919).

[21] The way the insurrection was carried out reconciled the two theses. It took place on the

day  of  the  Soviet  Congress,  but  began  in  the  early  morning;  the  Congress  began  its

deliberations only in the evening, while the shooting could still be heard going on.

Lenin proved mistaken on another point at this time. In the early days of October he wrote to

the Central Committee that ‘Victory is certain in Moscow: nobody will resist us there. At

Petrograd we can afford to wait:  it  is  not  necessary to begin with Petrograd.’  In fact,  of

course, the victory was safe in Petrograd, where the insurrection had a painless triumph,

while in Moscow it encountered fierce resistance. [Serge’s comments at this point relate to

the  controversies  in  Russian  party  history,  from  1924  onwards,  which  enrolled  the

differences between Lenin and Trotsky (on the timing of the insurrection) into the current

polemic against Trotsky. Trotsky (in his book Sur Lenine in 1924) had justified his own

timing of 1917 as against Lenin’s; this in turn was made much of by Stalin (in his speech

Trotskyism  or  Leninism?  of  November  that  year).  Serge  is  here  content  to  state  the

legitimacy both of Trotsky’s and Lenin’s position on the insurrection.]

[22]  [Cavaignac  and  Galliffet:  French  generals  who  were  the  military  saviours  of  the

bourgeoisie against the workers, in 1848 and 1871 respectively.]

[23] [Actually a mistaken reference by Serge; the witness for the scene was N.N. Sukhanov:

The Russian Revolution (London 1955), pp. 584–591.

[24] Flerovsky, op. cit.

[25] N. Podvoisky, a member of the Bolshevik party for many years, was one of the founders

of the party’s military organization. Later he became People’s Commissar for War of the

Russian Socialist  Federation of  Soviet  Republics,  then of  the  Ukrainian Soviet  Republic.

Subsequently, he devoted himself to the tasks of military training among youth and physical

education generally. [Disappeared from public view in the 1930s; died in 1948.]

Antonov-Ovseyenko, a former officer and journalist who had been in political emigration,

was active in Paris during the war in producing the internationalist journals, Golos, Nashe

Slovo and Nachalo. He joined the Bolsheviks in 1917 and became a Red Army leader in the

civil war. He headed the Political Directorate of the Red Army in 1923, and then the Soviet

mission to Czechoslovakia. [A lapsed Trotskyist, Antonov-Ovseyenko steered the GPU terror

against revolutionary dissidents in the Spanish civil war, was recalled to Moscow and shot

without public trial in 1938.] Lashevich, an old Bolshevik militant, later became a member of

the  Revolutionary  War  Council  in  Petrograd  (1919–20)  and  in  Siberia  (after  the  fall  of

Kolchak). He became Commissar for War in 1926 and died in 1928. [Lashevich had been a

supporter  of  the  Zinoviev  opposition  of  1925–7,  and  capitulated  with  it;  his  death  was

apparently by suicide.]

[26] S. Mstislavsky, Five Days (Pyat Dnei) (Berlin, 1922).

[27] A.  Schlichter,  Memorable Days in Moscow,  Proletarskaya Revoliutsiya,  No.  10,

x1.00

214

https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-20
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-20
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-21
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-21
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-22
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-22
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-23
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-23
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-24
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-24
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-25
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-25
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-26
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-26
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-27
https://www.marxists.org/archive/serge/1930/year-one/ch02.htm#body-27


1922; Boris Voline, The Moscow Soviet before October, ibid.

[28] N. Norov, On the Eve, in N. Ovsyannikov (ed.), Moscow in October 1917 (Moskva v

Oktyabre 1917) (Moscow, 1919). See also Victor Serge, La Revolution d’Octobre à Moscou,

Bulletin Communiste, 1 September 1921.

[29] Ilya Noskov, The Kremlin Massacre, in Ovsyannikov, op. cit.

[30] [This characterization of the 1923 Hamburg rising misses any consideration of its most

important defects: firstly, the isolation of the insurrection itself from any concurrent action

in the rest of Germany (since Hamburg was the only town to fail to receive the order calling

off  a  nationwide  rising  originally  projected  by  the  German  Communists);  secondly,  the

isolation  of  the  few  hundred  Communist  shock-troops  in  the  city  from  the  rest  of  the

working  class.  Victor  Serge’s  maturer  reflections  in  Memoirs  of  a  Revolutionary

(London, 1967), pp. 171–2, exhibit this double isolation quite clearly, and the eulogy of the

‘new type’ of revolution here simply seems to be making the best of a job for which Serge

himself, as a Comintern emissary in Germany in the early 1920s, may well have shared some

responsibility.]

[31] Larissa Reissner, Hamburg auf den Barrikaden (Berlin, 1925).
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CHAPTER 1

The Apostle of the Fourth Estate 
(1845–1880)

On 11 November 1845, Jules Bazile came into the world. He was born on 
the Rue de la Femme-sans-tête, later the Rue le Regrattier, on Paris’s île 
Saint-Louis. He later chose to adopt his mother’s surname; from November 
1945, the street would thus bear a plaque commemorating the ‘tireless 
theorist and apostle of socialism’ Jules Guesde.

It did, indeed, take decades of ‘tireless’ battles for socialism to become a 
national political reality in France. What, after all, had ‘socialism’ meant 
back in 1845? Since the 1830s the adjective ‘socialist’ had designated a 
teeming array of doctrines that called for radical social change and aspired to 
a more egalitarian world. Fourier, Saint-Simon, Proudhon and, indeed, 
Louis Blanc, among many others, were its most eminent representatives in 
this period. It is impossible to understand their rise without grasping the 
intolerable destitution among the workers of this era, the result of the indus-
trialisation of European societies. In his 1841 Tableau de l’état physique et 
moral des ouvriers, the doctor Villermé described the world this created:

For these unfortunates, the fatigue of a working day already long beyond all 
proportion, a day of at least fifteen hours, is combined with that of travels 
back-and-forth as frequent as they are arduous. The result is that they reach 
home at night overwhelmed by the need for sleep, and the next morning 
head out again before they are completely rested, in order to make it to the 
workshop for opening time.1

1 Villermé, Tableau de l’état physique et moral des ouvriers, Paris, 10/18, 1971 (1841), p. 34.
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The material conditions of the poorest were appalling. As Villermé con-
tinued ‘In Mulhouse, in Dornach, from neighbouring houses I have seen 
these miserable lodgings where two families slept each in its own corner, 
on hay thrown on the tiles and supported by two planks of wood. All that 
lies over this hay are rags for a cover and a often a sort of feather mattress, 
of disgusting filthiness.’ In a resounding speech to the National Assembly 
in 1851, Victor Hugo forever immortalised this early nineteenth-century 
destitution. Evoking the ‘cellars of Lille’, he cried:

Imagine streets, whole streets, where at each step we come across these 
spectacles, where the most lamentable distress pulsates everywhere and in all 
forms. My fellow-travellers and I stayed but one day in Lille; I repeat, it was 
by chance that we stumbled into these luckless districts; we entered the first 
houses we passed. Well! We did not even half-open a door without finding 
destitution, sometimes agony, behind it.2

It was in these lands of the working-class North that Guesde’s socialism 
would sink lasting roots some four decades later. But when we take the 
moment in which Hugo gave his speech, we are still far from the develop-
ment of the organisations of the 1880s–1890s, which history has long 
remembered as ‘the workers’ movement’. So, when did this movement 
really begin? This is itself a point of controversy: recent historiography has 
included the first cooperative and guild forms of the early nineteenth cen-
tury, which had previously been neglected and looked down upon, much 
like the bold conceptual sallies of the first socialisms of this era.3 We can 
grasp the essential point by following the British historian Eric Hobsbawm, 
when he said that ‘The labour movement provided an answer to the poor 
man’s cry’.4 To put an end to working-class destitution: thus could be 
summarised the shared objective of the many socialist theorists of the 
1840s–1860s.

France’s head of government in this era, François Guizot—a brilliant 
intellectual who has been attributed the famous line ‘enrich yourselves by 
work and savings’—had no intention of allowing these subversive 

2 Victor Hugo, ‘Les Caves de Lille’, 1851. See Victor Hugo, Détruire la misère et les caves 
de Lille, Paris, D’ores et déjà, 2013.

3 François Jarrige and Emmanuel Fureix, La modernité désenchantée. Relire l’histoire du 
XIXe siècle français, Paris, La Découverte, 2015.

4 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 1789–1848, New  York, Vintage Books, 
1996, p. 209.
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movements and doctrines to prosper. Indeed, he repressed them uncere-
moniously. For instance, a few months before Guesde’s birth, the govern-
ment ordered the expulsion of one of the many German émigrés who had 
come to Paris and been won to socialist ideas: a certain Karl Marx, at that 
time known only to the initiated. Three years later, an oppositional cam-
paign resulted in a spectacular return to the barricades, in February 1848. 
The last monarchy in French history gave way to the Second French 
Republic: this latter aroused many hopes, but they were rapidly swept 
away by the terrible clashes in June. The insurgent workers who rose up to 
demand a social republic were harshly repressed, indeed by a republican 
general, Cavaignac. Returning to Paris before he was again expelled, Marx 
described this moment as the ‘first great battle between the two classes of 
modern society’. For him, as for many socialists, there was no doubt: June 
1848 showed that the class struggle between bourgeoisie and proletariat 
represented the great problem of the nineteenth century.

After June 1848, the socialists’ hopes dissipated, giving way to the 
redoubtable Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte. His skill for manoeuvre allowed 
him to re-establish the Empire of his illustrious uncle Napoleon I, himself 
taking the name Napoleon III. Clear-sighted about the developments of 
his time and exploiting the confusion  among categories with some 
panache, the new emperor even managed to reconcile part of the socialist- 
inflected working-class circles to his own rule: although Proudhon was the 
first theorist of anarchism, at first he, too, was tempted by this adventure.

Jules Bazile grew up amidst this troubled political context. He was not 
a son of the people, the child of a working-class family immersed in desti-
tution. Rather, his father, born in 1809, had come from Picardy to Paris 
and taught at a religious school in Passy—a commune that was not inte-
grated into the capital until 1860. His mother, a Catholic from Nièvre, 
was a primary school teacher. Both were practicing Catholics. This was, 
indeed, a pious family if ever there was one: their five children were bap-
tised and one of Jules’s sisters even entered an order as a nun. The family 
lived modestly, but its lifestyle was quite distinct from the destitution then 
experienced by much of France. Jules, who passed his baccalaureate aged 
16, rapidly embraced republican convictions. A whole generation grew up 
in opposition to Napoleon III’s regime: these militants were inspired by 
the memory of the Revolution and the Republic, as they dreamed of doing 
away with the reign of ‘Napoleon le Petit’. Again, this sobriquet for the 
Emperor owed to Victor Hugo. The young Guesde, who spent his days at 
the Bibliothèque Impériale reading books of philosophy and politics, 
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greatly admired this writer, an emblematic figure of the opposition to 
Napoleon III. No other work marked the young Guesde more than 
Hugo’s Les Châtiments [‘Castigations’], a collection of satirical poems 
that lampooned imperial power. ‘I became a republican under the Empire, 
secretly reading Victor Hugo’s Les Châtiments’, Guesde would claim in 
1893.5 Such readings left an enduring mark: in the twilight of his life in 
the early 1920s, Guesde would still recite entire pages of Hugo’s verse to 
those close to him. He shared this reference point with a whole genera-
tion: for instance, Gustave Rouanet, born in 1855, the son of an outlaw 
under the Second Empire and himself a future socialist MP for Paris’s 18th 
arrondissement, had also learned by heart the ‘iron verses’ taken from Les 
Châtiments.6

Seeking to salve his family’s material troubles, from age 19 Jules took 
up a series of administrative posts at the Seine police prefecture and the 
Ministry of the Interior. He then took the plunge by throwing himself 
into political journalism. In a context where calling oneself a republican 
entailed major risks, he took his mother’s surname in order to avoid seeing 
his father punished in his place. An oppositional left-republican, the young 
Parisian wrote for multiple newspapers. The militant journalist Jules 
Guesde was born. And his passion for politics would never leave him.

The MonTpellier radical

Guesde acquired a solid experience as a journalist, first of all working for 
the Paris, Bordeaux and Toulouse press. He soon made his name known 
thanks to his lively writing style. It was in Montpellier that he finally 
decided to make his home in July 1869; he remained there until June 
1871. A journalist at La liberté de l’Hérault, he would especially devote 
himself to Les droits de l’homme.

A fierce republican opponent of the Empire,7 his freedom of tone soon 
forced his resignation from La liberté. More lasting—and interesting—
were his commitments at Les droits de l’homme, which he helped found on 

5 ‘M. Jules Guesde’, Le Matin, 2 November 1893. We shall not otherwise give footnote 
references for citations from newspapers if the title, publication and date are explicitly men-
tioned in the text.

6 Étienne Rouannet, ‘Gustave Rouanet, un publiciste et parlementaire socialiste face à 
l’émergence de l’antisémitisme français (1885–1895)’, Cahiers Jaurès, 3/2016, pp. 57–84.

7 Francis Arzalier, ‘Trois ans de journalisme militant en Languedoc: Jules Guesde à 
Montpellier’, Cahiers d’histoire de l’Institut de recherche marxiste, no. 26, 1986, pp. 49–74. 
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27 April 1870, as secretary to the editorial board. Here he rubbed shoul-
ders with a medicine student—a certain Paul Brousse—who a decade later 
became one of his adversaries. Guesde affirmed himself as an ardent repub-
lican who supported major structural reforms. There was nothing very 
original about his ideas, which coincided with the concerns of many 
republicans: he defended the idea of national sovereignty against any 
return to the monarchy, sought increased civil liberties, and called for the 
separation of churches and state. Conversely, he said very little about eco-
nomic questions. The few considerations we can find, in this regard, con-
cerned the association among producers. At most, in some texts we can 
detect a certain Proudhonian inspiration—hence a somewhat anarchist 
bent, but which was on some occasions more statist. In these latter cases, 
Guesde drew closer to the ideas elaborated in l’Organisation du travail, a 
work by Louis Blanc, for whom cooperatives would necessarily rely on 
state support. Moreover, Les droits de l’homme also received some rather 
revealing messages of sympathy. Louis Blanc—at that time one of the most 
visible socialist theorists—himself addressed a letter to Guesde on 1 June 
1870, lyrically saluting the existence of such a paper: ‘The idea of yours to 
publish a newspaper directed by men of the people, with the people’s sav-
ings and in the interest of the people, is a noble one. I associate myself 
with it, from the depths of my soul.’8 Guesde on occasion even defended 
members of the International Workingmen’s Association founded in 
1864, which brought together the various anarchist and socialist sensibili-
ties of the era. But he acted as a sincere republican democrat attached to 
public freedoms, not as a convinced socialist.

Above all, like all republicans in this period Guesde was an ardent 
patriot. France had to pursue its universal destiny, heralded by the French 
Revolution of 1789. After the terrible defeat against Prussia at Sedan—a 
death sentence for Napoleon III’s regime—Guesde vigorously mobilised 
to defend the young Government of National Defence born of the proc-
lamation of the Republic on 4 September 1870. Already on the following 
day, the 5th, he was at the head of a demonstration in Montpellier which 
proclaimed the Republic. The day after that, he published an ardent call 
for mobilisation in his newspaper: ‘So arise and to arms, no longer like a 

Francis Arzalier, ‘Jules Guesde à Montpellier (1869–1871)’, Études héraultaises, 1987, 
pp. 107–112.

8 IISG Amsterdam, Jules Guesde archives (henceforth, IISG J.  G.). Letter from Louis 
Blanc to the founders of Les Droits de l’Homme, 18 June 1870.
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month ago, in a dynastic interest, for the greater glory of a counterfeit 
Caesar, like the gladiators in the circus, but as free men, as citizens of a 
country that has come back into its own possession, for the defence of our 
reconquered freedoms and our invaded territory’.9

Guesde became one of the organisers of the popular movement for 
national defence in Montpellier. For several days he ‘continued to sound 
the alarm in favour of the Republic and national defence’.10 In October he 
warmly saluted Gambetta, in whom he at first placed his full confidence. 
But the movement fell back from January 1871, faced with a series of 
defeats. He now founded a section of the ‘Parisian Republican Alliance’, 
while a National Assembly elected by universal (male) suffrage gave a large 
majority to conservatives hostile to the Republic and in favour of peace. 
But many inhabitants of the capital animated by socialist ideas refused to 
lay down their arms. On 18 March the Paris Commune was proclaimed. 
Guesde learned of the news, but it had no real impact where he himself 
was active. As in most provincial centres, nothing concrete developed, 
though in neighbouring Narbonne an ephemeral Commune emerged in 
solidarity with the one in the capital. The information that reached Guesde 
thus remained very partial. At this time Guesde still defended the libertar-
ians’ ’associationist’ ideals, as against the excesses of the Commune.

The violent repression of the Communards made Guesde change his 
tone, as he showed increasing sympathy towards them. For Guesde, 18 
March 1871 was the continuation of the patriotism expressed on 4 
September 1870 and the pursuit of ‘defence to the last’. In April 1871 he 
was enraged at the idea that the French army might repress the Commune: 
‘What the Prussians have not dared to do—which is to say, attack the city 
walls with canons, force a way through, and unleash a column drunk on 
gunpowder and the blood of the French through this breach, against a 
part-disarmed population—the Versaillais are now going to do’.11 The 
Communards were the authentic patriots, faced with traitors.

The patrie above all else: up to this point Guesde remained ‘little impas-
sioned by the social and economic problem’.12 Yet the sympathies he had 
expressed for the Commune during May 1871 were not without 

9 Les Droits de l’Homme, no. 96, 6 September 1870.
10 Adéodat Compère-Morel, Jules Guesde, le socialisme fait homme 1845–1922, Paris, 

Aristide Quillet, 1937, p. 39.
11 Les Droits de l’Homme, 19 April 1871.
12 Adéodat Compère-Morel, op. cit., p. 83.
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consequence. Like many others, Guesde would pay for his solidarity, him-
self becoming a victim of the repression that now struck across the whole 
of France. A few weeks after the terrible repression—the famous semaine 
sanglante (‘bloody week’) in which thousands of Communards were exe-
cuted—on 22 June 1871, Guesde was condemned to five years’ imprison-
ment and a 4000 franc fine. What were the charges against him? Many 
things: attacks and offences against the National Assembly, an attack on 
popular sovereignty, whipping up hatred and contempt for the govern-
ment, apology for deeds qualified as crimes, incitement to civil war and so 
on. Guesde had decisively swung onto the side of the enemies of the new 
order, an order which accepted the Republic only in words and moreover 
despised the whole ‘la Sociale’ with which the Commune identified. After 
June 1848, for many socialists and anarchists May 1871 confirmed the 
rupture between the working-class and bourgeois worlds: the two had 
now become irreconcilable. A lasting distrust towards the Republic now 
took hold: in 1871, as in 1848, was it not ‘republicans’ who had massa-
cred the insurgents? Jules Guesde would soon become one of the most 
manifest incarnations of this disillusionment with the ‘bourgeois Republic’.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves: Guesde had not yet converted to 
socialism, while still in Montpellier. He had, nonetheless, even now shown 
great qualities which had already made him an important political figure. 
A leader of men, he was also a popular tribune able to enliven public meet-
ings. A report by the Montpellier Procureur général (magistracy) described 
Guesde as both dangerous and cunning: ‘Guesde heads out into the coun-
tryside preaching civil war among citizens whose ignorance, more than 
their bad instincts, sometimes makes them sympathetic to him’.13 His 
other decisive asset was his pen—his great capacity to publish short and 
effective texts, notably incisive editorials. A talented political journalist and 
an exceptional speaker: all of Guesde was already there. These traits of his 
were also noted by the authorities. A report, dated 22 July 1871, addressed 
by the special commissioner for Ain to the Interior Ministry, described 
Guesde as a ‘man dangerous for the violence and exaltation that he affects 
in his speeches’.14

13 Report by the Procureur général of Montpellier, 19 April 1871 cited by François 
Arzalier, art. cit., p. 53.

14 AN, F7/15965. Report from the special commissioner for Ain to the Interior Minister, 
22 July 1871.
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The exiled anarchisT

It was no accident that he was tracked down in the Ain département, on 
the border with Switzerland. Why should he respect the legality of a state 
that carried out massacres? Guesde refused to see out his sentence in 
France. So, at twenty-six years of age he fled to Switzerland, where he 
encountered former members of the Commune. It was here that the great 
phalanx of the ‘century of the exiled’ had arrived.15 The Commune had 
left a great mark on Guesde: indeed, this was a major event in his life, the 
memory of which he would regularly invoke. In Switzerland, Guesde pub-
lished the Red Book of Rural Justice, an homage to the Communards, 
directed against the Versaillais.16 This was a very peculiar volume in which 
Guesde himself said little. Rather, the book brought together many news-
paper articles from the conservative press, relating the massacres of the 
Communards. A real anthology of the bourgeois Versaillais’ hatred, this 
large format livre rouge—sometimes making for a difficult read—collected 
twenty-four pages of articles denouncing the ‘crimes’ of the Communards 
with inexhaustible ardour. So why publish this? ‘This is, in reality, 
Versailles’s judgement on Versailles, the rural majority painted and nar-
rated by itself ’, Guesde insisted. For the former republican journalist, 
there was no doubt: ‘The condemnation of them, and its full and entire 
justification, comes out of their own account itself ’. The Commune 
showed the centrality of the confrontation between the classes. Peter 
Kropotkin said of this book: ‘I believe that I have never suffered as much 
as when reading the terrible book entitled Le livre rouge de la justice 
rurale’.17

Twenty years later, Guesde continued to insist on what he saw as the 
importance of the Commune. This event had definitively turned him 
towards socialism: ‘Through the Commune, I became a socialist’.18 This 
was, however, a largely retrospective view of things: indeed, at first, having 
reached Switzerland, Guesde founded an ephemeral newspaper, Le Réveil 
international, which was still republican and not socialist. Then, during 

15 Sylvie Aprile, Le siècle des exilés. Bannis et proscrits de 1789 à la Commune, Paris, 
CNRS, 2010.

16 Jules Guesde, Le Livre rouge de la Justice rurale: documents pour servir à l’histoire d’une 
République sans Républicains, Geneva, Imprimerie Blanchard, 1871.

17 Pierre Kropotkine, Mémoires d’un révolutionnaire. Autour d’une vie, Paris, Éditions du 
Félin, 2008 (1899), p. 292.

18 ‘M. Jules Guesde’, Le Matin, art. cit.
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his stay in Geneva, he drew closer to the anarchists. Here he discovered—
for the first time, in the flesh—the International founded in 1864, which 
had then been torn apart by the opposition between ‘Bakuninists’, the 
anarchist partisans of Bakunin, and the ‘Marxist’ partisans of Marx. The 
adjective ‘Marxist’—with which Guesde would remain historically associ-
ated—was born of this opposition, as the result of the stigmatisation of 
‘Marxism’ by its adversaries.19 Nonetheless, Guesde distinguished himself 
in this era as one of Marx’s most virulent critics. He went on to meet with 
many exiles, for instance the Communard Benoît Malon; at this time, he 
shared Malon’s hardened opposition to the General Council in London 
held by Marx and his partisans.

How about where Guesde stood from an ideological standpoint? If we 
believe the memoirs of the anarchist James Guillaume, still at the end of 
1871 he remained ‘a simple advanced radical journalist who had put arti-
cles sympathetic to the Paris Commune in a local newspaper in the Midi’.20 
Guillaume often recalled Guesde’s ‘Jacobin statements’ from the time, 
which were far from socialist and still less anarchist. Yet in September 1871 
Guesde took part in the creation of a ‘revolutionary socialist section for 
propaganda and action’ bringing together the Swiss delegates of the 
International, which he represented at the Sonvilier congress. This con-
gress decided on the foundation of the Jura Federation, which would play 
a decisive role in the history of anarchism. In the name of the congress, 
Guesde drafted the manifesto against Marx and the General Council in 
London, denouncing its ‘dictatorship’ and calling for a ‘free federation of 
autonomous groups’. Guesde seems to have become radically anarchist, 
and did not mince his words in opposing the ‘Marxists’. Subsequently, 
however, he would forever minimise this period of his life—which the 
anarchists were themselves eager to remind him of, as they did on many 
occasions!

Around the same time, Guesde contracted a painful congestion of the 
lungs, which, in addition to other ills (including bronchitis and nervous 
illnesses), poisoned his personal life and regularly forced him to cancel his 
rallies, or even disappear from the political stage for several weeks at a 
time. Similar portraits of Guesde have followed one after another, 

19 Georges Haupt, ‘De Marx au marxisme’ in L’historien et le mouvement social, Paris, 
Maspero, 1980, pp. 77–107.

20 James Guillaume, Documents et Souvenirs (1864–1878), 1905 cited by Alexandre Zévaès, 
Jules Guesde 1845–1922, Paris, Librairie Marcel Rivière, 1929, p. 18.
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portraying him as a sickly, suffering, fragile man. The extraordinary energy 
of a rally could give way to him laying low for several weeks or even 
months, before an oft-spectacular and sometimes surprise return. What 
condition was Guesde in? Would he come to the rally, or to the congress? 
Later, to the socialist party leadership, or indeed, the Chamber? The 
papers regularly reported rumours regarding the health of the ‘apostle’. 
Each time Guesde returned—and all the more so after a long absence—it 
had a theatrical dimension, especially when these reappearances came at 
congresses decisive for the history of socialism.

For now, sick and without fixed income, Guesde was forced to leave 
Switzerland in April 1872 and head to Italy. He was closely followed, from 
one country to another, by the French authorities. A report from 10 May 
1873 even noted a plan to move to Barcelona, where he apparently hoped 
to found a new paper. Another report characterised him as still ‘very dan-
gerous’. Having arrived in Italy, after a little back and forth he helped 
found a new section of the International in Rome. Here, Guesde gave 
French classes and occasionally contributed to various newspapers in order 
to earn his living. He was still a fervid partisan of anarchism. He published 
some articles typical of this current, including some particularly hostile to 
universal suffrage. For example, Guesde argued that ‘nothing is sadder 
and more inexplicable than the charm that universal suffrage still today 
exercises over the working class as a whole’.21 For him, it was nothing but 
a tool in the hands of the bourgeois: ‘In the age of property qualifications 
the bourgeoisie was a high-command without an army. Universal suffrage 
provided it the electoral army it needed to maintain itself in power.’ Such 
hostility may seem surprising, yet was anything but exceptional among the 
far-left currents of this era. Was it not through universal suffrage that 
Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte had reached power in December 1848? The 
revolutionary Blanqui considered that in 1848 the people still platooned 
by the Catholic Church was not yet mature to vote. As for the anarchists, 
to whom Guesde was then close, they saw it as only a means to put the 
people to sleep and divert it from its true objectives.

Still being pursued by the law, he then moved to Milan. Here he was less 
politically active, and spent many days reading. He consulted works on the 
Enlightenment or indeed those by the first communists, notably Théodore 
Dézamy, one of the ‘neo-Babeuvians’ of the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, standing for collective property and basing itself on a strictly materialist 

21 Almanach du peuple, 1873 (Saint-Imier, Jura) (unpaginated).
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analysis. Guesde had particular admiration for Chernyshevsky’s novel What 
is to Be Done? (1861), whose title another political exile—a certain Vladimir 
Ilyich Ulyanov, better-known as Lenin—would later adopt in 1902 as he 
expounded his conception of the party. An attentive reading of this novel 
allows us to understand the heroic and sacrificial conception of militancy 
that Guesde must have had at the time. The Russian social-democrat 
Plekhanov, a future correspondent of Jules, put this in very clear terms:

Who has not read and reread this famous book? Who has not undergone its 
attraction and beneficial influence, who has not been purified, improved, 
fortified, emboldened by it? … Who, after reading this book, has not 
reflected on his own life, not subjected his own aspirations and inclinations 
to rigorous examination? From this book we drew moral strength and faith 
in a better future.22

Guesde’s ethos was, indeed, that of a professional revolutionary who 
feared neither exile, persecution, poverty, hunger or the illnesses that so 
besieged him. From this period, he drew a tenacity which would impress 
his adversaries. As for his socialist comrades—some of whom passed unen-
cumbered through the Republic’s grandes écoles without encountering the 
least persecution—at decisive moments of history he could remind them 
who he was and from whence he came. His exile journey made up part of 
his legend.

In these precarious conditions, Guesde started a family. A man of 
friendship and loyalty, Guesde was also able to show his sensitive side: he 
was a family man. He married Mathilde Constantini, daughter of a soldier 
for Napoleon who had stayed in Italy. Mathilde had been to Russia, to give 
Italian classes to young Russian aristocrats. She allegedly even had a first 
marriage with a Russian. A polyglot, she mastered five languages (Italian, 
French, English, German, Russian), which would sometimes ease Guesde’s 
own contacts with socialists abroad. They went on to have three children 
together—Mario, Louise and Léo. But their father’s engagements soon 
earned the family a fresh expulsion from the national territory. Guesde 
again made it to Switzerland, where he and his family stayed for some 
months. He then waited for his five year sentence in France to run out, 
after which the statute of limitations would apply. After a last abortive 
attempt to emigrate to Argentina together with a Communard, he finally 
returned to France.

22 Jean-Jacques Marie, introduction to Lenin, Que Faire?, Paris, Seuil, 1966, p. 23.
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The auThor of a new caTechisM

In 1876, then, Guesde headed back to Paris. He was traced and closely 
followed by the authorities, with many reports giving account of his inten-
sive activity as a militant. He held many public meetings where he pre-
sented his ‘catechism’. The socialism of this period embraced the analogy 
with the Church, which it sought to dislodge from its central place in the 
French population’s everyday life. The date of his Essai de catéchisme 
socialiste is open to controversy: indeed, it seems that it was written in 
Italy, and more particularly in Milan, before it was first published in 
Brussels in 1878. It went on to have multiple French editions.23 The whole 
of Guesde—or almost all of him—was already present in this catechism. 
Short and sharp phrases denounced capitalism and the exploitation of 
workers and called for the overthrow of the system in order to make way 
for an egalitarian world. Here, he forcefully asserted the promise of future 
happiness; a form of messianic utopia imbued his whole line of argument. 
Far from a zealous statist, Guesde was still impregnated with the phraseol-
ogy he had deployed in Switzerland and Italy, defending libertarian plans 
for education which would be independent of organisation by the state. 
Distrust towards the repressive bourgeois state was, indeed, common cur-
rency at the time. His propaganda called upon dreams and the imagina-
tion. It is no exaggeration to see, in this, the continuation of the ‘utopian 
socialists’ of the first half of the nineteenth century. For now weakly 
imbued with the conceptions of Marx, with which he was not acquainted—
Volume I of Capital had just been translated into French and published by 
Lachâtre, but he had not yet read it24—Guesde had however fully grasped 
the enthusiasm that the socialism ‘of the new times’ could inspire. His 
utopia, moored to a peerless ‘demonstrative rigour’,25 rapidly assured him 
a solid reputation among socialist currents.

It is worth saying that the France of 1876 was far more industrial than 
that of the 1850s. Indeed, that was what the spectacular investments of 
the Second Empire had gone into. Doubtless, the country did  remain 
mostly rural, but industrial regions had already clearly developed. The 

23 Jules Guesde, Essai de catéchisme socialiste, Brussels, Librairie socialiste d’Henri 
Kistemaeckers, 1878.

24 Maurice Dommanget, L’introduction du marxisme en France, Lausanne, Éditions ren-
contre, 1969.

25 Claude Willard, Le Mouvement socialiste en France (1893–1905). Les guesdistes, Paris, 
Éditions Sociales, 1965, p. 131.
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areas with concentrations of mining and metalworks had grown consider-
ably. And hence for the most optimistic socialists, capitalism seemed to 
have run its course: the banking crisis of 1873 brought a series of bank-
ruptcies and put an end to the economic growth that had begun in the 
1850s. However, this was also a context in which socialist organisations 
and structures were in difficulty, after the failure of the International 
Workingmen’s Association, which had de facto dissolved in 1872. In 
October 1876 a first workers’ congress with over 300 delegates was held 
in Lyons, with the backing of the radical republicans. Bringing together a 
great variety of bodies, the congress pushed moderate political solutions, 
in a context where the ‘moral order’ of the very-barely republican presi-
dent Mac Mahon still reigned. The idea of cooperation dominated; there 
was manifest hostility towards strikes, and revolutionary upheavals were 
no longer the order of the day.

The Newspaper: L’Égalité

The year following this congress, in 1877 Jules Guesde founded a new 
weekly paper named after the most ‘socialistic’ term of the republican 
motto ‘Freedom, Equality, Brotherhood’. The first issue of l’Égalité 
appeared on 18 November of that year, with Guesde as editor in chief. 
After multiple back-and-forths and repeated bans, in 1885 l’Égalité 
adopted the name Le Socialiste. At first the editorial team met in the Café 
Soufflet, right in the heart of the Latin Quarter. One of the main driving 
forces was Gabriel Deville, a key figure in the early years of what would 
soon be named the Guesdist current. Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue also 
played a decisive role therein, but a little later, from 1880 onward. Guesde 
had got in touch with him the previous year. Born to French parents in 
Santiago de Cuba in 1842, Lafargue was himself a professional revolution-
ary, standing for a very class-struggle-focused socialism loosely inspired by 
Marx. He had married the daughter of the teacher of ‘scientific socialism’, 
Laura, when he was in London after his expulsion from France; for this 
reason, he very quickly accrued a significant international web of contacts. 
Lafargue became inseparable from Guesde, especially on account of his 
role in driving l’Égalité/Le Socialiste. Up until his death in 1911 he and 
Guesde formed a duo, which went through both high and low points.

Despite many difficulties, the creation of l’Égalité did mark a turning 
point. It was one of the titles that most edified Guesde’s name, contribut-
ing to his reputation and then his legend: he had founded the first socialist 
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paper on French soil to be imbued with Marxist theories—or as they were 
called at the time, ‘collectivist’ theories. The term ‘collectivist’ was 
employed at the time in clear reference to the critique of private ownership 
of large companies, which ought to give way to collective ownership by 
workers. For more than a century, the grand narrative of the introduction 
of ‘scientific socialism’ or of the birth of Marxism in France has devoted a 
special place to this newspaper. The early research by the historian Michelle 
Perrot in the 1960s was devoted to it26; in the 1970s—in a move that was 
exceptional for the time—the Parti Communist Français (PCF) embarked 
upon a full reprint of l’Égalité/Le Socialiste in six large-format volumes.27

Such an emphatic evaluation of l’Égalité’s impact resulted from a retro-
spective and rather ideological interpretation—in truth, the paper had the 
greatest of difficulties in achieving any real distribution. But certainly for 
the cadres of the socialist movement now in gestation, this paper really did 
count, and constituted the first organ of what is habitually termed the 
‘Guesdist’ current. In an October 1877 prospectus the paper was pre-
sented as follows: ‘L’Égalité will be republican because the Republic is the 
last word in purely political or governmental evolution. … But above all 
l’Égalité will be socialist, this economic revolution being its direct goal.’28 
On 2 June 1878 Guesde published in its pages a merciless portrait of 
Voltaire, celebrated by republicans a century after his death. Taking one’s 
distance from republican mythology, critiquing its hypocrisy, and above all 
demonstrating the necessarily central class conflict: such were the means 
by which socialism would have to take root. One month later, on 14 July 
1878, l’Égalité was condemned for ‘apologias for deeds qualified as crimes’ 
and handed a hefty fine, which led to its first disappearance. The second 
series of the journal, beginning in January 1880, was no longer advertised 
as a ‘socialist republican periodical’ but clearly as a ‘revolutionary collectiv-
ist organ’. Now was no longer the time for compromise—rather, it was 
time for the intransigent critique of the bourgeois Republic.

Through this paper, Guesde earned himself his credentials with Marx 
and Engels. The paper’s readership would remain very small, but in his-
torical terms this was the first regularly-appearing periodical that gave vent 
to a Marxist sensibility. Here, one could regularly read short extracts of 

26 Michelle Perrot, ‘Le premier journal marxiste français: L’Égalité de J.  Guesde 
(1877–1883)’, L’Actualité de l’Histoire, no. 28, July–September 1959, pp. 1–26.

27 Published by Éditions ‘Hier et aujourd’hui’.
28 N F7 12/488, presentation of L’Égalité.
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texts by Marx, Engels and other similarly-aligned socialists. It would also 
be reductive to present this as nothing but a propaganda organ, though 
this was doubtless its foremost characteristic. L’Égalité and then Le 
Socialiste published articles on history, and in particular the episodes of 
June 1848 and the Paris Commune of 1871, heroising the working-class 
combatants who had died in the struggle. But they also offered portraits 
of older figures (Thomas More, Campanella, Fourier, etc.) in the interests 
of popular education. Indeed, one of the markers of what soon became 
called ‘Guesdism’ was already clearly shining through, here: a simplistic 
analysis of the social world, analysing current political events using rigid, 
mechanistic historical and economic schemas, enlivened by portraits and 
heroic figures presented as examples to follow.

Though it celebrated popular struggles throughout history, the paper 
was far from driven by workers alone. Indeed, the profile of the figures 
behind it is also worth emphasising: it largely brought together non- 
proletarian intellectuals, starting with Guesde and Lafargue. As Marie 
Ymonet has underlined in a piece on the post-1871 invention of Marxism 
in France, Guesde and those around him forged their identity on the basis 
of a dual exclusion.29 Not integrated into the classic political field, which 
perceived them as idealist doctrinaires, nor did they have any position in 
the university or any other institution. Their reference to Marxism, or 
rather to a few formulations that encapsulated Marxism, served as a spe-
cific tool of legitimation which allowed them to transcend this dual 
 obstacle, revolutionary rhetoric being fully compatible with their own 
excluded situation. But we should be wary of falling into determinism, 
here—after all, far from all the individuals who happened to be in Guesde’s 
situation would ever join socialist ranks. Nonetheless, it is clear that this 
situation, standing outside of any institutional sphere, does in part explain 
Guesde’s personal choices and his quest for a specific legitimacy.

foreign associaTions and assisTance

Among the socialist currents of the era, internationalism and the 
International constituted a major means of legitimation for whoever aspired 
to become a leader. A socialist had to be internationalist in words; but to 
translate internationalism into deeds made it possible to obtain influence 

29 Marie Ymonet, ‘Les héritiers du Capital’, Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, 
November 1984, pp. 3–14.
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and recognition. L’Égalité, which would never have seen the light of day if 
it were not for the intellectual and material aid brought by German socialist 
intellectuals, constitutes a perfect example of this transnational dimension 
of the beginnings of organised socialism. L’Égalité could draw on a series 
of correspondents abroad, notably two German social-democrats close to 
Marx’s conceptions, namely Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel. Its 
closeness with the young German social democracy (united at the Gotha 
Congress in 1875) is worth underlining: this latter would be a decisive and 
enduring influence on Guesde, who long saw it as the model to imitate.

For him, alliance between French and Germans was of primary impor-
tance. The revanchist French republican school was drilling its children to 
take back Alsace and Lorraine; the collectivists fought in a quite different 
perspective, namely the alliance of the workers of the two nations. 
Liebknecht and Bebel had opposed the Franco-Prussian war and expressed 
their solidarity with the Paris Commune. In return, the French socialists 
greeted the efforts of German social democracy, whose foremost thinker, 
Karl Marx, was in exile in London.

Karl Hirsch—a German emigrant residing in Paris—provided the on- 
the- ground link with Guesde.30 Born in 1841, Hirsch was initially a partisan 
of Ferdinand Lassalle’s before drawing closer to Wilhelm Liebknecht. 
Falling victim to the political persecution waged by the German govern-
ment, by 1874 at the latest he had moved to France, following his  expulsion 
from Belgium. He provided important information on the French political 
situation to his German comrades, including Marx. He regularly met with 
Guesde and considered him an interlocutor of the greatest importance. 
Hirsch was, moreover, the intermediary for the German social-democrat 
Karl Höchberg, who provided the 4000 franc deposit for the printer of 
l’Égalité, without which the paper would not have been able to get up and 
running. This financial consideration was thus decisive, but this cooperation 
moreover placed Guesde at the heart of international socialism, through his 
collaboration with the German social-democratic press. For example, in the 
year l’Égalité was founded, 1877, one question cut through the debates 
among socialists: was it necessary to defend a Republic now led by the reac-
tionary Mac Mahon? Many Germans despised this ‘bourgeois Republic’ 
which had betrayed its promises; the memory of the Commune was still 
vivid. But Hirsch, who was clearly well informed, wrote to Liebknecht in 

30 Jutta Seidel, Deutsche Sozialdemokratie und Parti Ouvrier 1879–1899, Berlin, Akademie 
Verlag, 1982, pp. 40–41.
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order to warn him against overly radical slogans that risked cutting off the 
socialists from the working-class masses: ‘The proletariat of each country 
knows best who its enemies are, and in particular the combatants of May-
June 1871, who all today defend the Republic, without exception’.31 And it 
was Guesde whom Hirsch asked for an article for the new German socialist 
review Die Zukunft (‘The Future’). Hirsch considered Guesde the most 
reliable French socialist and warmly recommended him to Liebknecht. The 
first issue of Die Zukunft published a translation of an article by Guesde on 
’16 May 1877 and the French socialists’. The crisis of 16 May revealed the 
significant frailties of the republican regime: in sacking the prime minister, 
Mac Mahon had unleashed a major political crisis. The republicans were up 
in arms, but also united—and they provoked fresh elections, which went in 
their favour. Should the socialists remain alien to this battle? No, Guesde 
replied: ‘The Republic is a first important stage’. Even though they did not 
fetishise the Republic, the socialists had no interest in its overthrow. Guesde’s 
contribution drew widespread comments and critiques: indeed, this was the 
first episode in a long debate on the nature of the republican regime, which 
he would never truly resolve decisively. Having started out from fierce 
opposition to the bourgeois Republic, here he lined up—however 
minimally—among the defenders of this regime once it was endangered. He 
would continue to oscillate between these two positions.

Hirsch sent a series of missives to Marx and Engels on the development 
of l’Égalité. This prompted a regular series of translations of political arti-
cles in the French periodical, often concerning current affairs and, more 
rarely, theoretical matters. ‘The good will is already there’ despite the 
shortcomings and the ‘anarchist errors’ of the first issues, he wrote to 
Marx on 6 February 1878.32 When Henri Oriol founded a socialist library 
that same month, Hirsch actively participated in its creation, in liaison 
with the German social democracy. This latter directly supported the ini-
tiative by sending books and pamphlets to translate.33 These efforts none-
theless seem to have had little real follow-up, and the library had only a 
limited echo. But the will was indeed there: it speaks to the attachment of 
those close to Guesde to distributing pamphlets in order to convince 
workers of socialist ideas.

31 Carl Hirsch to Wilhelm Liebknecht, 26 July 1877, in Wilhelm Liebknecht, Briefwechsel 
mit deutschen Sozialdemokraten 1862–1878, Assen, Van Gorcum 1973, vol. 1, p. 753.

32 RGASPI (Moscow), 1, 5 (Marx-Engels papers), no. 3879.
33 Many police prefecture reports relate such links: Archives de la Préfecture de Police 

(APP), Ba 1470 ‘Bibliothèque socialiste’.
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Many militants who rubbed shoulders with Guesde, as well as a long 
historical tradition, logically concluded that Karl Hirsch was the key figure 
who had convinced Guesde of Marxist theses with which he had hitherto 
been very poorly acquainted. Such a claim does have some foundations. 
But when, much later, Guesde himself revisited his ‘conversion’ to 
Marxism in 1910, he spoke of his two first ‘brothers in arms’: Karl Hirsch, 
but also José Mesa.34 According to the socialist Gabriel Deville’s account, 
Mesa was ‘the first Marxist in touch with theory’35 around Guesde, and 
even more important than Hirsch. This Spanish socialist incontestably 
played a major role in Guesde’s career. Born in Spain in 1831, Mesa was a 
fashion journalist before he turned his hand to politics. Probably taking 
refuge in France from 1865, and a member of the International 
Workingmen’s Association’s Federal Council, he was active in taking the 
fight to the anarchists who were then dominant in Spain. Mesa led the 
internal opposition together with Pablo Iglesias (future founder of the 
Partido Socialista Obrero Español) in the name of the ‘Marxists’. In 
October 1872, Friedrich Engels saw Mesa as ‘by far the most superior man 
we have in Spain’.36 Paul Lafargue, who was exiled in Spain for a period 
starting in August 1871, played an important role in the fight against 
anarchist influence. Their combined efforts did not, however, manage to 
reverse the trend: the nascent Spanish workers’ movement remained 
strongly imbued with anarchism. Mesa thus left Spain, embittered, and 
after a detour via London he made his home in Paris, while also maintain-
ing contacts with Iglesias. He translated several of Marx’s works into 
Spanish. It was probably at this point that Guesde began to make Mesa’s 
acquaintance. For want of specific sources it is hard to say much more on 
this, but many accounts are in agreement on their relationship. According 
to Deville, it was Mesa who put the extracts of Capital Volume I, pub-
lished in several parts between 1872 and 1875, into Guesde’s hands. He 
seemingly then played an important intermediary role, in 1882 organising 
meetings between Marx and several French socialists including Guesde.37

34 Jules Guesde, ‘Le banquet du Socialisme’, Le Socialisme, 23 July 1910.
35 30 April 1936 letter from Gabriel Deville to Maurice Dommanget cited in Maurice 

Dommanget, op. cit., p. 134.
36 Friedrich Engels, ‘Bericht an den Generalrat der Internationalen Arbeiterassoziation 

über die Lage der Assoziation in Spanien, Portugal und Italien’ in Karl Marx, Friedrich 
Engels, Werke, Berlin, Dietz Verlag, 1973, vol. 18, p. 186.

37 Jean-Louis Gerena states that ‘this was also the year in which, in the company of Guesde, 
Lafargue and Deville, he met Marx in Paris at least three times. Mesa was thus fully engaged 
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BirTh of The parTi ouvrier

In parallel to these contacts, plans advanced for a new political party. This 
party probably constitutes Guesde’s most enduring contribution to the 
political history of contemporary France, more precisely through his con-
tribution to elaborating its program. But the path that led to the Parti 
Ouvrier’s first successes would still be a long one. Repression against the 
socialists was raging throughout Europe. In Germany, in 1878, Chancellor 
Bismarck had the first banning laws passed which outlawed the greater 
part of the Social Democrats’ activities. On 24 October that same year, in 
France, Guesde appeared before Paris’s 10th Correctional Tribunal: he 
was arrested in the street for having tried to organise an international 
workers’ congress on the occasion of the Universal Exhibition. The ver-
dict: six months in prison and a 200 franc fine. Appearing before the 
Tribunal, Guesde proudly admitted to the choices he had made, and 
emphatically spoke up for the ‘social revolution’:

Yes, we are among those who pursue a social revolution, among those who 
believe a workers’ [17]89 both necessary and inevitable. And do you know 
why that is, gentlemen? Because we can stand before today’s society with the 
same charge-sheet that was once formulated against the ancien régime by 
the Third Estate; and because in support of the demands of the Fourth 
Estate, we can invoke the same arguments, the same rights, invoked by the 
Third in support of its demands 91 years ago.38

He drove the point home by dismantling the accusation of ‘subversion’ 
levelled against him: were the first revolutionaries of 1789, to whom the 
present Republic laid claim, not themselves ‘subversives’? Guesde could 
make his case no better than by appealing to the very principles with which 
the regime itself identified. He published his defence speech under the 
title ‘Le collectivisme devant la 10e Chambre’. Guesde excelled in this 
type of rejoinders, transforming his answers to his adversaries’ accusations 
into mighty propaganda weapons, published in the form of small pam-
phlets. Among these, we could also cite his La loi des salaires et ses 

alongside his French friends’. Jean-Louis Gerena, ‘Un socialiste espagnol en France: José 
Mesa et L’Égalite de Jules Guesde’, Études hispaniques II, Travaux de l’Institut d’études 
hispaniques et portugaises de l’Université de Tours, Publications de l’Université de Tours, 
1979, pp. 103–122.

38 Adéodat Compère-Morel, op. cit., p. 132.
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consequences, published for the first time shortly before his trial in 
September 1878. In this text he asserted ‘the need, the absolute necessity 
for today’s proletarians … to break out of wage-labour just as they broke 
out of slavery and serfdom’. Guesde considered that under capitalism, the 
‘iron law’ of wages applied to the majority: ‘the average wage will not 
normally exceed the necessary subsistence line … such as allows the worker 
to live and reproduce himself’.39 While dear to Ferdinand Lassalle, this 
iron law contracted the theory of value Marx had defined in Capital, 
which Guesde had either not mastered or did not wish to foreground.

Thus sentenced, Guesde was imprisoned in the Sainte-Pélagie jail where 
a whole lineage of prestigious revolutionaries (Blanqui, Raspail, Vallès, 
etc.) had been locked up before him. Not at all discouraged, he continued 
to write. His Le collectivisme par la revolution was written in early 1879 
after his transfer to the Necker hospital for health reasons. In this text he 
insisted on the need for the ‘socialisation of the means of production’ and 
lyrically heralded the disappearance of ‘idleness, both mother and daugh-
ter of the exploitation of man by man; and, with idleness, … the spectacle 
of that wealth that stands outside labour and well-being, and of that con-
sumption without an equivalent in production.’40 Revolution was the 
means for establishing a harmonious society that would ‘meld all classes 
into just one, the class of workers, in whose service the whole set of pro-
ductive capitals must be arraigned’.41 Again, immediate demands came 
side-by-side with the prophesy of a better world, promising a land of milk 
and honey under the socialist system.

Having come out of prison, Guesde was ready for battle—and impress-
ing already. His very particular physique allied to his talents as a speaker 
regularly led to contradictory portraits of this figure, an enlightened 
prophet who had come to preach the socialist work with vigour. Here, for 
example, is how the Revue du movement social described him in 1880:

A man of average size, and thin. He has long dark chestnut hair, and a great 
beard of the same colour. A pince-nez perched on his nose when he speaks 
completes this physiognomy. His way of dressing does not scream wealth. … 
His voice, clear and metallic, vibrates like a clarion on the battlefield; his 

39 Jules Guesde, La Loi des salaires et ses conséquences, Paris, 1879 (in the A. Carbillet edi-
tion, 1881), pp. 3–4.

40 Cited in Jules Guesde, Textes choisis 1867–1882, Paris, Éditions Sociales, 1959, p. 98.
41 Ibid., p. 102.
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eloquence is compelling. He gesticulates as he speaks and leans on the 
podium, as if to magnetise the room; he expresses himself in clear language, 
of scientific tone, but at the same time poetic and vivid.42

‘The iMMorTal congress’ of 1879
The objective was clear: a society freed of exploitation, a radiant future 
established on new and egalitarian bases. But Guesde wanted to go beyond 
dreaming and act politically in the conditions of his time. Before one could 
envisage a better world, it was necessary, more prosaically, to begin by ral-
lying together the dispersed phalanxes of the multiple socialist sects, in the 
perspective of preparing the revolution. This was the stated objective of 
the third workers’ congress, which entered history as the ‘immortal con-
gress’—an expression of Guesde’s that went on to be adopted much more 
broadly.

The congress began in Marseilles on 20 October 1879, marking the 
beginning of the long history of the Parti Socialiste—for the moment 
branded the Parti Ouvrier (‘Workers’ Party’). It brought together 130 
delegates from 45 different towns and was listened to by an audience of 
around 2000, in a city where socialist groups had been pullulating for 
some years. The congress hall was decorated with slogans written on the 
walls, from ‘Liberté, Égalité, Solidarité’ to ‘No responsibilities without 
rights, no rights without responsibilities’, or ‘Science, peace, justice’. The 
congress received multiple messages of greetings, for example from the 
German social-democrats or, indeed, from the Communard refugees 
abroad; these contributions were enthusiastically welcomed with stormy 
applause.

Writing on the eightieth anniversary of this event in 1959, the historian 
Claude Willard stated that ‘This congress oriented the workers’ move-
ment along the path of scientific socialism’.43 Adding greater nuance, he 
would write another twenty years later that the new party was, above all, 
‘an all-embracing auberge espagnole’.44 Either characterisation is, without 
doubt, rather over the top, but it is clear that diversity reigned, here, from 
the radical republicans to mutualists, anarchists and socialists of various 

42 Revue du mouvement social, July 1880, cited by Georges Lefranc, Le mouvement socialiste 
sous la Troisième République, Paris, Payot, 1977, p. 38.

43 Preface to Jules Guesde, Textes choisis (...), p. 24.
44 Claude Willard, La naissance du Parti ouvrier français, Paris, Éditions Sociales, 

1981, p. 17.
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different schools. Guesde was ill and could not make it to Marseilles. But 
he was in contact with militants close to him, especially Jean Lombard and 
Eugène Fournière. When he could not be present at a congress, Guesde 
arranged to send lieutenants of his who would effectively execute his will. 
He very early on understood the need for a devoted entourage of what we 
would today call ‘aides’ and ‘spokespersons’. A charismatic figure, despite 
many fallings-out Guesde always managed to rebuild a team of loyal sup-
porters; this was, without doubt, one of the reasons for his extraordinary 
political longevity.

Returning to the congress itself, historians have tended to maintain that 
the 1879 congress marked the birth of the first Marxist workers’ party.45 
Was this a ‘Marxist Party’? This is, in part, a claim made with the benefit 
of hindsight: a great variety of grassroots structures founded this still- 
fragmentary ‘party’. All the same, it is worth noting the presence of dele-
gates who came from the big industrial areas, which served as the future 
bases of socialism of a Guesdist stamp. This was a very real development, 
and one that was now taking off compared to the previous congress. 
‘Collectivist’ rhetoric occupied an essential place in many speeches as well 
as in the texts that were passed. The Marseilles congress was thus marked 
by a sharply ‘collectivist’ tone.

The final declaration affirmed that the ‘collective appropriation of all 
the instruments of labour and forces of production must be pursued by all 
possible means’. But the young party’s membership numbers remained 
very modest: only a few thousand people signed up for this ‘federation of 
the socialist workers of France’, broken down into six largely autonomous 
regions (Paris, Lyons, Bordeaux, Marseilles, Lille and Algiers). To sum-
marise, we can adopt the words used by historian Daniel Ligou: Marseilles 
‘renounced “cooperativism”, rallied to collectivism, and organised the 
French Socialist Party’.46 Therein lay its incontestable historical importance.

The firsT prograMMe

A reflection of the congress’s diversity, and above all its multiple oscilla-
tions and uncertainties, it did not decree any definitive programme. Even 
so, its resolutions already contained a clear message centred on the social 

45 On this congress, see Emmanuel Jousse, Les hommes révoltés. Histoire du réformisme en 
France, Paris, Fayard, 2017.

46 Daniel Ligou, Histoire du socialisme en France (1871–1961), Paris, PUF, 1962, p. 35.
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question and the class struggle. It was Guesde who was entrusted to take 
care of drawing up its specific programme. To this end, he headed to 
London to meet Karl Marx, with whom he had already entered into con-
tact via mail at the end of 1878, and especially in March–April 1879. 
Claiming, in a letter to Marx a few months before the Marseilles Congress, 
that he had ‘always professed the liveliest admiration for the author of the 
Manifesto of the Communists [sic] and Capital’ (which is, at least, an exag-
geration!), Guesde revealed his immediate objectives: ‘Cut the cable which 
still holds our workers back in the waters of bourgeois Jacobinism or radi-
calism, and show them the hollowness of amiable or peaceful solutions 
(cooperation, banks, etc.); that had to be and has been our double plan, 
today fully on the road to success.’47 With these few lines, breaking with 
his own republican and anarchist past, Guesde sketched out his orienta-
tion: namely, to distance himself from the bourgeois republicans in order 
to form a workers’ party independent of all others. He had a doughty ally 
in this struggle: Paul Lafargue, together with whom he discussed the pro-
gramme with Marx in London, where he headed in May 1880.

Who ultimately wrote the programme? It is hard to say. Tradition—
backed up by several accounts—reports that the points in the programme 
came from Karl Marx’s hand, but there is nothing about them very specific 
to him. Posterity has tended to play down the role of the Communard 
Benoît Malon, given his later opposition to Marxist theses. But the guide-
lines of this programme were developed by this latter, as well, even if he 
ultimately did not make it to London. Guesde was close to Malon at this 
time: in a letter from 14 September 1879 we learn that he was looking 
after Guesde’s son Mario because the father was ill. Yet differences were 
already coming to light: in a missive of 5 June 1879, Malon called on the 
rest to draw inspiration from the ‘incontestable data of experimental 
socialism’ and presented himself as the ‘pacifist documenter’ who comple-
mented Guesde, ‘the flaming sword of the party’.48 Moreover, Malon—
passing through Zurich—met the German social-democrats whose exiled 
high command had just taken up residency in the Swiss city; he told 
Guesde of his great admiration for the German organisation.

47 Letter from Guesde to Marx, mid-April 1879, in La naissance du parti ouvrier … p. 44.
48 For more on this episode, see Marc Vuillemier’s pieces in Claude Latta, Marc Vuilleumier 

et Gérard Gâcon (eds.), Du Forez à la Revue Socialiste. Benoît Malon (1841–1893). 
Réévaluations d’un itinéraire militant et d’une œuvre fondatrice, Saint-Étienne, Publications 
de l’Université de Saint-Étienne, 2000.
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If Malon’s role is worth underlining, ultimately the task of writing the 
economic and political demands elaborated therein—the minimum pro-
gramme—seems to have been Guesde’s work. The often-harsh Marx 
expressed his satisfaction with the results, even though he emphasised that 
‘With the exception of some trivialities which Guesde found it necessary 
to throw to the French workers. … It was a tremendous step forward to 
pull the French workers down to earth from their fog of phraseology, and 
therefore it was a violent shock to all the French giddy-heads, who live by 
“fog-making”.’49 This acknowledgement ought not be surprising: since 
1848 had distrusted the insurrectionary incantations of the French, in his 
view very much based on grand rhetoric not followed up by actions. What 
use was it to have a glorious revolutionary tradition, if the French could 
not manage to found a united socialist party as in Germany?

Ultimately the programme mixed together very diverse influences. It of 
course had Marxist aspects (with the goal of collective ownership of the 
means of production) but it also advanced anti-centralising ideas such as 
the notion that each Commune should handle its own administration and 
police. The essential thing lay elsewhere, however: the programme insisted 
that the workers should, most importantly, constitute a distinct political 
party and carry out the revolution. It is worth noting that Guesde had 
watered down his line on universal suffrage: it was now called on to be 
transformed into an instrument of ‘emancipation’, having hitherto only 
been ‘deception’. Lastly, this was the first programme in which woman 
was recognised as man’s equal. In far from advanced terms, some would 
say. Yet it is important to remember what the political conditions in the 
France of the 1880s were: and this was the first programme to demand 
equal political rights but also economic equality at a time in which many 
republicans—and indeed, socialists—shared tenacious, ‘well-reasoned’ 
and openly embraced prejudices towards women. For the first time, a 
political organisation proclaimed that purely political emancipation would 
not suffice, insisting that economic liberation was also indispensable. This 
was Guesde’s major contribution to the history of feminism.50 The involve-
ment of Hubertine Auclert—a tireless fighter for women’s right to vote—
at the Marseilles congress was an important turning point in this regard.

49 Marx to Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 5 December 1880, text from marxists.org
50 Charles Sowerwine, Les femmes et le socialisme, Paris, Presses deSciencesPo, 1978. Robert 

Stuart, ‘Gendered Labour in the Ideological Discourse of French Marxism: the Parti Ouvrier 
Français 1882–1905’, Gender and History, 1/1997, pp. 107–129.
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The Parti Ouvrier programme ratified by the Le Havre congress in 
November 1880 was bathed in a uniquely mythological aura, from which 
Guesde would himself benefit. His partisans would unfailingly recall this 
episode each time their ‘teacher’s’ legacy was challenged or criticised. The 
first programme of ‘Marxist’ inspiration, it had received Marx’s personal 
endorsement, and Jules Guesde had been in the vanguard of its elabora-
tion. Nothing could ever wipe away this phase, which granted Guesde a 
first-rank place in the heroic saga of Marxism such as it was developed over 
the first decades of the twentieth century. This process was also facilitated 
by the eclipse of Malon, whose glorious past as a Communard ought to 
have put him centre-stage: indeed, Malon’s rapid moves to distance him-
self from any Marxist sensibility enduringly cast him aside as a historical 
figure. As for Lafargue—a poor speaker, brilliant but often irascible—he 
would have struggled to challenge the political place occupied by Guesde.

At the time, this prestige was far from self-evident. Marx was not ever 
so well-known, and most importantly he was a German. Nothing could 
have done more to drive distrust in the highly revanchist France that fol-
lowed the defeat of 1870. Moreover, in July 1880 the now-republican 
Republic voted for an amnesty for the Communards: all those who had 
been imprisoned after 1871 were freed. Many returned to politics, but this 
paradoxically rendered even more complex the situation of a socialist 
movement that was far from united. In this context, the top objective for 
Guesde was fully to establish his own legitimacy and pass from the status 
of chief of one tendency to outright leader of the French workers’ move-
ment. He was convinced that he alone could unite the various socialist 
tendencies. Yet bitter battles between them were now looming.
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The economic causes of war

While the science of politics has probed the ideological, political, economic and even psychologi-
cal motivations behind the drive to war, socialist theory has made one of its most compelling con-
tributions by highlighting the nexus between the development of capitalism and the spread of wars.

In the debates of the International Working Men’s Association (1864–1872), César de Paepe, 
one of its principal leaders, formulated what would become the classical position of the workers’ 
movement on the question: namely, that wars are inevitable under the regime of capitalist produc-
tion. In contemporary society, they are brought about not by the ambitions of monarchs or other 
individuals but by the dominant social-economic model (De Paepe, 2014a, 2014b; Musto, 2014). 
The socialist movement also showed which sections of the population were struck hardest by the 
dire consequences of war. At the congress of the International held in 1868, the delegates adopted 
a motion that called upon workers to pursue ‘the final abolition of all war’,1 since they were the 
ones who would pay – economically or with their own blood, whether they were among the victors 
or the defeated – for the decisions of their ruling classes and the governments representing them. 
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The lesson for the workers’ movement came from the belief that any war should be considered ‘a 
civil war’ (Freymond, 1962: 403; Musto, 2014: 49), a ferocious clash between workers that 
deprived them of the means necessary for their survival. They needed to act resolutely against any 
war, by resisting conscription and taking strike action. Internationalism thus became a cardinal 
point of the future society, which, with the end of capitalism and the rivalry among bourgeois states 
on the world market, would have eliminated the main underlying causes of war.

Among the precursors of socialism, Claude Henri de Saint-Simon had taken a decisive stand 
against both war and social conflict, regarding both as obstacles to the fundamental progress of 
industrial production. Karl Marx did not develop in any of his writings his views – fragmentary and 
sometimes contradictory – on war, nor did he put forward guidelines for the correct attitude to be 
taken towards it. When he chose between opposing camps, his only constant was his opposition to 
Tsarist Russia, which he saw as the outpost of counter-revolution and one of the main barriers to 
working-class emancipation. In Capital (1867), he argued that violence was an economic force, 
‘the midwife of every old society pregnant with a new one’ (Marx, 1996: 739). But he did not think 
of war as a crucial shortcut for the revolutionary transformation of society, and a major aim of his 
political activity was to commit workers to the principle of international solidarity. As Friedrich 
Engels also argued, they should act resolutely in individual countries against the dampening of 
class struggle that the propagandistic invention of an external enemy threatened to bring about at 
any outbreak of war. In various letters to leaders of the workers’ movement, Engels stressed the 
ideological power of the snare of patriotism and the delay to the proletarian revolution resulting 
from waves of chauvinism. Moreover, in Anti-Dühring (1878), following an analysis of the effects 
of ever more deadly weaponry, he declared that the task of socialism was ‘to blow up militarism 
and all standing armies’ (Engels, 1987: 158).

War was such an important question for Engels that he devoted one of his last writings to it. In 
‘Can Europe Disarm?’ (1893), he noted that in the previous 25 years every major power had tried 
to outdo its rivals militarily and in terms of war preparations. This had involved unprecedented 
levels of arms production and brought the Old Continent closer to ‘a war of destruction such as the 
world has never seen’ (Engels, 1990: 372). According to the co-author of the Manifesto of the 
Communist Party (1848), ‘The system of standing armies has been carried to such extremes 
throughout Europe that it must either bring economic ruin to the peoples on account of the military 
burden, or else degenerate into a general war of extermination’. In his analysis, Engels did not 
forget to highlight that standing armies were maintained chiefly for internal political as much as 
external military purposes. They were intended ‘to provide protection not so much against the 
external enemy as the internal one’, by strengthening the forces to repress the proletariat and work-
ers’ struggles. As popular layers paid more than anyone else the costs of war, through the provision 
of troops to the state and taxes, the workers’ movement should fight for ‘the gradual reduction of 
the term of [military] service by international treaty’ and for disarmament as the only effective 
‘guarantee of peace’ (Engels, 1990: 371).

Tests and collapse

It was not long before a peacetime theoretical debate turned into the foremost political issue of the age, 
when the workers’ movement had to face real situations in which their representatives initially opposed 
any support for war. In the Franco-Prussian conflict of 1870 (which preceded the Paris Commune), the 
Social Democrat deputies Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel condemned the annexationist objec-
tives of Bismarck’s Germany and voted against war credits. Their decision to ‘reject the bill for addi-
tional funding to continue the war’ (Pelz, 2016: 50) earned them a 2-year prison sentence for high 
treason, but it helped to show the working class an alternative way to build on the crisis.
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As the major European powers kept up their imperialist expansion, the controversy on war 
acquired ever greater weight in the debates of the Second International (1889–1916). A resolution 
adopted at its founding congress had enshrined peace as ‘the indispensable precondition of any 
emancipation of the workers’ (Dominick, 1982: 343). The supposed peace policy of the bourgeoi-
sie was mocked and characterized as one of ‘armed peace’ and, in 1895, Jean Jaurès, the leader of 
the French Socialist Party (SFIO), gave a speech in parliament in which he famously summed up 
the apprehensions of the Left: ‘Your violent and chaotic society still, even when it wants peace, 
even when it is in a state of apparent repose, bears war within itself, just as a sleeping cloud bears 
a storm’ (Jaurès, 1982: 32).

As the Weltpolitik – the aggressive policy of Imperial Germany to extend its power in the inter-
national arena – changed the geopolitical setting, anti-militarist principles sank deeper roots in the 
workers’ movement and influenced the discussions on armed conflicts. War was no longer seen 
only as opening up revolutionary opportunities and hastening the breakdown of the system (an idea 
on the Left since the Revolutionary War of 1792).2 It was now viewed as a danger because of its 
grievous consequences for the proletariat in the shape of hunger, destitution and unemployment. It 
thus posed a serious threat for progressive forces, and, as Karl Kautsky (1903) wrote in The Social 
Revolution, they would in case of war be ‘heavily loaded with tasks that are not essential’ (p. 77) 
to them, and which would make the final victory more distant rather than bring it closer.

The resolution ‘On Militarism and International Conflicts’, adopted by the Second International 
at its Stuttgart Congress in 1907, recapitulated all the key points that had become the common 
heritage of the workers’ movement. Among these were: a vote against budgets that increased mili-
tary spending, antipathy to standing armies and a preference for a system of people’s militias, and 
support for the plan to create courts of arbitration to settle international conflicts peacefully. This 
excluded a resort to general strikes against any kind of wars, as proposed by Gustave Hervé, since 
a majority of those present deemed this too radical and too Manichaean. The resolution ended with 
an amendment drafted by Rosa Luxemburg, Vladimir Lenin and Yulii Martov, which stated that

in case war should break out [ . . . ], it is the duty [of socialists] to intervene in favour of its speedy 
termination, and with all their powers 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. (Vv. Aa., 1972: 80)

Since this did not, however, compel the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) to make 
any change of political line, its representatives also voted in favour of it. The text, as amended, was 
the last document on war that secured unanimous support from the Second International.

More intense competition among capitalist states on the world market, together with the out-
break of a number of international conflicts, made the general picture even more alarming. The 
publication of Jaurès’s The New Army encouraged discussion of another central theme of the 
period: the distinction between offensive and defensive wars and the attitude to be taken to the lat-
ter, including in cases where a country’s independence was threatened (see Marcobelli, 2021: 155–
227). For Jaurès, the only task of the army should be to defend the nation against any offensive 
aggression, or any aggressor that did not accept resolution of the dispute through mediation. All 
military action that came under this category should be considered legitimate. Luxemburg’s clear-
sighted critique of this position pointed out that ‘historical phenomena such as modern wars cannot 
be measured with the yardstick of “justice”, or through a paper schema of defence and aggression’ 
(Luxemburg, 1911). In her view, it was necessary to bear in mind the difficulty of establishing 
whether a war was really offensive or defensive, or whether the state that started it had deliberately 
decided to attack or had been forced to do so because of the stratagems adopted by the country that 
opposed it. She therefore thought that the distinction should be discarded, and further criticized 
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Jaurès’s idea of the ‘armed nation’, on the grounds that it ultimately tended to fuel the growing 
militarization in society.

As the years passed, the Second International committed itself less and less to a policy of action 
in favour of peace. Its opposition to rearmament and war preparations was very lacklustre, and an 
increasingly moderate and legalistic wing of the SPD traded its support for military credits – and 
then even for colonial expansion – in return for the granting of greater political freedoms in 
Germany. Important leaders and eminent theorists, such as Gustav Noske, Henry Hyndman and 
Arturo Labriola, were among the first to arrive at these positions. Subsequently, a majority of 
German Social Democrats, French Socialists, British Labour Party leaders and other European 
reformists ended up supporting the First World War (1914–1918). This course had disastrous con-
sequences. With the idea that the ‘benefits of progress’ should not be monopolized by the capital-
ists, the workers’ movement came to share the expansionist aims of the ruling classes and was 
swamped by nationalist ideology. The Second International proved completely impotent in the face 
of the war, failing in one of its main objectives: the preservation of peace.

Lenin and other delegates at the Zimmerwald conference (1915) – including Leon Trotsky, who 
drafted the final manifesto – foresaw that ‘for decades war spending will absorb the best energies 
of peoples, undermining social improvements and impeding any progress’. In their eyes the war 
revealed the ‘naked form of modern capitalism, which has become irreconcilable, not only with the 
interests of the working masses [ . . . ] but even with the first conditions of human communal exist-
ence’ (Vv. Aa., 1915). The warning was heeded by only a minority in the workers’ movement, as 
was the call to all European workers at the Kienthal Conference (1916):

Your governments and their newspapers tell you that the war must be continued to kill militarism. They 
are deceiving you! War has never killed war. Indeed, it sparks feelings and wishes for revenge. In this way 
in marking you for sacrifice, they enclose you in an infernal circle.

Finally breaking with the approach of the Stuttgart Congress, which had called for international 
courts of arbitration, the final document at Kienthal declared that ‘the illusions of bourgeois paci-
fism’ (Vv. Aa., 1977: 371) would not interrupt the spiral of war but would help to preserve the 
existing social-economic system. The only way to prevent future military conflicts was for the 
popular masses to conquer political power and overthrow capitalist property.

Rosa Luxemburg and Vladimir Lenin were the two most vigorous opponents of the war. 
Luxemburg extended the theoretical understanding of the Left and showed how militarism was a 
key vertebra of the state.3 Displaying a conviction and effectiveness with few equals among other 
communist leaders, she argued that the ‘War on war!’ slogan should become ‘the cornerstone of 
working-class politics’. As she wrote in the Theses on the Tasks of International Social-Democracy, 
the Second International had imploded because it failed ‘to achieve a common tactic and action 
by the proletariat in all countries’. From then on, the ‘main goal’ of the proletariat should there-
fore be ‘fighting imperialism and preventing wars, in peace as in war’ (Luxemburg, 1915).

In Socialism and War (1915) and many other writings during the First World War, Lenin’s 
great merit was to identify two fundamental questions. The first concerned the ‘historical falsi-
fication’ whenever the bourgeoisie tried to attribute a ‘progressive sense of national liberation’ 
to what were in reality wars of ‘plunder’ (Lenin, 1971: 299–300), waged with the sole aim of 
deciding which belligerents were this time to oppress the most foreign peoples and to increase 
the inequalities of capitalism. The second was the masking of contradictions by the social 
reformists – or ‘social-chauvinists’, as he (Lenin, 1971: 306) called them – who ultimately 
endorsed the justifications for war despite their having defined it as a ‘criminal’ activity in the 
resolutions adopted by the Second International. Behind their claim to be ‘defending the 
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fatherland’ lay the right that certain great powers had given themselves to ‘pillage the colonies 
and to oppress foreign peoples’. Wars were not fought to safeguard ‘the existence of nations’ but 
‘to defend the privileges, domination, plunder and violence’ of the various ‘imperialist bourgeoi-
sies’ (Lenin, 1971: 307). The socialists who had capitulated to patriotism had replaced the class 
struggle with a claim on ‘morsels of the profits obtained by their national bourgeoisie through 
the looting of other countries’. Accordingly, Lenin (1971: 314) was in favour of ‘defensive wars’ 
– not, that is, the national defense of European countries à la Jaurès, but the ‘just wars’ of 
‘oppressed and subjugated peoples’ who had been ‘plundered and deprived of their rights’ by the 
‘great slave owning powers’. The most celebrated thesis of this pamphlet – that revolutionaries 
should seek to ‘turn imperialist war into civil war’ (Lenin, 1971: 315)4 – implied that those who 
really wanted a ‘lasting democratic peace’ had to wage ‘civil war against their governments and 
the bourgeoisie’ (Lenin, 1971: 315). Lenin was convinced of what history would later show to 
be imprecise: that any class struggle consistently waged in time of war would ‘inevitably’ create 
a revolutionary spirit among the masses.

Lines of demarcation

The First World War produced divisions not only in the Second International but also in the anar-
chist movement. In an article published shortly after the outbreak of the conflict, Kropotkin (1914: 
76–77) wrote that ‘the task of any person holding dear the idea of human progress is to squash the 
German invasion in Western Europe’. This statement, seen by many as ditching the principles for 
which he had fought all his life, was an attempt to move beyond the slogan of ‘a general strike 
against the war’ – which had gone unheeded by the working masses – and to avoid the general 
regression of European politics that would result from a German victory. In Kropotkin’s view, if 
anti-militarists remained inert, they would indirectly assist the invaders’ plans of conquest, and the 
resulting obstacle would be even more difficult to overcome for those fighting for a social 
revolution.

In a reply to Kropotkin, the Italian anarchist Errico Malatesta argued that, although he was not 
a pacifist and thought it legitimate to take up arms in a war of liberation, the world war was not 
– as bourgeois propaganda asserted – a struggle ‘for the general good against the common enemy’ 
of democracy, but yet another example of the ruling-class subjugation of the working masses. He 
was aware that ‘a German victory would certainly spell the triumph of militarism, but also that a 
triumph for the Allies would mean Russian-British domination in Europe and Asia’ (Malatesta, 
1993: 230).5

In the Manifesto of the Sixteen, Kropotkin et al. (1916) upheld the need ‘to resist an aggressor 
who represents the destruction of all our hopes of liberation’. Victory for the Triple Entente against 
Germany would be the lesser evil and do less to undermine the existing liberties. On the other side, 
Malatesta (1998) and his fellow-signatories (p. 388) of the anti-war manifesto of the Anarchist 
International (1915) declared: ‘No distinction is possible between offensive and defensive wars’. 
Moreover, they added that ‘None of the belligerents has any right to lay claim to civilization, just 
as none of them is entitled to claim legitimate self-defence’. The First World War, they insisted, 
was a further episode in the conflict among capitalists of various imperialist powers, which was 
being waged at the expense of the working class. Malatesta, Emma Goldman, Ferdinand 
Nieuwenhuis and the great majority of the anarchist movement were convinced that it would be an 
unforgivable error to support the bourgeois governments. Instead, with no ifs or buts, they stuck 
with the slogan ‘no man and no penny for the army’, firmly rejecting even any indirect support for 
the pursuit of war.
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Attitudes to the war also aroused debate in the feminist movement. The need for women to 
replace conscripted men in jobs that had long been a male monopoly – for a much lower wage, in 
conditions of overexploitation – encouraged the spread of chauvinist ideology in a sizable part of the 
new-born suffragette movement. Some of its leaders went so far as to petition for laws allowing the 
enlistment of women in the armed forces. Exposure of duplicitous governments – which, in evoking 
the enemy at the gates, used the war to roll back fundamental social reforms – was one of the most 
important achievements of the main women communist leaders of the time. Clara Zetkin, Alexandra 
Kollontai, Sylvia Pankhurst and, of course, Rosa Luxemburg were among the first to embark lucidly 
and courageously on the path that would show successive generations how the struggle against mili-
tarism was essential to the struggle against patriarchy. Later, the rejection of war became a distinc-
tive part of International Women’s Day, and opposition to war budgets on the outbreak of any new 
conflict featured prominently in many platforms of the international feminist movement.

The end does not justify the means and wrong means damage the 
end

The deep split between revolutionaries and reformists, widening into a strategic gulf after the birth 
of the Soviet Union6 and the growth of ideological dogmatism in the 1920s and 1930s, ruled out 
any alliance against militarism between the Communist International (1919–1943) and the 
European Socialist and Social Democratic parties.7 Having supported the war, the parties making 
up the Labour and Socialist International (1923–1940) had lost all credit in the eyes of the com-
munists. The Leninist idea of ‘turning imperialist war into civil war’ still had currency in Moscow, 
where leading politicians and theorists thought a ‘new 1914’ was inevitable. On both sides, then, 
the talk was more of what to do if a new war broke out than of how to prevent one from beginning. 
The slogans and declarations of principle differed substantially from what was expected to happen 
and from what then turned into political action. Among the critical voices in the Communist camp 
were those of Nikolai Bukharin, a proponent of the slogan ‘struggle for peace’, and among the 
Russian leaders more convinced that it was ‘one of the key issues of the contemporary world’; and 
Georgi Dimitrov, who argued that not all the great powers were equally responsible for the threat 
of war, and who favoured a rapprochement with the reformist parties to build a broad popular front 
against it. Both these views contrasted with the litany of Soviet orthodoxy, which, far from updat-
ing theoretical analysis, repeated that the danger of war was built equally, and without distinction, 
into all the imperialist powers8.

Mao Zedong’s (1966: 15) views on the matter were quite different. At the head of the liberation 
movement against the Japanese invasion, he wrote in On Protracted War (1938) that ‘just wars’ – 
in which communists should actively participate – are ‘endowed with tremendous power, which 
can transform many things or clear the way for their transformation’ (Mao Tse-Tung, 1966: 26–27). 
Mao Tse-Tung’s (1966: 53) proposed strategy, therefore, was ‘to oppose unjust war with just war’, 
and furthermore to ‘continue the war until its political objective [is] achieved’. Arguments for the 
‘omnipotence of revolutionary war’ recur in Problems of War and Strategy (1938), where he argues 
that ‘only with guns can the whole world be transformed’ (Mao Tse-Tung, 1965: 219), and that ‘the 
seizure of power by armed force, the settlement of the issue by war, is the central task and the high-
est form of revolution’ (Mao Tse-Tung, 1965: 225).

In Europe, the escalating violence of the Nazi-Fascist front, at home as well as abroad, and the 
outbreak of the Second World War (1939–1945) created an even more nefarious scenario than the 
1914–1918 war. After Hitler’s troops attacked the Soviet Union in 1941, the Great Patriotic War 
that ended with the defeat of Nazism became such a central element in Russian national unity that 
it survived the fall of the Berlin Wall and has lasted until our own days.
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With the post-war division of the world into two blocs, Joseph Stalin taught that the main task 
of the international Communist movement was to safeguard the Soviet Union. The creation of a 
buffer zone of eight countries in Eastern Europe (seven after the exit of Yugoslavia) was a central 
pillar of this policy. In the same period, the Truman Doctrine marked the advent of a new type of 
war: the Cold War. In its support of anti-communist forces in Greece, in the Marshall Plan (1948) 
and the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) (1949), the United States of 
America contributed to avoid the advance of progressive forces in Western Europe. The Soviet 
Union responded with the Warsaw Pact (1955). This configuration led to a huge arms race, which, 
despite the fresh memory of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, also involved a proliferation of nuclear 
bomb tests.

From 1961, under the leadership of Nikita Khrushchev, the Soviet Union began a new political 
course that came to be known as ‘peaceful coexistence’. This turn, with its emphasis on non-
interference and respect for national sovereignty, as well as economic cooperation with capitalist 
countries, was supposed to avert the danger of a third world war (which the Cuban missiles crisis 
showed to be a possibility in 1962) and to support the argument that war was not inevitable. 
However, this attempt at constructive cooperation was geared only to the United States of America, 
not the countries of ‘actually existing socialism’. In 1956, the Soviet Union had already crushed a 
revolt in Hungary, and the Communist parties of Western Europe had not condemned but justified 
the military intervention in the name of protecting the socialist bloc. Palmiro Togliatti, for exam-
ple, the secretary of the Italian Communist Party, declared: ‘We stand with our own side even when 
it makes a mistake’ (cit. in Vittoria, 2015: 219). Most of those who shared this position regretted it 
bitterly in later years, when they understood the devastating effects of the Soviet operation.

Similar events took place at the height of peaceful coexistence, in 1968 in Czechoslovakia. 
Faced with demands for democratization and economic decentralization during the Prague Spring, 
the Politburo of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union decided unanimously to send in half a 
million soldiers and thousands of tanks. At the congress of the Polish United Workers’ Party in 
1968, Leonid Brezhnev explained the action by referring to what he called the ‘limited sover-
eignty’ of Warsaw Pact countries: ‘When forces that are hostile to socialism try to turn the develop-
ment of some socialist country towards capitalism, it becomes not only a problem of the country 
concerned, but a common problem and concern of all socialist countries’. According to this anti-
democratic logic, the definition of what was and was not ‘socialism’ naturally fell to the arbitrary 
decision of the Soviet leaders. But this time critics on the Left were more forthcoming and even 
represented the majority. Although disapproval of the Soviet action was expressed not only by New 
Left movements but by a majority of Communist parties, including the Chinese, the Russians did 
not pull back but carried through a process that they called ‘normalization’. The Soviet Union 
continued to earmark a sizable part of its economic resources for military spending, and this helped 
to reinforce an authoritarian culture in society. In this way, it lost forever the goodwill of the peace 
movement, which had become even larger through the extraordinary mobilizations against the war 
in Vietnam.

One of the most important wars in the next decade began with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. 
In 1979, the Red Army again became a major instrument of Moscow’s foreign policy, which con-
tinued to claim the right to intervene in what it described as its own ‘security zone’. The ill-starred 
decision turned into an exhausting adventure that stretched over more than 10 years, causing a huge 
number of deaths and creating millions of refugees. On this occasion, the international Communist 
movement was much less reticent than it had been in relation to the Soviet invasions of Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia. Yet this new war revealed even more clearly to international public opinion 
the split between ‘actually existing socialism’ and a political alternative based on peace and oppo-
sition to militarism.
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Taken as a whole, these military interventions not only worked against a general arms reduction 
but served to discredit and globally weaken socialism. The Soviet Union was increasingly seen as 
an imperial power acting in ways not unlike those of the United States, which, since the onset of 
the Cold War, had more or less secretly backed coups d’état and helped to overthrow democrati-
cally elected governments in more than 20 countries around the world. Finally, the ‘socialist wars’ 
in 1977–1979 between Cambodia and Vietnam and China and Vietnam, against the backdrop of the 
Sino-Soviet conflict, dissipated whatever leverage ‘Marxist-Leninist’ ideology (already remote 
from the original foundations laid by Marx and Engels) had in attributing war exclusively to the 
economic imbalances of capitalism.

To be on the Left is to be against war

The end of the Cold War did not lessen the amount of interference in other countries’ affairs, nor 
did it increase the freedom of every people to choose the political regime under which it lives. The 
numerous wars – even without a UN mandate and defined, absurdly, as ‘humanitarian’ – carried 
out by the United States in the past 25 years, to which should be added new forms of conflict, ille-
gal sanctions, and political, economic and media conditioning, demonstrate that the bipolar divi-
sion of the world between two superpowers did not give way to the era of liberty and progress 
promised by the neoliberal mantra of the ‘New World Order’. In this context, many political forces 
that once lay claim to the values of the Left have joined in a number of wars. From Kosovo to Iraq 
and Afghanistan – to mention only the main wars waged by NATO since the fall of the Berlin Wall 
– these forces have each time given their support to armed intervention and made themselves less 
and less distinguishable from the Right.

The Russian–Ukrainian war has again faced the Left with the dilemma of how to react when a 
country’s sovereignty is under attack. The failure to condemn Russia’s invasion of Ukraine is a 
political mistake on the part of the government of Venezuela, and it makes denunciations of pos-
sible future acts of aggression committed by the United States appear less credible. It is true that, 
as Marx wrote to Ferdinand Lassalle in 1860 (Marx, 1985: 154; Musto, 2018: 132), ‘in foreign 
policy, there’s little to be gained by using such catchwords as “reactionary” and “revolutionary”’ 
– that what is ‘subjectively reactionary [may prove to be] objectively revolutionary in foreign 
policy’. But Left-wing forces should have learned from the 20th century that alliances ‘with my 
enemy’s enemy’ often lead to counterproductive agreements, especially when, as in our times, the 
progressive front is politically weak and theoretically confused and lacks the support of mass 
mobilizations.

Recalling Lenin’s (1964b: 148) words in The Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to 
Self-Determination:

The fact that the struggle for national liberation against one imperialist power may, under certain 
circumstances, be utilized by another ‘Great’ Power in its equally imperialist interests should have no more 
weight in inducing Social Democracy to renounce its recognition of the right of nations to self-
determination. (Lenin, 1964b: 148)

Beyond the geopolitical interests and intrigues that are usually also in play, the forces of the Left 
have historically supported the principle of national self-determination and defended the right of 
individual states to establish their frontiers on the basis of the express will of the population. The 
Left has fought against wars and ‘annexations’ because it is aware that these lead to dramatic con-
flicts between the workers of the dominant nation and the oppressed nation, creating the conditions 
for the latter to unite with their own bourgeoisie in considering the former as their enemy. In 
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Results of the Discussion on Self-Determination (1916), Lenin (1964a: 329–330) wrote, ‘If the 
socialist revolution were to be victorious in Petrograd, Berlin and Warsaw, the Polish socialist 
government, like the Russian and German socialist governments, would renounce the “forcible 
retention” of, say, the Ukrainians within the frontiers of the Polish state’. Why suggest, then, that 
anything different should be conceded to the nationalist government led by Vladimir Putin?

On the contrary, all too many on the Left have yielded to the temptation to become – directly or 
indirectly – co-belligerents, fuelling a new union sacrée (expression coined in 1914, just to greet 
the abjuration of the forces of the French Left that, at the outbreak of World War I, decided to 
endorse the war choices of the government). Such a position today serves increasingly to blur the 
distinction between Atlanticism and pacifism. History shows that, when they do not oppose war, 
progressive forces lose an essential part of their reason for existence and end up swallowing the 
ideology of the opposite camp. This happens whenever parties of the Left make their presence in 
government the fundamental way of measuring their political action – as the Italian Communists 
did in supporting the NATO interventions in Kosovo and Afghanistan, or as does much of today’s 
Unidas Podemos, which joins its voice to the unanimous chorus of the entire Spanish parliamen-
tary spectrum, in favour of sending weapons to the Ukrainian army. Such subaltern conduct has 
been punished many times in the past, including at the polls as soon as the occasion has arisen.

Bonaparte is not democracy

In the 1850s, Marx composed a brilliant series of articles on the Crimean War that contain many 
interesting and useful parallels with the present day. In Revelations of the Diplomatic History of the 
18th Century (1857), speaking of the great Muscovite monarch of the 15th century – the one con-
sidered to have unified Russia and laid the ground for its autocracy – Marx (1986: 86) stated, ‘One 
merely needs to replace one series of names and dates with others and it becomes clear that the 
policies of Ivan III [ . . . ], and those of Russia today, are not merely similar but identical’. In a piece 
for the New-York Daily Tribune, however, in opposition to liberal democrats who exalted the anti-
Russian coalition, he wrote,

It is a mistake to describe the war against Russia as a war between liberty and despotism. Apart from the 
fact that if such be the case, liberty would be for the nonce represented by a Bonaparte, the whole avowed 
object of the war is the maintenance [. . . ] of the Vienna treaties – those very treaties which annul the 
liberty and independence of nations. (Marx, 1980: 228)

If we replace Bonaparte with the United States of America and the Vienna treaties with NATO, 
these observations seem as if written for today.

The thinking of those who oppose both Russian and Ukrainian nationalism, as well as the 
expansion of NATO, does not show proof of political indecision or theoretical ambiguity. In recent 
weeks, a number of experts have provided explanations of the roots of the conflict (which in no 
way reduce the barbarity of the Russian invasion), and the position of those who propose a policy 
of non-alignment is the most effective way of ending the war as soon as possible and ensuring the 
smallest number of victims. It is not a question of behaving like the ‘beautiful souls’ drenched in 
abstract idealism, whom Hegel thought incapable of addressing the actual reality of earthly contra-
dictions. On the contrary, the point is to give reality to the only true antidote to an unlimited expan-
sion of the war. There is no end to the voices calling for higher military spending and further 
conscription, or to those who, like the European Union High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy, think it is Europe’s task to supply the Ukrainians with ‘the necessary weapons 
for war’ (Borrell, 2022). But in contrast to these positions, it is necessary to pursue ceaseless 
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diplomatic activity based on two firm points: de-escalation and the neutrality of independent 
Ukraine.

Despite the increased support for NATO following the Russian moves, it is necessary to work 
harder to ensure that public opinion does not see the largest and most aggressive war machine in 
the world – NATO – as the solution to the problems of global security. It must be shown that it is a 
dangerous and ineffectual organization, which, in its drive for expansion and unipolar domination, 
serves to fuel tensions leading to war in the world.

In Socialism and War, Lenin argued that Marxists differ from pacifists and anarchists in that 
they ‘deem it necessary historically (from the standpoint of Marx’s dialectical materialism [sic!]) 
to study each war separately’. Continuing, he asserted that ‘In history there have been numerous 
wars which, in spite of all the horrors, atrocities, distress and suffering that inevitably accompany 
all wars, were progressive, i.e. benefited the development of mankind’ (Lenin, 1971: 299). If that 
was true in the past, it would be short-sighted to simply repeat it in contemporary societies where 
weapons of mass destruction are continually spreading. Rarely have wars – not to be confused with 
revolutions – had the democratizing effect that the theorists of socialism hoped for. Indeed, they 
have often proved to be the worst way of carrying out a revolution, both because of the cost in 
human lives and because of the destruction of the productive forces that they entail. Indeed, wars 
disseminate an ideology of violence, often combined with the nationalist sentiments that have torn 
the workers’ movement apart. Rarely favouring practices of self-management and direct democ-
racy, they increase instead the power of authoritarian institutions. This is a lesson that the moderate 
Left, too, should never forget.

In one of the most fertile passages of Reflections on War (1933), Simone Weil (2021) wonders 
if it is possible that ‘a revolution can avoid war’. In her view, this is the only ‘feeble possibility’ 
that we have if we do not want to ‘abandon all hope’. Revolutionary war often turns into the ‘tomb 
of the revolution’, since ‘the armed citizenry are not given the means of waging war without a 
controlling apparatus, without police pressure, without a special court, without punishment for 
desertion’. More than any other social phenomenon, war swells the military, bureaucratic and 
police apparatus. ‘It leads to the total effacement of the individual before state bureaucracy’. 
Hence, ‘if the war does not end immediately and permanently [ . . . ] the result will be merely one 
of those revolutions that, in Marx’s words, perfect the state apparatus instead of shattering it’ or, 
more clearly still, ‘it would even mean extending under another form the regime we want to sup-
press’. In the event of war, then, ‘we must choose between obstructing the functioning of the mili-
tary machine in which we ourselves constitute the cogs, or helping that machine to blindly crush 
human lives’ (Weil, 2021: 101–102).9

For the Left, war cannot be ‘the continuation of politics by other means’, to quote Clausewitz’s 
famous dictum. In reality, it merely certifies the failure of politics. If the Left wishes to become 
hegemonic and to show itself capable of using its history for the tasks of today, it needs to write 
indelibly on its banners the words ‘anti-militarism’ and ‘No to war!’
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Notes

1. See Freymond (1962) and Marx (2014: 92): ‘our social institutions as well as the centralization of politi-
cal power are a permanent cause of war, which can only be removed by a thorough social reform’. A 
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previous text delivered by the International Working Men’s Association to the Congress of Peace in 
Geneva, held in September 1867, stated that ‘to put an end to war, it is not enough to do away with 
armies, but it is further necessary to change the social organization in the direction of an ever more equi-
table distribution of production’ (Hafner, 2014: 234).

2. This period saw the birth of the idea of ‘revolutionary war’. In the short but incisive essay entitled 
Reflections on War, Simone Weil (2021) showed that the ideas on war held by the most radical sections 
of the Left had very little in common with pacifism and were in fact inspired by the French Revolution. 
In 1792, France declared war on Austria and it became common to think of exporting revolutionary 
principles among peoples subject to the obscurantist monarchies that ruled Europe. The Girondins con-
sidered the war of 1972 as a crusade for liberty: ‘revolutionary war, whether defensive or offensive [was] 
“not only legitimate but one of the most glorious forms of working-class struggle against oppressors”’ 
(Weil, 2021: 94). Robespierre (1956:129) was more sceptical; however, he realized that war had never 
freed any foreign people and that ‘liberty is not brought at the point of bayonets’, He also understood that 
the propagation of war favoured military despotism and undermined the people’s liberty.

3. Some of these points may be compared with Charles Wright Mills’s (1956) reflections in The Power 
Elite where the military establishment is viewed as a determining element in bureaucratic rule.

4. At the time of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, Mikhail Bakunin had also urged the workers to turn 
patriotic war into revolutionary war (see Musto, 2014: 49).

5. On the polemic between Kropotkin and Malatesta see Adams (2019).
6. While the communist movement saw the Soviet Union as the reference point for the international prole-

tarian revolution, the theory of ‘socialism in one country’ was taking shape in Moscow. According to the 
view developed by Bukharin and Stalin in the 1920s, the absolute priority for the communist movement 
had to be the consolidation of socialism in Russia. In The Third International after Lenin (1928), Trotsky 
(1957: 61) sharply criticized this turn: ‘The task of the parties in the Comintern assumes an auxiliary 
character; their mission is to protect the USSR from intervention and not to fight for the conquest of 
power’. On the general orientation of the Comintern as well as Soviet foreign policy in this period, see 
Claudín (1975).

7. Among the voices raised against this policy – and the greatest advocate of an anti-fascist workers’ united 
front – was Leon Trotsky’s. In a series of urgent appeals for an anti-fascist united front of the workers’ 
parties, he denounced the Moscow line that ‘all the parties in Germany – from the Nazis to the Social 
Democrats – were only varieties of fascism and were carrying out the same programme’ (Trotsky, 1971a: 
422).

8. For an independent Soviet-Marxist view of Stalin’s policies in the 30s, see Medvedev (1989). On 
Soviet foreign policy and diplomacy in the interwar period cf. Carr (1964).

9. Weil (2021) concluded her text with these words:

No matter what name it may take – fascism, democracy, or dictatorship of the proletariat – the 
principal enemy remains the administrative, police, and military apparatus; not the enemy across the 
border, who is our enemy only to the extent that they are our brothers and sisters’ enemy, but the one 
who claims to be our defender while making us its slaves. In any circumstance, the worst betrayal 
possible always consists in agreeing to subordinate oneself to this apparatus and trample underfoot, 
in order to serve it, all human values in oneself and others (p. 103).
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IV.	 The	 Interaction	 of	 the	 Political	 and	 the
Economic	Struggle

	

We	have	attempted	in	the	foregoing	to	sketch	the	history	of	the	mass	strike	in	Russia	in	a
few	 strokes.	 Even	 a	 fleeting	 glance	 at	 this	 history	 shows	 us	 a	 picture	 which	 in	 no	way
resembles	that	usually	formed	by	discussions	in	Germany	on	the	mass	strike.	Instead	of	the
rigid	and	hollow	scheme	of	an	arid	political	action	carried	out	by	the	decision	of	the	highest
committees	and	furnished	with	a	plan	and	panorama,	we	see	a	bit	of	pulsating	life	of	flesh
and	blood,	which	cannot	be	cut	out	of	 the	 large	 frame	of	 the	 revolution	but	 is	connected
with	all	parts	of	the	revolution	by	a	thousand	veins.

The	 mass	 strike,	 as	 the	 Russian	 Revolution	 shows	 it	 to	 us,	 is	 such	 a	 changeable
phenomenon	that	it	reflects	all	the	phases	of	the	political	and	economic	struggle,	all	stages
and	 factors	 of	 the	 revolution.	 Its	 adaptability,	 its	 efficiency,	 the	 factors	 of	 its	 origin	 are
constantly	changing.	It	suddenly	opens	new	and	wide	perspectives	of	the	revolution	when	it
appears	to	have	already	arrived	in	a	narrow	pass	and	where	it	is	impossible	for	anyone	to
reckon	upon	it	with	any	degree	of	certainty.	It	flows	now	like	a	broad	billow	over	the	whole
kingdom,	and	now	divides	into	a	gigantic	network	of	narrow	streams;	now	it	bubbles	forth
from	 under	 the	 ground	 like	 a	 fresh	 spring	 and	 now	 is	 completely	 lost	 under	 the	 earth.
Political	 and	 economic	 strikes,	mass	 strikes	 and	partial	 strikes,	 demonstrative	 strikes	 and
fighting	 strikes,	 general	 strikes	 of	 individual	 branches	 of	 industry	 and	 general	 strikes	 in
individual	 towns,	 peaceful	 wage	 struggles	 and	 street	 massacres,	 barricade	 fighting	 –	 all
these	 run	 through	one	another,	 run	 side	by	 side,	 cross	one	another,	 flow	 in	and	over	one
another	–	it	is	a	ceaselessly	moving,	changing	sea	of	phenomena.	And	the	law	of	motion	of
these	phenomena	is	clear:	it	does	not	lie	in	the	mass	strike	itself	nor	in	its	technical	details,
but	in	the	political	and	social	proportions	of	the	forces	of	the	revolution.

The	 mass	 strike	 is	 merely	 the	 form	 of	 the	 revolutionary	 struggle	 and	 every
disarrangement	of	the	relations	of	the	contending	powers,	in	party	development	and	in	class
division,	in	the	position	of	counter-revolution	–	all	this	immediately	influences	the	action	of
the	 strike	 in	 a	 thousand	 invisible	 and	 scarcely	 controllable	ways.	 But	 strike	 action	 itself
does	not	cease	for	a	single	moment.	It	merely	alters	its	forms,	its	dimensions,	its	effect.	It	is
the	living	pulse-beat	of	the	revolution	and	at	the	same	time	its	most	powerful	driving	wheel.
In	a	word,	the	mass	strike,	as	shown	to	us	in	the	Russian	Revolution,	is	not	a	crafty	method
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discovered	 by	 subtle	 reasoning	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	making	 the	 proletarian	 struggle	more
effective,	but	 the	method	of	motion	of	 the	proletarian	mass,	 the	 phenomenal	 form	of	 the
proletarian	struggle	in	the	revolution.

Some	general	aspects	may	now	be	examined	which	may	assist	us	in	forming	a	correct
estimate	of	the	problem	of	the	mass	strike:

1.	It	is	absurd	to	think	of	the	mass	strike	as	one	act,	one	isolated	action.	The	mass	strike
is	rather	the	indication,	the	rallying	idea,	of	a	whole	period	of	the	class	struggle	lasting	for
years,	perhaps	for	decades.	Of	the	innumerable	and	highly	varied	mass	strikes	which	have
taken	place	in	Russia	during	the	last	four	years,	the	scheme	of	the	mass	strike	was	a	purely
political	movement,	begun	and	ended	after	a	cut	and	dried	plan,	a	short	single	act	of	one
variety	only	 and,	 at	 that,	 a	 subordinate	variety	–	pure	demonstration	 strike.	 In	 the	whole
course	of	the	five-year	period	we	see	in	Russia	only	a	few	demonstration	strikes,	which	be
it	noted,	were	generally	confined	to	single	towns.	Thus	the	annual	May	Day	general	strike
in	Warsaw	and	Lodz	in	Russia	proper	on	the	first	of	May	has	not	yet	been	celebrated	to	any
appreciable	extent	by	abstention	from	work;	 the	mass	strike	 in	Warsaw	on	September	11,
1905,	as	a	memorial	service	in	honour	of	the	executed	Martin	Kasprzak;	that	of	November
1905	in	Petersburg	as	protest	demonstrations	against	the	declaration	of	the	state	of	siege	in
Poland	 and	 Livonia;	 that	 of	 January	 22,	 1906	 in	 Warsaw,	 Lodz,	 Czentochon	 and	 in
Dombrowa	 coal	 basin,	 as	 well	 as,	 in	 part,	 those	 in	 a	 few	 Russian	 towns	 as	 anniversary
celebrations	of	the	Petersburg	bloodbath;	in	addition,	in	July	1906	a	general	strike	in	Tiflis
as	demonstration	of	 sympathy	with	soldiers	 sentenced	by	court-martial	on	account	of	 the
military	 revolt;	 and	 finally	 from	 the	 same	 cause,	 in	 September	 1906,	 during	 the
deliberations	of	the	court-martial	in	Reval.	All	the	above	great	and	partial	mass	strikes	and
general	 strikes	 were	 not	 demonstration	 strikes	 but	 fighting	 strikes,	 and	 as	 such	 they
originated,	 for	 the	most	 part,	 spontaneously,	 in	 every	 case	 from	 specific	 local	 accidental
causes,	without	plan	or	design,	and	grew	with	elemental	power	into	great	movements,	and
then	they	did	not	begin	an	“orderly	retreat,”	but	turned	now	into	economic	struggles,	now
into	street	fighting,	and	now	collapsed	of	themselves.

In	this	general	picture	the	purely	political	demonstration	strike	plays	quite	a	subordinate
role	 –	 isolated	 small	 points	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 a	 mighty	 expanse.	 Thereby,	 temporarily
considered,	the	following	characteristic	discloses	itself:	the	demonstration	strikes	which,	in
contradistinction	 to	 the	 fighting	 strikes,	 exhibit	 the	 greatest	 mass	 of	 party	 discipline,
conscious	direction	and	political	thought,	and	therefore	must	appear	as	the	highest	and	most
mature	 form	of	 the	mass	 strike,	 play	 in	 reality	 the	 greatest	 part	 in	 the	beginnings	 of	 the
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movement.	Thus,	for	example,	the	absolute	cessation	of	work	on	May	1,	1905,	in	Warsaw,
as	 the	 first	 instance	 of	 a	 decision	 of	 the	 social	 democrats	 carried	 throughout	 in	 such	 an
astonishing	fashion,	was	an	experience	of	great	importance	for	the	proletarian	movement	in
Poland.	In	the	same	way	the	sympathetic	strike	of	the	same	year	in	Petersburg	made	a	great
impression	as	the	first	experiment	of	conscious	systematic	mass	action	in	Russia.	Similarly
the	“trial	mass	strike”	of	the	Hamburg	comrades	on	January	17,	1906,	will	play	a	prominent
part	 in	the	history	of	 the	future	German	mass	strike	as	the	first	vigorous	attempt	with	the
much	 disputed	weapon,	 and	 also	 a	 very	 successful	 and	 convincingly	 striking	 test	 of	 the
fighting	temper	and	the	lust	for	battle	of	the	Hamburg	working	class.	And	just	as	surely	will
the	period	of	 the	mass	strike	in	Germany,	when	it	has	once	begun	in	real	earnest,	 lead	of
itself	to	a	real,	general	cessation	of	work	on	May	first.	The	May	Day	festival	may	naturally
be	raised	to	a	position	of	honour	as	the	first	great	demonstration	under	the	aegis	of	the	mass
struggle.	In	this	sense	the	“lame	horse,”	as	the	May	Day	festival	was	termed	at	the	trade-
union	congress	at	Cologne,	has	still	a	great	future	before	it	and	an	important	part	to	play,	in
the	proletarian	class	struggle	in	Germany.

But	with	the	development	of	the	earnest	revolutionary	struggle	the	importance	of	such
demonstrations	diminishes	rapidly.	It	is	precisely	those	factors	which	objectively	facilitate
the	realisation	of	the	demonstration	strike	after	a	preconceived	plan	and	at	the	party’s	word
of	 command	 –	 namely,	 the	 growth	 of	 political	 consciousness	 and	 the	 training	 of	 the
proletariat	–	make	this	kind	of	mass	strike	impossible;	today	the	proletariat	in	Russia,	the
most	 capable	 vanguard	 of	 the	 masses,	 does	 not	 want	 to	 know	 about	 mass	 strikes;	 the
workers	are	no	longer	in	a	mood	for	jesting	and	will	now	think	only	of	a	serious	struggle
with	 all	 its	 consequences.	And	when,	 in	 the	 first	 great	mass	 strike	 in	 January	 1905,	 the
demonstrative	element,	not	indeed	in	an	intentional,	but	more	in	an	instinctive,	spontaneous
form,	still	played	a	great	part,	on	the	other	hand,	the	attempt	of	the	Central	Committee	of
the	 Russian	 social	 democrats	 to	 call	 a	mass	 strike	 in	August	 as	 a	 demonstration	 for	 the
dissolved	Duma	was	 shattered	 by,	 among	 other	 things,	 the	 positive	 disinclination	 of	 the
educated	proletariat	to	engage	in	weak	half-actions	and	mere	demonstrations.

2.	When,	however,	we	have	in	view	the	less	important	strike	of	the	demonstrative	kind,
instead	of	the	fighting	strike	as	it	represents	in	Russia	today	the	actual	vehicle	of	proletarian
action,	we	see	still	more	clearly	that	it	is	impossible	to	separate	the	economic	factors	from
one	 another.	Here	 also	 the	 reality	 deviates	 from	 the	 theoretical	 scheme,	 and	 the	 pedantic
representation	 in	which	 the	pure	political	mass	 strike	 is	 logically	derived	 from	 the	 trade-
union	 general	 strike	 as	 the	 ripest	 and	 highest	 stage,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 is	 kept	 distinct
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from	 it,	 is	 shown	 to	be	absolutely	 false.	This	 is	expressed	not	merely	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 the
mass	strike	from	that	first	great	wage	struggle	of	the	Petersburg	textile	workers	in	1896–97
to	 the	 last	great	mass	 strike	 in	December	1905,	passed	 imperceptibly	 from	 the	economic
field	to	the	political,	so	that	it	is	almost	impossible	to	draw	a	dividing	line	between	them.

Again,	 every	one	of	 the	great	mass	 strikes	 repeats,	 so	 to	 speak,	on	 a	 small	 scale,	 the
entire	history	of	the	Russian	mass	strike,	and	begins	with	a	pure	economic,	or	at	all	events,
a	partial	trade-union	conflict,	and	runs	through	all	the	stages	to	the	political	demonstration.
The	great	thunderstorm	of	mass	strikes	in	South	Russia	in	1902	and	1903	originated,	as	we
have	 seen,	 in	 Baku	 from	 a	 conflict	 arising	 from	 the	 disciplinary	 punishment	 of	 the
unemployed,	in	Rostov	from	disputes	about	wages	in	the	railway	workshops,	in	Tiflis	from
a	struggle	of	the	commercial	employees	for	reduction	of	working	hours,	in	Odessa	from	a
wage	dispute	in	a	single	small	factory.	The	January	mass	strike	of	1905	developed	from	an
internal	conflict	 in	 the	Putilov	works,	 the	October	 strike	 from	 the	struggle	of	 the	 railway
workers	for	a	pension	fund,	and	finally	the	December	strike	from	the	struggle	of	the	postal
and	telegraph	employees	for	the	right	of	combination.	The	progress	of	the	movement	on	the
whole	is	not	expressed	in	the	circumstances	that	the	economic	initial	stage	is	omitted,	but
much	more	in	the	rapidity	with	which	all	the	stages	to	the	political	demonstration	are	run
through	and	in	the	extremity	of	the	point	to	which	the	strike	moves	forward.

But	 the	movement	on	 the	whole	does	not	proceed	 from	 the	economic	 to	 the	political
struggle,	 nor	 even	 the	 reverse.	 Every	 great	 political	mass	 action,	 after	 it	 has	 attained	 its
political	highest	point,	breaks	up	into	a	mass	of	economic	strikes.	And	that	applies	not	only
to	each	of	the	great	mass	strikes,	but	also	to	the	revolution	as	a	whole.	With	the	spreading,
clarifying	and	involution	of	the	political	struggle,	the	economic	struggle	not	only	does	not
recede,	but	 extends,	 organises	 and	becomes	 involved	 in	 equal	measure.	Between	 the	 two
there	is	the	most	complete	reciprocal	action.

Every	new	onset	and	every	fresh	victory	of	the	political	struggle	is	transformed	into	a
powerful	 impetus	 for	 the	 economic	 struggle,	 extending	 at	 the	 same	 time	 its	 external
possibilities	and	intensifying	the	inner	urge	of	the	workers	to	better	their	position	and	their
desire	 to	 struggle.	 After	 every	 foaming	 wave	 of	 political	 action	 a	 fructifying	 deposit
remains	 behind	 from	 which	 a	 thousand	 stalks	 of	 economic	 struggle	 shoot	 forth.	 And
conversely.	 The	 workers’	 condition	 of	 ceaseless	 economic	 struggle	 with	 the	 capitalists
keeps	 their	 fighting	 energy	 alive	 in	 every	 political	 interval;	 it	 forms,	 so	 to	 speak,	 the
permanent	fresh	reservoir	of	the	strength	of	the	proletarian	classes,	from	which	the	political
fight	 ever	 renews	 its	 strength,	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 leads	 the	 indefatigable	 economic
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sappers	of	the	proletariat	at	all	times,	now	here	and	now	there,	to	isolated	sharp	conflicts,
out	of	which	public	conflicts	on	a	large	scale	unexpectedly	explode.

In	a	word:	the	economic	struggle	is	the	transmitter	from	one	political	centre	to	another;
the	political	struggle	is	the	periodic	fertilisation	of	the	soil	for	the	economic	struggle.	Cause
and	effect	here	continually	change	places;	and	thus	the	economic	and	the	political	factor	in
the	period	of	the	mass	strike,	now	widely	removed,	completely	separated	or	even	mutually
exclusive,	as	the	theoretical	plan	would	have	them,	merely	form	the	two	interlacing	sides	of
the	proletarian	class	struggle	in	Russia.	And	their	unity	 is	precisely	the	mass	strike.	If	the
sophisticated	theory	proposes	to	make	a	clever	logical	dissection	of	the	mass	strike	for	the
purpose	of	getting	at	the	“purely	political	mass	strike,”	it	will	by	this	dissection,	as	with	any
other,	not	perceive	the	phenomenon	in	its	living	essence,	but	will	kill	it	altogether.

3.	 Finally,	 the	 events	 in	Russia	 show	 us	 that	 the	mass	 strike	 is	 inseparable	 from	 the
revolution.	The	history	of	the	Russian	mass	strike	is	the	history	of	the	Russian	Revolution.
When,	to	be	sure,	the	representatives	of	our	German	opportunism	hear	of	“revolution,”	they
immediately	 think	 of	 bloodshed,	 street	 fighting	 or	 powder	 and	 shot,	 and	 the	 logical
conclusion	thereof	is:	the	mass	strike	leads	inevitably	to	the	revolution,	therefore	we	dare
not	have	 it.	 In	actual	 fact	we	see	 in	Russia	 that	 almost	every	mass	 strike	 in	 the	 long	 run
leads	 to	an	encounter	with	 the	armed	guardians	of	czarist	order,	and	 therein	 the	so-called
political	strikes	exactly	resemble	the	larger	economic	struggle.	The	revolution,	however,	is
something	 other	 and	 something	 more	 than	 bloodshed.	 In	 contradiction	 to	 the	 police
interpretation,	 which	 views	 the	 revolution	 exclusively	 from	 the	 standpoint	 of	 street
disturbances	 and	 rioting,	 that	 is,	 from	 the	 standpoint	 of	 “disorder,”	 the	 interpretation	 of
scientific	 socialism	 sees	 in	 the	 revolution	 above	 all	 a	 thorough-going	 internal	 reversal	 of
social	 class	 relations.	 And	 from	 this	 standpoint	 an	 altogether	 different	 connection	 exists
between	 revolution	 and	 mass	 strike	 in	 Russia	 from	 that	 contained	 in	 the	 commonplace
conception	that	the	mass	strike	generally	ends	in	bloodshed.

We	have	 seen	 above	 the	 inner	mechanism	of	 the	Russian	mass	 strike	which	 depends
upon	 the	 ceaseless	 reciprocal	 action	 of	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 struggles.	 But	 this
reciprocal	action	is	conditioned	during	the	revolutionary	period.	Only	in	the	sultry	air	of	the
period	of	 revolution	can	any	partial	 little	conflict	between	 labour	and	capital	grow	 into	a
general	explosion.	In	Germany	the	most	violent,	most	brutal	collisions	between	the	workers
and	 employers	 take	place	 every	 year	 and	 every	day	without	 the	 struggle	 overleaping	 the
bounds	of	the	individual	departments	or	individual	 towns	concerned,	or	even	those	of	the
individual	factories.	Punishment	of	organised	workers	in	Petersburg	and	unemployment	as
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in	Baku,	wage	struggles	as	in	Odessa,	struggles	for	the	right	of	combination	as	in	Moscow
are	 the	 order	 of	 the	 day	 in	 Germany.	 No	 single	 one	 of	 these	 cases	 however	 changes
suddenly	 into	 a	 common	 class	 action.	 And	 when	 they	 grow	 into	 isolated	 mass	 strikes,
which	have	without	question	a	political	colouring,	they	do	not	bring	about	a	general	storm.
The	 general	 strike	 of	 Dutch	 railwaymen,	 which	 died	 away	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 warmest
sympathy,	in	the	midst	of	the	complete	impassivity	of	the	proletariat	of	the	country,	affords
a	striking	proof	of	this.

And	conversely,	only	in	the	period	of	revolution,	when	the	social	foundations	and	the
walls	of	the	class	society	are	shaken	and	subjected	to	a	constant	process	of	disarrangement,
any	political	class	action	of	the	proletariat	can	arouse	from	their	passive	condition	in	a	few
hours	whole	sections	of	the	working	class	who	have	hitherto	remained	unaffected,	and	this
is	 immediately	 and	 naturally	 expressed	 in	 a	 stormy	 economic	 struggle.	 The	 worker,
suddenly	aroused	to	activity	by	the	electric	shock	of	political	action,	immediately	seizes	the
weapon	lying	nearest	his	hand	for	the	fight	against	his	condition	of	economic	slavery:	the
stormy	 gesture	 of	 the	 political	 struggle	 causes	 him	 to	 feel	with	 unexpected	 intensity	 the
weight	and	the	pressure	of	his	economic	chains.	And	while,	for	example,	the	most	violent
political	struggle	in	Germany	–	the	electoral	struggle	or	the	parliamentary	struggle	on	the
customs	 tariff	–	exercised	a	scarcely	perceptible	direct	 influence	upon	 the	course	and	 the
intensity	 of	 the	 wage	 struggles	 being	 conducted	 at	 the	 same	 time	 in	 Germany,	 every
political	action	of	the	proletariat	in	Russia	immediately	expresses	itself	in	the	extension	of
the	area	and	the	deepening	of	the	intensity	of	the	economic	struggle.

The	revolution	thus	first	creates	the	social	conditions	in	which	this	sudden	change	of	the
economic	 struggle	 into	 the	 political	 and	 of	 the	 political	 struggle	 into	 the	 economic	 is
possible,	a	change	which	finds	its	expression	in	the	mass	strike.	And	if	the	vulgar	scheme
sees	 the	 connection	 between	mass	 strike	 and	 revolution	 only	 in	 bloody	 street	 encounters
with	 which	 the	 mass	 strikes	 conclude,	 a	 somewhat	 deeper	 look	 into	 the	 Russian	 events
shows	 an	 exactly	 opposite	 connection:	 in	 reality	 the	 mass	 strike	 does	 not	 produce	 the
revolution	but	the	revolution	produces	the	mass	strike.

4.	It	is	sufficient	in	order	to	comprehend	the	foregoing	to	obtain	an	explanation	of	the
question	of	the	conscious	direction	and	initiative	in	the	mass	strike.	If	the	mass	strike	is	not
an	isolated	act	but	a	whole	period	of	the	class	struggle,	and	if	this	period	is	identical	with	a
period	of	revolution,	it	is	clear	that	the	mass	strike	cannot	be	called	at	will,	even	when	the
decision	to	do	so	may	come	from	the	highest	committee	of	the	strongest	social	democratic
party.	 As	 long	 as	 the	 social	 democracy	 has	 not	 the	 power	 to	 stage	 and	 countermand
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revolutions	according	to	its	fancy,	even	the	greatest	enthusiasm	and	impatience	of	the	social
democratic	troops	will	not	suffice	to	call	into	being	a	real	period	of	mass	strike	as	a	living,
powerful	movement	of	the	people.	On	the	basis	of	a	decision	of	the	party	leadership	and	of
party	discipline,	a	single	short	demonstration	may	well	be	arranged	similar	to	the	Swedish
mass	strike,	or	to	the	latest	Austrian	strike,	or	even	to	the	Hamburg	mass	strike	of	January
17.	 These	 demonstrations,	 however,	 differ	 from	 an	 actual	 period	 of	 revolutionary	 mass
strikes	in	exactly	the	same	way	that	the	well-known	demonstrations	in	foreign	ports	during
a	period	of	strained	diplomatic	relations	differ	from	a	naval	war.	A	mass	strike	born	of	pure
discipline	and	enthusiasm	will,	at	best,	merely	play	the	role	of	an	episode,	of	a	symptom	of
the	fighting	mood	of	the	working	class	upon	which,	however,	the	conditions	of	a	peaceful
period	are	reflected.

Of	 course,	 even	 during	 the	 revolution,	mass	 strikes	 do	 not	 exactly	 fall	 from	 heaven.
They	must	be	brought	about	 in	 some	way	or	another	by	 the	workers.	The	 resolution	and
determination	 of	 the	 workers	 also	 play	 a	 part	 and	 indeed	 the	 initiative	 and	 the	 wider
direction	 naturally	 fall	 to	 the	 share	 of	 the	 organised	 and	most	 enlightened	 kernel	 of	 the
proletariat.	But	the	scope	of	this	initiative	and	this	direction,	for	the	most	part,	is	confined
to	 application	 to	 individual	 acts,	 to	 individual	 strikes,	 when	 the	 revolutionary	 period	 is
already	 begun,	 and	 indeed,	 in	most	 cases,	 is	 confined	within	 the	 boundaries	 of	 a	 single
town.	Thus,	 for	example,	 as	we	have	 seen,	 the	 social	democrats	have	already,	on	 several
occasions,	successfully	 issued	a	direct	summons	for	a	mass	strike	in	Baku,	 in	Warsaw,	 in
Lodz,	and	 in	Petersburg.	But	 this	 succeeds	much	 less	 frequently	when	applied	 to	general
movements	of	the	whole	proletariat.

Further,	 there	are	quite	definite	 limits	set	 to	 initiative	and	conscious	direction.	During
the	revolution	it	is	extremely	difficult	for	any	directing	organ	of	the	proletarian	movement
to	foresee	and	 to	calculate	which	occasions	and	factors	can	 lead	 to	explosions	and	which
cannot.	Here	also	initiative	and	direction	do	not	consist	in	issuing	commands	according	to
one’s	inclinations,	but	in	the	most	adroit	adaptability	to	the	given	situation,	and	the	closest
possible	contact	with	the	mood	of	the	masses.	The	element	of	spontaneity,	as	we	have	seen,
plays	a	great	part	in	all	Russian	mass	strikes	without	exception,	be	it	as	a	driving	force	or	as
a	restraining	influence.	This	does	not	occur	in	Russia,	however,	because	social	democracy
is	 still	 young	or	weak,	 but	 because	 in	 every	 individual	 act	 of	 the	 struggle	 so	 very	many
important	economic,	political	and	social,	general	and	local,	material	and	psychical,	factors
react	upon	one	another	in	such	a	way	that	no	single	act	can	be	arranged	and	resolved	as	if	it
were	 a	mathematical	 problem.	The	 revolution,	 even	when	 the	 proletariat,	with	 the	 social
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democrats	at	their	head,	appear	in	the	leading	role,	is	not	a	manoeuvre	of	the	proletariat	in
the	open	field,	but	a	fight	in	the	midst	of	the	incessant	crashing,	displacing	and	crumbling
of	the	social	foundation.	In	short,	in	the	mass	strikes	in	Russia	the	element	of	spontaneity
plays	 such	a	predominant	part,	 not	because	 the	Russian	proletariat	 are	 “uneducated,”	but
because	revolutions	do	not	allow	anyone	to	play	the	schoolmaster	with	them.

On	the	other	hand,	we	see	in	Russia	that	the	same	revolution	which	rendered	the	social
democrats’	command	of	the	mass	strike	so	difficult,	and	which	struck	the	conductor’s	baton
from,	 or	 pressed	 into,	 their	 hand	 at	 all	 times	 in	 such	 a	 comical	 fashion	 –	we	 see	 that	 it
resolved	of	itself	all	those	difficulties	of	the	mass	strike	which,	in	the	theoretical	scheme	of
German	discussion	are	regarded	as	the	chief	concern	of	the	“directing	body”:	the	question
of	“provisioning,”	“discovery	of	cost,”	and	“sacrifice.”	It	goes	without	saying	that	it	does
not	resolve	them	in	the	way	that	they	would	be	resolved	in	a	quiet	confidential	discussion
between	 the	 higher	 directing	 committees	 of	 the	 labour	 movement,	 the	 members	 sitting
pencil	in	hand.	The	“regulation”	of	all	these	questions	consists	in	the	circumstance	that	the
revolution	brings	such	an	enormous	mass	of	people	upon	the	stage	that	any	computation	or
regulation	of	the	cost	of	the	movement	such	as	can	be	effected	in	a	civil	process,	appears	to
be	an	altogether	hopeless	undertaking.

The	leading	organisations	in	Russia	certainly	attempt	to	support	the	direct	victims	to	the
best	 of	 their	 ability.	 Thus,	 for	 example,	 the	 brave	 victims	 of	 the	 gigantic	 lockout	 in	 St.
Petersburg,	which	followed	upon	the	eight-hour	day	campaign,	were	supported	for	weeks.
But	all	these	measures	are,	in	the	enormous	balance	of	the	revolution,	but	as	a	drop	in	the
ocean.	 At	 the	 moment	 that	 a	 real,	 earnest	 period	 of	 mass	 strikes	 begins,	 all	 these
“calculations”	of	“cost”	become	merely	projects	for	exhausting	 the	ocean	with	a	 tumbler.
And	it	is	a	veritable	ocean	of	frightful	privations	and	sufferings	which	is	brought	by	every
revolution	to	the	proletarian	masses.	And	the	solution	which	a	revolutionary	period	makes
of	this	apparently	invincible	difficulty	consists	in	the	circumstances	that	such	an	immense
volume	of	mass	 idealism	 is	 simultaneously	 released	 that	 the	masses	 are	 insensible	 to	 the
bitterest	sufferings.	With	the	psychology	of	a	trade	unionist	who	will	not	stay	off	his	work
on	May	Day	unless	he	is	assured	in	advance	of	a	definite	amount	of	support	in	the	event	of
his	being	victimised,	neither	revolution	nor	mass	strike	can	be	made.	But	in	the	storm	of	the
revolutionary	 period	 even	 the	 proletarian	 is	 transformed	 from	 a	 provident	 pater	 familas
demanding	 support,	 into	 a	 “revolutionary	 romanticist,”	 for	whom	even	 the	 highest	 good,
life	itself,	to	say	nothing	of	material	well-being,	possesses	but	little	in	comparison	with	the
ideals	of	the	struggle.
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If,	however,	 the	direction	of	 the	mass	 strike	 in	 the	 sense	of	command	over	 its	origin,
and	in	the	sense	of	the	calculating	and	reckoning	of	the	cost,	is	a	matter	of	the	revolutionary
period	itself,	the	directing	of	the	mass	strike	becomes,	in	an	altogether	different	sense,	the
duty	of	social	democracy	and	 its	 leading	organs.	 Instead	of	puzzling	 their	heads	with	 the
technical	side,	with	the	mechanism,	of	the	mass	strike,	the	social	democrats	are	called	upon
to	assume	political	leadership	in	the	midst	of	the	revolutionary	period.

To	 give	 the	 cue	 for,	 and	 the	 direction	 to,	 the	 fight;	 to	 so	 regulate	 the	 tactics	 of	 the
political	 struggle	 in	 its	 every	 phase	 and	 at	 its	 every	 moment	 that	 the	 entire	 sum	 of	 the
available	power	of	the	proletariat	which	is	already	released	and	active,	will	find	expression
in	 the	battle	array	of	 the	party;	 to	see	 that	 the	 tactics	of	 the	social	democrats	are	decided
according	 to	 their	 resoluteness	 and	 acuteness	 and	 that	 they	 never	 fall	 below	 the	 level
demanded	 by	 the	 actual	 relations	 of	 forces,	 but	 rather	 rise	 above	 it	 –	 that	 is	 the	 most
important	task	of	the	directing	body	in	a	period	of	mass	strikes.	And	this	direction	changes
of	 itself,	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	 into	 technical	 direction.	 A	 consistent,	 resolute,	 progressive
tactic	on	the	part	of	the	social	democrats	produces	in	the	masses	a	feeling	of	security,	self-
confidence	and	desire	for	struggle;	a	vacillating	weak	tactic,	based	on	an	underestimation	of
the	proletariat,	has	a	crippling	and	confusing	effect	upon	the	masses.	In	the	first	case	mass
strikes	 break	 out	 “of	 themselves”	 and	 “opportunely”;	 in	 the	 second	 case	 they	 remain
ineffective	amidst	direct	summonses	of	the	directing	body	to	mass	strikes.	And	of	both	the
Russian	Revolution	affords	striking	examples.
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VII.	The	Role	of	the	Mass	Strike	in	the	Revolution
	

We	 have	 seen	 that	 the	 mass	 strike	 in	 Russia	 does	 not	 represent	 an	 artificial	 product	 of
premeditated	 tactics	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 social	 democrats,	 but	 a	 natural	 historical
phenomenon	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 present	 revolution.	 Now	what	 are	 the	 factors	 which	 in
Russia	have	brought	forth	this	new	phenomenal	form	of	the	revolution?

The	 Russian	 revolution	 has	 for	 first	 task	 the	 abolition	 of	 absolutism	 and	 the
establishment	 of	 a	 modern	 bourgeois-parliamentary	 constitutional	 state.	 It	 is	 exactly	 the
same	 in	 form	as	 that	which	 confronted	Germany	 in	 the	March	1848	Revolution,	 and	 the
Great	 French	 Revolution	 of	 the	 end	 of	 the	 eighteenth	 century.	 But	 the	 condition,	 the
historical	 milieu,	 in	 which	 these	 formally	 analogous	 revolutions	 took	 place,	 are
fundamentally	different	 from	those	of	present-day	Russia.	The	essential	difference	 is	 that
between	 those	bourgeois	 revolutions	 in	 the	West,	 and	 the	current	bourgeois	 revolution	 in
the	 East,	 the	 whole	 cycle	 of	 capitalist	 development	 has	 run	 its	 course.	 And	 this
development	had	seized	not	only	the	West	European	countries,	but	also	absolutist	Russia.
Large-scale	 industry	 with	 all	 its	 consequences	 –	 modern	 class	 divisions,	 acute	 social
contrasts,	modern	life	in	large	cities	and	the	modern	proletariat	–	has	become	in	Russia	the
prevailing	form,	that	is,	in	social	development	the	decisive	form	of	production.

The	 remarkable,	 contradictory,	historical	 situation	 results	 from	 this	 that	 the	bourgeois
revolution,	 in	accordance	with	 its	 formal	 tasks	will,	 in	 the	first	place,	be	carried	out	by	a
modern	 class-conscious	 proletariat,	 and	 in	 an	 international	 milieu	 whose	 distinguishing
characteristic	 is	 the	ruin	of	bourgeois	democracy.	It	 is	not	 the	bourgeoisie	 that	 is	now	the
driving	 force	of	 revolution	as	 in	 the	earlier	 revolutions	of	 the	West,	while	 the	proletarian
masses,	 swamped	 amidst	 a	 petty-bourgeois	 mass,	 simply	 furnish	 cannon-fodder	 for	 the
bourgeoisie,	but	on	 the	contrary,	 it	 is	 the	class-conscious	proletariat	 that	 is	 the	active	and
leading	element,	while	the	big	bourgeois	turns	out	to	be	either	openly	against	the	revolution
or	 liberal	 moderates,	 and	 only	 the	 rural	 petit-bourgeoisie	 and	 the	 urban	 petit-bourgeois
intelligentsia	are	definitively	oppositional	and	even	revolutionary	minded.

The	 Russian	 proletariat,	 however,	 who	 are	 destined	 to	 play	 the	 leading	 part	 in	 the
bourgeois	revolution,	enter	the	fight	free	from	all	illusions	of	bourgeois	democracy,	with	a
strongly	developed	consciousness	of	their	own	specific	class	interests,	and	at	a	time	when
the	 antagonism	 between	 capital	 and	 labour	 has	 reached	 its	 height.	 This	 contradictory

–	52	– 266



situation	 finds	 expression	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 in	 this	 formally	 bourgeois	 revolution,	 the
antagonism	 of	 bourgeois	 society	 to	 absolutism	 is	 governed	 by	 the	 antagonism	 of	 the
proletariat	 to	bourgeois	 society,	 that	 the	 struggle	of	 the	proletariat	 to	bourgeois	 society	 is
directed	 simultaneously	 and	 with	 equal	 energy	 against	 both	 absolutism	 and	 capitalist
exploitation,	and	that	the	programme	of	the	revolutionary	struggle	concentrates	with	equal
emphasis	on	political	freedom,	the	winning	of	the	eight-hour	day,	and	a	human	standard	of
material	existence	for	the	proletariat.	This	two-fold	character	of	the	Russian	Revolution	is
expressed	in	that	close	union	of	the	economic	with	the	political	struggle	and	in	their	mutual
interaction	 which	 we	 have	 seen	 is	 a	 feature	 of	 the	 Russian	 events	 and	 which	 finds	 its
appropriate	expression	in	the	mass	strike.

In	the	earlier	bourgeois	revolution	where,	on	the	one	hand,	the	political	training	and	the
leadership	 of	 the	 revolutionary	 masses	 were	 undertaken	 by	 the	 bourgeois	 parties,	 and
where,	on	the	other	hand,	it	was	merely	a	question	of	overthrowing	the	old	government,	the
brief	battle	at	the	barricades	was	the	appropriate	form	of	the	revolutionary	struggle.	Today
the	working	class	must	educate	itself,	marshal	 its	forces,	and	direct	 itself	 in	 the	course	of
the	 revolutionary	 struggle	 and	 thus	 the	 revolution	 is	 directed	 as	 much	 against	 capitalist
exploitation	as	against	 the	ancien	regime;	 so	much	 so	 that	 the	mass	 strike	appears	as	 the
natural	 means	 to	 recruit,	 organize	 and	 prepare	 the	 widest	 proletarian	 layers	 for
revolutionary	 struggle,	 as	 the	means	 to	undermine	 and	overthrow	 the	old	 state	power,	 as
well	as	to	contain	the	capitalist	exploitation.	The	urban	industrial	proletariat	is	now	the	soul
of	 the	 revolution	 in	Russia.	But	 in	 order	 to	 carry	 through	 a	 direct	 political	 struggle	 as	 a
mass,	the	proletariat	must	first	be	assembled	as	a	mass,	and	for	this	purpose	they	must	come
out	 of	 the	 factory	 and	workshop,	mine	 and	 foundry,	must	 overcome	 the	 atomisation	 and
decay	to	which	they	are	condemned	under	the	daily	yoke	of	capitalism.

The	mass	strike	is	the	first	natural,	impulsive	form	of	every	great	revolutionary	struggle
of	 the	 proletariat	 and	 the	more	 highly	 developed	 the	 antagonism	 is	 between	 capital	 and
labour,	 the	 more	 effective	 and	 decisive	 must	 mass	 strikes	 become.	 The	 chief	 form	 of
previous	bourgeois	revolutions,	the	fight	at	the	barricades,	the	open	conflict	with	the	armed
power	of	the	state,	is	in	the	revolution	today	only	the	culminating	point,	only	a	moment	on
the	 process	 of	 the	 proletarian	 mass	 struggle.	 And	 therewith	 in	 the	 new	 form	 of	 the
revolution	 there	 is	 reached	 that	 civilising	 and	mitigating	of	 the	 class	 struggle	which	was
prophesied	by	the	opportunists	of	German	social	democracy	–	the	Bernsteins,	Davids,	etc.
It	is	true	that	these	men	saw	the	desired	civilising	and	mitigating	of	the	class	struggle	in	the
light	of	petty	bourgeois	democratic	illusions	–	they	believed	that	 the	class	struggle	would

–	53	– 267



shrink	to	an	exclusively	parliamentary	contest	and	that	street	fighting	would	simply	be	done
away	with.	History	has	found	 the	solution	 in	a	deeper	and	finer	 fashion:	 in	 the	advent	of
revolutionary	 mass	 strikes,	 which,	 of	 course,	 in	 no	 way	 replaces	 brutal	 street	 fights	 or
renders	 them	 unnecessary,	 but	 which	 reduces	 them	 to	 a	 moment	 in	 the	 long	 period	 of
political	 struggle,	 and	 which	 at	 the	 same	 time	 unites	 with	 the	 revolutionary	 period	 and
enormous	cultural	work	in	the	most	exact	sense	of	the	words:	the	material	and	intellectual
elevation	 of	 the	 whole	 working	 class	 through	 the	 “civilising”	 of	 the	 barbaric	 forms	 of
capitalist	exploitation.

The	mass	strike	is	thus	shown	to	be	not	a	specifically	Russian	product,	springing	from
absolutism,	but	a	universal	form	of	the	proletarian	class	struggle	resulting	from	the	present
stage	of	capitalist	development	and	class	relations.	From	this	standpoint	the	three	bourgeois
revolutions	 –	 the	 Great	 French	 Revolution,	 the	 German	 Revolution	 of	 March,	 and	 the
present	 Russian	 Revolution	 –	 form	 a	 continuous	 chain	 of	 development	 in	 which	 the
fortunes	and	the	end	of	the	capitalist	century	are	to	be	seen.	In	the	Great	French	Revolution
the	still	wholly	underdeveloped	internal	contradictions	of	bourgeois	society	gave	scope	for
a	long	period	of	violent	struggles,	in	which	all	the	antagonisms	which	first	germinated	and
ripened	 in	 the	 heat	 of	 the	 revolution	 raged	 unhindered	 and	 unrestrained	 in	 a	 spirit	 of
reckless	radicalism.	A	century	later	the	revolution	of	the	German	bourgeoisie,	which	broke
out	midway	in	the	development	of	capitalism,	was	already	hampered	on	both	sides	by	the
antagonism	of	interests	and	the	equilibrium	of	strength	between	capital	and	labour,	and	was
smothered	in	a	bourgeois-feudal	compromise,	and	shortened	to	a	miserable	episode	ending
in	words.

Another	 half	 century,	 and	 the	 present	 Russian	 Revolution	 stands	 at	 a	 point	 of	 the
historical	 path	 which	 is	 already	 over	 the	 summit,	 which	 is	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the
culminating	point	of	capitalist	society,	at	which	the	bourgeois	revolutions	cannot	again	be
smothered	 by	 the	 antagonism	 between	 bourgeoisie	 and	 proletariat,	 but,	 will,	 on	 the
contrary,	 expand	 into	 a	 new	 lengthy	 period	 of	 violent	 social	 struggles,	 at	 which	 the
balancing	of	the	account	with	absolutism	appears	a	trifle	in	comparison	with	the	many	new
accounts	 which	 the	 revolution	 itself	 opens	 up.	 The	 present	 revolution	 realises	 in	 the
particular	 affairs	 of	 absolutist	 Russia	 the	 general	 results	 of	 international	 capitalist
development,	 and	 appears	 not	 so	 much	 as	 the	 last	 successor	 of	 the	 old	 bourgeois
revolutions	as	the	forerunner	of	the	new	series	of	proletarian	revolutions	of	the	West.	The
most	 backward	 country	 of	 all,	 just	 because	 it	 has	 been	 so	 unpardonably	 late	 with	 its
bourgeois	revolution,	shows	ways	and	methods	of	further	class	struggle	to	the	proletariat	of
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Germany	and	the	most	advanced	capitalist	countries.
Accordingly	it	appears,	when	looked	at	in	this	way,	to	be	entirely	wrong	to	regard	the

Russian	Revolution	as	 a	grandiose	 spectacle,	 as	 something	 specifically	 “Russian,”	 and	at
best	to	admire	the	heroism	of	the	fighting	men,	that	is,	as	outside	onlookers	of	the	struggle.
It	is	much	more	important	that	the	German	workers	should	learn	to	look	upon	the	Russian
Revolution	as	 their	own	affair,	not	merely	as	a	matter	of	 international	solidarity	with	 the
Russian	proletariat,	 but	 first	 and	 foremost,	 as	 a	chapter	of	 their	own	 social	and	political
history.	Those	trade-union	leaders	and	parliamentarians	who	regard	the	German	proletariat
as	 “too	 weak”	 and	 German	 conditions	 “as	 not	 ripe	 enough”	 for	 revolutionary	 mass
struggles,	have	obviously	not	 the	 least	 idea	 that	 the	measure	of	 the	degree	of	 ripeness	of
class	relations	in	Germany	and	of	the	power	of	the	proletariat	does	not	lie	in	the	statistics	of
German	trade	unionism	or	in	election	figures,	but	–	in	the	events	of	the	Russian	Revolution.
Exactly	as	the	ripeness	of	French	class	antagonisms	under	the	July	monarchy	and	the	June
battle	of	Paris	was	reflected	in	the	German	March	Revolution,	in	its	course	and	its	fiasco,
so	 today	 the	 ripeness	 of	German	 class	 antagonisms	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 events	 and	 in	 the
power	 of	 the	 Russian	 Revolution.	 And	 while	 the	 bureaucrats	 of	 the	 German	 labour
movement	 rummage	 in	 their	 office	 drawers	 for	 information	 as	 to	 their	 strength	 and
maturity,	they	do	not	see	that	that	for	which	they	seek	is	lying	before	their	eyes	in	a	great
historical	revolution,	because,	historically	considered,	the	Russian	Revolution	is	a	reflex	of
the	 power	 and	 the	 maturity	 of	 the	 international,	 and	 therefore	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 of	 the
German	labour	movement.

It	would	therefore	be	a	too	pitiable	and	grotesquely	insignificant	result	of	the	Russian
Revolution	if	the	German	proletariat	should	merely	draw	from	it	the	lesson	–	as	is	desired
by	Comrades	 Frohme,	 Elm,	 and	 others	 –	 of	 using	 the	 extreme	 form	 of	 the	 struggle,	 the
mass	strike,	and	so	weaken	themselves	as	to	be	merely	a	reserve	force	in	the	event	of	the
withdrawal	 of	 the	 parliamentary	 vote,	 and	 therefore	 a	 passive	 means	 of	 parliamentary
defensive.	When	the	parliamentary	vote	is	taken	from	us	there	we	will	resist.	That	is	a	self-
evident	decision.	But	for	this	it	is	not	necessary	to	adopt	the	heroic	pose	of	a	Danton	as	was
done,	for	example,	by	Comrade	Elm	in	Jena;	because	the	defence	of	the	modest	measure	of
parliamentary	right	already	possessed	is	less	a	Heaven-storming	innovation,	for	which	the
frightful	 hecatombs	 of	 the	 Russian	 Revolution	 were	 first	 necessary	 as	 a	 means	 of
encouragement,	 than	 the	 simplest	 and	 first	 duty	 of	 every	 opposition	 party.	But	 the	mere
defensive	can	never	exhaust	the	policy	of	the	proletariat,	in	a	period	of	revolution.	And	if	it
is,	on	the	one	hand,	difficult	to	predict	with	any	degree	of	certainty	whether	the	destruction
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of	 universal	 suffrage	 would	 cause	 a	 situation	 in	 Germany	 which	 would	 call	 forth	 an
immediate	mass	strike	action,	so	on	the	other	hand,	it	is	absolutely	certain	that	when	we	in
Germany	enter	upon	the	period	of	stormy	mass	actions,	it	will	be	impossible	for	the	social
democrats	to	base	their	tactics	upon	a	mere	parliamentary	defensive.

To	 fix	 beforehand	 the	 cause	 and	 the	moment	 from	 and	 in	which	 the	mass	 strikes	 in
Germany	will	 break	 out	 is	 not	 in	 the	 power	 of	 social	 democracy,	 because	 it	 is	 not	 in	 its
power	to	bring	about	historical	situations	by	resolutions	at	party	congresses.	But	what	it	can
and	 must	 do	 is	 to	 make	 clear	 the	 political	 tendencies,	 when	 they	 once	 appear,	 and	 to
formulate	 them	 as	 resolute	 and	 consistent	 tactics.	 Man	 cannot	 keep	 historical	 events	 in
check	while	making	recipes	for	them,	but	he	can	see	in	advance	their	apparent	calculable
consequences	and	arrange	his	mode	of	action	accordingly.

The	first	threatening	political	danger	with	which	the	German	proletariat	have	concerned
themselves	for	a	number	of	years	is	a	coup	d’état	of	the	reaction	which	will	wrest	from	the
wide	masses	of	the	people	of	the	most	important	political	right	–	universal	suffrage.	In	spite
of	the	immense	importance	of	this	possible	event,	it	is,	as	we	have	already	said,	impossible
to	assert	with	certainty	that	an	open	popular	movement	would	immediately	break	out	after
the	coup	d’état,	because	today	innumerable	circumstances	and	factors	have	to	be	taken	into
account.	But	when	we	consider	 the	present	 extreme	acuteness	of	 conditions	 in	Germany,
and	on	the	other	hand,	the	manifold	international	reactions	of	the	Russian	Revolution	and
of	 the	 future	 rejuvenated	 Russia,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 collapse	 of	 German	 politics	 which
would	ensue	from	the	repeal	of	universal	suffrage	could	not	alone	call	a	halt	to	the	struggle
for	this	right.	This	coup	d’état	would	rather	draw	after	it,	in	a	longer	or	shorter	period	and
with	elementary	power,	a	great	general	political	reckoning	of	the	insurgent	and	awakened
mass	 of	 the	 people	 –	 a	 reckoning	 with	 bread	 usury,	 with	 artificially	 caused	 dearness	 of
meat,	with	expenditure	on	a	boundless	militarism	and	“navalism,”	with	 the	corruption	of
colonial	 policy,	 with	 the	 national	 disgrace	 of	 the	Konigsberg	 trial,	 with	 the	 cessation	 of
social	 reform,	with	 the	 discharging	 of	 railway	workers,	 the	 postal	 officials	 and	 the	 land
workers,	with	 the	 tricking	and	mocking	of	 the	miners,	with	 the	 judgement	of	Lobtau	and
the	whole	system	of	class	justice,	with	the	brutal	lockout	system	–	in	short,	with	the	whole
thirty-year-old	 oppression	 of	 the	 combined	 dominion	 of	 Junkerdom	 and	 large	 trustified
capital.

But	if	once	the	ball	is	set	rolling	then	social	democracy,	whether	it	wills	it	or	not,	can
never	 again	 bring	 it	 to	 a	 standstill.	 The	 opponents	 of	 the	mass	 strike	 are	 in	 the	 habit	 of
denying	 that	 the	 lessons	 and	 examples	 of	 the	 Russian	 Revolution	 can	 be	 a	 criterion	 for
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Germany	because,	 in	 the	 first	place,	 in	Russia	 the	great	 step	must	 first	be	 taken	 from	an
Oriental	despotism	to	a	modern	bourgeois	legal	order.	The	formal	distance	between	the	old
and	the	new	political	order	is	said	to	be	a	sufficient	explanation	of	the	vehemence	and	the
violence	 of	 the	 revolution	 in	 Russia.	 In	Germany	we	 have	 long	 had	 the	most	 necessary
forms	 and	 guarantees	 of	 a	 constitutional	 state,	 from	 which	 it	 follows	 that	 such	 an
elementary	raging	of	social	antagonisms	is	impossible	here.

Those	who	speculate	thus	forget	that	in	Germany	when	it	once	comes	to	the	outbreak	of
open	political	struggles,	even	the	historically	determined	goal	will	be	quite	different	from
that	in	Russia	today.	Precisely	because	the	bourgeois	legal	order	in	Germany	has	existed	for
a	long	time,	because	therefore	it	has	had	time	to	completely	exhaust	itself	and	to	draw	to	an
end,	because	bourgeois	democracy	and	liberalism	have	had	time	to	die	out	–	because	of	this
there	can	no	longer	be	any	talk	of	a	bourgeois	revolution	in	Germany.	And	therefore	in	a
period	of	open	political	popular	struggles	 in	Germany,	 the	 last	historically	necessary	goal
can	only	be	the	dictatorship	of	the	proletariat.	The	distance,	however,	of	this	task	from	the
present	conditions	of	Germany	 is	 still	greater	 than	 that	of	 the	bourgeois	 legal	order	 from
Oriental	 despotism,	 and	 therefore,	 the	 task	 cannot	 be	 completed	 at	 one	 stroke,	 but	must
similarly	be	accomplished	during	a	long	period	of	gigantic	social	struggles.

But	is	there	not	a	gross	contradiction	in	the	picture	we	have	drawn?	On	the	one	hand	it
means	that	in	an	eventual	future	period	of	political	mass	action	the	most	backward	layers	of
the	German	proletariat	–	the	land	workers,	the	railwaymen,	and	the	postal	slaves	–	will	first
of	all	win	 the	 right	of	combination,	 and	 that	 the	worst	 excrescences	of	exploitation	must
first	 be	 removed	and	on	 the	other	hand,	 the	political	 task	of	 this	period	 is	 said	 to	be	 the
conquest	of	power	by	the	proletariat!	On	the	one	hand,	economic,	trade-union	struggles	for
the	most	immediate	interests,	for	the	material	elevation	of	the	working	class;	on	the	other
hand	 the	 ultimate	 goal	 of	 social	 democracy!	Certainly	 these	 are	 great	 contradictions,	 but
they	 are	 not	 contradictions	 due	 to	 our	 reasoning,	 but	 contradictions	 due	 to	 capitalist
development.	It	does	not	proceed	in	a	beautiful	straight	line	but	in	a	lightning-like	zig-zag.
Just	as	the	various	capitalist	countries	represent	the	most	varied	stages	of	development,	so
within	 each	 country	 the	 different	 layers	 of	 the	 same	working	 class	 are	 represented.	 But
history	does	not	wait	patiently	 till	 the	backward	countries,	 and	 the	most	 advanced	 layers
have	 joined	 together	 so	 that	 the	 whole	 mass	 can	 move	 symmetrically	 forward	 like	 a
compact	column.	It	brings	the	best	prepared	parts	to	explosion	as	soon	as	conditions	there
are	ripe	for	it,	and	then	in	the	storm	of	the	revolutionary	period,	lost	ground	is	recovered,
unequal	things	are	equalised,	and	the	whole	pace	of	social	progress	changed	at	one	stroke	to

–	57	– 271



the	double-quick.
Just	as	in	the	Russian	Revolution	all	the	grades	of	development	and	all	the	interests	of

the	 different	 layers	 of	 workers	 are	 united	 in	 the	 social	 democratic	 programme	 of	 the
revolution,	and	the	innumerable	partial	struggles	united	in	the	great	common	class	action	of
the	proletariat,	so	will	 it	also	be	 in	Germany	when	the	conditions	are	ripe	for	 it.	And	the
task	 of	 social	 democracy	 will	 then	 be	 to	 regulate	 its	 tactics,	 not	 by	 the	 most	 backward
phases	of	development	but	by	the	most	advanced.
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VIII.	Need	 for	United	Action	 of	Trade	Unions	 and
Social	Democracy

	

The	most	important	desideratum	which	is	to	be	hoped	for	from	the	German	working	class
in	 the	 period	 of	 great	 struggles	 which	 will	 come	 sooner	 or	 later	 is,	 after	 complete
resoluteness	 and	 consistency	 of	 tactics,	 the	 utmost	 capacity	 for	 action,	 and	 therefore	 the
utmost	 possible	 unity	 of	 the	 leading	 social	 democratic	 part	 of	 the	 proletarian	 masses.
Meanwhile	the	first	weak	attempts	at	the	preparation	of	great	mass	actions	have	discovered
a	 serious	 drawback	 in	 this	 connection:	 the	 total	 separation	 and	 independence	 of	 the	 two
organisations	of	the	labour	movement,	the	social	democracy	and	the	trade	unions.

It	 is	 clear	 on	 a	 closer	 consideration	 of	 the	 mass	 strikes	 in	 Russia	 as	 well	 as	 of	 the
conditions	in	Germany	itself,	that	any	great	mass	action,	if	it	is	not	confined	to	a	mere	one-
day	demonstration,	but	is	intended	to	be	a	real	fighting	action,	cannot	possibly	be	thought
of	as	a	so-called	political	mass	strike.	In	such	an	action	in	Germany	the	trade-unions	would
be	implicated	as	much	as	the	social	democrats.	Not	because	the	trade-union	leaders	imagine
that	 the	 social	 democrats,	 in	 view	 of	 their	 smaller	 organisation,	 would	 have	 no	 other
resources	 than	 the	 co-operation	 of	 one	 and	 a	 quarter	million	 trade-unionists	 and	without
them	would	 be	 unable	 to	 do	 anything,	 but	 because	 of	 a	 much	more	 deep-lying	motive:
because	every	direct	mass	action	of	the	period	of	open	class	struggles	would	be	at	the	same
time	both	political	and	economic.	If	in	Germany,	from	any	cause	and	at	any	time,	it	should
come	to	great	political	struggles,	to	mass	strikes,	then	at	that	time	an	era	of	violent	trade-
union	struggles	would	begin	in	Germany,	and	events	would	not	stop	to	inquire	whether	the
trade-union	 leaders	 had	 given	 their	 consent	 to	 the	movement	 or	 not.	Whether	 they	 stand
aside	or	endeavour	to	resist	the	movement,	the	result	of	their	attitude	will	only	be	that	the
trade-union	leaders,	like	the	party	leaders	in	the	analogous	case,	will	simply	be	swept	aside
by	 the	 rush	of	events,	and	 the	economic	and	 the	political	 struggles	of	 the	masses	will	be
fought	out	without	them.

As	a	matter-of-fact	 the	 separation	of	 the	political,	 and	 the	 economic	 struggle	 and	 the
independence	 of	 each,	 is	 nothing	 but	 an	 artificial	 product	 of	 the	 parliamentarian	 period,
even	 if	 historically	 determined.	 On	 the	 one	 hand	 in	 the	 peaceful,	 “normal”	 course	 of
bourgeois	society,	the	economic	struggle	is	split	into	a	multitude	of	individual	struggles	in
every	 undertaking	 and	 dissolved	 in	 every	 branch	 of	 production.	 On	 the	 other	 hand	 the
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political	 struggle	 is	 not	 directed	 by	 the	 masses	 themselves	 in	 a	 direct	 action,	 but	 in
correspondence	with	 the	 form	 of	 the	 bourgeois	 state,	 in	 a	 representative	 fashion,	 by	 the
presence	 of	 legislative	 representation.	 As	 soon	 as	 a	 period	 of	 revolutionary	 struggle
commences,	that	is,	as	soon	as	the	masses	appear	on	the	scene	of	conflict,	the	breaking	up
the	 economic	 struggle	 into	many	parts,	 as	well	 as	 the	 indirect	 parliamentary	 form	of	 the
political	 struggle	ceases;	 in	a	 revolutionary	mass	action	 the	political	 struggle	ceases;	 in	a
revolutionary	mass	 action	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 struggle	 are	 one,	 and	 the	 artificial
boundary	between	trade	union	and	social	democracy	as	two	separate,	wholly	independent
forms	of	the	labour	movement,	is	simply	swept	away.	But	what	finds	concrete	expression	in
the	revolutionary	mass	movement	 finds	expression	also	 in	 the	parliamentary	period	as	an
actual	state	of	affairs.	There	are	not	 two	different	class	struggles	of	 the	working	class,	an
economic	and	a	political	one,	but	only	one	class	struggle,	which	aims	at	one	and	the	same
time	at	the	limitation	of	capitalist	exploitation	within	bourgeois	society,	and	at	the	abolition
of	exploitation	together	with	bourgeois	society	itself.

When	these	two	sides	of	the	class	struggle	are	separated	from	one	another	for	technical
reasons	in	the	parliamentary	period,	they	do	not	form	two	parallel	concurrent	actions,	but
merely	two	phases,	 two	stages	of	the	struggle	for	emancipation	of	the	working	class.	The
trade-union	struggle	embraces	 the	 immediate	 interests,	and	 the	social	democratic	struggle
the	 future	 interests,	 of	 the	 labour	 movement.	 The	 communists,	 says	 the	 Communist
Manifesto,	represent,	as	against	various	group	interests,	national	or	local,	of	the	proletariat,
the	common	interests	of	the	proletariat	as	a	whole,	and	in	the	various	stages	of	development
of	 the	 class	 struggle,	 they	 represent	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 whole	 movement,	 that	 is,	 the
ultimate	goal	–	the	liberation	of	the	proletariat.	The	trade	unions	represent	only	the	group
interests	 and	 only	 one	 stage	 of	 development	 of	 the	 labour	movement.	 Social	 democracy
represents	the	working	class	and	the	cause	of	its	liberation	as	a	whole.	The	relation	of	the
trade	unions	to	social	democracy	is	 therefore	a	part	of	 the	whole,	and	when,	amongst	 the
trade-union	 leaders,	 the	 theory	of	“equal	authority”	of	 trade-unions	and	social	democracy
finds	so	much	favour,	 it	 rests	upon	a	 fundamental	misconception	of	 the	essence	of	 trade-
unionism	itself	and	of	its	role	in	the	general	struggle	for	freedom	of	the	working	class.

This	theory	of	the	parallel	action	of	social	democracy	and	the	trade-unions	and	of	their
“equal	 authority”	 is	 nevertheless	 not	 altogether	without	 foundation,	 but	 has	 its	 historical
roots.	 It	 rests	 upon	 the	 illusion	 of	 the	 peaceful,	 “normal”	 period	 of	 bourgeois	 society,	 in
which	 the	 political	 struggle	 of	 social	 democracy	 appears	 to	 be	 consumed	 in	 the
parliamentary	struggle.	The	parliamentary	struggle,	however,	the	counterpart	of	the	trade-
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union	 struggle,	 is	 equally	 with	 it,	 a	 fight	 conducted	 exclusively	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the
bourgeois	social	order.	It	 is	by	its	very	nature,	political	reform	work,	as	 that	of	 the	trade-
unions	 is	 economic	 reform	 work.	 It	 represents	 political	 work	 for	 the	 present,	 as	 trade-
unions	represent	economic	work	for	the	present.	It	is,	like	them,	merely	a	phase,	a	stage	of
development	in	the	complete	process	of	the	proletarian	class	struggle	whose	ultimate	goal
is	 as	 far	 beyond	 the	 parliamentary	 struggle	 as	 it	 is	 beyond	 the	 trade-union	 struggle.	The
parliamentary	struggle	is,	in	relation	to	social	democratic	policy,	also	a	part	of	the	whole,
exactly	 as	 trade-union	work	 is.	Social	 democracy	 today	 comprises	 the	parliamentary	 and
the	trade-union	struggle	in	one	class	struggle	aiming	at	the	abolition	of	the	bourgeois	social
order.

The	 theory	of	 the	 “equal	 authority”	of	 trade-unions	 and	 social	 democracy	 is	 likewise
not	a	mere	theoretical	misunderstanding,	not	a	mere	case	of	confusion	but	an	expression	of
the	well-known	tendency	of	that	opportunist	wing	of	social	democracy	which	reduced	the
political	struggle	of	 the	working	class	 to	 the	parliamentary	contest,	and	desires	 to	change
social	democracy	from	a	revolutionary	proletarian	party	into	a	petty-bourgeois	reform	one.
[1]	If	social	democracy	should	accept	the	theory	of	the	“equal	authority”	of	the	trade-unions,
it	 would	 thereby	 accept,	 indirectly	 and	 tacitly,	 that	 transformation	 which	 has	 long	 been
striven	for	by	the	representatives	of	the	opportunist	tendency.

In	Germany,	however,	there	is	such	a	shifting	of	relations	within	the	labour	movement
as	 is	 impossible	 in	any	other	country.	The	 theoretical	conception,	according	 to	which	 the
trade-unions	are	merely	a	part	of	social	democracy,	finds	its	classic	expression	in	Germany
in	fact,	in	actual	practice,	and	that	in	three	directions.	First,	the	German	trade-unions	are	a
direct	product	of	social	democracy;	it	was	social	democracy	which	created	the	beginnings
of	the	present	trade-union	movement	in	Germany	and	which	enabled	it	to	attain	such	great
dimensions,	and	it	is	social	democracy	which	supplies	it	to	this	day	with	its	leaders	and	the
most	active	promoters	of	its	organisation.

Second,	 the	German	 trade-unions	are	a	product	of	 social	democracy	also	 in	 the	sense
that	social	democratic	teaching	is	the	soul	of	trade-union	practice,	as	the	trade-unions	owe
their	superiority	over	all	bourgeois	and	denominational	trade-unions	to	the	idea	of	the	class
struggle;	 their	 practical	 success,	 their	 power,	 is	 a	 result	 of	 the	 circumstance	 that	 their
practice	 is	 illuminated	 by	 the	 theory	 of	 scientific	 socialism	 and	 they	 are	 thereby	 raised
above	the	level	of	a	narrow-minded	socialism.	The	strength	of	the	“practical	policy”	of	the
German	trade-unions	lies	in	their	insight	into	the	deeper	social	and	economic	connections
of	 the	 capitalist	 system;	 but	 they	 owe	 this	 insight	 entirely	 to	 the	 theory	 of	 scientific
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socialism	upon	which	their	practice	is	based.	Viewed	in	this	way,	any	attempt	to	emancipate
the	 trade-unions	 from	 the	 social	 democratic	 theory	 in	 favour	 of	 some	 other	 “trade-union
theory”	opposed	to	social	democracy,	is,	from	the	standpoint	of	the	trade-unions	themselves
and	of	their	future,	nothing	but	an	attempt	to	commit	suicide.	The	separation	of	trade-union
practice	from	the	theory	of	scientific	socialism	would	mean	to	the	German	trade-unions	the
immediate	 loss	of	 all	 their	 superiority	over	 all	 kinds	of	bourgeois	 trade-unions,	 and	 their
fall	from	their	present	height	to	the	level	of	unsteady	groping	and	mere	dull	empiricism.

Thirdly	and	finally,	the	trade-unions	are,	although	their	leaders	have	gradually	lost	sight
of	 the	 fact,	 even	 as	 regards	 their	 numerical	 strength,	 a	 direct	 product	 of	 the	 social
democratic	movement	and	the	social	democratic	agitation.	It	 is	 true	 that	 in	many	districts
trade-union	agitation	precedes	social	democratic	agitation,	and	that	everywhere	trade-union
work	prepares	 the	way	for	party	work.	From	the	point	of	view	of	effect,	party	and	trade-
unions	assist	each	other	to	the	fullest	extent.	But	when	the	picture	of	the	class	struggle	in
Germany	is	looked	at	as	a	whole	and	its	more	deep-seated	associations,	the	proportions	are
considerably	 altered.	 Many	 trade-union	 leaders	 are	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 looking	 down
triumphantly	from	the	proud	height	of	their	membership	of	one	and	a	quarter	million	on	the
miserable	organised	members	of	the	Social	Democratic	Party,	not	yet	half	a	million	strong,
and	 of	 recalling	 the	 time,	 ten	 or	 twelve	 years	 ago,	 when	 those	 in	 the	 ranks	 of	 social
democracy	were	pessimistic	as	to	the	prospects	of	trade-union	development.

They	 do	 see	 that	 between	 these	 two	 things	 –	 the	 large	 number	 of	 organised	 trade
unionists	and	 the	small	number	of	organised	Social	Democrats	–	 there	exists	 in	a	certain
degree	 a	 direct	 causal	 connection.	 Thousands	 and	 thousands	 of	workers	 do	 not	 join	 the
party	organisations	precisely	because	 they	 join	 the	 trade-unions.	According	 to	 the	 theory,
all	the	workers	must	be	doubly	organised,	must	attend	two	kinds	of	meetings,	pay	double
contributions,	read	two	kinds	of	workers’	papers,	etc.	But	for	this	it	is	necessary	to	have	a
higher	standard	of	 intelligence	and	of	 that	 idealism	which,	 from	a	pure	feeling	of	duty	 to
the	labour	movement,	is	prepared	for	the	daily	sacrifice	of	time	and	money,	and	finally,	a
higher	standard	of	that	passionate	interest	in	the	actual	life	of	the	party	which	can	only	be
engendered	 by	 membership	 of	 the	 party	 organisation.	 All	 this	 is	 true	 of	 the	 most
enlightened	and	intelligent	minority	of	social	democratic	workers	in	the	large	towns,	where
party	life	is	full	and	attractive	and	where	the	workers’	standard	of	living	is	high.	Amongst
the	wider	 sections	 of	 the	working	masses	 in	 the	 large	 towns,	 however,	 as	well	 as	 in	 the
provinces,	in	the	smaller	and	the	smallest	towns	where	political	life	is	not	an	independent
thing	but	a	mere	reflex	of	the	course	of	events	in	the	capital,	where	consequently,	party	life
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is	poor	and	monotonous,	and	where,	finally,	the	economic	standard	of	life	of	the	workers	is,
for	the	most	part,	miserable,	it	is	very	difficult	to	secure	the	double	form	of	organisation.

For	 the	 social	 democratically-minded	 worker	 from	 the	 masses	 the	 question	 will	 be
solved	 by	 his	 joining	 his	 trade-union.	 The	 immediate	 interests	 of	 his	 economic	 struggle
which	are	conditioned	by	the	nature	of	the	struggle	itself	cannot	be	advanced	in	any	other
way	 than	by	membership	of	 a	 trade-union	organisation.	The	 contribution	which	he	pays,
often	amidst	considerable	sacrifice	of	his	standard	of	living,	bring	him	immediate,	visible
results.	His	 social	 democratic	 inclinations,	 however,	 enable	 him	 to	 participate	 in	 various
kinds	of	work	without	belonging	to	a	special	party	organisation;	by	voting	at	parliamentary
elections,	by	attendance	at	social	democratic	public	meetings,	by	following	the	reports	of
social	 democratic	 speeches	 in	 representatives	 bodies,	 and	 by	 reading	 the	 party	 press.
Compare	 in	 this	 connection	 the	 number	 of	 social	 democratic	 electors	 or	 the	 number	 of
subscribers	to	Vorwärts	with	the	number	of	organised	party	members	in	Berlin!

And	what	is	most	decisive,	the	social	democratically-minded	average	worker	who,	as	a
simple	man,	can	have	no	understanding	of	the	intricate	and	fine	so-called	two-soul	theory,
feels	 that	 he	 is,	 even	 in	 the	 trade	 union,	 social	 democratically	 organised.	 Although	 the
central	committees	of	the	unions	have	no	official	party	label,	the	workman	from	the	masses
in	 every	 city	 and	 town	 sees	 the	 head	 of	 his	 trade-union	 as	 the	most	 active	 leader,	 those
colleagues	whom	he	knows	also	as	comrades	and	social	democrats	 in	public	 life,	now	as
Reichstag,	Landstag	or	local	representatives,	now	as	trusted	men	of	the	social	democracy,
members	of	election	committees,	party	editors	and	secretaries,	or	merely	as	 speakers	and
agitators.	Further,	he	hears	expressed	 in	 the	agitational	work	of	his	 trade-union	much	 the
same	ideas,	pleasing	and	intelligible	to	him,	of	capitalist	exploitation,	class	relations,	etc.,
as	those	that	have	come	to	him	from	social	democratic	agitation.	Indeed,	the	most	and	best
loved	of	the	speakers	at	trade-union	meetings	are	those	same	social	democrats.

Thus	everything	combines	 to	give	 the	average	class-conscious	worker	 the	feeling	 that
he,	in	being	organised	in	his	trade-union,	is	also	a	member	of	his	labour	party	and	is	social
democratically	organised,	and	 therein	 lies	 the	peculiar	 recruiting	 strength	of	 the	German
trade-unions.	 Not	 because	 of	 the	 appearance	 of	 neutrality,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 social
democratic	 reality	 of	 their	 being,	 have	 the	 central	 unions	 being	 enabled	 to	 attain	 their
present	strength.	This	is	simply	through	the	co-existence	of	the	various	unions	–	Catholic,
Hirsch-Dunker,	etc.	–	founded	by	bourgeois	parties	by	which	it	was	sought	to	establish	the
necessity	for	that	political	“neutrality.”	When	the	German	worker	who	has	full	freedom	of
choice	to	attach	himself	to	a	Christian,	Catholic,	Evangelical	or	Free-thinking	trade-union,
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chooses	none	of	these	but	the	“free	trade-union”	instead,	or	leaves	one	of	the	former	to	join
the	 latter,	 he	 does	 so	 only	 because	 he	 considers	 that	 the	 central	 unions	 are	 the	 avowed
organisations	of	the	modern	class	struggle,	or,	what	is	the	same	thing	in	Germany,	that	they
are	social	democratic	trade-unions.

In	a	word	the	appearance	of	“neutrality,”	which	exists	in	the	minds	of	many	trade-union
leaders,	 does	 not	 exist	 for	 the	 mass	 of	 organised	 trade-unionists.	 And	 that	 is	 the	 good
fortune	of	the	trade-union	movement.	If	the	appearance	of	“neutrality”,	that	alienation	and
separation	of	the	trade-unions	from	social	democracy,	really	and	truly	becomes	a	reality	in
the	eyes	of	 the	proletarian	masses,	 then	the	 trade-unions	would	immediately	 lose	all	 their
advantages	 over	 competing	 bourgeois	 unions,	 and	 therewith	 their	 recruiting	 power,	 their
living	 fire.	 This	 is	 conclusively	 proved	 by	 the	 facts	 which	 are	 generally	 known.	 The
appearance	 of	 party-political	 “neutrality”	 of	 the	 trade-unions	 could,	 as	 a	 means	 of
attraction,	render	inestimable	service	in	a	country	in	which	social	democracy	itself	has	no
credit	among	the	masses,	in	which	the	odium	attaching	a	workers’	organisation	injures	it	in
the	eyes	of	the	masses	rather	than	advantages	it	–	where,	in	a	word,	the	trade-unions	must
first	of	all	recruit	their	troops	from	a	wholly	unenlightened,	bourgeois-minded	mass.

The	best	example	of	such	a	country	was,	throughout	the	whole	of	the	last	century,	and	is
to	a	certain	extent	today,	Great	Britain.	In	Germany,	however,	party	relations	are	altogether
different.	 In	a	country,	 in	which	social	democracy	 is	 the	most	powerful	political	party,	 in
which	its	recruiting	power	is	represented	by	an	army	of	over	three	million	proletarians,	it	is
ridiculous	 to	 speak	of	 the	deterrent	 effect	of	 social	 democracy	and	of	 the	necessity	 for	 a
fighting	organisation	of	the	workers	to	ensure	political	neutrality.	The	mere	comparison	of
the	figures	of	social	democratic	voters	with	the	figures	of	the	trade-union	organisations	in
Germany	is	sufficient	to	prove	to	the	most	simple-minded	that	the	trade-unions	in	Germany
do	not,	 as	 in	England,	draw	 their	 troops	 from	 the	unenlightened	bourgeois-minded	mass,
but	from	the	mass	of	proletarians	already	aroused	by	the	social	democracy	and	won	by	it	to
the	 idea	 of	 the	 class	 struggle.	 Many	 trade-union	 leaders	 indignantly	 reject	 the	 idea	 –	 a
requisite	of	the	“theory	of	neutrality”	–	and	regard	the	trade-unions	as	a	recruiting	school
for	social	democracy.	This	apparently	insulting,	but	in	reality,	highly	flattering	presumption
is	in	Germany	reduced	to	mere	fancy	by	the	circumstance	that	the	positions	are	reversed;	it
is	the	social	democracy	which	is	the	recruiting	school	for	the	trade-unions.

Moreover,	if	the	organisational	work	of	the	trade-unions	is	for	the	most	part	of	a	very
difficult	and	troublesome	kind,	it	is,	with	the	exception	of	a	few	cases	and	some	districts,
not	merely	because	on	the	whole,	the	soil	has	not	been	prepared	by	the	social	democratic
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plough,	but	 also	because	 the	 trade-union	 seed	 itself,	 and	 the	 sower	as	well,	must	 also	be
“red,”	social	democratic	before	the	harvest	can	prosper.	But	when	we	compare	in	this	way
the	 figures	of	 trade-union	strength,	not	with	 those	of	 the	social	democratic	organisations,
but	–	which	is	the	only	correct	way	–	with	those	of	the	mass	of	social	democratic	voters,	we
come	to	a	conclusion	which	differs	considerably	from	the	current	view	of	the	matter.	The
fact	then	comes	to	light	that	the	“free	trade-unions”	actually	represent	today	but	a	minority
of	the	class-conscious	workers	of	Germany,	that	even	with	their	one	and	a	quarter	million
organised	members	they	have	not	yet	been	able	to	draw	into	their	ranks	one-half	of	those
already	aroused	by	social	democracy.

The	 most	 important	 conclusion	 to	 be	 drawn	 from	 the	 facts	 above	 cited	 is	 that	 the
complete	unity	of	the	trade-union	and	the	social	democratic	movements,	which	is	absolutely
necessary	 for	 the	 coming	 mass	 struggles	 in	 Germany,	 is	 actually	 here,	 and	 that	 it	 is
incorporated	in	the	wide	mass	which	forms	the	basis	at	once	of	social	democracy	and	trade-
unionism,	and	in	whose	consciousness	both	parts	of	the	movement	are	mingled	in	a	mental
unity.	The	alleged	antagonism	between	Social	Democracy	and	 trade	unions	 shrinks	 to	an
antagonism	 between	 Social	 Democracy	 and	 a	 certain	 part	 of	 the	 trade-union	 officials,
which	 is,	 however,	 at	 the	 same	 time	an	 antagonism	within	 the	 trade	unions	between	 this
part	of	the	trade-union	leaders	and	the	proletarian	mass	organized	in	trade	unions.

The	 rapid	 growth	 of	 the	 trade-union	movement	 in	Germany	 in	 the	 course	 of	 the	 last
fifteen	years,	especially	in	the	period	of	great	economic	prosperity	from	1895	to	1900	has
brought	with	it	a	great	independence	of	the	trade-unions,	a	specialising	of	their	methods	of
struggle,	 and	 finally	 the	 introduction	 of	 a	 regular	 trade-union	 officialdom.	 All	 these
phenomena	 are	 quite	 understandable	 and	 natural	 historical	 products	 of	 the	 growth	 of	 the
trade-unions	in	this	fifteen-year	period,	and	of	the	economic	prosperity	and	political	calm
of	 Germany.	 They	 are,	 although	 inseparable	 from	 certain	 drawbacks,	 without	 doubt	 a
historically	 necessary	 evil.	 But	 the	 dialectics	 of	 development	 also	 brings	 with	 it	 the
circumstance	that	these	necessary	means	of	promoting	trade-union	growth	become,	on	the
contrary,	 obstacles	 to	 this	 further	 development	 at	 a	 certain	 stage	of	organisation	 and	 at	 a
certain	degree	of	ripeness	of	conditions.

The	 specialisation	 of	 professional	 activity	 as	 trade-union	 leaders,	 as	 well	 as	 the
naturally	restricted	horizon	which	 is	bound	up	with	disconnected	economic	struggles	 in	a
peaceful	period,	leads	only	too	easily,	amongst	trade-union	officials,	to	bureaucratism	and	a
certain	 narrowness	 of	 outlook.	 Both,	 however,	 express	 themselves	 in	 a	 whole	 series	 of
tendencies	 which	may	 be	 fateful	 in	 the	 highest	 degree	 for	 the	 future	 of	 the	 trade-union
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movement.	There	is	first	of	all	the	overvaluation	of	the	organisation,	which	from	a	means
has	gradually	been	changed	into	an	end	in	itself,	a	precious	thing,	to	which	the	interests	of
the	struggles	should	be	subordinated.	From	this	also	comes	that	openly	admitted	need	for
peace	which	 shrinks	 from	great	 risks	 and	presumed	dangers	 to	 the	 stability	 of	 the	 trade-
unions,	 and	 further,	 the	 overvaluation	 of	 the	 trade-union	 method	 of	 struggle	 itself,	 its
prospects	and	its	successes.

The	 trade-union	 leaders,	 constantly	 absorbed	 in	 the	 economic	 guerrilla	 war	 whose
plausible	 task	 it	 is	 to	make	 the	workers	place	 the	highest	value	on	the	smallest	economic
achievement,	every	increase	in	wages	and	shortening	of	the	working	day,	gradually	lose	the
power	of	seeing	the	larger	connections	and	of	taking	a	survey	of	the	whole	position.	Only
in	 this	 way	 can	 one	 explain	 why	 many	 trade-union	 leaders	 refer	 with	 the	 greatest
satisfaction	 to	 the	 achievements	 of	 the	 last	 fifteen	 years,	 instead	 of,	 on	 the	 contrary,
emphasising	 the	other	 side	of	 the	medal;	 the	 simultaneous	and	 immense	 reduction	of	 the
proletarian	standard	of	life	by	land	usury,	by	the	whole	tax	and	customs	policy,	by	landlord
rapacity	which	has	 increased	house	rents	 to	such	an	exorbitant	extent,	 in	short,	by	all	 the
objective	tendencies	of	bourgeois	policy	which	have	largely	neutralised	the	advantages	of
the	 fifteen	 years	 of	 trade-union	 struggle.	 From	 the	whole	 social	 democratic	 truth	which,
while	emphasising	the	importance	of	 the	present	work	and	its	absolute	necessity,	attaches
the	chief	importance	to	the	criticism	and	the	limits	to	this	work,	the	half	trade-union	truth	is
taken	which	emphasises	only	the	positive	side	of	the	daily	struggle.

And	finally,	from	the	concealment	of	the	objective	limits	drawn	by	the	bourgeois	social
order	to	the	trade-union	struggle,	there	arises	a	hostility	to	every	theoretical	criticism	which
refers	to	these	limits	in	connection	with	the	ultimate	aims	of	the	labour	movement.	Fulsome
flattery	and	boundless	optimism	are	considered	to	be	the	duty	of	every	“friend	of	the	trade-
union	movement.”	 But	 as	 the	 social	 democratic	 standpoint	 consists	 precisely	 in	 fighting
against	 uncritical	 parliamentary	 optimism,	 a	 front	 is	 at	 last	 made	 against	 the	 social
democratic	theory:	men	grope	for	a	“new	trade-union	theory,”	that	is,	a	theory	which	would
open	 an	 illimitable	 vista	 of	 economic	 progress	 to	 the	 trade-union	 struggle	 within	 the
capitalist	system,	in	opposition	to	the	social	democratic	doctrine.	Such	a	theory	has	indeed
existed	for	some	time	–	the	theory	of	Professor	Sombart	which	was	promulgated	with	the
express	intention	of	driving	a	wedge	between	the	trade-unions	and	the	social	democracy	in
Germany,	and	of	enticing	the	trade-unions	over	to	the	bourgeois	position.

In	close	connection	with	these	theoretical	tendencies	is	a	revolution	in	the	relations	of
leaders	and	rank-and-file.	In	place	of	the	direction	by	colleagues	through	local	committees,
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with	their	admitted	inadequacy,	there	appears	the	business-like	direction	of	the	trade-union
officials.	 The	 initiative	 and	 the	 power	 of	making	 decisions	 thereby	 devolve	 upon	 trade-
union	specialists,	so	 to	speak,	and	the	more	passive	virtue	of	discipline	upon	the	mass	of
members.	This	dark	 side	of	officialdom	also	assuredly	conceals	 considerable	dangers	 for
the	party,	as	from	the	latest	innovation,	the	institution	of	local	party	secretaries,	it	can	quite
easily	result,	if	the	social	democratic	mass	is	not	careful	that	these	secretariats	may	remain
mere	 organs	 for	 carrying	 out	 decisions	 and	 not	 be	 regarded	 in	 any	 way	 the	 appointed
bearers	of	the	initiative	and	of	the	direction	of	local	party	life.	But	by	the	nature	of	the	case,
by	the	character	of	the	political	struggle,	there	are	narrow	bounds	drawn	to	bureaucratism
in	social	democracy	as	in	trade-union	life.

But	here	the	technical	specialising	of	wage	struggles	as,	for	example,	the	conclusion	of
intricate	 tariff	 agreements	 and	 for	 the	 like,	 frequently	means	 that	 the	mass	 of	 organised
workers	 are	 prohibited	 from	 taking	 a	 “survey	 of	 the	 whole	 industrial	 life,”	 and	 their
incapacity	for	taking	decisions	is	thereby	established.	A	consequence	of	this	conception	is
the	 argument	with	which	 every	 theoretical	 criticism	 of	 the	 prospects	 and	 possibilities	 of
trade-union	practice	 is	 tabooed	and	which	alleges	 that	 it	 represents	a	danger	 to	 the	pious
trade-union	sentiment	of	the	masses.	From	this,	a	point	of	view	has	been	developed,	that	it
is	only	by	blind,	child-like	faith	in	the	efficacy	of	the	trade-union	struggle	that	the	working
masses	can	be	won	and	held	for	the	organisation.	In	contradistinction	to	social	democracy
which	 bases	 its	 influence	 on	 the	 unity	 of	 the	 masses	 amidst	 the	 contradictions	 of	 the
existing	 order	 and	 in	 the	 complicated	 character	 of	 its	 development,	 and	 on	 the	 critical
attitude	of	the	masses	to	all	factors	and	stages	of	their	own	class	struggle,	the	influence	and
the	power	of	the	trade-unions	are	founded	upon	the	upside-down	theory	of	the	incapacity	of
the	masses	for	criticism	and	decision.	“The	faith	of	the	people	must	be	maintained”	–	that	is
the	fundamental	principle,	acting	upon	which	many	trade-union	officials	stamp	as	attempts
on	the	life	of	this	movement,	all	criticisms	of	the	objective	inadequacy	of	trade-unionism.

And	 finally,	 a	 result	 of	 all	 this	 specialisation	 and	 this	 bureaucratism	 amongst	 trade-
union	officials	is	the	great	independence	and	the	“neutrality”	of	the	trade-unions	in	relation
to	social	democracy.	The	extreme	independence	of	the	trade-union	organisation	is	a	natural
result	 of	 its	 growth,	 as	 a	 relation	which	has	 grown	out	 of	 the	 technical	 division	of	work
between	the	political	and	the	trade-union	forms	of	struggle.	The	“neutrality”	of	the	German
trade-unions,	on	its	part,	arose	as	a	product	of	the	reactionary	trade-union	legislation	of	the
Prusso-German	police	state.	With	time,	both	aspects	of	their	nature	have	altered.	From	the
condition	 of	 political	 “neutrality”	 of	 the	 trade-unions	 imposed	 by	 the	 police,	 a	 theory	 of
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their	voluntary	neutrality	has	been	evolved	as	a	necessity	founded	upon	the	alleged	nature
of	the	trade-union	struggle	itself.	And	the	technical	independence	of	the	trade-unions	which
should	 rest	upon	 the	division	of	work	 in	 the	unified	 social	democratic	class	 struggle,	 the
separation	of	the	trade-unions	from	social	democracy,	from	its	views	and	its	leadership,	has
been	changed	into	the	so-called	equal	authority	of	trade-unions	and	social	democracy.

The	 appearance	 of	 separation	 and	 equality	 of	 trade-unions	 and	 social	 democracy	 is,
however,	 incorporated	 chiefly	 in	 the	 trade-union	 officials,	 and	 strengthened	 through	 the
managing	apparatus	of	the	trade-unions.	Outwardly,	by	the	co-existence	of	a	complete	staff
of	 trade-union	 officials,	 of	 a	 wholly	 independent	 central	 committee,	 of	 numerous
professional	press,	and	finally	of	a	trade-union	congress,	the	illusion	is	created	of	an	exact
parallel	with	the	managing	apparatus	of	the	social	democracy,	the	party	executive,	the	party
press	and	the	party	conference.	This	illusion	of	equality	between	social	democracy	and	the
trade-union	 had	 led	 to,	 amongst	 other	 things,	 the	monstrous	 spectacle	 that,	 in	 part,	 quite
analogous	 agendas	 are	 discussed	 at	 social	 democratic	 conferences	 and	 trade-union
congresses,	 and	 that	 on	 the	 same	 questions	 different,	 and	 even	 diametrically	 opposite,
decisions	are	taken.	From	the	natural	division	of	work	between	the	party	conference	(which
represents	 the	 general	 interests	 and	 tasks	 of	 the	 labour	 movement),	 and	 the	 trade-union
congress	(which	deals	with	the	much	narrower	sphere	of	social	questions	and	interests)	the
artificial	division	has	been	made	of	a	pretended	trade-union	and	a	social	democratic	outlook
in	relation	to	the	same	general	questions	and	interests	of	the	labour	movement.

Thus	the	peculiar	position	has	arisen	that	this	same	trade-union	movement	which	below,
in	the	wide	proletarian	masses,	is	absolutely	one	with	social	democracy,	parts	abruptly	from
it	above,	 in	 the	super-structure	of	management,	and	sets	 itself	up	as	an	 independent	great
power.	 The	 German	 labour	 movement	 therefore	 assumes	 the	 peculiar	 form	 of	 a	 double
pyramid	whose	base	and	body	consist	of	one	solid	mass	but	whose	apexes	are	wide	apart.

It	 is	 clear	 from	 this	 presentation	 of	 the	 case	 in	 what	 way	 alone	 in	 a	 natural	 and
successful	 manner	 that	 compact	 unity	 of	 the	 German	 labour	 movement	 can	 be	 attained
which,	 in	view	of	 the	coming	political	class	 struggles	and	of	 the	peculiar	 interests	of	 the
further	development	of	the	trade-unions,	is	indispensably	necessary.	Nothing	could	be	more
perverse	or	more	hopeless	 than	 to	desire	 to	attain	 the	unity	desired	by	means	of	sporadic
and	periodical	negotiations	on	individual	questions	affecting	the	labour	movement	between
the	Social	Democratic	Party	leadership	and	the	trade-union	central	committees.	It	is	just	the
highest	circles	of	both	forms	of	the	labour	movement,	which	as	we	have	seen,	incorporate
their	separation	and	self-sufficiency,	which	are	themselves,	therefore,	the	promoters	of	the
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illusion	of	the	“equal	authority”	and	of	the	parallel	existence	of	social	democracy	and	trade-
unionism.

To	desire	 the	unity	of	 these	 through	 the	union	of	 the	party	 executive	 and	 the	general
commission	is	to	desire	to	build	a	bridge	at	the	very	spot	where	the	distance	is	greater	and
the	 crossing	 more	 difficult.	 Not	 above,	 amongst	 the	 heads	 of	 the	 leading	 directing
organisations	and	in	their	federative	alliance,	but	below,	amongst	the	organised	proletarian
masses,	lies	the	guarantee	of	the	real	unity	of	the	labour	movement.	In	the	consciousness	of
the	million	trade-unionists,	the	party	and	the	trade	unions	are	actually	one,	they	represent	in
different	forms	the	social	democratic	struggle	for	the	emancipation	of	the	proletariat.	And
the	necessity	automatically	arises	therefrom	of	removing	any	causes	of	friction	which	have
arisen	between	the	social	democracy	and	a	part	of	the	trade	unions,	of	adapting	their	mutual
relation	 to	 the	 consciousness	 of	 the	 proletarian	 masses,	 that	 is,	 of	 re-joining	 the	 trade-
unions	 to	 social	 democracy.	 The	 synthesis	 of	 the	 real	 development	 which	 led	 from	 the
original	 incorporation	 of	 the	 trade-unions	 to	 their	 separation	 from	 social	 democracy	will
thereby	 be	 expressed,	 and	 the	 way	 will	 be	 prepared	 for	 the	 coming	 period	 of	 great
proletarian	mass	struggles	during	the	period	of	vigorous	growth,	of	both	trade-unions	and
social	democracy	and	their	reunion,	in	the	interests	of	both,	will	become	a	necessity.

It	 is	 not,	 of	 course,	 a	 question	 of	 the	merging	 of	 the	 trade-union	 organisation	 in	 the
party,	but	of	 the	 restoration	of	 the	unity	of	 social	democracy	and	 the	 trade-unions	which
corresponds	to	the	actual	relation	between	the	labour	movement	as	a	whole	and	its	partial
trade-union	expression.	Such	a	 revolution	will	 inevitably	call	 forth	a	vigorous	opposition
from	 a	 part	 of	 the	 trade-union	 leadership.	But	 it	 is	 high	 time	 for	 the	working	masses	 of
social	 democracy	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 express	 their	 capacity	 for	 decision	 and	 action,	 and
therewith	 to	demonstrate	 their	 ripeness	 for	 that	 time	of	great	 struggles	 and	great	 tasks	 in
which	they,	the	masses,	will	be	the	actual	chorus	and	the	directing	bodies	will	merely	act
the	“speaking	parts,”	that	is,	will	only	be	the	interpreters	of	the	will	of	the	masses.

The	trade-union	movement	is	not	that	which	is	reflected	in	the	quite	understandable	but
irrational	 illusion	 of	 a	 minority	 of	 the	 trade-union	 leaders,	 but	 that	 which	 lives	 in	 the
consciousness	of	the	mass	of	proletarians	who	have	been	won	for	the	class	struggle.	In	this
consciousness	the	trade-union	movement	is	part	of	social	democracy.	“And	what	it	is,	that
should	it	dare	to	appear.”
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Antonio Gramsci 1921

The Turin factory council movement

First Published: L'ordine nuovo, 14 March 1921; Internazionale comunista, 1920;
Translated: for Marxists.org by Michael Carley’

One of the members of the Italian delegation, lately returned from Soviet Russia,

recounted to the Turin workers that the stage to be used to welcome the delegation

from Kronstadt was emblazoned with the following inscription: “Long live the Turin

general strike of April 1920.”

The workers heard this news with much pleasure and great satisfaction. The major

part of the members of the Italian delegation sent to Russia had been against the

April  general  strike.  They  held  in  their  articles  against  the  strike  that  the  Turin

workers had been victims of an illusion and had overvalued the importance of the

strike.

The  Turin  workers  thus  learned  with  pleasure  of  the  act  of  sympathy  of  the

Kronstadt  comrades  and  said  to  themselves:  “Our  Russian  communist  comrades

have better understood and valued the importance of the April strike than the Italian

opportunists, thus giving the latter a good lesson.”

The April strike

The April movement in Turin was in fact a great event in the history not just of the

Italian  proletariat,  but  of  the  European,  and  we  can  say,  in  the  history  of  the

proletariat of the whole world.

For the first time in history, there was an example of a proletariat which engaged

in struggle for the control of production, without having been forced into action by

hunger or unemployment. Furthermore, it was not just a minority, a vanguard of the

working class which undertook the struggle, but the entire mass of the workers of

Turin took to the field and brought the struggle, heedless of privations and sacrifices,

right to the end.

The engineering workers struck for one month, the other sectors for ten days.

The  general  strike  of  the  last  ten  days  spread  throughout  all  of  Piedmont,

mobilizing  around  half  a  million  industrial  and  agricultural  workers,  and  thus

involved about four million of the population.
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The Italian capitalists drew on all their strength to suffocate the Turin workers’

movement; all the means of the bourgeois state were put at their disposal, while the

workers  kept  up  the  struggle  alone  without  help  or  from  the  leadership  of  the

Socialist Party, nor from the General Labour Confederation. Indeed, the leaders of

the party  and of  the confederation discouraged the Italian workers  and peasants

from any revolutionary action through which they intended to show their solidarity

with the Turin brothers, and to give them effective aid.

But the Turin workers did not lose spirit.  They withstood all  the weight of the

capitalist  reaction,  they  maintained  their  discipline  until  the  final  moment  and

remained  after  the  defeat  faithful  to  the  flag  of  communism  and  of  the  world

revolution.

Anarchists and syndicalists

The propaganda of the anarchists and syndicalists against party discipline and the

dictatorship of the proletariat had no influence on the masses, even when, because of

the treachery of the leaders, the strike ended in a defeat. The Turin workers swore

instead to intensify the revolutionary struggle and to conduct it on two fronts: on one

side against the victorious bourgeoisie, on the other against the treacherous leaders.

The  consciousness  and  revolutionary  discipline,  which  the  Turin  masses

demonstrated, have their historical base in the economic and political conditions in

which developed the class struggle in Turin.

Turin  is  a  centre  of  a  purely  industrial  nature.  Almost  three  quarters  of  the

population, which counts half a million inhabitants, is made up of workers: petit-

bourgeois elements are a tiny quantity. In Turin there is however a compact mass of

white collar and technical workers, who are organized in unions and are affiliated to

the Camera del Lavoro. During all  the large strikes, these were at the side of the

workers, and have thus, if not all, at least the major part, acquired the psychology of

a true proletariat, in struggle against capital, for the revolution and communism.

Two armed insurrections

During the imperialist war of 1914—18, Turin saw two armed insurrections: the

first  insurrection,  which exploded in May 1915,  had the objective of  blocking the

entry of Italy into the war against Germany (on this occasion the Casa del Popolo was

looted);  the second insurrection,  in August  1917,  took on the character  of  armed

revolutionary struggle, on a large scale.

The  news  of  the  March  revolution  in  Russia  was  greeted  in  Turin  with

indescribable joy. The workers wept when they heard the news that the power of the
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Tsar had been overturned by the workers of Petrograd. But the Turin workers did not

let themselves be taken in by the phraseology of Kerensky and of the Mensheviks

(...). When in the July of 1917 the mission to Western Europe of the Petrograd Soviet

arrived in Turin, the delegates Smirnov and Goldemberg, who presented themselves

before a crowd of fifty thousand workers, were greeted with deafening cries of “Long

live Lenin! Long live the Bolsheviks!”

Goldemberg was not over-satisfied with this welcome; he could not understand in

what  manner  Comrade  Lenin  had  acquired  such  popularity  amongst  the  Turin

workers.  And  it  need  not  be  forgotten  that  this  episode  took  place  after  the

repression of the Bolshevik revolt of July, when the Italian press raged against Lenin

and against the Bolsheviks, denouncing them as brigands, plotters, agents and spies

of German imperialism.

Since the start of the Italian war (24 May 1915) the Turin proletariat had made no

mass demonstrations.

Barricades, trenches, barbed wire

The imposing rally which had been organized in honour of the Petrograd Soviet

marked the beginning of a new period of mass movements. Not a month passed,

when the Turin workers did not rise with arms in hand against  imperialism and

Italian militarism. The insurrection exploded on 23 August~1917. For five days the

workers fought in the streets of the city. The insurgents, armed with rifles, grenades

and machine guns, managed to occupy some areas of the city and attempted three or

four  times  to  possess  the  centre  where  the  government  institutions  and military

commands were located.

But  the  two  years  of  war  and  reaction  had  weakened  the  previously  strong

organizations of the proletariat, and less well-armed workers were defeated. In vain

they hoped for support on the part of the soldiers, who allowed themselves to be

taken in by the insinuation that the revolt had been stage-managed by the Germans.

The  people  erected  barricades,  dug  trenches,  surrounded  some  districts  with

barbed wire and electric current and held back for five days all the attacks of the

troops and the police. More than five hundred workers fell, more than two thousand

were seriously injured. After the defeat the best elements were arrested and deported

and  the  proletarian  movement  lost  revolutionary  intensity.  But  the  communist

feelings of the Turin proletariat were not extinguished.

After the war

After  the  end  of  the  imperialist  war  the  proletarian  movement  made  rapid
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progress. The working masses of Turin understood that the historical period opened

by the war was profoundly different from the epoch preceding the war. The Turin

working  class  understood  immediately  that  the  Third  International  is  an

organization  of  the  world  proletariat  for  the  direction  of  the  civil  war,  for  the

conquest of political power, for the institution of the proletarian dictatorship, for the

creation of a new order in economic and social relations.

The  problems  of  the  revolution,  economic  and  political,  formed  the  object  of

discussions in all the workers’ assemblies. The best forces of the worker vanguard

gathered to distribute a communist weekly, “l'Ordine Nuovo.” In the columns of this

weekly,  the  various problems of  the revolution were discussed;  the revolutionary

organization of the masses which should win the unions to the cause of communism;

the transfer of the union struggle from the meagre corporatist and reformist field, to

the terrain of revolutionary struggle, of control of production and of the dictatorship

of the proletariat. Even the question of factory councils was subject to the order of

the day. In the workplaces of Turin there already existed small workers’ committees,

recognized by the capitalists,  and some of  them had already engaged in struggle

against the bureaucracy, reformist spirit and constitutional tendencies in the unions.

But the major part of these committees were not creatures of the unions; the lists

of candidates for these committees (internal commissions) were proposed by union

organizations,  which  preferred  to  choose  workers  of  opportunist  tendencies  who

would not annoy the bosses, and would have smothered any mass action at source.

The followers of “Ordine Nuovo” proposed in their propaganda in the first place that

the formation of candidate lists should take place amongst the workers and not at the

top of the union bureaucracy. The tasks which they assigned to the factory councils

were the control of production, the arming and military training of the masses, and

their political and technical preparation. They needed no longer carry out the old

function of guard dogs who protected the interests of the dominant classes, nor of

holding the masses back in their actions against the capitalist regime.

Enthusiasm for the councils

The  propaganda  for  the  factor  councils  was  greeted  with  enthusiasm  by  the

masses;  in  the  course  of  half  a  year  factory  councils  were  established  in  all  the

engineering factories and workshops, communists won a majority in the engineering

union; the principle of the factory council and of control of production was approved

and  accepted  by  the  majority  of  Congress  and  by  the  major  part  of  the  unions

belonging to the Camera del Lavoro.

The organization of the factory councils is based on the following principles: in

each factory,  in each workshop,  there is  established an organism on the basis  of

representation (and not on the old basis of the bureaucratic system) which realizes
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the strength of the proletariat, the struggle against the capitalist order or exercises

control  over  production,  educating  the  whole  working  mass  for  revolutionary

struggle and the creation of the worker state. The factory council must be formed

according  to  the  principle  of  organization  by  industry;  it  must  represent  for  the

working class the model of communist society, at which it will arrive through the

dictatorship of the proletariat; in this society there will not exist divisions of class, all

social  relations  will  be  governed  according  to  the  technical  requirements  of

production and of the corresponding organization, and will not be subordinated to

an organized state power.  The working class must understand all  the beauty and

nobility of the ideal for which it struggles and sacrifices itself; it must take note that

to  reach  this  ideal  it  is  necessary  to  pass  through  a  number  of  stages;  it  must

recognize the necessity of revolutionary discipline and of the dictatorship.

Every company divides itself into sections and each section into trade teams; each

team performs a fixed part of the work; the workers of each team elect a worker with

a fixed and conditional mandate. The assembly of delegates of the whole company

forms  a  council  which  elects  from  among  itself  an  executive  committee.  The

assembly  of  political  secretaries  of  the  executive  committees  forms  the  central

committees of the councils which elects from among itself an urban study committee

for the organization of propaganda, the development of work plans, the approval of

projects and proposals of particular companies and of individual workers, and finally

for the general direction of the whole movement.

Councils and internal commissions during the strike

Some tasks of the factory councils have a purely technical and strictly industrial

character, such as for example, the control of technical personnel, the dismissal of

employees who show themselves to be enemies of the working class,  the struggle

with the management for rights and freedoms, the control of the production of the

company and of the financial operations.

The factory councils quickly set down roots. The masses willingly welcomed this

form  of  communist  organization,  they  aligned  themselves  with  the  executive

committees and energetically supported the struggle against capitalist autocracy.

Even  though  neither  the  industrialists,  nor  the  union  bureaucracy,  wanted  to

recognize the councils and committees, they obtained notable success: they crushed

the  agents  and  spies  of  the  capitalists,  formed  links  with  the  white  collar  and

technical workers to have information of financial and industrial character; in the

affairs of the company they concentrated in their hands the disciplinary power and

demonstrated to the disunited and divided masses what it is to direct management of

workers in industry.
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The activity of the councils and of the internal commissions showed itself more

clearly  during  the  strikes;  these  strikes  lost  their  impulsive,  chancy  nature  and

became the expression of  the conscious activity  of  the revolutionary masses.  The

technical organization of the councils and of the internal commissions, their capacity

for action was so well developed, that it was possible to obtain in five minutes the

suspension of work by fifteen thousand workers in forty two sections of Fiat. On 3

December~1919, the councils gave tangible evidence of their capacity to lead mass

movements  in  grand  style;  under  the  order  of  the  socialist  section,  which

concentrated in  its  hands  all  the  mechanism of  the  mass  movement,  the  factory

councils mobilized without any preparation, in the course of one hour, one hundred

and twenty thousand workers, organized by company. One hour later the proletarian

armada swept like an avalanche into the city centre and swept from the streets and

the squares all the nationalist and militarist filth.

The struggle against the councils

At the head of  the movement for the construction of  factory councils  were the

communists belonging to the socialist section and to the union organizations; there

took part also the anarchists, who tried to counterpose their bloated phraseology to

the  clear  and  precise  language  of  the  Marxist  communists.  The  movement  met

tenacious resistance from the union bureaucrats, from the leadership of the Socialist

Party and from “Avanti!.” The polemic of these people was based on the difference

between the concept of factory council and that of Soviet. Their conclusions had a

purely theoretical, abstract, bureaucratic character. Behind their high-blown phrases

there  was  hidden  the  desire  to  avoid  the  direct  participation  of  the  masses  in

revolutionary struggle, the desire to keep control of the mass union organizations.

The  elements  of  the  party  leadership  always  refused  to  take  the  initiative  of  a

revolutionary action, unless there was established a plan of coordinated action, but

they never did anything to prepare and develop this plan.

The Turin movement did not manage, however, to break out of the local area, since

the whole bureaucratic mechanism of the unions was set in motion to ensure that the

working masses of the rest of Italy did not follow the example of Turin. The Turino

movement was mocked, scorned, slandered and criticized in every way.

The bitter criticisms of the union organisms and of the leadership of the Socialist

Party  freshly  encouraged  the  capitalists  who  were  no  longer  held  back  in  their

struggle  against  the  Turin  proletariat  and  against  the  factory  councils.  The

conference of industrialists, held in March 1920 in Milan, developed a plan of attack;

but the “mentors of the working class,” the economic and political organizations took

no notice of this fact. Abandoned by everybody, the Turin proletariat was forced to

take on alone, with its own forces, national capitalism and power of the state. Turin

was flooded by an army of policemen; around the city cannon and machine guns
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were  positioned at  strategic  points.  And when all  of  this  military  apparatus  was

ready, the capitalists began to provoke the proletariat. It is true that faced with these

most serious conditions of struggle the proletariat hesitated to accept the challenge;

but when it was clear that the conflict was inevitable, the working class courageously

came out of its positions and tried to bring the struggle to a victorious end.

The national socialist council of Milan

The engineering workers struck for a whole month, the other workers for ten days;

industry in the whole province was stopped, communications paralyzed. The Turin

proletariat was however isolated from the rest of Italy; the central organs did nothing

to help it; but they did not publish even one manifesto to explain to the Italian people

the importance of the struggle of the Turin workers. “Avanti!” refused to publish the

manifesto of the Turin section of the party. Everywhere, the Turin comrades were

called anarchists and adventurers. At the time, the national council of the party was

to have come to Turin; the meeting was instead transferred to Milan, because a city

“in  thrall  to  a  general  strike”  seemed  poorly  suited  as  a  theatre  of  socialist

discussions.

On  this  occasion  the  men  called  to  lead  the  party  demonstrated  all  their

impotence; while the working masses in Turin courageously defended the factory

councils, embodying the power of the proletariat, in Milan there was chatter about

projects and theoretical methods for the formation of councils as a form of political

power to be won by the proletariat; there was discussion of the means of organizing

the  gains  not  made  and the  Turin  proletariat  was  abandoned to  its  destiny,  the

possibility of destroying already-won workers’ power was left to the bourgeoisie.

The Italian proletarian masses showed their solidarity with the Turin comrades in

various forms; the railway workers of Pisa, Livorno and Florence refused to transport

troops  headed  for  Turin,  the  dock  and  marine  workers  of  Livorno  and  Genoa

sabotaged the movement of the ports; the proletariat of many cities went on strike

against the orders of the unions.

The general strike in Turin and Piedmont ran into the sabotage and resistance of

the union organizations and of the party itself. It was however of great educational

importance because it demonstrated that the practical unity of workers and peasants

is  possible,  and  pointed  up  the  urgent  necessity  of  struggling  against  all  the

bureaucratic  mechanism  of  the  union  organizations,  which  are  the  most  solid

support  for  the  opportunistic  work  of  the  parliamentarians  and  the  reformists

seeking the suffocation of every revolutionary movement of the labouring masses.

Antonio Gramsci Archive
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They  could  not  hope  to  fulfil  such  a  task  without  the  support  of  the  labor

movement,  with  its  trade  unions  and  parties.  In  the  course  of  the  century  this

movement had become a decisive force whose influence had been deeply felt in the

very  heart  of  Spain,  in  the  peasant  world.  Of  course,  the  peasants  of  Euzkadi

remained attached to their traditions and to the Nationalist party, the Navarrese and

the people of the Maestrazgo formed the popular basis for Carlism, and the small

peasants in Catalonia and the Levante readily voted for the Republicans, both Right

and Left. But the influence of the Socialists in the Asturian countryside, among the

agricultural  workers of  Old Castile,  and among the well-organized farmers in the

huertas [28] of  Granada and Murcia was appreciable.  It  was the Anarchists  who

organized and inspired the struggles of the subforados [29] in Galicia, the revolts of

the Andalusian braceros,  and the battles of the landless peasants in Aragon. The

labor movement was busy winning over the peasant class. It became both an enemy

and the stake of the game. Even its most moderate claims posed a direct threat to the

vital interests of the oligarchy.

Because it was a tremendously explosive force, the Republican petty bourgeoisie

sought  its  friendship and its  support  for  its  own ends.  In the face of  formidable

enemies, it  was indispensable to have the labor movement as an ally,  in order to

achieve in rural  Spain the revolution that  the country was yet  to  experience and

without which no serious social  and economic progress seemed possible.  But the

Spanish labor movement had its demands and its objectives too. By the end of 1935 it

seemed ready to challenge the oligarchs, who wished to destroy it,  as well  as the

Republicans, who were planning to use it.

* * *

2. The labor movement
The Spanish labor movement had a unique character too.  In the other European

countries the struggle between Marx’s supporters and Bakunin’s that began during

the  First  International  ended  in  the  victory  of  the  former,  then  known  as  the

‘authoritarians’; they formed the social-democratic parties affiliated with the Second

International and the reformist trade unions. In Spain, on the other hand, the victory

of the Libertarians, Bakunin’s friends grouped in the secret society of the ‘Alliance of

Socialist  Democracy,’  had  lasting  consequences,  branding  the  Spanish  labor

movement for a long while with the revolutionary stamp of Anarchist and Anarcho-

Syndicalist traditions.

The anarchists
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Bakunin’s Ideas

There was nothing surprising about this victory; in an agricultural country where so

many ties linked the industrial worker with the landless peasant and the day laborer,

where peasant riots, short, violent revolts, and banditry by outlaws were the time-

honored form taken by popular explosions of anger and revenge, Bakunin’s ideas fell

on fertile ground.

In his view, in fact, only the spontaneous unleashing of the forces of the oppressed

could  overthrow  capitalism,  with  energetic  action  by  an  organized  minority

intervening only in order to coordinate the efforts of the masses in their uprising

against the forces of  repression. To political  action by parties,  which appealed to

more advanced countries, Bakunin and his friends preferred insurrection and the

glamor  of  revolutionary  example,  more  in  line  with  Spanish  traditions  of  class

struggle. Thus it was that, in their work of emancipation, they attributed a decisive

role  to  the  ‘much-loved bandits,’  to  the  ‘avenging angels  of  the  poor,’  whom the

Spanish peasant both loved and feared. [30]

Fierce  opponents  of  the  state  as  the  ancient  form  of  oppression,  Bakunin’s

disciples,  rejecting  ‘any  organization  of  a  so-called  provisional  or  revolutionary

political power [31], saw the germ of the just and brotherly society of the future in

the ‘free commune,’  so akin to the medieval peasant communities in which every

revolutionary in Spain recognized his ideal.

Anarcho-Syndicalism

The  influence  of  Anarchist  theoreticians,  such  as  the  famous  teacher  Francisco

Ferrer and especially Anselmo Lorenzo, and of the influence of the Syndicalists of the

French CGT combined in 1910 to produce, from a basis of Catalan Libertarian cells,

the Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT), a Syndicalist organization that the

repression could not prevent from leading the great wave of strikes in Catalonia in

1917.

Briefly tempted to join the Communist International, as had been proposed by two

of its leaders,  the schoolteachers Andrés Nin and Joaquín Maurín [32],  who  had

been sent by it to Moscow and converted to Communism, the CNT held aloof after

the events of Kronstadt. In its bastion in Catalonia, it had to carry on, in the years to

follow,  a  bloody  struggle  against  the  governor,  Martínez  Anido:  hundreds  of

militants fell to the bullets of the pistoleros, among them the general secretary of the

CNT, Salvador Seguí. [33]

It was under Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship, at the height of the repression, that

the FAI,  the mysterious and powerful  Federación Anarquista Ibérica,  came  into
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being  in  1927.  Very  soon,  it  dominated  the  CNT  completely.  A  clandestine

organization along the lines of the Alianza,  made up of kindred groups similar to

Masonic lodges under the authority of a secret Mainland Committee, the FAI very

quickly became the heart and soul of the Anarcho-Syndicalist union.

It  was not merely an active,  anonymous group but a typically  Spanish state of

mind.  This  was  what  the  French  trade  unionist,  Robert  Louzon,  friend  of  and

sympathizer  with  Spanish  Anarcho-Syndicalism,  wrote:  ‘“FAIism”  is  peasant

rebellion raised to the level of working-class struggle by the peasant masses, joined,

of  course,  in  Spain  as  elsewhere,  by  the  workers,  and  which  is  to  some  extent

systematized  and  “theorized”.  [34]  The  FAI  adopted  the  revolutionary  methods

preached by the Italian Anarchist Malatesta: ‘Seize a town or a village, render the

representatives of  the state  harmless,  and invite  the population to organize itself

freely.’

It was at the instigation of the FAI that brief revolts broke out, violent local and

regional flare-ups establishing a short-lived Libertarian Communism: at Llobregat in

January 1932, at Casas Viejas in January 1933, and in Aragon in December 1933. It

was  the  FAI  that  dissuaded  the  CNT from any  entente  with  the  Republicans  or

Socialists  and that  kept up,  in the union’s  propaganda,  the fierce hostility  of  the

Anarchists to electoral and parliamentary ‘trickery.’

The CNT–FAI

Not all Syndicalists were prepared to accept FAI domination. In 1931, many of the

leaders rose up against the adventurist and ‘putschist’ policy that it imposed on their

union.  Well-known leaders,  such as  the  former  secretary-general,  Angel  Pestaña,

chief editor of Solidaridad Obrera, Juan Peiró, and Juan López called for a return

to more genuine Syndicalist action, involving less indifference to immediate claims

and more long-term prospects of action. When their group, known as the treintistas,

was expelled from the CNT, it formed ‘opposition unions’ that had some influence in

Asturias,  in Levante,  and in a few towns in Catalonia.  The supporters of the FAI

accused  them  of  having  gone  over  to  reformism:  in  1934  they  took  part  in  the

insurrection in Asturias and Catalonia, while the CNT and the FAI held aloof.

On the eve of the Civil War, the FAI seemed to be completely incorporated into the

confederal organization, as witnessed by the ever-linked initials CNT–FAI and the

red and black colors of the flag. Yet, led by Peiró and López [35], who always spoke

up for the independence of the unions in regard to any political group whatsoever –

including  the  FAI  –  the  opposition  unions  reinstated  the  CNT.  The  Saragossa

Congress in March 1936 solemnly reaffirmed its aim, which was the establishment of

Libertarian Communism. However, the FAI ideology had taken a step backward: the
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CNT in February had not given the cue to boycott the elections, and the restored

treintistas won acceptance for their point of view more than once in the weeks that

followed.

Whatever the CNT’s indisputable difficulties, the fact remained that, through its

loyalty to the principles of class struggle and direct action [36], it had maintained a

militant and combative working-class base, with some very tough strikes to its credit:

the  Felguera  metalworkers  held  out  for  nine months,  and in  1934 the Saragossa

workers  sustained  a  general  strike  for  six  weeks.  More  important,  the  Anarcho-

Syndicalist tradition made the unions in Spain far more than a defensive weapon in

the  daily  struggle;  they  became  a  living  cell  in  the  social  organism,  often

monopolizing the worker’s entire leisure. Furthermore they monopolized what was

the  revolutionary  means  par  excellence,  the  instrument  of  social  change:  class

solidarity, infinitely more influential in this respect than the political parties.

Yet  this  highly  active  organization  had  obvious  weaknesses.  Faced  with  the

complexities of a modern economy and the interdependence of its different sectors,

the CNT’s political and economic theories seemed highly ingenuous. Everything was

simplified  to  an  extreme  by  the  pens  of  propagandists  describing  the  idyllic

‘commune’ whose budding and later flowering would be made possible by militants

willing to sacrifice their lives for it. It would seem that for some people nothing had

changed since Malatesta, and that in their view it was no more difficult to establish

Libertarian Communism on a permanent basis in the whole country than it had been

to establish it for a few hours in Llobregat or in Figols.

The Anarchist Leaders: Durruti

However, it was not the theoreticians who emerged as leaders among the Anarchists.

It  would  be  hard  to  define  the  roles  of  personalities  as  different  as  Federica

Montseny,  a  tireless  woman speaker  and propagandist,  the  formidable  journalist

Diego  Abad  de  Santillán,  an  exotic  pseudonym  that  was  said  to  conceal  an

Argentinian militant [37], or the invalid Manolo Escorza del Val, physically weak but

morally implacable, who prompted the FAI’s Mainland Committee and the CNT’s

Defense  Groups  from  the  sidelines.  They  were  all  equally  representative  of  the

diversity of the Spanish Liberation movement. However, not one of them achieved

the notoriety of Buenaventura Durruti.

Durruti was born in León on 14 July 1896, into a family of eight children. His

father worked on the railroad. At fourteen he was a mechanic in a railroad workshop.

After taking an active part in the 1917 strike, he was forced to leave for France, where

he worked for three years. He then returned to Spain, joined the CNT, and became

an  Anarchist.  It  was  at  this  point  that  he  went  to  Barcelona,  the  heart  of  the
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movement. There he joined the Los Solidarios group and those who were to be his

companions in a life of struggle. Durruti, Jover, Francisco Ascaso, ‘a little dark man

of insignificant appearance’ [38], and José García Oliver, the most ‘political’ of the

four,  became  the  ‘Three  Musketeers,’  legendary  heroes  of  Spanish  Anarchism.

Terrorists and marauders, they seized a Bank of Spain bullion van in order to finance

the organization and helped to prepare the attempt on the life of Dato, the premier.

Durruti’s involvement, confirmed by most of the biographical notes written about

him after his death, seems to have been only ancillary. Federica Montseny informed

us after our first edition was in print that the preparation of the attack on Dato was

in fact the work of Ramón Archs, who died under torture. One of the instigators of

the  attack  is  still  alive.  One  of  the  participants,  Ramón  Casanellas,  had  to  seek

asylum  in  Russia  and  was  converted  to  Communism  there  before  dying  in  a

motorcycle  accident.  It  was  Ascaso  and Durruti  who killed  Cardinal  Soldevila  in

Saragossa to avenge the death of Seguí. After seeking refuge in Argentina, they were

accused  of  terrorism  and  theft  and  once  again  had  to  flee.  They  crossed  South

America before going underground in France, where they were arrested just as they

were putting the finishing touches to plans for an attack on Alfonso XIII. They spent

a year in jail,  threatened with extradition. Freed as the result of a left-wing press

campaign,  they  resumed their  nomadic  life,  refusing  the  political  asylum offered

them by the USSR. Returning to Spain after the fall of the Monarchy, they were again

arrested in 1932. Before his deportation to Africa, the imprisoned Durruti managed

to arrange for the judges to be burglarized and the evidence for a trial in which other

Syndicalist  militants  were  involved  to  be  destroyed.  Back  in  Barcelona  after  his

release, he was playing an active part in the textile union when the Civil War broke

out.

To some an indomitable hero, to others a killer, what was the truth about this man

with the Herculean build, with the terribly expressive face, ‘a fine, imperious head

eclipsing all others’? [39] According to his friends, he ‘laughed like a child and wept

before the human tragedy.’ [40] No doubt that was why so much love and hatred

were lavished on this symbol of Spanish Anarchism who exclaimed at the height of

the Civil War: ‘We are not in the least afraid of ruins ... We are going to inherit the

earth ...  We carry a new world in our hearts, a world that is growing at this very

moment.’ [41]

The Socialists

The  opponent  of  this  undeniably  unique  Anarchist  movement  was  a  Socialist

movement of a far more classic type. Spanish Socialism was in fact only one of the

branches  of  European  Socialism,  its  particular  features  deriving  mainly  from  its

comparatively late development and its prolonged minority position within the labor
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movement.

The Beginnings of the Socialist Party

The small group of authoritarians expelled in 1872 by Bakunin’s friends from the

Spanish branch of the International became the nucleus of the Partido Democrático

Socialista Obrero, founded in a café in 1879 by five friends. Through José Mesa and

Paul Lafargue this small group, dominated by the remarkable personality of Pablo

Iglesias, was strongly influenced by Jules Guesde and his rigid Marxist orthodoxy.

Legalized in 1881, the young party had barely more than a thousand members and

had to wait until 1886 before bringing out its first organ, the weekly El Socialista.

This was because the conditions in which elections were held in Monarchist Spain

and the total absence of social reform were not very favorable to the development of

Socialist  organizations  linked  with  parliamentary  and  municipal  activity  and  the

struggle for reform; whereas the Anarchists, already in the majority in the working

class, derived additional arguments for their cause from them. However, its minority

position,  together  with  the  need  for  tirelessly  explaining  and  convincing  new

members one by one, gave the Socialist  organization a remarkable discipline and

cohesion, as well  as a lofty sense of mission and a determination to preserve the

purity of its doctrine, perfectly embodied in the severe, handsome, forbidding figure

of  Pablo  Iglesias.  In  1888,  two  Socialist  leaders,  Mora  and  García  Quejido,  had

founded the  Unión General  de  Trabajadores  (UGT).  Centralized,  moderate,  and

overtly reformist, the new union, founded with just over 3,000 members, took more

than eleven years to double its numbers.

Yet since the beginning of the century, the Socialist party and the UGT had been

losing their original sectarian nature and had gradually become mass organizations.

In  Madrid,  the  original  nucleus  of  printers  rapidly  spread  to  all  the  guilds.  The

success of the strikes by the Bilbao metalworkers, due to Socialist leadership in the

UGT, established its influence there and formed a solid bastion in the region. The

widespread establishment at that time of the casas del pueblo (Socialist clubhouses)

made the  Socialists  the  educators  of  thousands  of  militant  workers.  Also,  before

World  War  I,  the  UGT  made  gains  at  the  expense  of  the  Anarchists  almost

everywhere  except  in  Catalonia.  It  played  a  prominent  part  in  leading  the  1917

strikes, and in 1918 already had more than 200,000 members.

The problem of whether or not to support the Third International dealt a harsh

blow to the Socialist party. The events of 1917 in Spain had seemed to justify those

Socialists who denounced the parliamentary path as a snare and an illusion. The

Russian Revolution fascinated the militants.

Finally, after two contradictory decisions taken by two extraordinary congresses
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and the dispatch of two envoys with differing views to Moscow, a third extraordinary

congress decided, by 8,880 votes to 6,025, to reject the twenty-one conditions for

adherence to the Third International. Mora and García Quejido, the founders of the

UGT, and Daniel Anguiano, back from Moscow, then broke with the organization,

taking with them nearly half the militants, and together with Andrés Nin, Maurín,

and the other CNT members who had been converted to Communism they formed

the Spanish Communist party.

From Reformism to Revolution?

Under Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship a fresh crisis rocked the Socialist party. The

general, who was looking for support from the labor movement, asked the Socialists

to  collaborate  with  him.  This  was  the  cue  for  the  first  major  clash  between  the

leaders  of  the  new Socialist  generation.  Largo Caballero,  secretary-general  of  the

UGT, a Madrileño by nature and an authoritarian by training, had the better of the

liberal  Prieto,  Socialist  leader  in  Bilbao,  who  was  linked  more  closely  with

Republican circles. The ‘collaboration’ was agreed upon: Largo Caballero became a

state councillor and attempted, by means of paritary commissions of arbitration, to

increase the influence and enlarge the base of the UGT at the expense of the harshly

persecuted CNT.

During the first two years of the Republic, following the example of the Western

Socialist  parties,  the  Spanish  Socialists  collaborated  with  the  Republicans  in  the

government.  Largo Caballero was minister of  labor in an Azaña government that

made no bones about harrying CNT militants. Yet, taking advantage of the extreme

freedom  for  trade-union  propaganda  and  organization  and  benefiting  from  the

awakening to  political  life  of  new strata  of  workers,  the  UGT during  this  period

gained  considerably  in  numbers.  In  1934,  it  had  just  over  1,250,000  members,

including 300,000 factory, mine, and railroad workers.

After the victory of the Right in the 1933 elections, the Socialists seemed to turn

their backs on the traditional reformist attitude of the Social Democrats: the October

1934 uprising confirmed this radical switch to clear-cut revolutionary positions.

Largo Caballero and the Labor Alliance

By an odd reversal, the inspiration of the leftist trend of the Socialist party, one of

those responsible for its  development,  was Largo Caballero,  until  then a pillar of

reformism.

Born into a poverty-stricken working-class family in Madrid in 1869, Francisco
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Largo Caballero had to earn his living from the age of eight; he did not learn to read

until  he was more than twenty-two.  A plasterer,  he joined the UGT in 1890, the

Socialist  party  in  1894,  and  soon  took  on  important  responsibilities  in  both

organizations.  Sentenced  to  death,  a  sentence  that  was  commuted  to  life

imprisonment after the 1917 strike, he was pardoned in 1918 after his election as

deputy to the Cortes. A resolute opponent of adherence to the Third International

and bitterly hostile to Communism, he brought the support of the Spanish Socialist

party to the reconstituted Second International. A state councillor under Primo de

Rivera, minister of labor in Azaña’s Republican government, he was the champion of

Syndicalist and Socialist collaboration with the state, the leader of the most overt

reformism. Yet in February 1934 he openly asserted that ‘the only hope of the masses

today is a social revolution.’

This was because his experience as a minister disillusioned him profoundly. He

was the first among the Socialists to clash with Azaña; the staff of the ministry and

its senior officials overtly sabotaged his orders, deriding his plans for reform. From

this he concluded that reformism was leading the labor movement into an impasse.

‘It is impossible,’ he said, ‘to achieve a scrap of socialism within the framework of

bourgeois democracy.’ From then on he was forced to seek a new route. [42]

The first practical result of this new orientation was the organization in 1934 of the

Alianza Obrera, a single front of working-class unions and parties with which the

Communist party and the CNT refused to associate themselves except in Asturias.

After the 1934 general strike against the entry of the CEDA into the government, it

was the Alianza Obrera, joined at the last moment by the Communist party, that led

the revolutionary rising in Asturias. For more than a week, with makeshift weapons,

led by militants from different organizations, the miners fought the Army and the

shock troops, consisting of Moors and Tercio and commanded by General Lopez de

Ochoa. The movement in the rest of Spain collapsed: in Catalonia it was because of

betrayal by certain Catalanists,  the wavering of the Esquerra,  and,  above all,  the

abstention of the CNT; in Madrid, for lack of serious preparation. The repression

that followed – more than 3,000 workers killed, most of them dispatched on the

spot,  7,000  wounded,  and  more  than  40,000  imprisoned  –  did  not  succeed  in

destroying the revolutionary  consciousness  that  had inspired the movement.  The

Asturian uprising became, in the minds of the Spanish workers, Anarchists as well as

Socialists, an epic example, the first attempt by the workers to seize power through

class organizations (the revolutionary Committees) and to range their troops,  the

armed workers; in short, to set their own state against the state of the oligarchy. Its

rallying cry, UHP (¡Uníos, Hermanos Proletarios!) was taken up by the entire class.

In prison, Largo Caballero, an old man, the ‘practician’ and administrator of the

labor  movement,  began  to  read  for  the  first  time.  At  the  age  of  sixty-seven,  he

discovered the classics of Marxism: Marx, Engels, Trotsky, Bukharin, and above all
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Lenin.  He  became  enthusiastic  over  State  and  Revolution  and  the  Russian

Revolution that he had so vigorously contested. These readings and the influence of

the brilliant staff of intellectuals surrounding him, Araquistáin, Álvarez del Vayo and

Carlos  de  Baráibar  added  strength  to  the  conclusions  drawn  from  his  own

experience. In his view, ‘the reformist and parliamentary democratic socialism of the

Second International’ was as dead as ‘the Moscow-inspired revolutionary socialism

of  the  Third.’  He  dreamed  of  a  Fourth  International  that  would  adopt  from  its

precursors what was best in them, the autonomy of national parties from the Second

and revolutionary tactics from the Third. He stepped up approaches to the CNT and

welcomed those made to him by the Communists, who were in reality attracted more

by his favorable attitude toward ‘unity’ than by the revolutionary outlook he had so

lately discovered.

His  development  was  the  same  as  that  of  the  broad  masses  of  workers  and

peasants, like him disillusioned by the Republic and reformism and like him won

over  to  the  Revolution  all  the  more  after  the  setback  of  October  1934.  Largo

Caballero became their man. No working-class leader enjoyed comparable prestige,

which the Communists tried to exploit  by dubbing him the Spanish Lenin. Jean-

Richard Bloch drew an engaging portrait of him: ‘A robust sixty-seven ... square, bald

head ... massive face, stubborn forehead, bitter mouth, the lines of his body slim and

handsome in its strength, bright eyes ... terribly weary.’ [43]

A mediocre writer and a rather dull speaker, he owed his popularity to the fact that

he was of working-class origins and indisputably honest and austere in his habits.

Thousands  of  workers  recognized  themselves  in  him:  by  turning  his  back  on

reformism, he had taken the same step as they had. He was one of them. ‘He won’t

betray us,’  his  followers  never  stopped saying.  He was the man of  the casas  del

pueblo, the idol of the Madrid workers, who listened passionately to him, the ‘old

man,’ as they affectionately called him. A man of the masses, his authority over them

made him one of the key figures of the Spanish political scene at decisive moments.

Indalecio Prieto

From 1919 onward, Indalecio Prieto was Caballero’s rival in the Socialist party. He

was the only Socialist leader with comparable authority, if not among the masses, at

least within the party apparatus and in political circles. They had been at odds with

each other for a long while, not only by virtue of their contrasting temperaments and

personalities, but also because they represented two distinct forces, two aspects of

Spain and Spanish Socialism, whose antagonism was one of the chief features of the

political scene.

Also born into a very humble family,  in 1883, Prieto began work at the age of
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eleven by selling newspapers and pins in the streets of Bilbao. His brilliant mind

brought him to the notice of Horacio Echevarrieta, the banker and industrialist, who

made him his right-hand man. He soon became owner of the large newspaper El

Liberal, a Socialist leader and political figure respected by the entire Left.

Claude Bowers, the American ambassador, described him making a speech in the

Cortes  as  ‘small,  fleshy,  almost  bald,  except  above  the  nape  of  the  neck  ...  His

dynamic  eloquence  makes  an immediate  impression.’  He referred in  turn to  ‘his

voice,  resonant  and  subtly  inflected,’  but  also  to  ‘the  complete  armory  of  his

eloquence: wit, irony, sarcasm, humor, invective, and mimicry.’ [44]

Koltsov depicted him in his armchair as a ‘great mass of flesh with a wan, ironic

look ... the most searching look in Spain.’ [45] His subtle and brilliant intelligence,

his social triumphs – he had become a remarkable businessman – his exceptional

gifts  as  a  parliamentary  speaker,  and  his  talent  as  a  polemicist  made  him  the

Socialist of Republican circles, just as Caballero’s patient work as an organizer and

his unremitting toil made him the Socialist of the casas del pueblo and the workers.

Prieto offset the intransigence and Castilian sectarianism of Caballero, the Madrid

plasterer, with the liberalism of business circles, the success of the self-made man,

and the conciliatory reformism of the Bilbao trade unionists, infinitely more in tune

with  the  spirit  of  the  Western  Social  Democrats  and,  in  any  case,  the  Spanish

Republicans.

Thus it  was a  deeply  divided Socialist  party  that  faced the difficulties  of  1936.

Prieto had been in control of the party executive since 1935; he had the confidence of

the cadres and the élite, especially the prestigious leaders of the Asturian miners,

González Peña and Belarmino Tomás. He was the ‘man of the apparatus,’ whereas

Largo Caballero was the ‘man of the masses.’ He controlled the UGT and enjoyed

great sympathy outside the party, and it is notable that he was favored within the

CNT,  in  spite  of  old  resentments.  The  party  wavered  under  their  contradictory

influence, and each new problem seemed to provide an opportunity for a reckoning

between  these  antagonistic  brothers  pursuing  opposed  policies  within  the  same

organization.

CNT and UGT

The political realignment that took place in the ranks of the working-class parties

and unions during the final months of the Republic makes it difficult to give a precise

analysis of  the forces involved. It  is  however indisputable that it  was the unions,

rather  than  the  actual  political  organizations,  that  set  the  lead:  the  worker’s  life

gravitated around the casas del pueblo and the labor exchanges, centers of collective

life that were veritable class strongholds.
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During this last period, there was a modification in the balance of power between

the UGT and the CNT, with rifts between the two unions forming in an entirely new

way. Naturally each of them preserved what had until then been its bastion. It was

the  CNT  that  organized  the  industrial  workers  in  Catalonia,  while  the  UGT’s

influence there  was  limited.  It  was  also  the  CNT that  organized the  braceros  in

Andalusia.  But  the  UGT  was  still  dominant  among  the  Asturian  and  Rio  Tinto

miners, the Bilbao metalworkers, and in the region of Madrid. In areas where the

other was dominant, each union still contrived to organize strong minorities, whose

influence was far from negligible.  The UGT had strong organizations in Cordoba,

Seville,  and  Málaga,  and  in  all  the  Andalusian  towns.  It  also  organized  the  day

laborers in the provinces of Badajoz, Cáceres, and Seville. The CNT managed to win a

foothold in Madrid, where it controlled the majority of the building workers, one of

the most militant guilds. And in Asturias, the CNT metalworkers in La Felguera and

Gijón were competing seriously for influence over the miners of Mieres and Sama de

Langreo.

In the Basque provinces, although the UGT was predominant in Bilbao, it was up

against very serious competition from the Nationalist ‘Solidarities,’  while the CNT

only drew recruits from the strata of foreign labor in the country. In Valencia, the

Anarchists controlled the dock workers, but the UGT was powerful in the factories.

The Federation of Land-workers in the UGT controlled the workers in the central

region,  while  those in the poorer,  outlying regions belonged to the CNT. Yet  the

radical  direction  of  the  UGT  in  the  years  immediately  preceding  had  tended  to

narrow the traditional division that won it the adherence of the more privileged and

relatively  more  conservative  strata  of  the  proletariat,  whereas  the  CNT’s

indecisiveness was not always calculated to win the support of the more determined

elements.

Yet on the whole the forces of the UGT, which was more efficiently staffed and

organized, seemed more stable than those of its confederal rival, which was subject

to violent fluctuations and varied considerably according to the success or failure of

activities undertaken locally. Though the two trade-union organizations had roughly

the same numbers in 1935, a million each, the last months of the Republic saw rapid

strides by the UGT, which very quickly reached 1½ million members, while the CNT

seemed to lag behind.

In any  case,  the  attraction these  trade-union organizations  had for  millions  of

workers  made  it  possible  for  new  ideological  currents  to  grow  up  within  them,

deriving from traditional currents but developing outside and counter to them. In

effect, orthodox Stalinist Communists and Communist dissidents from the POUM

put themselves  forward as  candidates  and were ready to  fight  the Anarchist  and

Socialist currents for control of important sectors of the UGT and the CNT.
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The Communists

The preceding pages have described the birth of the Spanish Communist party. For

several months, the lure of the Russian Revolution had seemed to give substance to

Victor Serge’s old dream, the union within Communism, around Lenin and the Third

International,  of the two currents that had diverged after Marx and Bakunin, the

Authoritarians and the Libertarians, the Socialist current and the Anarchist current.

The immediate results were mediocre. A few years later they were derisory.

Three currents had emerged to found the Communist  movement in Spain:  the

Socialist  Youth movement,  with Andrade and Portela;  then the Socialist  minority

with Pérez Solis, García Quejido, Anguiano, Lamoneda, and Andrés Nin; and shortly

afterward the La Batalla  group,  inspired by  Joaquín Maurín,  Pedro Bonet,  and

David  Rey  and  made  up  of  POUM  militants.  Two  years  later,  García  Quejido,

Lamoneda,  and  Anguiano  left  the  Communist  party  and  went  back  to  their  old

Socialist home. Under Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship, the Party was severely hit by

the  repression  and  weakened  by  internal  struggles  and  conflicts  provoked  by

directives  from the International.  Although toward the  end of  the  dictatorship it

received the support of militants from the Andalusian CNT led by José. Díaz and

Mije,  it  lost  3,000  militants  from  the  Federation  of  Catalonia  and  the  Balearic

Islands led by Maurín and Bonet. The Communist Federation of Catalonia and the

Balearics joined the Catalan Communist party led by Jordi Arguer and Joan Farré

Gasso and formed the Bloque Obrero y Campesino, which contained militants such

as Portela and Gorkin, a former official in the Communist International in Moscow,

with Maurín as  secretary-general.  Andrés  Nin,  secretary  of  the  Red Trade-Union

International,  then  joined  the  Left  opposition  and  defended  Trotsky’s  political

position against  Stalin.  Returning to Spain in 1931,  he and Andrade founded the

Communist Left. Meanwhile, Oscar Pérez Solis, the Party’s first secretary-general,

began moving in a direction that eventually took him into the ranks of the Falange.

From 1923 to 1930 the Party never had more than a few hundred members and could

not even manage to hold a congress. At the congress in 1932 the ‘conquerors’ of Nin

and Maurín, Bullejos, the secretary-general, Trilla, and Adame were in turn expelled,

accused of mistakenly launching the opportunist slogan ‘Defense of the Republic’

against General Sanjurjo’s pronunciamiento. In the 1933 elections the Communist

party  only  managed  to  elect  one  deputy,  Doctor  Bolivar,  in  Málaga,  less  for  his

program than for his reputation as ‘the doctor of the poor.’

The Stalinist Communists: The Spanish Communist party, the
PSUC, and the JSU

Thus the Communist party had barely developed: on the eve of the Civil War it had
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no more than 30,000 members. Its leaders were practically unknown, sometimes

recent acquisitions, such as the secretary-general José Díaz, who had only joined in

1929. Jesús Hernández, the leadership’s ‘strong man,’ was twenty-six: he had joined

the  Party  at  fourteen,  the  political  bureau  at  twenty-two.  Neither  he  nor  his

comrades, Antonio Mije, Martínez Cartón, and Uribe, played a genuine role in the

labor  movement.  At  no  time  were  they  leaders  of  mass  organizations,  but  rose

exclusively within the party apparatus that had trained them and rewarded them

with promotion for their flexibility in resorting to one device after another. The only

personality in the Communist party leadership who enjoyed real prestige outside the

Party was a woman, Dolores Ibárruri Gómez, known as La Pasionaria, a mass orator

and veteran militant;  she  was  sentenced to  fifteen years’  imprisonment  after  the

Asturias uprising.

Apart  from  certain  sectors  –  Asturias,  where  they  had  a  substantial  minority

among  the  miners,  Málaga,  Cádiz,  and  especially  Seville,  where  they  took  over

certain unions – the orthodox Communists were very isolated in the Spanish labor

movement, and all their efforts were directed to breaking out of this isolation.

The  advent  of  the  Spanish  Republic  actually  coincided  with  the  third  stage  of

extremist sectarianism on the part of the Communist International: the Communist

parties of the entire world reserved all their animus for the Socialists, styled ‘Social

Fascists,’ and refused to form a single front with them. Until 11 September 1934, the

Spanish  Communist  party  dubbed  the  Alianza  Obrera  ‘the  rallying  point  of

reactionary forces’ and ‘the holy alliance of the counter-revolution.’ It was only at the

last minute that, suddenly taking a new tack, it joined the October uprising. But it

was just then that the Communist International changed its direction. Stating that it

was necessary to ‘transcend’ and ‘broaden’ the Alianza Obrera, the Communist party

produced a formula in practice quite different from the Popular Front put forward by

Dimitrov  at  the  seventeenth  congress  of  the  Communist  International,  one  of

alliance with the liberal Republicans in a program of democratic reform. At the same

time, it fostered an active campaign in favor of trade-union and political unity for the

working class. It dissolved the few unions that it controlled, until then grouped in a

CGTU affiliated with the Red Trade-Union International, and invited their members

to join the UGT individually. In the political field, the theme of unity permitted it

considerable  progress.  In  Catalonia,  the  remnants  of  its  official  organization

arranged an alliance with other Catalan Socialist groups, including Juan Comorera’s

Socialist  Federation,  which materialized on 24 July  1936 as  the Unified Socialist

party of Catalonia. [46] Under the influence of Álvarez del Vayo, Largo Caballero’s

lieutenant,  an  alliance  was  also  effected  between  the  Socialist  Youth  and  the

Communist  Youth  within  the  ranks  of  the  JSU  (United  Socialist  Youth).  This

alliance, which Largo Caballero apparently had not intended but which his policy

made  possible,  deprived  the  old  UGT  leader  and  the  Socialist  party  of  200,000

young militants,  the  élite  of  the  young working-class  generation.  In effect,  a  few
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months later, as the result of a visit to the USSR, the entire JSU leadership joined the

Communist party. Its twenty-year-old secretary-general, Santiago Carrillo, son of the

parliamentary deputy and Caballerist Syndicalist Wenceslao Carrillo, was formerly

secretary of  the Socialist  Youth and after 1934 a Trotskyist  sympathizer;  he soon

became one of the Communist party’s new leaders, proffering the achieved unity of

the young as an example to the adults in the Socialist party.

This was an important victory for the orthodox Communists, all the more because

at the same time that it guaranteed them a mass basis and a lever for activities within

the Socialist party, it gave them a decisive advantage over their sworn enemies, the

dissident  Communists,  some of  whom had at  one  point  thought  that  they  could

become the intellectual masters of the Socialist Youth.

The Dissident Communists: the POUM

The groups that claimed links with Communism but were divorced from its official

organization had various origins.

Maurín and his friends in the Bloque Obrero y Campesino refused to apply the

tactics imposed by the International and create CGTU Red unions in opposition to

the UGT and the CNT.

Moreover, they had shown Catalanist sympathies that on occasion brought them

closer to the Esquerra. Like all the dissident movements that emerged during this

period from a split to the Right, as against the Communist International’s Extreme

Left line, the Bloque however refused to take a line on exclusively Russian questions,

and its newspaper, La Batalla, often defended positions very close to those of the

Stalinist press.

On  the  other  hand,  the  Communist  Left  of  Andrés  Nin  and  Andrade,  other

pioneers of Spanish Communism, took the position of the Trotskyist Left opposition,

which stemmed from divergences within the Russian Communist party. Until 1934,

this  small  group  of  valuable  cadres  was  mainly  devoted  to  theoretical  work,

publishing the magazine Comunismo. But at this point they broke with Trotsky,

who wanted them to join the Socialist party and form its revolutionary wing [47],

and decided to merge with the Bloque Obrera y Campesino to form a new party, the

Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista (POUM).

Dubbed Trotskyist by its opponents [48], disowned and vigorously criticized by

Leon Trotsky and his friends, the POUM, whose only real forces were in Catalonia,

had barely more than 3,000 militants in July 1936. But the weakness of the Spanish

Communist party and the Catalan Socialists, the prestige and valor of leaders like

Nin and Maurín, and the presence at its head of genuine cadres of the Communist
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movement like Gorkin, Portela, Andrade, and Arguer seemed to justify its hopes. It

was at all events a source of concern as much to the orthodox Communists as to the

leaders of the CNT, who systematically eliminated its militants from their unions.

It was the POUM, which considered itself the representative of true Communism

and proclaimed its loyalty to Lenin’s ideas, that was the real danger to both sides in a

revolutionary era. It claimed to provide an answer to the dilemma that had arisen in

the  Spanish  labor  movement  in  the  form  of  a  choice  between  alliance  with  the

Republicans  and  violent  struggle  outside  the  parliamentary  framework:  political

struggle  for  the  Socialist  revolution  and  the  dictatorship  of  the  proletariat.  A

supporter of the Alianza Obrera, it criticized the Popular Front policy advocated by

the Stalinist Communists, which it denounced as a policy of collaboration between

classes, and tried to convince the Spanish workers that the only alternative to the

victory of Fascism was that of the Revolution. No one can dispute that its chances of

succeeding were real, to the extent that it could convince and attract the ‘instinctively

revolutionary but politically confused masses’ [49] who followed the CNT–FAI. [50]

* * *

3. The Prologue to the
Revolution

It was the president of the Republic, Alcalá Zamora, a Catholic and a Conservative,

who  brought  an  end  to  the  bienio  negro  by  dissolving  the  Cortes.  In  1935  the

coalition government of the Radicals and the CEDA had received a severe jolt. Two

scandals had besmirched the politicians in the Radical party. The discredit that fell

on  the  Center-Right  party  was  so  great  that  the  CEDA could  no longer  think of

pursuing the alliance. Gil Robles, who had been clamoring for power for his party

ever  since  the  beginning  of  the  legislature,  seized  his  opportunity.  The  CEDA

ministers turned down the budget, which provided for an increase of 1 to 3 percent in

the death duties on landed estates as well as a reduction of 10 to 15 percent in civil

servants’ salaries. The government resigned. Gil Robles solicited the post of premier.

Alcalá Zamora refused: he did not care for Gil Robles, and he had no wish to offer

power to a professed enemy of the parliamentary system. He called on a politician

from the Center, Portela Valladares, to form a government whose essential mission

was  to  prepare  for  new  elections.  He  did  not  succeed:  the  Cortes  had  become

unmanageable.  After  only  a  few  weeks,  Portela  Valladares  gave  up  serious

preparations for elections that would strengthen the Center and resigned: he agreed

to  the  president’s  signature  on  the  decree  dissolving  the  Cortes  and  fixing  the

elections for February 1936.
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Week 11 – March 28:  Chinese Cultural 
Revolution



CHRONOLOGY OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

1. FERMENTATION
OCTOBER 1, 1949: The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is established.
FEBRUARY 1956: Nikita Khrushchev’s “secret speech” criticizes Stalin at
the Twentieth National Congress of the Soviet Communist Party.
OCTOBER–NOVEMBER 1956: A democratic revolution in Hungary
draws a crackdown by Soviet military intervention.
DECEMBER 29, 1956: Reacting to recent events in the Soviet Union, the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) organ People’s Daily publishes an
editorial defending Stalin and attacking “revisionism.”
APRIL 27, 1957: In reaction to discontent expressed through dozens of
strikes and demonstrations since September 1956, the CCP launches a
rectification campaign and encourages intellectuals to voice their critical
views.
JUNE 8, 1957: The launch of the Anti-Rightist Campaign results in
550,000 people being labeled “rightists.”
1958–1962: More than thirty million people starve to death during the
Great Leap Forward.
JANUARY 11–FEBRUARY 7, 1962: During the Seven Thousand Cadres
Conference, the leadership of the CCP becomes divided over the lessons of
the Great Famine.
SEPTEMBER 24–27, 1962: At the tenth plenum of the Eighth CCP
Central Committee, Mao resurrects class struggle and criticizes efforts by
Liu Shaoqi and others to bring the famine situation under control.
SEPTEMBER 6, 1963–JULY 14, 1964: The China-Soviet dispute that
began in April 1960 intensifies with China’s publication of “Nine
Commentaries” critical of Soviet revisionism, signifying the CCP’s further
move toward ultra-leftist ideology.
SPRING 1963–SUMMER 1966: The Socialist Education Movement is
conducted in the cities and in the countryside, and Mao calls for purges of
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“capitalist roaders” in the government. Mao and Liu Shaoqi clash over the
movement’s policies and principles.
1964–1965: Mass criticism surges throughout the country as a result of
ideological class struggle targeting the cultural and academic sectors. The
theory of “continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat”
takes shape as the guiding ideology of the Cultural Revolution.

2. PREPARATION
1965

NOVEMBER 10: Shanghai’s Wenhuibao publishes Yao Wenyuan’s essay
“On the New Historical Play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office,” the blasting
fuse in Mao’s meticulous plan to launch the Cultural Revolution.
DECEMBER 8–15: During an enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing
Committee, Luo Ruiqing is denounced and subsequently relieved of his
position as the chief of General Staff.

1966
FEBRUARY 4: The “February Outline,” drafted in line with Beijing
mayor Peng Zhen’s views, puts ongoing mass criticism under the leadership
of the party and limits it to the academic sphere.
MARCH 28–30: Mao, Kang Sheng, and others criticize the February
Outline for blurring class boundaries and failing to distinguish between
right and wrong.
APRIL 16: An enlarged meeting of the Politburo Standing Committee in
Hangzhou discusses Peng Zhen’s errors and rescinds the February Outline.
Li Xuefeng takes over Peng Zhen’s duties in a reorganization of the Beijing
municipal party committee on May 10.

3. FORMAL LAUNCH
1966

MAY 16: The May 16 Circular is unanimously passed at an enlarged
Politburo meeting.
MAY 25: Nie Yuanzi and others put up a big-character poster at Peking
University denouncing university president Lu Ping and others. With Mao’s
support, the text of the poster is published in the June 2 issue of People’s
Daily.
MAY 28: The Central Cultural Revolution Small Group (CCRSG) is
established.
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MAY 29: Three members of the Politburo Standing Committee—Liu
Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping—decide to send work groups to
People’s Daily and Peking University. On June 4, the new Beijing
municipal party committee dispatches work groups to other college
campuses.

4. THE CLIMAX
1966

JULY 18: Mao returns to Beijing and criticizes the work groups, and on
July 25 he decides to withdraw them.
JULY 29: The Beijing municipal party committee announces the
withdrawal of the work groups at a mass rally for Cultural Revolution with
activists from secondary and tertiary schools at the Great Hall of the People.
People denounced under the work groups are rehabilitated, and some
become leaders of rebel faction mass organizations.
AUGUST 1: Mao writes a letter praising the “revolutionary rebel spirit” of
the Red Guards at the Tsinghua University Affiliated Secondary School.
AUGUST 1–12: During the eleventh plenum of the Eighth Central
Committee, Mao publishes “Bombard the Headquarters: My Big-Character
Poster,” which targets Liu Shaoqi. On August 8, the plenum passes the
“Resolution Regarding the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,”
subsequently known as the Sixteen Articles. Lin Biao ascends to second
place in the hierarchy, and Liu Shaoqi drops to eighth place.
AUGUST 18: Mao carries out the first of seven reviews of a total of more
than ten million Red Guards at Tiananmen Square. Red Guards embark on
the Great Networking throughout the country, igniting the movement in
places where it had not yet begun and launching an assault on the
bureaucratic structure.
LATE AUGUST–EARLY SEPTEMBER: Red Guards engage in
ransacking homes and smashing the “four olds” in Beijing in a terror-ridden
“Red August.” Meanwhile, hundreds of “black elements” are slaughtered in
Beijing’s rural Changping and Daxing Counties.
AUGUST–SEPTEMBER: The bureaucratic clique continues to suppress
mass movements throughout the country through “revolutionary committee
preparatory committees” and pro-government Red Guards. In some
localities, party committees mobilize troops, police, workers, or peasants to
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attack students. Mao refers to the phenomenon as the “bourgeois
reactionary line.”
OCTOBER 2: Red Flag magazine publishes an editorial calling for a
thorough denunciation of the bourgeois reactionary line, followed by a mass
pledge rally of more than one hundred thousand people on October 6.
OCTOBER 9–28: A Central Committee work conference denounces the
bourgeois reactionary line and the “blood lineage theory” of the earlier Red
Guard movement, mobilizing rebel organizations against leading
government officials.

1967
JANUARY: During the “January Storm” in Shanghai, worker rebel
organizations seize power from the Shanghai municipal party committee.
Power seizures spread throughout the country, and “three-in-one
combination” leading groups replace the original power structure.
JANUARY 13: The Central Committee issues its “Decision Regarding the
People’s Liberation Army Supporting the Leftist Revolutionary Masses,”
which allows the military to dominate the Cultural Revolution at the local
level.
MID-FEBRUARY: At two Central Committee briefing sessions convened
by Zhou Enlai, Vice-Premiers Tan Zhenlin and Chen Yi and Marshal Ye
Jianying stridently criticize the overthrow of veteran cadres; their protest is
subsequently referred to as the “February Countercurrent.” Support-the-left
units in various places suppress rebels as “counterrevolutionaries,” resulting
in a series of violent incidents.
APRIL 1: A Central Committee document on the problem in Anhui forbids
“arbitrarily declaring mass organizations to be counterrevolutionary
organizations” and demands the release and rehabilitation of anyone
detained or labeled as a counterrevolutionary, further radicalizing the rebel
movement.
JULY 20: The “Wuhan Incident.” The Million Heroes, a conservative
organization supported by the commander of the Wuhan Military Region,
Chen Zaidao, detains CCRSG member Wang Li. Chen Zaidao is struck
down, followed by a nationwide upsurge in “weeding out the smattering of
capitalist roaders within the military.”
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JULY–AUGUST: Encouraged by the Wuhan Incident, rebels become more
active than ever throughout the country, and military and foreign affairs
organs come under attack. In an effort to turn the situation around, Mao
tosses out the CCRSG members Wang Li, Guan Feng, and Qi Benyu.
During his tour of the south from July to September, Mao instructs mass
organizations to achieve unity under the principles of the revolution, saying
that “the vast majority of cadres are good.”
SEPTEMBER 8: People’s Daily publishes an essay by Yao Wenyuan that
includes Mao’s attack on the May 16 counterrevolutionary clique.
Investigations of the May 16 clique bring a new round of suppression
against rebel mass organizations by support-the-left military units
throughout the country.
AUGUST 13–OCTOBER 17: A massacre of black elements is carried out
in Dao County, Hunan Province, and spreads to other counties in Lingling
Prefecture, which records 9,093 unnatural deaths.
NOVEMBER: The Cleansing of the Class Ranks begins, resulting in the
victimization of tens of millions of innocent people.

1968
MARCH 24: At a mass rally at the Great Hall of the People, the military
leaders Yang Chengwu, Yu Lijin, and Fu Chongbi are dismissed from their
positions.
JULY 3: The Central Committee issues its “July 3 Notice” forbidding the
obstruction of transport, looting of military convoys, and attacks on PLA
organs.
JULY 27–28: Mao sends a thirty-thousand-member Capital Workers Mao
Zedong Thought Propaganda Team to end factional violence at Tsinghua
University. The next day, Mao receives five rebel leaders and withdraws his
support for the rebels.
SEPTEMBER 5: The establishment of a revolutionary committee in the
Xinjiang Autonomous Region makes China “red through every hill and
vale.”
OCTOBER 13–31: The twelfth plenum of the Eighth Central Committee
permanently expels Liu Shaoqi from the party and dismisses him from all
his official positions.

1969
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APRIL 1–24: The CCP’s Ninth National Congress marks a victory for the
rebel faction and the military, and friction develops between Mao and Lin
Biao in the process of drafting the political report for the congress. Mao
becomes wary of the military’s burgeoning power.

1970
JANUARY 31: The Central Committee launches the One Strike and Three
Antis campaign, which results in tens of thousands of deaths.

5. MAO SPLITS WITH LIN BIAO
1970

AUGUST 23–SEPTEMBER 6: At the second plenum of the Ninth Central
Committee at Lushan, the rivalry between Lin Biao–allied military leaders
and key backers of the Cultural Revolution intensifies, and key military
leaders carry out self-criticism. A campaign to purge Chen Boda begins
after the October 1 National Day celebrations.
NOVEMBER 6: At Mao’s suggestion, the Central Committee establishes a
Central Organization and Propaganda Group, which is taken over by
members of the disbanded CCRSG.
DECEMBER 18: Mao tells the American journalist Edgar Snow that “the
‘Four Greats’ is annoying!”—generally understood as a criticism of Lin
Biao. A transcript of the conversation is printed and distributed to all party
members.
DECEMBER 22: The North China Conference reorganizes the Beijing
Military Region.

1971
APRIL 15: At a high-level meeting on the campaign to criticize Chen
[Boda] and carry out rectification, Lin Biao refuses Mao’s implied demand
to carry out self-criticism.
AUGUST 15–SEPTEMBER 12: Mao tours the south and targets Lin Biao
by innuendo. Lin’s son, Lin Liguo, devises an unsuccessful plot to
assassinate Mao.
SEPTEMBER 13: Lin Biao dies in a plane crash while attempting to flee
China. His wife, Ye Qun, son Lin Liguo, and six others are also killed.

6. DECIDING WHETHER TO DEFEND OR NEGATE THE CULTURAL
REVOLUTION

1971
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END OF 1971: Zhou Enlai begins measures to correct left-deviation,
including sending liberal-minded Wang Ruoshui to People’s Daily.

1972
MAY 21–JUNE 23: Reflecting Mao’s perspective against Zhou Enlai, a
reporting meeting on the campaign to criticize Lin and carry out
rectification denounces Lin Biao as an ultra-rightist. Zhou Enlai carries out
self-criticism on errors allegedly committed during six early line struggles.
OCTOBER 14: People’s Daily devotes an entire page to articles criticizing
anarchism and ultra-leftist tendencies.
DECEMBER 17: Mao criticizes Wang Ruoshui for articles published in
People’s Daily supporting Zhou Enlai’s attacks on ultra-leftism. Mao
declares the essence of the Lin Biao line to be “ultra-rightist. Revisionist,
splittist, scheming and intriguing, betraying the party and the country.”

1973
MARCH 10: The Central Committee issues its “Decision Regarding
Restoring Comrade Deng Xiaoping’s Regular Party Activities and Position
as State Council Vice-Premier.”
AUGUST 24–28: The Tenth National Congress wholly endorses the
political line of the Ninth Congress.
NOVEMBER 21–EARLY DECEMBER: In accordance with Mao’s
decision, an enlarged Politburo session criticizes “Zhou [Enlai] and Ye
[Jianying]’s revisionist line” and “right-deviating capitulationism.” Zhou
carries out a harsh self-criticism.
DECEMBER 12: At a Politburo meeting, Mao announces his decision to
rotate the commanders of China’s eight military regions.

1974
JANUARY 25: Mao arranges a mass rally to launch a campaign criticizing
Lin Biao and Confucius. Long-marginalized rebels rise up again.
DECEMBER: The Central Committee hands down Mao’s “Main Points of
a Talk on Theoretical Issues,” whose defense of the Cultural Revolution is
based on the theory of continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the
proletariat.

1975
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JANUARY 8–10: During the second plenum of the Tenth Central
Committee, Deng Xiaoping attains the highest postings in his career: vice-
chairman of the Central Committee and member of the Politburo Standing
Committee, as well as vice-chairman of the Central Military Commission
and chief of General Staff.
JANUARY 13–17: During the Fourth National People’s Congress, Zhou
Enlai’s report proposes the “Four Modernizations,” and Deng Xiaoping is
appointed first vice-premier of the State Council. The power balance shifts
in favor of the pragmatist faction, and the Cultural Revolution faction
retreats to the sidelines.
APRIL 23: Mao writes a memo opposing revisionism, empiricism, and
dogmatism, which the pragmatist faction uses to criticize Jiang Qing.
SPRING: Deng Xiaoping launches a general overhaul that leads to attacks
on rebel leaders incorporated into the revolutionary committees. Railway
transportation and production improve.
AUGUST 14: Based on comments by Mao, the Cultural Revolution faction
organizes essays criticizing the classical novel The Water Margin and
denouncing “capitulators,” targeting Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping by
insinuation.
AUGUST 13 AND OCTOBER 13: Party leaders at Tsinghua University
write letters of complaint against the university party secretary Chi Qun and
the deputy party secretary Xie Jingyi, both trusted by Mao.
NOVEMBER 12: Mao criticizes the letters from Tsinghua, launching a
campaign to beat back the right-deviation and case reversal.

1976
JANUARY 8: Zhou Enlai dies.
JANUARY 11: A million Beijing citizens line Chang’an Avenue to pay
their respects as Zhou’s coffin passes. The Cultural Revolution faction
suppresses memorial activities for Zhou.
JANUARY 28: Mao has Hua Guofeng take charge of the Central
Committee’s routine operations. Deng Xiaoping surrenders all his power as
the campaign against right-deviation and case reversal reaches a climax.
Rebel leaders become active again.
LATE MARCH–EARLY APRIL: Commemorations of Zhou Enlai during
the Qing Ming festival turn into a mass protest movement in Beijing and
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other major cities.
APRIL 5: With Mao’s approval, Beijing authorities send thousands of
soldiers, policemen, and militia members to Tiananmen Square to crack
down on protesters.

7. THE END OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION AND THE BEGINNING OF THE
DENG XIAOPING ERA

1976
SEPTEMBER 9: Mao Zedong dies.
OCTOBER 6: Hua Guofeng, Ye Jianying, and other central leaders
collaborate in the arrest of Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and
Wang Hongwen, known as the Gang of Four.
OCTOBER: Mass arrests of Cultural Revolution radicals occur throughout
the country along with a campaign to “uncover, criticize, and investigate,”
which lasts until 1980.

1977
AUGUST 12: In the political report at the CCP’s Eleventh National
Congress, Hua Guofeng declares, “The smashing of the Gang of Four
symbolizes the victory and conclusion of our country’s eleven-year-long
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.”

1978
DECEMBER 18–22: The third plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee
shifts the party’s core work toward modernization and proposes reforms to
the state’s centralized economic system.

1979
JANUARY 18–FEBRUARY 22: The first phase of the Theoretical
Principles Conference serves as a democratization movement within the
party’s top leadership, accompanied and enhanced by the Xidan Democracy
Wall movement among the general public.
MARCH 30: Deng Xiaoping calls for maintaining the “Four Basic
Principles,” after which China’s economic reforms follow the motto of
“Chinese learning for the essence, and Western learning for practical use.”

1980–1986
NOVEMBER 1980–JANUARY 1981: Public trials are held for members
of the Lin Biao counterrevolutionary clique and the Gang of Four.
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1980–1986: A nationwide campaign to investigate “three types of people”
results in large numbers of people, mostly former rebels, being registered as
undesirables for crimes committed during the Cultural Revolution.
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2 
Hand-Copied 

Entertainment Fiction from 
the Cultural Revolution 

PERRY LINK 

Most of the scholarship on artistic life during the Cultural Revolution 
emphasizes its one-dimensionality, often leaving the impression that 
ordinary people were exposed to nothing but the monotonous models of 
revolutionary art. Perry Link, professor of East Asian languages and 
cultures at Princeton, argues that the state's monopoly on literature was 
not as complete as it may seem. His study of hand-copied, underground 
entertainment fiction shows that during the Cultural Revolution there was 
a lively audience among urban youth for detective stories, spy thrillers, 
romances, knight errant fiction, triangular love stories, and pornography. 
Virtually all these genres surfaced after the Cultural Revolution and 
enjoyed considerable aboveground popularity. The values conveyed in 
most of these works were hardly revolutionary; on the contrary, in 
stylistic and thematic terms they had much in common with the popular 
fiction produced in Qing and early Republican times. The popularity of 
these works shows that the range of popular thought far exceeded what 
was acknowledged in oflicial sources. Still, this fiction should not be 
regarded as dissident literature; in general it was apolitical, accepted 
traditional notions of hierarchy, relegated women to an inferior status, 
and regarded the outside world with suspicion. 

-Eds. 

During the years of the Cultural Revolution, one of the many puzzles 
for foreign scholars of Chinese literature was the question of who could 
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18 Perry Link 

possibly be reading the boring and repetitive stories being published. Were 
we to believe that the masses really enjoyed reading about one exemplary 
hero after another, be it Lei Feng, Ouyang Hai, or Gao Daquan, each about 
as pure-hearted as he was simple-headed? Could the natural interests of 
millions of readers actually fall within such narrow bounds? 

After Mao, we have had a much fuller (but still far from complete) view 
of reader interests in China. We also have had, retrospectively, a better view 
of where those interests went during the Cultural Revolution. Along with 
the officially published literature of 1966-1976, there also existed widely 
circulated entertainment fiction in the form of hand<opied volumes (shou-
chaoben). These stories of beauties, seductresses, spies, detectives, traitors, 
corpses, and wizards of the martial arts, as well as of China's top leaders 
informally described, are powerful testimony that a much fuller picture of 
the thoughts and tastes of the popular readership in China remains to be 
discovered. This does not mean that the officially approved political fiction 
was completely absent from people's thoughts, only that it was but one part 
of a much larger and more variegated reality. 

HAND-COPIED VOLUMES 
Hand-copied volumes were produced and circulated surreptitiously. Au-

thors would begin by pilfering a supply of stationery from their own or 
someone else's work unit, 1 and then would find a secret place to begin 
writing-typically using flashlights under blankets, if we are to believe the 
standard cliche. Most hand<opied volumes were only 10 or 20 pages long. 
When they were longer, those doing the copying would sometimes divide 
the task among several people. For example, a 142-page hand-copied version 
of Wumingshi's Woman in the tower (Tali de nuren) clearly shows that the 
copying was shared about equally among eight different people, the last of 
whom pointedly wrote "copying finished" (chao wan) at the end.2 

Once a story had been written down, the pages were bound with string 
and passed around among friends. If truly popular, the story would be 
passed from one person to another until it became a "flying book" (feishu) 
that never found its way home. This would oblige the original author, if he 
or she desired a personal copy, to begin again. Zhang Yang, whose story 
The second handshake (Di'erci woshou) eventually "flew" the length and 
breadth of China, had to re-begin his work a total of seven times. 3 At one 
high school in Guangdong, authorities responded to a sudden wave of hand-
copying by calling a public meeting of students and parents to suppress the 
activity and to uncover its backstage ringleaders. But no ringleaders could 
be found; the contagion had been produced purely by the enthusiasm of 
students. 4 There is no evidence of financial motives in the spread of hand-
copied volumes; the forces that drove them seem to have been purely the 
thirsts of readers. 

The initiative and liveliness involved in producing hand-copied volumes 
belies its truly dangerous aspects. The author of The second handshake was 
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arrested in 1975, charged with "opposing Chairman Mao's revolutionary 
line," and sent to prison, where he almost died of tuberculosis and pleurisy. 5 

Such danger explains why authors and re-copiers of hand-copied volumes 
never appended their names to their work and clearly did whatever else they 
could to avoid detection. Sometimes they would not even tell their own 
families. One young author described himself as a "guerrilla," writing on 
the move as opportunity permitted.6 Many of the writers seem to have been 
educated youth sent by the state to live in the countryside ("sent-down" 
youth), where looser surveillance made hand-copying more possible than it 
was in the more tightly controlled cities. 

The material of hand-copied volumes also spread orally. Moreover, with 
the advent of audiocassettes, oral narrations could be recorded and copied 
electronically. 7 This was not only easier than re-copying by hand, but had 
the additional advantage of being easier to hide should a self-appointed 
guardian against spiritual pollution or bourgeois liberalism happen by. After 
all, a homemade, hand-copied volume on a shelf next to Marx or Shakespeare 
is identifiable at a glance. But an audiotape looks the same whether it contains 
Beethoven, the party secretary's latest speech, or an underground horror 
story. 

Not all hand-copied volumes contained entertainment fiction. Some were 
political statements, some were personal philosophies, still others were poetry;8 

Christians are said to have harbored hand-copied versions of the Bible. All 
indications, however, are that these other kinds of hand-copied volumes were 
far less popular than the entertainment fiction, which included (1) original 
creations, (2) re-copyings of pre-Liberation works, and (3) translations, or 
retellings, of foreign works (such as Arthur Conan Doyle's stories of Sherlock 
Holmes or Jules Verne's science fiction). Of the samples in my possession, 
those containing entertainment fiction are the most soiled and tattered. 9 

This chapter considers only the entertainment fiction, concentrating on works 
from the Cultural Revolution rather than works of foreign or prerevolutionary 
origin. 

To whose thoughts do we gain access in studying these materials? In 
China the stock answer to the question "Who reads hand-copied volumes?" 
is "high school students." Cliche though it be, this answer seems basically 
accurate. The only formal survey on the question was done in Shanghai in 
1983, and it asked only about pornography, not about the wide variety of 
other themes in hand-copied fiction. The survey found that 66 percent of 
students in "work-study" schools (i.e., schools for delinquents) were readers 
of pornographic hand-copied volumes. Of these, more than half also listened 
to audiotapes and one-fifth participated in hand-copying. 10 Although the 
readership rate was, in all likelihood, abnormally high at these special schools 
in Shanghai, there are other reasons to believe that hand-copied volumes of 
many kinds were widely read among several categories of urban youth, 
including young workers, those "waiting for work," and college students. 
In Guangzhou, for example, university students in 1980 were able to supply 
me with hand-copied love and horror stories from their dormitory drawers, 
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while the Guangzhou Evening News complained that hand-copied volumes 
were easily available "to young workers" on the streets downtown. 11 

There are three good· reasons for assuming that hand-copied volumes 
provide access to the minds (on certain topics, at least) of very large numbers 
among the urban population, as well as among sent-down youth in the 
countryside (but not peasants). 

First, some volumes are known to have circulated very widely. A maiden's 
heart and The second handshake were known in all parts of China, seemingly 
to everyone. When The second handshake was published aboveground in 
1979, within a few months it sold 3.3 million copies (the most in the post-
Mao period for any book of literature), and was also made into a radio 
drama, a cartoon strip, a film, and several dramatic and operatic versions.12 

Second, there is obvious continuity between the appeal of Cultural 
Revolution hand-copied fiction and that of aboveground post-Mao fiction, 
whose popularity is much easier to establish. That The second handshake 
could be immensely popular in both contexts clearly illustrates this continuity. 
In other cases, thematic similarities, such as the exposure of abusive pow-
erholders, 13 and technical similarities, such as far-fetched coincidence and 
twisting plots, provide additional evidence of the continuity. The appearance 
in the post-Mao period of unofficial (but not underground) tabloids, sold 
on the street and filled with beauties, corpses, and "inside" political stories-
the very stuff of hand-copied volumes-further confirms the continuity of 
basic popular tastes. 

Third, there are also strong continuities between Cultural Revolution 
hand-copied fiction and earlier Chinese popular fiction, including the love 
triangles in mandarin duck and butterfly genre fiction, the adventures of 
"the Chinese Sherlock Holmes," Huo Sang, the muckraking fiction of late-
Qing, and Chinese science fiction. 14 These continuities again demonstrate 
the strength and atavism of popular themes, and suggest that the basic values 
and attitudes expressed in hand-copied volumes may say something even 
about the older people who generally did not read them-but who once 
did read their generic predecessors, and did feel, at least at one time, in 
sympathy. 

SOME EXAMPLES 
Most hand-copied stories can be classified into one of several standard 

types whose roots lie variously in traditional fiction and/ or Western influence. 
Below I list six important story types, and summarize an example of each. 

Detective Story 
Terrifying footsteps (Kongbu de jiaobusheng) is 25 pages long, copied 

in four or five different hands, and stapled (deceptively!) between colorful 
covers that read "Selection of Works from the Canton Exhibition of Artistic 
Photography." Set in nineteenth-century England, the story opens with an 
honest and hardworking, but poverty-stricken, university student of physics 

321



Hand-Copied Entertainment Fiction 21 

named Charlie (chali). One day Charlie's mother falls ill and needs £100,000 
for emergency surgery. Desperate to help, Charlie answers an advertisement 
that promises precisely £100,000 to anyone who will spend a night in a 
mysterious haunted house. 

It turns out that the haunted house is a trap into which a diabolic woman 
named Black Peony lures men and then has them clubbed to death by giant 
thugs from India. In a flashback we are told that Black Peony (who in fact 
is a gorgeous blonde) had begun well enough-as a professor's wife-but 
had gradually succumbed to the evil attraction of dancehalls. Eventually she 
was seduced by an Indian rajah, who then sold her into slavery and absconded. 
Furious for revenge, Black Peony traced the rajah to India, ambushed him, 
and showered him with bricks-only to discover, alas, that she had identified 
the wrong rajah. In fact the man who had tricked her had been no rajah 
at all, but a charlatan who had already been executed for other crimes. The 
real rajah was kind enough to listen to Black Peony's story and grant her 
request for 50 "toughs," 50 "braves," and 20,000 English pounds. With 
this fortification in hand, she returned to London to carry out the plan that 
would occupy the rest of her life: You see, the narrator tells us, the impact 
upon her psyche of all these events was so severe that she has sworn mortal 
revenge upon all the men of the world as her only avenue of release. 

Charlie becomes Black Peony's ninety-seventh victim. His and the other 
corpses lie in a special glass room inside the mysterious house. When one 
of these corpses suddenly springs to its feet, we find that it was a clever 
disguise of Sai Lun, a famous London detective who has been working on 
the case with his partner (and adopted "younger brother") Sai Ying. Much 
of the storytelling describes how these two crack the case and bring Black 
Peony to justice; She is tried at "the international court" in Spain, convicted, 
and, although "her story deserves our sympathy," executed for the crime of 
murder. 

Anti-Spy Story 
The annihilation of the underground stronghold (Dixia baolei de fumie) 

is set during the 1953 "Resist America, Aid Korea" campaign. 15 It tells how 
Public Security operatives uncover and destroy a chemical laboratory run by 
the CIA to develop poisons of warfare that is located beneath a graveyard 
in Chongqing. The evil group consists of three Americans (who are not 
described) and a variety of Chinese accomplices (who are described at length): 
Huang Meifang is a sexy, westernized young woman who tempts police 
agents into deathtraps; Dr. Jiang tests U.S. poisons on Chinese subjects; 
Clerk Wang has been suborned to infiltrate Public Security for the U.S.; the 
Big Black Rogue (hei dahan) does muggings and other errands; an innocent-
looking old lady wears a Rolex watch that in fact harbors a radio used for 
secret communications. The other radio in the two-way set is also inside a 
Rolex, 16 which in turn is inside a mysterious silver ball that only the craftiest 
person can figure out how to open. 
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The story is loosely constructed and introduces a variety of interesting 
incidental characters and subplots: fourteen shabby-looking but highly skilled 
artisans meet and vie to open the mysterious silver ball; a husband-wife 
pickpocket team accidentally becomes involved when they happen to swipe 
one of the Rolex radios; a shapely and promiscuous woman student of 
"physical education" is chosen by the Big Black Rogue to run one of his 
errands. 

Modern Historical Romance 
Contemporary China's oral network of "alleyway news" (xiaodao xiaox1) 

frequently carries stories about the personal lives and factional jockeyings of 
top leaders. Some of these tales, well embroidered if not downright fictive, 
were put into hand-copied volumes during the Cultural Revolution. Their 
debt to Chinese historical romance (lishi yanyi) is obvious. 

An example is The case of the Nanjing Bridge (Daqiao fengyun). 17 Set 
in 1969, it purports to explain an assassination attempt by Lin Biao against 
Mao Zedong. Mao is traveling from Beijing to Shanghai on a train that is 
scheduled to cross the Nanjing Bridge one day at 5:03 P.M. Through a 
complicated ruse, the Lin Biao group gets an unwitting old lady to carry 
a "baby" (really a time bomb) onto the bridge at precisely that time. But 
the plot is discovered, the bomb is dismantled, and Mao returns safely to 
Beijing in an airplane personally despatched by Zhou Enlai. Zhou reasons 
that the plotters must be highly placed and well connected, or they could 
not have known the top-secret details of Mao's itinerary. Hence the Public 
Security police, who probably have been infiltrated by the villains, cannot 
be trusted on the case. The army, lacking detective experience, also will not 
do. Zhou decides to call on a personal contact, one Sun Dasheng ("Great 
Victory" Sun), a detective genius who has been doing labor at a Manchurian 
May Seventh school because of his former associations with the fallen general 
Luo Ruiqing. 

Sun sets out by rail for Beijing to see Zhou Enlai, and then to Nanjing 
to work on the case. Along the way he employs clever disguises, jumping 
train several times in order to shake off tailers. He likes to smoke a pipe, 
because it "clears his head," and also because he can use its highly polished 
bowl as a convex mirror to observe people behind him.18 He is met in 
Nanjing by Public Security personnel who in fact are in the Lin Biao clique 
and among the original plotters. They take Sun to a state guest-house, where 
they try to get him drunk so they can kill him. But Sun, perceiving everything 
in advance, feigns inebriation, kills the intended assassin, and escapes to the 
roof of the guest-house where he radios General Xu Shiyou (the Nanjing 
commandant loyal to Mao and Zhou) for help. Xu responds with a battalion 
of troops. Sun is rescued but the Lin Biao people escape through an elaborate 
maze of tunnels that lie beneath the guest-house. The details of the whole 
matter became clear, we are told, after the Lin Biao affair of 1971. 
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Modern Xia (Knight Errant) Story 
Some hand-copied stories clearly echoed China's wuxia tradition. I have 

no pure example of this type, but one story, called Strange encounter with 
a wandering brave (Liulanghan de qiyu), 19 does illustrate some of its important 
features. 

Set in 1969, the story tells of a beautiful young woman named Fang 
Fang, who works as an accountant in a defense plant. All the young men 
at the plant covet her attention, but she remains aloof. One day she goes 
into town to draw the monthly wages for the entire factory. Having stuffed 
the cash into a travel bag, she then stops at a restaurant and orders two 
bowls of noodles. As she begins to eat, a big, rough, dirty beggar walks 
over, grabs one of the bowls, and wolfs it down. When she flees in panic 
this food-grabber (as such people were called) gobbles the other bowl of 
noodles, too. 

Then he notices her travel bag, and opens it to find it stuffed with money. 
At first he is overwhelmed by his good luck. Then he realizes that such a 
large amount of money can only be public funds, and that this innocent 
girl will suffer a sentence of hard labor or worse if she loses it. His xia-like 
righteousness spurs him to chase after her, return the travel bag, and insist 
that she count the money to verify that not a penny is missing. He even 
refuses the reward she offers. But he does accept her name and address and 
promises that he will seek her out if he should ever really need help. 

Some time later, wandering in the countryside, utterly destitute, he is 
forced to seek her help. He tells the gateman at her defense plant that he 
is her relative (the lie is necessary to gain admission). Fang Fang eagerly 
lends him 50 yuan, whereupon he turns and leaves. Shortly thereafter, the 
defense plant announces that it will be hiring 200 new workers, and that 
priority will go to the relatives of current workers. (The state reason for 
this policy is security, but really, the narrator tells us, it is simply a way to 
prettify use of the back door.) Fang Fang applies on behalf of her "cousin" 
the food-grabber. She asks for, and receives, the back-door assistance of a 
deputy party secretary. The food-grabber is hired, takes a bath, gets a haircut, 
dons new clothes, and turns out to be a strong and handsome young man 
named Li Chunsheng. 

Now, it turns out that the deputy party secretary who helped Fang Fang 
has lascivious designs on her. She should have suspected as much, we are 
told, as he is a divorce and well known as a dirty old man. Frantic for an 
excuse to avoid him, Fang Fang runs to Li Chunsheng and abruptly proposes 
that they marry. They do, and a year later have a baby. How strange, reflects 
the narrator, are the ways of the world! Who would have guessed that this 
gorgeous prize of a young woman would end up bearing the child of a 
grimy food-grabber? 

Triangular Love Story 
Many triangular love stories in twentieth-century China have followed a 

formula, in which a talented but unappreciated young man, the protagonist, 
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chooses between: (l) a flashy, somewhat aggressive, westernized girlfriend, 
and (2) a relatively plain, deferential, traditional young woman.20 The hand-
copied story Eternal regrets in love ( Qingtian changhen) shows that this 
formula persisted during the Cultural Revolution. The story is set in Hong 
Kong. Cai Minghui, an impecunious student, falls in love with Liu Mauling, 
a beautiful classmate from a wealthy family. The girl's snobbish parents, 
who are opposed to Minghui because of his poverty, introduce their daughter 
to a cousin who is a superficial dandy. Minghui's pride is hurt, but Mauling 
repeatedly assures him of her steadfast love. 

Mauling's parents give her an ultimatum when she graduates from high 
school: Either marry your cousin or leave Hong Kong and go to college in 
Europe. Mauling chooses Europe, and Minghui swears to wait for her return, 
however long it might take. 

Minghui seeks employment as a tutor in the house of Zhang Min, a high 
school principal. Zhang's daughter, Mengying, is a lovely and pure girl who 
unfortunately is sick with an inherited disease that keeps her at home. She 
falls in love with her tutor, Minghui, and urges that her father help him to 
attend university. Minghui does enter university, eventually graduates, and 
is invited by Zhang Min to teach at his high school. Although Minghui is 
very grateful to Mengying and her father, he remains faultlessly faithful to 
Mauling. But then, one day he receives a letter from Europe with the 
shocking news that Mauling has died in an airplane crash. Shortly thereafter, 
he decides to marry Mengying as a way to repay the kindness of the Zhang 
family. 

After six months a telegram comes from Mauling. She had miraculously 
escaped death in the airplane crash, and wonders why she has had no letters 
from Minghui. She returns to Hong Kong to take over as principal at 
(coincidentally!) the same school where Minghui teaches. She feels deeply 
resentful toward Minghui, but forgives him when she learns the truth about 
what has happened. Mengying, who now is dying, insists that the two lovers 
marry; Mauling eventually agrees. 

Pornographic Story 
Probably the most widely circulated pornographic story from the Cultural 

Revolution is called A maiden's heart (Shaonu zhi xin). In a version published 
in Hong Kong under the title The sexual experiences of a high school girl 
( Yige gaozhong nusheng de xing tiyan}, we meet Manna, a sixteen-year-old 
beauty who has just finished high school and is preparing to enter the 
Shanghai Physical Education Institute. Over the summer she meets her cousin 
Xu Xiaohua, a strong and handsome student at Fuzhou University; their 
sexual frolicking is described in vivid detail. But after about two weeks Xu 
suddenly gets a notice that he is being sent to the Soviet Union to study. 
The two young sex addicts vow to write letters, and do, but eventually 
neither letters nor self-stimulation can satisfy Manna. She meets a classmate 
named Lin Feng, who is also a splendid male specimen, and they marry. 
On their wedding night Lin becomes so aroused that he fails to notice that 
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Manna is not a virgin. This sets the stage for her to address her readers, at 
the end, with a little homily on the bliss and harmlessness of premarital 
sexual intercourse. 

* * * 
The quality of writing in hand-copied volumes is generally mediocre. 21 

Incorrectly written Chinese characters and the use of nonstandard simpli-
fications abound. The plots contain contradictions, non sequiturs, and glaring 
gaps. Some of these errors may arise from there being several authors (or 
copiers)-or even from something as simple as a torn-out page in an earlier 
version. But abrupt turns of plot are clearly literary characteristics of the 
genre. Designed to entertain, hand-copied volumes frequently sacrifice whole-
ness of plot to immediate pursuit of interest. For example, in Terrifying 
footsteps, when the narrator needs a big mansion to serve as Black Peony's 
haunted house, it is explained that the wealthy merchant who owned the 
house simply fell off a cliff one day-unfortunate for him, very convenient 
for the plot. In The Nanjing Bridge, when super-detective Sun Dasheng is 
met in Nanjing by Lin Biao's group, who are bent on killing him, why don't 
they just do it? The plot offers no logical reason for delay, but the imperatives 
of storytelling do: We have still to hear about the mysterious guest-house 
with its maze of tunnels and push-button trapdoors, Sun's dramatic escape 
to the roof, and much more. 

Abrupt turns of plot also provide surprise, one of the favorite technical 
effects in these stories. Surprise can be generated when the reader is tricked 
into mistaken assumptions, as when the reader is told that 97 corpses are 
lying in a row, and then suddenly one "corpse" springs to its feet; or when 
Black Peony attacks a rajah and the reader later learns that it was the wrong 
rajah. Surprise is also generated when pertinent information is withheld 
through use of nonchronological narration. Black Peony's dastardly behavior, 
for example, is made all the more stupefying because there is no sign until 
the end, in one big flashback, of the life-story that led up to it. Yet another 
device for inducing surprise is far-fetched coincidence: When she returns 
from Europe, Liu Manling just happens to find work at the high school 
where her old flame is teaching; when Fang Fang goes desperately in search 
of her "wandering brave," she just happens to find him on a busy railway 
platform. Surprise also comes from strange juxtapositions, especially of things 
normally taken to be separate or incompatible. This effect is often explicitly 
labeled qi, or "marvelous." It is qi, for example, that a Rolex watch should 
double as a two-way radio, or that a famous beauty should end up married 
to a food-grabber. 22 

Why is surprise so important? Does its apparently great appeal to con-
temporary Chinese readers perhaps reflect (as it has in other cultural contexts) 
a boredom with daily life? One imagines a young urban worker, riding the 
same bus back and forth between the same factory and the same small flat 
at the same times each day, or the sent-down youth with nothing to look 
at but ricefields and the same mountain for several years. 
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OBSERVATIONS 
That stories such as those summarized above even existed during the 

Cultural Revolution is a fact that at first can seem startling, and it is worth 
reflecting upon. We must, somehow, conceive these stories as organic parts 
of the same complex collage of popular thought that included the extremely 
different, formal political language that appeared in slogans, speeches, news-
papers, and indeed almost everywhere. The existence of hand-copied volumes 
establishes that formal political language reflected only one level of everyday 
thought even during tightly controlled periods such as the Cultural Revo-
lution; it further establishes that the range of such thought has far exceeded 
what has been acknowledged in official Chinese sources or very well known 
in the West. Between such disparate phenomena as Terrifying footsteps on 
one side and an official slogan like "Combat Revisionism" on the other, 
much, obviously, can be thought. We are challenged not only to probe this 
large space, but to re-evaluate the place of official thought within it. 

What follows, under eight arbitrary headings, are some preliminary re-
flections on what can be learned from the hand-copied volumes listed in 
the bibliography at the end of this chapter. 

Politics 
Hand-copied stories seldom include the official political language at all, 

and when they do, it appears only incidentally, even somewhat artificially. 
In The annihilation of the underground stronghold, Chairman Mao is suddenly 
quoted as saying, "Defeated enemies are never happy with their defeat. They 
always have to make their last desperate efforts." Such phrases intrude 
artificially enough as to suggest that they may have been added as protection 
in case of discovery by the authorities. Similarly, the political tenet that 
workers are honest and good is observed in the labeling of incidental characters, 
who, for example, volunteer to wheel a wounded Public Security agent to 
a hospital on a pedicab. In no such case, though, is politics at all vital to 
the storytelling. 

A more interesting fact is that heroes and villains are sometimes politically 
defined: The heroes of Underground stronghold are Public Security special-
agents and the villains are CIA agents. Yet it is important to note that the 
appeal of the villains is not their politics but their dastardly derring-do, 
their underground weapons laboratory, their quick getaways, their two-way 
radios, etc. Similarly the Public Security police, although clearly the good 
guys, are not good because of their politics, which in fact are not mentioned 
at all. Nor are they quite as interesting as the bad guys, who generally 
outshine them in technique, and sometimes even make them seem like 
bumblers. In short, the identification of the "good" and "bad" characters 
as Public Security and CIA appears to be simply a convention of the 
storytelling-perhaps taken for granted as thoroughly as were cowboys versus 
Indians tales in the United States of the 1950s. 
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But in another way, the topic of politics does engage genuine interest, 
specifically in the "modern historical romances" and their fascination with 
high-level politics. 23 In The Nanjing Bridge, we see Mao Zedong jockeying 
against Lin Biao and Zhang Chunqiao, with General Xu Shiyou as a pawn 
in their game. In sharp contrast to the occasional sprinkling of political 
language described above, this kind of meaty reference to politics clearly 
was not done for the sake of protective cover-indeed, it was done at 
considerable risk. Mao Zedong is not always referred to as "Chairman Mao"; 
he is sometimes just "Mao," or even "the old man" {lao touzi). Part of the 
enjoyment is that the reader, as a kind of voyeur, can experience the sense 
of being elevated to a level of near-parity with these mighty historical figures. 

Authority 
Though official ideology is absent or merely incidental in hand-copied 

volumes, traditional attitudes about authority are powerfully present. Au-
thority figures embody a combination of power and morality that resembles 
Confucian de. They consider all angles, reflect (with furrowed brow, typically) 
on what is right, and pronounce decisions that have moral force like that 
of a sage's. In The Nanjing Bridge, Mao Zedong considers what to do about 
Xu Shiyou's report that Mao's train was almost blown up on the bridge. 
He decides, first, that Xu Shiyou is a good person. Then he instructs Zhang 
Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan, who are enemies of Xu Shiyou, to proceed to 
Shanghai and inform Xu's other enemies that he, Mao, personally says Xu 
is a good proletarian commandant. Zhang and Yao, who have no alternative 
before the power of Mao, obsequiously agree. 

The connection between power and "face" is clear: Each supports the 
other. Mao's tremendous face gives him enormous power; in turn, he uses 
his power to preserve his face. For example, the investigation of the assas-
sination attempt must be kept strictly secret because if rumors about it were 
to spread among the common people, these very rumors would harm Mao's 
prestige. That someone-anyone-would want to kill him detracts from his 
face and thus his power. (Note the interesting contrast with assassination 
attempts in the modern West: When President Ronald Reagan was shot, his 
popularity in the polls went up, not down.) 

The attitudes of subordinates toward superiors provide even clearer evidence 
of authoritarianism. Indeed, the punctilious observance of bureaucratic form, 
in the context of thriller stories, can produce amusing results. In The Nanjing 
Bridge, a detective is crawling along the top of a speeding train, heading 
for tlie engine, with his pursuers constantly shooting at him from behind; 
when he reaches the engine he climbs into the cab, and, before doing anything 
else, presents his documents, including a personal letter from Zhou Enlai, 
to the panicked engineers. Similarly, if an underling does not have proper 
authorization, the first thing he does is seek it. The soldier who discovers 
the ticking bomb on the Nanjing bridge decides that, first of all, he had 
better call headquarters with a report. Only when this is done does he go 
back to dismantle the bomb. In Underground stronghold, Detective Shen, 
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in hot pursuit of a CIA agent, is wounded and disappears. His two assistants, 
instead of continuing the chase on their own, look at each other in surprise 
and decide that "since there's nothing we can do (meiyou banfa), we'd better 
return to the precinct and report to the leadership on all that has happened."24 

Women 
The authoritarianism that defines the relationship between superiors and 

subordinates clearly conditions male-female relations as well. For example, 
in the husband-wife pickpocket team in Underground stronghold, the husband 
is clearly in charge and the wife obeys. Once, when they are lying in bed 
and hear mysterious footsteps outside, the husband tells the wife to get up 
and check things out. 25 The wife is also morally weaker. The two both know 
that picking pockets is wrong, but it is the woman who has relapses and 
occasionally lures the man back into the despicable practice. (This assumption, 
that wives tend to be more selfish and corrupt than husbands, is widely 
reflected in the aboveground literature of the post-Mao period as well.)26 

The consignment of women to inferior positions is not consciously asserted 
by storytellers; it emerges from their implicit assumptions. The fact that this 
kind of implicit assumption appears in popular stories tells us something, 
presumably, about common attitudes in everyday life. 

But there is a very different way, using these stories, to study popular 
ideas about women. Storytellers sometimes fashion images of women-quite 
consciously, in this case-that obviously are not typical of daily life, but 
still tell us much about popular stereotypes and persistent cultural myths. 
Black Peony, for example, is as unusual as she can be, not at all representative 
of daily life. Indeed, the reader's fascination with her depends on this fact. 
She and Huang Meifang in Underground stronghold are femmes fatales who 
lure men to their deaths. Although they clearly resemble the fox fairy of 
Chinese tradition, contemporary readers also insist that such characters stand 
for Jiang Qing, and that the popularity of reading about them during the 
Cultural Revolution sprang in part from the chance for vicarious expression 
of an otherwise forbidden loathing. 

Another stereotype is the woman who has abandoned herself to sex. The 
shapely twenty-two-year-old in Underground stronghold, who is called Wild 
Rose, "makes friends indiscriminately" (Juan jiao pengyou). The heroine in 
Sister Xia (A Xia) abandons herself to sex as a means of revenge upon her 
unfaithful boyfriend. Manna in The sexual experiences of a high school girl 
is simply overwhelmed by the pure pleasure of the act. But the point of 
view in describing all these young women is, interestingly, what I would 
call male, in the sense of being designed to satisfy male, not female, fantasies. 27 

The same seems to be true of other pornographic media such as videotapes, 
playing cards, and ballpoint pens. (The latter, for example, feature nude 
women, not nude men.) 

Foreign Lands 
One of the most surprising aspects of hand-copied fiction from the Cultural 

Revolution period is how much it is concerned with foreign countries. During 
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years when China has commonly been described, by Chinese as well as by 
foreigners, as sealed off or turned inward, it is most interesting to note how 
frequently underground entertainment fiction was set in foreign countries 
or otherwise involved with foreign cultures. Some hand-copied volumes, as 
noted above, were translations of foreign works, and those written in China 
only strengthen the impression of a popular fascination with the outside 
world. TerrifYing footsteps, complete with a Charlie, a Herman, a blonde, 
and a rajah, is set in England. Eternal regrets in love is set in Hong Kong, 
and one protagonist goes to Europe for study. Similarly, The second handshake 
follows a young woman in her pursuit of medical education in the United 
States, where she lives in a southern mansion replete with white pillars, black 
servants, telephones, and automobiles. In Long runs the Pearl River (Zhujiang 
shui chang), the bloody political feuding of two Cantonese families ends 
when a young man helps members of both families to sneak out to Hong 
Kong.28 Even the straight pornography of The sexual experiences of a high 
school girl includes a touch of foreign interest, as the protagonist dons 
imported bikini underwear to set out for an evening of pleasure. 

Such preoccupation with the outside world may surprise us, but it is 
explainable. Indeed, it may be precisely the "sealing off'' of China that best 
explains popular curiosity about the outside world, as well as the necessity 
of seeking information through an illicit medium like hand-copied fiction. 
It is well known that when China reopened to the outside after Mao, some 
of the first questions (asked by many people, in various ways) were: What 
has been going on outside? What have we been missing? Viewed in the 
context of this post-Mao rush to explore the outside, the strong foreign 
component in hand-copied volumes seems quite natural. 

Although much of the interest in foreign things can be understood as 
curiosity about what has been going on, there clearly are deeper concerns 
as well. Both Eternal regrets in love and The second handshake are triangular 
love stories in which a male protagonist chooses between two young women: 
one who is more active, well educated, strong-willed, and ready to journey 
abroad; the other who is more traditionally Chinese, preferring to stay at 
home and be domestic, deferential, and a bit boring, but always familiar 
and reliable. This kind of triangle, which has strong roots in prerevolutionary 
popular fiction, 29 can be read as allegory for a very fundamental cultural 
question: How much should China westernize, and how much traditional 
Chineseness should be preserved?3° Which "girlfriend" should be China's 
future? When these kinds of questions persist in popular storytelling, it 
becomes apparent that the cultural problems of westernization are much 
deeper than the stylishness and curiosity that readily appear on the surface. 

Evil, Spies, Secrecy, and Intrigue 
Hand-copied stories are clear-cut in their distinctions between morally 

good and morally bad characters: The destitute vagabond in Strange encounter 
with a wandering brave is clearly a good person. Although forced by 
circumstances to be a food-grabber, his fundamental morality is beyond 
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question because of his insistence on returning every penny of the travel 
bag stuffed with money. 

But if the goodness of the good characters can be startling, the evilness 
of the bad ones is downright engrossing, and clearly an important source 
of entertainment. The temptresses are as alluring as they are lethal, the spies 
as spiffy as they are heinous. The symbolism of the color black is often used 
to capture this evil-but-alluring quality. Black Peony (who is actually blonde) 
is a good example. The Big Black Rogue in Underground stronghold wears 
all black clothes. Something like the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood, the 
rogue intercepts a little girl on her way to her grandmother's house, and, 
smiling through an unshaven, "black" face, tells her just to call him Uncle 
Black (hei shushu). 

Good and evil in personal character are tied in patriotism and even 
national defense. Fang Fang in Strange encounter with a wandering brave 
works in a weapons plant. The villains in One embroidered boot ( Yizhi 
xiuhua xue) are KMT spies who seek to blow up Chongqing. In both 
Underground stronghold and The second handshake, the villains are U.S. 
spies producing chemical weaponry. In short, there is plenty of evidence 
that traditional Chinese assumptions about the natural connection between 
morality and patriotism survive, not only in the public expressions of political 
leaders and intellectuals, but in unmonitored popular fiction as well. 

Much of the appeal of spies and detectives has to do with their technique. 
We have noted how Sun Dasheng in The Nanjing Bridge uses his glossy 
pipe-bowl as a convex rearview mirror. He also ditches tailers by jumping 
off the front of a moving train, waiting until they jump off after him, and 
then leaping aboard the last car as the train rumbles on. Besides such 
cleverness of stratagem, which is reminiscent of both Zhuge Liang and James 
Bond, there is a cleverness of case-cracking, of making rational deductions 
that illustrate the scientific method of Sherlock Holmes (or his early twentieth-
century Chinese clone, Huo Sang). For example, when an old lady asks a 
soldier on the Nanjing Bridge to hold a well-wrapped baby for a few minutes, 
explaining that the baby was put in her care by his fellow soldiers on behalf 
of their senior officer (shouzhang), the soldier immediately reasons that: (I) 
he and his fellow soldiers never use the term shouzhang for the two lianzhang 
of their company, and (2) neither of their two commanders is married, and 
therefore, (3) there is something suspicious about this "baby." He unwraps 
it to find a ticking bomb and, as noted above, hastens to file a report. 

Many techniques involve secrecy and deception. These go beyond personal 
disguises, plentiful and imaginative though these are. Deception can be 
massive and multilayered, and considerable interest attaches to plumbing its 
depths. The denouement of the The Nanjing Bridge, for example, reveals a 
massive network of secret tunnels beneath a state guest-house. The villains 
escape through these tunnels, and a detective discovers them only when a 
guest-house cook tells him that a button on the wall behind a portrait of 
Mao opens a trapdoor at the base of the wall. After determining, through 
Holmesian deduction, that the cook must be telling the truth, the detective 
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finds the button, pushes it, and descends through the trapdoor, where he 
discovers a maze so vast that he abandons the hope of chasing the villains 
and settles for dismantling a time bomb that he finds tied to a corpse. 

Clearly it cannot be inferred that secrecy and deception in Chinese society 
match what is found in the flamboyant imaginations of popular storytellers. 
What we can say with some confidence is that readers of hand-copied volumes 
have found these ideas fun to think about. The ideas may reflect the obsession 
with secrecy that centers in China's Public Security bureaucracy, but, just 
as importantly, they may reflect a social context whose ordinariness and lack 
of privacy make huge secrets seem fun precisely because they are so impossible. 

Science, Technology, and Gadgetry 
Pure science is viewed as good in hand-copied volumes. Charlie in Terrifying 

footsteps, is a student of physics-a detail that helps to indicate that he is 
a stalwart, correctly directed young man. But more frequently, science and 
technology are mentioned as objects of curiosity, aspects of the wondrous, 
wide world of modern and foreign things. In Underground stronghold, a 
detective enters an apparently normal room and, with stylish savoir-faire, 
asks if it is soundproofed. The same sense of mystery attends the later 
appearance of the small silver ball that secretly harbors the Rolex watch that 
is also a two-way radio. 

Heroes 
A hero is both morally correct and technically skilled; that is, he knows 

the right ends and has the means to achieve them. His morality is measured 
by his ends, not by his means. Thus, the food-grabber grabs food (which 
might seem wrong) because he needs to live (which lets him do good). The 
same logic makes it quite all right for him to lie to get past the arrogant 
gatekeeper at Fang Fang's defense plant. In such matters, efficiency is his 
only concern. His morality, as we have seen, is stupendously established by 
his insistence on returning a travel bag stuffed with money. 

Some heroes resemble the xia (knight errant) of traditional Chinese fiction. 
The food-grabber is actually referred to as a modern jianghu qixia or "strange 
roving knight." True to that image, his inner qualities are not apparent in 
his extremely shabby external appearance. The fourteen artisans in Under-
ground stronghold, who meet to try to open the mysterious silver ball, 
recall the traditional xia even more vividly: All are shabby-looking but famous; 
each has prodigious skills; each has come to vie for the prize of showing 
that his skills are greatest; the thirteen who lose observe the ethic of 
withdrawing in deference to the greater gongfu of the one who succeeds. 

Narrators of stories side with their heroes in moral terms, and either say 
or imply that readers should do so as well. This is true, amazingly, even in 
the unabashed pornography of The sexual experiences of a high school girl. 
The descriptions in this work are so explicit that the young woman narrator 
cannot assume the detached pose used by narrators in traditional Chinese 
pornography-that is, of warning readers against evil. Still, she manages to 
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maintain the principle that, in telling her story, she is guiding readers for 
their own good. She does this by turning the warning against evil around, 
and frankly offering "advice" to the "lovable girls of the world" about how 
wonderful sex actually is. 

Underdogs 
The humble, the dispossessed, and the unappreciated are frequently elevated 

to respectability in hand-copied fiction. Charlie in Terrifying footsteps is 
penniless, and his mother is a washerwoman, yet he is a university student 
of physics. Cai Minghui in Eternal regrets in Jove is similarly penniless, and 
similarly a brilliant student. Like the caizi (man of talent) in traditional 
talent-and-beauty stories, he is worry-laden and somewhat sickly, and his 
brilliance is generally unappreciated by the world. 31 Both Sai Ying in Terrifying 
footsteps and Little Zhang, one of the junior detectives in Underground 
stronghold, were orphans, cast off by the world. Their talent goes unrecognized 
until they are "adopted" and trained by the senior detectives Sai Lun and 
Chief Sun, respectively. Coupled, sometimes, with the implication that the 
lowly are virtuous is the charge that those on top can be evil: The party 
secretary in Sister Xia, for all the propriety and morality in his outward 
demeanor, secretly funnels every pretty girl in his factory through his bedroom. 

It seems likely that the popularity of these pro-underdog themes may 
arise from the need for self-respect among young readers. What does one 
do if one feels-as many educated youth during and after the Cultural 
Revolution apparently did-that one's talents have been wasted, that one 
has been insufficiently appreciated, and that less qualified people have been 
rewarded? What if one gets nowhere in protesting these things? Well, one 
can read stories about the talents of the penniless, the hidden potential of 
orphans, the immaculate morality of people who look like beggars, and the 
secret iniquity of those who appear respectable. Such reading can bring 
comfort in several ways. First, obviously, it helps to rationalize why one 
might not be doing so well: Sometimes the world is just upside-down. 
Second, it helps dispel the sense of solitary suffering by allowing identification 
with fictional characters who share one's plight. Third, a reader probably 
can, in many cases, actually stand above such fictional characters and derive 
comfort from the sense that, however bad things are, he or she is still doing 
reasonably well compared to those (equally talented) people who are, after 
all, beggars, orphans, and hand launderers. 

Although this kind of pro-underdog ideology may seem to resemble 
democratic thought in certain ways, it is importantly different. It seems to 
accept hierarchy and authoritarianism entirely, merely protesting that people 
who truly deserve recognition do not get it. The continued acceptance of 
hierarchy can be seen in the just-mentioned cases of the two penniless 
orphans trained to be detectives: Both are taken on as the "younger brothers" 
of their senior partners (and saviors), to whom they remain unquestioningly 
subordinate. Similarly, the fourteen shabby artisans who match skills in 
cracking the silver ball implicitly accept the hierarchical principle that dif-
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ferences in skill should determine differences in rank among them. The 
underdog ideology does not offer new rules for society; in fact, it often 
underscores the old rules. 

* * * 
When I first discovered and began to read hand-copied volumes, I expected 

to find something different and perhaps distinctively Chinese. I suppose 
there were a few reasons for this. The materials were, after all: (1) illicit 
sources, (2) from the still-mysterious Cultural Revolution period, and (3) 
produced in a culture whose ways of thinking even in "normal" times are 
always interesting but not always fathomable. Some of what I have found, 
and analyzed above, may indeed seem especially Chinese-for example, the 
pronounced deference to bureaucratic authority, the notion of a contaminating 
allure in Western things, and the culturally allegorical triangular love stories. 
But it may also be that I write about such things because I enjoy finding 
Chinese phenomena. 

From a larger perspective, it is worth observing that the basic content of 
hand-copied volumes is not unusual at all: crime, corpses, lovers, sex, intrigue, 
and other thoroughly ordinary least common denominators of what has 
interested human beings everywhere and at all times. Are the stories flam-
boyant? Yes. Far-fetched? To be sure. But exotic? Not at all. I find this solid 
evidence of the commonality of popular human interests, even in the most 
peculiar of social conditions, to be refreshing. 

NOTES 
1. Two originals in my possession are written, for example, on letterhead that 

reads "Zhanjiang District Revolutionary Committee" and "Revolutionary Committee 
of the Second People's Hospital of Kaifeng City," respectively. 

2. Because hand-copied volumes could be reproduced indefinitely and at low cost, 
they did not develop black-market prices. But other, non-handmade materials that 
circulated with them did. A 1983 survey in Shanghai found sexually explicit pictorials 
for 10 yuan or more, ballpoint pens that displayed nudes for 20 yuan, and a pack 
of obscene playing cards for 50 yuan. See Fudan daxue zhexuexi qibaji diaocha xiaozu, 
"Zhongshi huangse shouchaoben dui zhongxuesheng de duhai" (Take seriously the 
pernicious influence of obscene hand-copied volumes on high school students], Qingnian 
yanjiu, May 1983, p. 51. I am grateful to Stanley Rosen for providing me with this 
survey report. 

3. For details, see Perry Link, Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies: Popular Fiction 
in Early Twentieth-Century Chinese Cities (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1981), pp. 237-239. 

4. Ding Wangyi, "Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue" [Underground literature in 
mainland China], Part 2, Haineiwai (New York), February 1979, p. 30. 

5. Wang Weiling, "Zai jiankuzhong molian, zai douzhengzhong chengzhang: Ji 
Di'erci woshou de xiezuo he zaoyu" [Tempered by hardships, raised in struggle: 
Notes on the writing and the fate of The second handshake], Wenyi bao (Beijing), 
no. 357 (September 1979), pp. 47-48; also interview by Perry Link at the China 
Youth Publishing House, October 8, 1979. 
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6. Ding, "Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue." 
7. According to the Fudan University survey (cited in note 2), the pornographic 

story A maiden's heart spread widely on audiotapes in Shanghai. Pornographic videotapes 
have spread during the post-Mao years as well (see Xu Yihui, "Huangse luxiang dui 
qingshaonian de duhai" [The pernicious influence of pornographic videotapes on 
youth), Qingnian yanjiu, January 1986, pp. 47-48). 

8. See Ding, "Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue," Part 3, Haineiwai, March 1979, 
pp. 18-20; Miriam London and Ta-ling Lee, "Two Poems from the Chinese Un-
derground," American Spectator, November 1979, pp. 20-21. The editors of Guang-
zhou wenyi claim that their special column on Song poetry became a hand-copied 
volume in northwest China (interview by Perry Link, March 7, 1980). 

9. The bibliography lists my personal collection of hand-copied volumes, plus 
those for which I have summaries. My five originals, which were given to me by 
friends in China, are certainly relatively mild in their content. No friend would have 
dared, for example, to give me pornography; my two pornographic examples (one in 
summary) are from the Hong Kong press. 

10. Fudan daxue zhexuexi qibaji diaocha xiaozu, "Zhongshi huangse shouchaoben 
dui zhongxuesheng de duhai," pp. 52-53. 

ll. "Guangzhou juexin jiaqiang shehui wenhua guanli gongzuo," Yangcheng 
wanbao, May 30, 1980, p. l. 

12. Perry Link, interview of officials at the China Youth Publishing House, October 
8, 1979; Gu Zhicheng, "The Second Handshake, a New Bestseller," Chinese Literature 
(Beijing), January 1980, p. 104. 

13. Compare, for example, Strange encounter with a wandering brave (see Bib-
liography) with Jin Yanhua and Wang Jingquan, "Cries from Death Row" [Silaoli de 
nahan], Guangxi wenyi, January 1980, pp. 3-13. 

14. See Link, Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies, pp. 22, 23, 30, 41, 42, 133-140. 
15. The anti-spy (fante) genre in contemporary China has developed largely in 

imitation of Soviet anti-spy stories that were imported into China in the 1950s. 
16. The stylishness of the Rolex brand, incidentally, seems to have survived the 

revolution as much as State Express cigarettes and Johnnie Walker Black Label scotch. 
17. This work was published, after an undetermined amount of editing, in Hong 

Kong in 1979 (see Bibliography). 
18. The pipe also suggests Sherlock Holmes, who is well known to the popular 

Chinese readership. 
19. Published in Hong Kong; see Bibliography. 
20. Prominent examples are Xu Zhenya's Yuli hun, Zhang Henshui's Fate in tears 

and laughter, and Zhang Yang's The second handshake; see Link, Mandarin Ducks 
and Butterflies, pp. 22-39, 40-54, 236-239. 

21. An apparent exception is Strange encounter with a wandering brave, described 
above. My text of this story is from the Hong Kong magazine Guanchajia, whose 
editors may have repaired the work to some extent before publishing it. But it is 
unlikely they would have invented lively phrases in parallel style such as /ian zou 
dai pao "ran headlong" or bafang la guanxi, sichu zou houmen "pulling strings in 
the eight places, going the back door in the four directions"; or that they would 
have worked up the marvelously vivid description of the beggar frantically boarding 
a bus, startling fellow passengers, and peering out in pursuit of Fang Fang. This text 
also employs traditional storyteller's conventions, such as opening an episode with 
hua shuo "we were saying"; introducing action with zhi jian "and then it was seen 
that"; and addressing readers directly with ge wei "all of you." The writer of this 
work, unlike those of most hand-copied volumes, must have been elderly, educated 
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before the revolution; indeed, he refers to himself at one point as a "sorry old man" 
(zao laotou). 

22. The devices through which surprise is sprung are by no means peculiar to 
hand-copied volumes. They are thoroughly familiar in aboveground post-Mao fiction, 
and are well rooted in traditional Chinese storytelling as well. A few appear to be 
attributable to Western literary influences. Clarification of these various literary roots 
and connections would be a large task, beyond the scope of the present chapter. 

23. One modern historical romance is called Plum blossom party (Meihua dang). 
I have not seen it, but according to Ding Wangyi ("Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue," 
p. 19}, it is a panoramic saga of the revolution, tightly knit and well crafted. Apparently 
it accepts the official Cultural Revolution line sufficiently (calling Wang Guangmei a 
"head spy for the KMT," for example) that it was published neibu (for internal 
distribution) and became, according to Ding, the most widely circulated underground 
work during the Cultural Revolution. 

24. This episode is reminiscent of an underground joke I heard in Guangzhou 
in 1980: A large house has three floors, one occupied by Vietnamese, one by Americans, 
one by Chinese. The house catches fire. The Vietnamese (cowards, of course) flee. 
The Americans run for buckets and ropes, splashing and shouting in a frenzy. The 
Chinese hold a meeting to summarize the current situation. 

25. This works oppositely at my house in the United States. 
26. Examples are: Qin Bo in Chen Rong's Ren dao zhongnian [At middle age], 

Shouhuo, January 1980, pp. 52-92; the general's wife in Bai Hua's Yi shu xinzha 
[A bundle of letters], Renmin wenxue, January 1980, pp. 24-40; and Deputy Secretary 
Kuang's wife in the film Xiang qing [Call of the countryside], Hu Bingliu and Wang 
Jin, dirs., Guangzhou: Pearl River Studio, 1981. The aboveground examples, including 
the three cited, tend to be set in well-to-do official families. 

27. It is possible that the story Sister xia is an exception, but I cannot be sure 
because I have not read the original. According to a summary by Ding Wangyi 
("Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue," Part 1, Haineiwai, January 1979, p. 19}, the 
young woman called Sister Xia, after learning that her boyfriend has secretly taken 
an additional lover, reasons that if men can wantonly take their pleasure with women, 
why can't women similarly take their pleasure with men? As she sets out to act on 
this principle, one of her encounters is with the party secretary of her factory, who, 
she learns, has been bedding down with all the attractive women workers. This inspires 
her fantasy that, if someday she could become a woman party secretary, then she 
could have all the good-looking young men. Proto-feminist though this may seem, 
one would have to study the rhetoric of the fiction before drawing conclusions. 

28. I have seen only Ding Wangyi's summary ("Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue," 
pp. 19-20}, not the original, of Zhujiang shui chang. The topic of es.caping secretly 
from China is obliquely referred to as well in Wang Jing's In the archives of society 
(Zai shehui de dang'anli}, which was originally published in the unofficial journal 
Fertile Earth [Wotu], January 1979, and later in the official journal Cinematic Creations 
[Dianying chuangzou], October 1979. Generally, of course, stealing out of China is 
an extremely taboo topic in public discourse. 

29. See Link, Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies, pp. 23-30, 41-42. 
30. It is interesting that the fear of cultural pollution from the West appears in 

hand-copied volumes. Both Black Peony and Huang Meifang (see the section on 
women) operate from Western-style dancehalls, and such dancehalls are what originally 
drew Black Peony morally astray. Such facts show that concern with cultural pollution 
is by no means limited to ideological conservatives in the party like Hu Qiaomu and 
Deng Liqun. 
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31. For more information see Link, Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies, pp. 64-78. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY OF HAND-COPIED VOLUMES 

Originals (in Perry Link's Library) 
Dixia baolei de fumie (The annihilation of the underground stronghold), 31 pp. 
Kongbu de jiaobusheng (Terrifying footsteps), 25 pp. 
Qingtian changhen (Eternal regrets in love), 29 pp. 
Renxinglun (On human nature), 38 pp. 
Tali de nuren (Woman in the tower). Wumingshi, 142 pp. 

In Reprinted Form 
Daqiao fengyun (The case of the Nanjing Bridge). "Organized" by You Kecun (pseud.). 

Guanchajia (Hong Kong), 1979. 
Di'erci woshou (The second handshake). Zhang Yang. Beijing: China Youth Publishing 

House, 1979. 
Gongkai de qingshu (Open love letters). Jin Fan (pseud.). Shiyue (Beijing), January 

1980. 
Liulanghan de qiyu (Strange encounter with a wandering brave). Sha Tian (pseud.). 

Guanchajia (Hong Kong), 1979. 
Yige gaozhong nusheng de xing tiyan (The sexual experiences of a high school girl). 

Xie zhen: Haiwaiban (Hong Kong), February 1987. 

In Summary Form* 
A Xia (Sister Xia) 
Hong (Rainbow) 
Meihua dang (Plum blossom party) 
Meizhou bao shisan hao (American panther no. 13). A translation of a Soviet anti-

spy story. 
Xiangjiang hong (Xiang river's red) 
Yizhi xiuhua xue (One embroidered boot) 
Zhujiang shui chang (Long runs the Pearl River) 

*The summary of Yizhi xiuhua xue is from several interviews. The other summaries are from 
Ding Wangyi, "Zhongguo dalu de dixia wenxue," Part 1, Haineiwai, January 1979, pp. 18-20. 

337



Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung

Directives Regarding Cultural
Revolution

1966-69

It is to the advantage of despots to keep people ignorant; it is to our advantage to make

them intelligent. We must lead all of them gradually away from ignorance.

(11-2-1966)

This big-character poster at Peking University is a Marxist-Leninist one which should be at

once broadcast and published in the newspapers.

(1-6-1966)

Wind will not cease even if trees want to rest.

(2-6-1966)

Without destruction there can be no construction; without blockage there can be no flow;

without stoppage there can be no movement.

(8-6-1966)

The  exploiters  and  reactionaries  are,  under  any  circumstance,  the  minority  while  the

exploited and revolutionaries are the majority. Therefore the dictatorship of the former is

unjustifiable, whereas that of the latter is fully justifiable.

(17-6-1966)

(Comments on the Seven Good Examples of the Manual Work of Chekiang Cadres)

Class struggle, productive struggle, and scientific experiment are three great revolutionary

movements for the construction of a great socialist country, the safeguard for a communist

against bureaucratism, revisionism, and dogmatism so that he can be ever victorious, and the

dependable guarantee for the proletariat to unite with other broad working masses to carry

out democratic dictatorship.

(26-6-1966)

In  the  great  proletarian  Cultural  Revolution,  it  is  imperative  to  organize  and  enlarge

proletarian left-wing forces, depending on them to arouse, unite, and educate the masses.

(3-7-1966)

No need to be afraid of tidal waves; human society has been evolved out of ‘tidal waves’.

x1.00
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(26-7-1966)

Swimming has its rules. It is easy to learn once you know the rules.

(26-7-1966)

My wish is to join all the comrades of our party to learn from the masses, to continue to be

a school-boy.

Even the transformation from a quantitative to a qualitative change and the negation of

negation are both unifications of contradictions. However you argue, they are still struggles

of opposites. Dialectics can be made monistic, never pluralistic. Nature and society are full of

contradictions. As soon as a contradiction is resolved, a new one emerges. There is no world

or  society  without  contradictions.  Sometimes  we  may  not  be  able  to  name  a  specific

contradiction,  but  it  exists  all  the  same.  Contradictions  are  the  motivating  force  of  the

development of everything. This has been so in the past, is so at present, and will be so in

future.

(30-7-1966)

For our youth, the major subject of study is class struggle.

(2-8-1996)

You  should  pay  attention  to  state  affairs  and  carry  the  Great  Proletarian  Cultural

Revolution through to the end!

(Statement to the crowd on ‘meeting the masses’ in Peking on 10 August 1966)

We must never detach ourselves from the masses, so that we may know them, understand

them, be with them, and serve them well.

(17-8-1966).

This is a movement on a vast scale. It has indeed mobilized the masses. It is of very great

significance to the revolutionization of the thinking of the people throughout the country.

(Statement at first Red Guard rally; 18 August 1966)

A communist must never stay aloof from or above the masses like a bureaucrat. He ought

to be like an ordinary worker in the presence of the masses, join them, and become one of

them.

(20-8-1966).

Let the rest of the country come to Peking or Peking go to the rest of the country. . . Let

[those who live] at other places come and see. After all, the trains are free now, are they not?

(21-8-1966).

Almost ninety per cent of the work teams throughout the whole country have committed

general mistakes in their orientation.

x1.00
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(22-8-1966)

It  will  not  do  to  depend  on  the  work  teams  coming  from  the  Navy,  Air  Force,  and

governmental agencies. They neither teach nor learn. How can they understand the conditions

in the schools? There is Chien Po-tsan at Peking University who has written many books and

essays. Have you read them? You see, how do you [begin to] criticize them? The Cultural

Revolution at schools must not depend on work teams; nor must it depend on you [those

attending the eleventh plenum – Ed.] or me. It must depend, on the revolutionary teachers

and students at schools.

(26-8-1966)

(I  [Ch’en Yi] did things like this in the past.  I  beat people up and put dunce caps on

landlords and local ruffians.) But Chairman said: ‘We must not do it this way. This is the

peasants’ way, not our way’.

(Reported by Ch’en Yi in a speech to the students of the Foreign Language School, 30-8-1966).

(Chairman Mao wrote these eight characters in the Sixteen Articles): ‘yao yung wen-tou;

pu yung wu-tou’ (wage peaceful, not violent, struggles). (These eight characters were added

by Chairman Mao personally; the original draft [of the 16 Articles] did not have them. . .

Words to the effect ‘Do not beat people up’ were copied from the 23 Articles and they were

crossed out by the Chairman who personally wrote these eight characters.)

(Reported by the first secretary of the Hunan provincial committee of the CCP at a

meeting of the staff and students of the colleges in Ch’angsha, 31-8-1966).

None of those who repressed student movements has ended well. The Manchu government

repressed them; how did it end? The Northern warlords did the same. How did they end?

Chiang Kai-shek repressed them; how, did he end? Lu P’ing of Peking University and Chiang

Nan-hsiang of Tsinghua University did exactly the same; how did they end? The work teams

sent out later also repressed them. Now they have met their doom. Of course, we must add

that the blame goes to those who sent them.

(2-9-1966).

The great  proletarian Cultural  Revolution is  a  revolution that  touches the souls  of  the

people.

To realize [the goals of] this revolution, [we must] resort to peaceful, not violent, struggles.

(5-9-1966).

In  any  revolution,  its  internal  causes  are  fundamental  and  its  external  ones  are

supplementary.

(7-9-1966).

A revolution depends on an inner core. This, the bourgeois faction in authority and the

faction in authority which has committed mistakes know best; [their] peripheral organizations
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merely add fuel to the fire.

(7-9-1966)

The more  you study,  the  more  stupid  you become.  You are  now at  a  crucial  time of

transition; you must learn the right way.

Young people should be permitted to make mistakes. As long as their general orientation is

correct, let them make minor mistakes. I believe that they can correct themselves in practical

work.

(13-9-1966).

The basic contradiction the great proletarian Cultural Revolution is trying to resolve is the

one between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, between the proletarian and bourgeois roads.

The main point of the movement is to struggle against the capitalist roaders in authority in

the party.

(24-9-1966).

Young people can look at problems this way and that way. The like-minded of them often

club together, this is nothing unusual.

(26-9-1966).

As soon as [you] grasp the class struggle, it works [for you].

(1-10-1966).

The peoples of the world must have courage, dare to fight, and fear no hardships. When

the ones in front fall, the others behind must follow up. In this way, the world will belong to

the people and all the demons will be eliminated.

(1-10-1966).

I have read the revised draft [of your ‘Summing up the Past Two Months’]. It is very good.

Please  consider  the  insertion  at  some  place  of  the  two  phrases:  ‘Grasp  the  Revolution;

Promote Production.’ [The Summing Up] should be printed in pamphlets in large quantities

and each party cell and each red guard group must have at least one copy.

(Sent direct to Comrade [Ch’en] Po-ta, (24-10-1966).

[One can never be sure that what is written in a resolution will be carried out by all our

comrades; some of them will not.

(October 1966).

You should put politics in command, go to the masses and be one with them, and carry on

the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution even better.

(Statement to ‘some leading comrades’ at seventh Red Guard Rally, 10 November 1966.)
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Long live comrades!

You must let politics take command, go to the masses, and be with the masses. You must

conduct the great proletarian Cultural Revolution even better.

(Spoken in front of a microphone on the rostrum of the Tienanmen, on the occasion of the seventh review of the

great armies of the Cultural Revolution, ibid.

[Since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, these have been the only words spoken

by Mao directly to the public below the rostrum of the Tienanmen. – Ed.]

The overthrown bourgeoisie tries by hook or by crook to use literature and arts to corrupt

the masses, thus paving the way for a capitalist restoration. This makes our tasks in literature

and art  heavier rather than lighter.  Our leadership on the literary and art  front should be

strengthened instead  of  weakened.  To carry  out  their  glorious  tasks,  our  literary  and art

organizations must carry the great proletarian Cultural Revolution through to the end.

(28-11-1966)

The idea of training revolutionary teachers and pupils by army cadres is a good one. The

training will make a great difference. By it, [the teachers and pupils] can learn from the PLA,

politics, military affairs, the four firsts, and three-eight style, the three great disciplines and

eight points of attention, and strengthen the discipline of their organizations.

(31-12-1966)

Mistaken  leadership  which  is  harmful  to  the  cause  of  the  revolution  should  not  be

unconditionally accepted; instead, it should be resolutely rejected.

Democracy sometimes looks like an end in itself, but in fact it is merely a means to an end.

(1-1-1967)

The comrades of the Broadcasting Station have won the power of control. It is a good

thing that power is now in the hands of proletarian revolutionaries. I have heard that the

comrades there are split. This can be dealt with according to the [way] the contradictions

among the people are handled: differences in opinion can be discussed and resolved.

(11-1-67)

(The Chairman having read the document from X X of Anhwei and Comrade Lin Piao’s

comment on it.)

TO LIN PIAO,

You must dispatch troops to support the broad left-wing revolutionary masses. Later on,

whenever true revolutionaries need support from the PLA, you should do likewise. The so

called ‘non-interference’ is untrue. [The PLA] has been involved for some time. I think on

this matter you should issue new orders; the old ones should be cancelled.
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(23-1-67)

Economize on consumption and carry on revolution. Protect the property of the country.

(26-1-67)

To The PLA,

1. I think [we] must have an order of priorities; [we] must not carry on in all the military

districts simultaneously.

2. The great revolution is being ferociously developed in the regions and the struggles for

power are continuing. Our armed forces should support the left-wing revolutionaries there in

their power struggle, and therefore they must not be involved in local cultural revolutions.

3. Internationally, both imperialism and revisionism are making use of our great Cultural

Revolution  to  carry  on  their  anti-Chinese  activities.  For  instance,  the  Soviet  Union  is

suppressing [our] students; [Soviet] aeroplanes near the Sinkiang border are more active; and

[Soviet]  ground  forces  are  mobilized.  All  the  armed  units  stationed  in  the  big  military

districts  along the  frontiers  such as  Tsinan,  Nanking,  Foochow,  and Kunming should  be

alerted and made ready. Therefore the time schedule of the great Cultural Revolution must be

slightly postponed on account of the general situation, but it will be carried out in future.

(27-1-67)

The eight articles are excellent, to be issued as they are.

(Comment on the Decree of the Military Commission Issued on This Day, 28-1-1967)

The PLA should actively give support to the truly proletarian revolutionary groups and

resolutely oppose the rightwing.

(February 1967)

The armed forces advance [an inch];

Production grows an inch

Tighten the discipline [so that]

Revolution is always successful.

(6-2-67)

In order to overthrow a regime, [we] must first of all take control of the superstructure, the

ideology, by preparing public opinion.

(8-2-67)

Permit them to reform themselves and redeem their mistakes by making contributions, as

long as they are not anti-party and anti-socialist elements who stubbornly refuse to correct

their mistakes in spite of repeated exhortations.

(Reform the Wrong- 23-2-67)
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This document (dated 8-3-1967) may be issued to the whole country. The PLA should

separately and in sessions give military training to university students and children of middle

schools and the upper formers of primary schools. They should also take part in the work of

re-openings schools,  re-adjusting school  organization,  setting up leadership bodies  of  the

three-way alliance,  and  carrying  out  struggle,  criticism,  and  reform.  They  should  set  up

experimental points first and then apply the experience so acquired to a wider scope. They

ought to convince students and children [to accept] what Marx taught us  —  ‘The proletariat

must emancipate mankind as a whole before it can emancipate itself.’ In military training,

they must not reject teachers and cadres who have made mistakes. These people must be

allowed to take part so as to facilitate their reform; the only exceptions to this are the aged

and sick. All this is quite easy, if it is conscientiously carried on.

(7-3-67)

At the places and in the organizational units where power struggle is necessary, there the

principle  of  the  revolutionary  three-way  alliance  should  be  applied  to  setting  up  a

revolutionary,  representative,  and  proletarian  provisional  power  structure  which  may  be

called a revolutionary committee.

(10-3-67)

Resume classes and carry on revolution.

(27-3-67)

There subsist various non-proletarian ideas in the Party. This is an extremely great obstacle

to the application of the Party’s correct line.

(March 1967)

Was it  the Chinese people who organized the Boxer groups and sent  them to Europe,

America, and Japan to rebel [against the governments there] and to kill and burn. Was it the

imperialist  powers  which  came  to  invade  China  and  exploit  the  Chinese  people,  thus

provoking the Chinese people to fight imperialism and its lackeys, to corrupt officials of

China? This is a grave matter of right and wrong and should be made absolutely clear.

(On The Film ‘The Secret History Of The Ching Court,’ 1-4-67)

COMRADE LIN PIAO,

This is excellent.

(Comment on the Decree of the Military Commission on This Day 6-4-1967)

The recording of Comrade Lin Piao’s talk on 20 March 1967 should be broadcast to all the

members of the PLA and the red guards of the whole country. Comrade Lin Piao’s talk is a

report  of  the utmost  importance to  Marxism-Leninism and Mao Tse-tung’s  thought;  it  is

highly significant in guiding the current great proletarian Cultural Revolutionary movement

and in promoting further victories for the proletarian revolutionaries in their struggles at two
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fronts. The party committees of all the military districts, party committees at various levels,

revolutionary committees of all the provinces and cities, all the military control committees,

and  all  the  revolutionary  mass  organizations  must  organize  themselves  and  study

conscientiously Comrade Lin Piao’s talk and must put it into practice meticulously.

(7-4-67)

Grasp the revolution, hasten the preparation for war [defence?], speed up work, promote

production, and support the army and cherish the people.

(30-4-67)

The masses, the army, and the cadres are the three pillars on which we rely.

(End of April or Beginning of May 1967)

It is difficult to avoid mistakes, the point is to correct them honestly. Too many people

have been arrested in Szechwan and many mass organizations are branded as reactionary. All

these are wrong, but they have been quickly rectified.

(The Resolution on Szechwan adopted by the Centre of the CCP (the Ten Red Articles), 7-5-67)

With the growth of such vigour in socialist China, a country with a quarter of the world’s

population, we shall be able to make a great internationalist contribution.

Our goals will and certainly can be fulfilled.

(7-5-67)

Trust and rely on the masses; trust and rely on the PLA; trust and rely on the majority of

the cadres.

(12-5-67)

When the army and the people unite as one, Who in the world is their equal?

(12-5 67)

The victory or defeat of the revolution can be determined only over a long period of time.

If it is badly handled, there is always the danger of a capitalist restoration. All members of

the party and all the people of our country must not think that after one, two, three, or four

great cultural revolutions there will be peace and quiet. They must always be on the alert and

must never relax their vigilance.

(18-5-67)

Guard against revisionism, particularly the emergence of revisionism at the party Centre.

(11-5-67)

Who are our enemies and who are our friends? This is the first and foremost question of a

revolution and it is also the first and foremost question of the great Cultural Revolution.
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(1-6-67)

Veteran cadres have made their contributions in the past, but they must not live on that

‘capital’.  They  should  reform  themselves  and  make  fresh  contributions  in  the  great

proletarian Cultural Revolution.

(1-6-67)

Protect the left-wing; support the left-wing, form and enlarge left wing units.

(11-6-67)

Everything has its major and minor reasons; all the major ones govern the minor ones.

People of our country must think in terms of major reasons if they want to think and act

properly.

(11-6-67)

Everything must be handled and reasoned out from the point of view of class and class

struggle and with the method of class analysis; all leading cadres should be treated in the

same way. The method of simply rejecting everything and negating everything, of directing

the struggle against the cadres who shoulder most of the responsibility and do most of the

work against the ‘heads’ [of departments] must be abandoned.

(12-6-67)

Let people speak up. The sky will not fall and you yourself will not be deposed as a result

of it. [What if you] do not let people speak up? You may be deposed one day.

(21-6-67)

Do not stop half way and do not ever go backward. There is no way behind you.

(21-6-67)

[We] must skillfully direct the petty bourgeois ideology in our ranks on to the path of the

proletarian  revolution.  This  is  the  key  to  the  victory  of  the  great  proletarian  Cultural

Revolution.

(25-6-67)

[We] must stand on the side, not on the opposing side, of the masses. This is a fundamental

problem of the standpoint of a Marxist-Leninist.

(27-6-67)

Trust the majority of the cadres and the masses. This is essential.

(27-6-67)

Popularize the work of heart-to-heart talks. It is a good method.

(29-6-67)
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We, the communists, do not want official positions; we want revolution. We must have a

thoroughly revolutionary spirit and must be with the masses every hour, every minute. As

long as we are with the masses, we shall always be victorious.

(4-7-67)

The organization of millions of people and the mobilization of a tremendous revolutionary

force are what the present revolution needs in its offensive against the reactionaries.

(5-7-67)

Whenever acute opposition exists between the mass organizations of two factions, there

will  be  need  for  careful  political  ideological  work  which  can  help  to  resolve  all  the

differences. Careful political ideological work is needed even when [we] are dealing with

conservative and reactionary organizations.

(7-7-67)

Revolution  is  the  emancipation  of  productive  force;  it  promotes  the  development  of

productive force.

(3-8-67)

Cadres who have made mistakes can re-establish themselves, provided that they do not

persist with their mistakes, but reform them, and are forgiven by the revolutionary masses.

(3-8-67)

The basic problem of a revolution is the problem of political power. The possession of

political  power  means  the  possession  of  everything,  the  loss  of  it  means  the  loss  of

everything.

(13-8-67)

All proletarian revolutionaries unite and fight for political power against the handful of

capitalist roaders in authority.

(17-8-67)

If our country does not build up a socialist economy, what is it going to be? It will be like

Yugoslavia, a capitalist country in fact. The proletarian dictatorship will be transformed into a

bourgeois  dictatorship,  worse  still,  a  reactionary  and  fascist  dictatorship.  This  problem

deserves our fullest attention and [I] hope our comrades will give it their thought.

(17-8-67)

It is difficult not to make mistakes. The thing is to correct them conscientiously.

(21-8-67)

They  [the  revisionists]  deny  the  party  and  class  characteristics  of  a  newspaper;  they

overlook the differences in principle between proletarian and bourgeois news services; they
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confuse the news service which reflects the collective economy of a socialist country with

that which reflects the economic anarchy and group competition of a capitalist country.

(24-8-67)

Newspapers in a socialist country are fundamentally different from those in a capitalist

country. In a socialist country, newspapers reflect the planned socialist economy based on

public ownership. This is quite different from newspapers in a capitalist country which reflect

economic anarchy and group competition. As long as class distinction exists in the world,

newspapers are a means of class struggle.

(25-8-67)

Although the socio-economic system has been transformed, reactionary thought, bourgeois

and upper-petty-bourgeois  thought  inherited  from the  past,  still  exists  in  the  minds  of  a

considerable number of people, and cannot be transformed quickly. Its transformation needs

time, a long period of time. This is the class struggle in (our) society.

(26-8-67)

The present Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution is only the first; there will inevitably be

many more in the future. The issue of who will win in the revolution can only be settled over

a long historical  period.  If  things are not  properly handled,  it  is  possible  for  a  capitalist

restoration to take place at any time in the future.

(August 1967)

Think hard!

(1-9-67)

Throughout  the  socialist  stage,  there  exist  classes  and  class  struggle.  The  struggle  is

protracted  and  complicated,  sometimes  even  fierce.  [Therefore]  the  instruments  of  our

dictatorship must not be weakened; on the contrary, they should be strengthened.

(2-9-67)

Develop still further the movement of supporting the army and cherishing the people.

(2-9-67)

The four firsts are good; they are original. Since Comrade Lin Piao put forward the four

firsts and the three-eight style, the PLA’s political and military work has taken a giant step

forward. It has become more concrete and theoretically [more advanced].

(7-9-67)

Reactionaries who appear in disguise show people their false image and hide away their

true faces. However since they are counter-revolutionaries, they can never cover up their true

faces completely.
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(12-9-67)

Within  the  working  class,  there  is  no  basic  clash  of  interests.  Under  the  proletarian

dictatorship, the working class has absolutely no reason to split into two hostile factional

organizations.

(14-9-67)

Some of our comrades toddle along like women with bound feet. They complain about

others: ‘Too fast, too fast!’

(22-9-67)

In a few more months the entire situation will be even better.

(September 1967)

Correct  treatment  of  cadres  is  the  key  to  creating  the  revolutionary  ‘three-in-one’

combination,  consolidating  the  revolutionary  great  alliance,  and  making  a  success  of

struggle-criticism transformation in each unit. It must definitely be handled well.

(September 1967)

The revolutionary red guards and revolutionary student organizations must form a grand

alliance.  As  long  as  they  are  revolutionary  mass  organizations,  they  must  form  a  great

alliance according to revolutionary principles.

(1-10-67)

We must preserve a high degree of alertness in all departments of our work. We must be

good at distinguishing fake supporters of the revolution who are actually reactionaries and

douse them away from all our battle fronts, so that we may preserve the victories which are

already won and will be won.

(17-10-67)

The form of revolutionary organization is determined by the requirements of revolutionary

struggle.  If  an  organizational  form  does  not  meet  the  requirements  of  a  revolutionary

struggle, it must be abandoned.

(19-10-67)

The cadre problem must be tackled through education by widening educational work.

(20-10-67)

Expand education and reduce attack.

What is fake is fake. Strip off the disguise!

(22-10-67)

To carry on the proletarian Cultural Revolution, [we] must depend on the broad masses of
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revolutionary students and teachers in schools and on the revolutionary workers. We must

depend on the activists among them, i.e. the proletarian revolutionaries who are determined

to carry the great proletarian Cultural Revolution to the end.

(4-11-67)

Therefore the great proletarian Cultural Revolution is a great revolution that touches the

souls of the people and solves the problem of a world view for the people.

(6-11-67)

A revolutionary party and the revolutionary people must repeatedly undergo both positive

and  negative  education.  Through  comparison  and  contrast,  they  become  tempered  and

mature, thus making sure of victory. To belittle the role of the negative teacher is not to be a

thorough dialectical materialist.

(6-11-67)

The handful  of  capitalist  roaders  in  power  in  our  party  are  the  representatives  of  the

bourgeoisie in our party.

(6-11-67)

The basic ideological programme of the great proletarian Cultural Revolution is ‘to combat

selfishness and criticize revisionism.’

(6-11-7)

The Cultural Revolution can only be the emancipation of the masses by the masses.

(6-11-67)

This  great  Cultural  Revolution,  using  the  great  democratic  methods  of  the  proletarian

dictatorship, has mobilized the masses from below. At the same time, it puts into practice the

grand  alliance  of  the  proletarian  revolutionaries,  the  three-way  alliance  between  the

revolutionary masses, the PLA, and the revolutionary cadres.

(6-11-67)

The situation in the great proletarian Cultural Revolution is not just good, but excellent.

The  over-all  situation  is  better  than  at  any  time  in  the  past.  The  important  sign  of  the

excellent  situation  is  that  the  masses  have  been fully  aroused.  Never  before  has  a  mass

movement been aroused so extensively and penetratingly as it is at present.

(9-11-67)

The relationship between the levels should be properly handled; the relationship between

the cadres and masses should also be handled well. In future, cadres should go individually

and see what is happening below. They must hold fast to the mass line, discuss with the

masses whenever a problem crops up, and be the pupils of the masses. In a certain sense, the

fighters who have the richest practical experience are the most intelligent and the ablest.
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(16-11-67)

The study classes organized by the PLA must have the participation of soldiers.

(12-12-67)

The two factions should talk less of each other’s weaknesses and mistakes. Let the others

talk about their own weaknesses and mistakes. Each side ought to do more self-criticism

seeking general agreement and leaving minor differences intact.

(22-12-67)

1. We must step forward to meet the masses, to accept their criticism, and to do our own

self-criticism. This is to get oneself near the fire [so to speak].

2. We must step forward to explain our policies to the masses. Those who have had to wear

a dunce cap or had their face blackened should take the cap off, clean their face, and go

straight to work.

3. Think of long-term interests and unite the majority. The freaks and monsters are the

landlords, rich peasants, reactionaries, bad elements, and rightists  —  the minority. Even

some who have made serious mistakes should be saved by letting them correct their errors.

Otherwise, how can we unite more than ninety-five per cent [of the people].

4. Convince the cadres and make them understand. Do not let everyone who has been

through the test [criticism] become ashen with despair. We must go out, not with the word

‘fear’ (p’a) but with the word ‘dare’ (k’an) [in our minds]. In this way we can solve questions

of any magnitude. If we go out with the word ‘fear’, [the opponents] will make more and

more demands.

(Four Instructions at a Standing Committee Meeting of the Politburo, 1967)

The struggle to reshape the world by the proletariat and revolutionary peoples consists of

these tasks: to reshape the objective world and also to reshape their own subjective world.

(12-1 68)

How do the counter-revolutionaries play their game of duplicity? How do they manage to

present a false image to deceive us while clandestinely carrying on [activities] we do not

even  suspect?  Millions  of  good  people  do  not  know  this  and  therefore  many  counter-

revolutionaries have wormed their way into our ranks. Our people do not have good eye-

sight, they are unable to differentiate the upright from the crooked. They may be able to tell

the good from the bad in the light of their activities under normal conditions. Nevertheless,

we are rather inept at singling out certain people in the light of their activities under special

conditions.

(17-1-68)

The party  organization  must  consist  of  the  advanced  elements  of  the  proletariat  As  a
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vigorous vanguard organization, it should be able to lead the proletarian revolutionary masses

in their struggle against class enemies.

(19-1-68)

Setting up study classes is a good procedure, because many problems can be solved in

them.

(5-2-68)

Form a strong people’s air force to defend the fatherland and to prepare for the repulsion of

invaders.

(Inscription for the New Chingkangshan District  —  originally Chian, Kiangsi, 12-2-68)

Develop the revolutionary tradition and win even greater victory.

(12-268)

Resolutely overcome lack of discipline or even, in many places, anarchy.

Anarchy is detrimental to the interests of the people and against their wishes.

(1-3-68)

The experience of the revolutionary committees is threefold:  1. they have representatives

from the revolutionary cadres; 2. they have representatives from the PLA; and 3. they have

representatives from the revolutionary masses. They have carried out the revolutionary three-

way alliance.  The revolutionary committees must  achieve a unified leadership by cutting

through  duplicated  administrative  structures.  [Following  the  principles  of]  eliminating

incompetent soldiers and simplifying the administration, the committees should organize a

revolutionized leading core to make contacts with the masses.

(30-3-68)

The ‘three-way alliance’ revolutionary committee is an invention of the working class and

the masses in this great Cultural Revolution.

The essential point of reforming the state agencies is to make contact with the masses.

(1-4-68)

The great proletarian Cultural Revolution is in essence a great political revolution under

socialist conditions by the proletariat against the bourgeoisie and all other exploiting classes.

It is the continuation of the long struggle against the Kuomintang reactionaries waged by the

CPC  and  the  broad  revolutionary  masses  under  its  leadership.  It  is  continuation  of  the

struggle between the proletariat [and the] bourgeoisie.

(10-4-68)

Except in the deserts, at every place of human habitation there is the left, the centre, and
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the right. This will continue to be so 10,000 years hence.

(22-4-68)

We must believe that more than ninety per cent of our cadres are good or comparatively

good. The majority of those who have made mistakes can be reformed.

(13-5-68)

Protect or, on the contrary, repress the masses: this is the basic distinction between the

CPC and the KMT, between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, and between the proletarian

and bourgeois dictatorships.

(3-6-68)

The old Social Democrats in the past decades, and modern revisionists in the past dozen

years  or  so.  .  .  have  formed  a  group  of  anti-communist,  anti-people,  and  counter-

revolutionary elements against whom we are waging a life-and-death struggle. There is no

equality between us and them. Therefore the fight against them is a fight for our preservation

and their extinction. The relationship between us and them can never be one of equality; it is

a  relationship  of  one  class  oppressing  another   —  i.e.  proletarian  dictatorship  over  the

bourgeoisie.

The day when the people are happy will be the day when the counter-revolutionaries begin

their misery.

(10-6-68)

We  must  still  run  colleges.  Here  I  must  stress  that  we  should  still  run  physics  and

engineering  colleges,  but  the  period  of  schooling  ought  to  be  shortened,  the  education

revolutionized,  proletarian  politics  put  in  command,  and  the  way  of  training  technical

personnel from the ranks of the workers advocated by the Shanghai Machine-Tool Factory

adopted. Students must be selected from workers and peasants with practical experience, and

after their study at school for several years they should return to practical production.

(21-7-68)

Our country has a population of 700 million people and the working class is the leading

class. The leading role of the working class in the Cultural Revolution and all fields of work

should  be  developed.  The  working  class  should  also  constantly  raise  its  own  political

consciousness in the course of the struggle.

(14-8-68)

Set up three-way alliance revolutionary committees, conduct thorough criticisms, purify

the ranks of the class, reform the party, simplify the administration, revise unreasonable rules

and  regulations,  send  down  office  personnel,  and  carry  out  ‘struggle-criticism-

transformation’ in factories. Roughly speaking, these are the stages [we shall] pass through.

(26-8-68)
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To carry out the proletarian educational revolution, it is imperative to have the leadership

of the working class and its participation, together with the revolutionary three-way alliance

of the soldiers of the PLA, students, and teachers, and the activists among the workers who

have resolved to carry the proletarian educational revolution through to the end. Workers

propaganda teams should remain at the schools for a long time to share the task of ‘struggle-

criticism-transformation’ and to perpetuate their leadership there. In the countryside, schools

are to be run by the most reliable allies of the working class  —  the poor, lower, and middle

peasants.

(27-8-68)

The physician who has moved from the city to the countryside proves that the majority,

even  overwhelming  majority,  of  students  educated  in  old-style  schools  are  capable  of

integrating with workers, peasants, and soldiers. Some of them can even be inventive and

creative. However, they must be re-educated by workers, peasants, and soldiers under the

guidance of the correct line [so that] their old thinking may be reformed thoroughly. Such

intellectuals are welcomed by workers, peasants, and soldiers.

(12 and 4-9-68)

It is an excellent opportunity for the great number of cadres to learn anew by being sent

down to do manual work. Only the aged and sick are exempted from taking this opportunity.

Cadres who hold offices should be sent down on a rota basis.

(8-10-68)

 I.   A human being has arteries and veins and his heart makes the blood circulate. He

breathes  through the  lungs,  exhaling  carbon dioxide  and inhaling  oxygen afresh,  that  is,

getting rid of the waste and letting in the fresh. A proletarian party must also get rid of the

waste and let in the fresh, for only in this way can it be full of vigour. Without eliminating

waste and getting fresh blood the party has no vigour.

II.  Our power  —  who gives it to us? The working class gives it to us and the masses of

labouring people who comprise over ninety per  cent  of  the population give it  to  us.  We

represent the proletariat and the masses, and have overthrown the enemies of the people. The

people therefore support us. One of the basic principles of the communist party is to rely

directly on the revolutionary masses.

(16-10-68)

For consolidating the dictatorship of the proletariat, preventing a capitalist restoration, and

constructing  socialism,  the  Great  Proletarian  Cultural  Revolution  has  been  absolutely

necessary and timely.

(30-10-68)

Historical experience is noteworthy. A line or a view must be constantly and repeatedly

explained. It will not do to explain it only to a few; it must be made known to the broad
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revolutionary masses.

(25-11-68)

It is absolutely necessary for educated young people to go to the countryside to be re-

educated by the poor and lower-middle peasants.  Cadres and other city people should be

persuaded to send their sons and daughters who have finished junior or senior middle school,

college,  or  university  to  the  countryside.  Let  us  mobilize.  Comrades  throughout  the

countryside should welcome them.

(22-12-68)

In purifying our class ranks, it is necessary to take a firm hold first and then pay attention

to the policy.

In treating the counter-revolutionary elements  and those who had made mistakes,  it  is

necessary to pay attention to the policy. The target of attack must be narrowed and more

people  must  be  helped  through  education.  Evidence,  investigation,  and  study  should  be

stressed. It is strictly forbidden to extort confessions and accept such confessions. As for

good people who have made mistakes,  we must give them more help through education.

When they are awakened, we must liberate them without delay.

(31-12-68)

a.   Serious  attention  should  be  given  to  policy  in  this  stage  of  the  struggle-criticism-

transformation in the great proletarian Cultural Revolution.

b.  In formulating plans it is necessary to mobilize the masses and carefully leave some

leeway.

(21-2-69)

The broad masses and the majority of the party members and cadres in the Soviet Union

are good and revolutionary; so revisionist domination will not long survive.

(13-3-69)

It is necessary to sum up experience conscientiously.

When one goes to a unit to get to know the situation there, one must become acquainted

with the whole process of the movement: its inception, its development, and its present state;

how the  masses  have  acted  and  how the  leadership  has  acted;  what  contradictions  and

struggles have emerged and what changes have occurred in these contradictions; and what

progress people have made in their knowledge so as to find out its laws.

(17-3-69)

The present is the time of spring farming. Let us hope that leading comrades, responsible

personnel, and the popular masses will seize the opportunity to grasp the links in the chain of

production in order to overtake last year’s records.
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(22-3-69)

The poisonous pests have arranged their own grave-diggers. Their date of burial will not

be too far away.

(Russian Revisionism, 29-3-09)

The  proletariat  is  the  greatest  class  in  human  history.  Ideologically,  politically,  and

numerically it is the greatest revolutionary class. It can and must unite the overwhelming

majority of people around itself in order to isolate as much as possible and attack a handful of

enemies.

(15-4-69)

We have won a great victory. But the defeated class will continue to struggle. Its members

are still  about  and it  still  exists.  Therefore we cannot  speak of  the final  victory,  not  for

decades. We must not lose our vigilance. From the Leninist point of view, the final victory in

one socialist country not only requires the efforts of the proletariat and the broad popular

masses at home, but also depends on the victory of the world revolution and the abolition of

the  system  of  exploitation  of  man  by  man  on  this  earth  so  that  all  mankind  will  be

emancipated. Consequently, it is wrong to talk about the final victory of the revolution in our

country light-heartedly; it runs counter to Leninism and does not conform to facts.

(15-4-69)

Transcription by the Maoist Documentation Project.

HTML revised 2004 by Marxists.org
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Paris 68 barricade

A brief chronology of the events which swept France in May and June 1968. Starting as a

x1.00

359



student revolt, the events culminated in mass workplace occupations and a general

strike of 10 million workers. Followed by a short international chronology.

Submitted by Ed on September 8, 2006

[b]May 68 - 40 years on[/center][/b]

It was a festival without beginning or end; I saw everyone and no-one, for each individual

was lost in the same enormous strolling crowd; I spoke to everyone without remembering

either my own words or those spoken by others, because everyone's attention was absorbed

at every step by new objects and events, and by unexpected news.

— Bakunin, Confessions

May 1968 has entered into legend - to the point where when new waves of struggle break

out in France young people get irritated by the inevitable comparisons to 68 that are

aired in the media. The 2006 anti-CPE movement is only the most recent example. Yet

May 68 was the most advanced movement of an exceptional year of struggle that

remains a high-point of the post-WWII era. Hopes and possibilities were raised high -

yet the revolution never came, even though the idea of revolution (though often limited

and confused) was a part of the general ferment and atmosphere in a way that seems

extraordinary now, looking back from where we are. Our times are in many ways the era

of counter-revolution that followed - the outcome of the defeat of the struggles of the

1960s and 70s, when 'the social question' dominated life to varying degrees.

Revolt �ared in many places; across Europe, in France and Italy particularly - and in the

East, the Prague Spring. In Mexico there was a massacre of demonstrators to ensure

social peace prior to the Olympics of that year. Yet May 68 in Paris remains the iconic

image associated with the year.

There was something in the air that year - the events that led up to May were all part of

it. But if the student disruptions at Strasbourg in December 1966 and Nanterre in March

68 and their Situationist inspirers cannot claim to have been the spark that led to the

huge upheaval of May, they can claim a contribution; and the Situationist International

can claim that they foresaw more clearly than others that such a revolt was becoming

possible. The SI can also claim to have written most of the best lea�ets and texts during

and after the events, as well as many of the gra�ttied slogans.

But no political group can claim 68 - it was notable that it was a mass spontaneous
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outburst, not instigated or led by any external power. (Though part of its weakness was

that it allowed the unions and Communist Party to eventually limit and fragment the

movement.) 10 million workers participated in the largest wildcat strike in history - yet

most of them allowed the (often Stalinist) union bureaucrats to keep control; the

occupations of workplaces were used by unions to keep the workers separated from the

wider movement of students and other youth. Those who went to the factories to engage

with workers were usually met with locked gates manned by union stewards. The

Communist Party and unions were exposed, for all who didn't already know, as the

agents of counter-revolution and the party of order and business as usual.

=========

Chronology of events in France

22 March 1968; student radicals and associates invaded an administration building at

Nanterre University and held a meeting in the university council room dealing with class

discrimination in French society and the political bureaucracy that controlled the

school's funding.

The school's administration called the police, who surrounded the university. After the

publication of their wishes, the students left the building without any trouble. Later,

leaders of what came to be known as the "Movement of 22 March" were called together

by the disciplinary committee of the university.

Thursday 2 May 1968; following months of con�icts between students and authorities at

the University of Paris at Nanterre, the administration shut down that university.

Students at the University of the Sorbonne in Paris met on 3 May to protest against the

closure and the threatened expulsion of several students at Nanterre.

Sunday 5 May; Radicals occupied the administration building and held a general

assembly. The police surrounded Nanterre, closing down the university.

Monday 6 May; Nanterre students came together in the centre of Paris and, after

continual harassment and over 500 arrests, erupted into �ve hours of rioting with police.

The national student union, and the union of university teachers called a march to

protest against the police invasion of the Sorbonne. A complete ban on demonstrations

and the closure of large sections of central Paris brought thousands of angry students

onto the streets. In the face of increasing police brutality, more than 20,000 students,

teachers and supporters marched towards the Sorbonne, still sealed off by the police,

who charged, wielding their batons, as soon as the marchers approached. While the
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who charged, wielding their batons, as soon as the marchers approached. While the

crowd dispersed, some began to create barricades out of whatever was at hand;

“Literally thousands helped... women, workers, people in pyjamas, human chains to carry

rocks, wood, iron.” Others threw paving stones, forcing the police to retreat for a time.

The police then responded with tear gas and charged the crowd again. Hundreds more

students were arrested. By the end of the night, 350 cops had been injured in the

�ghting.

The same day, high school student unions spoke in support of the riots. The next day,

they joined the students, teachers and increasing numbers of young workers who

gathered at the Arc de Triomphe to demand that: (1) all criminal charges against arrested

students be dropped, (2) the police leave the university, and (3) the authorities reopen

Nanterre and the Sorbonne. Negotiations broke down after students returned to their

campuses, after a false report that the government had agreed to reopen them, only to

discover the police still occupying the schools.

Tuesday May 7th; a 50,000 strong march against police brutality turns into a day long

battle through the narrow streets and alleys of Paris’ Latin Quarter. When the police

�red tear gas, protestors answered with molotov cocktails. When they were told to

disperse, the protestors answered with chants of “Long Live the Paris Commune!”

Friday May 10th; Another huge crowd congregated on the Rive Gauche. When the riot

police again blocked them from crossing the river, the crowd again threw up barricades,

which the police then attacked at 2:15 in the morning after negotiations once again

�oundered. The confrontation, which produced hundreds of arrests and injuries, lasted

until dawn of the following day. The events were broadcast on radio as they occurred

and the aftermath was shown on television the following day. Allegations were made that

the police had participated, through agents provocateurs, in the riots, by burning cars

and throwing molotov cocktails.

After massive demonstrations, the Education Minister started negotiations. But in the

streets, 60 barricades had been built and workers came down to support the students.

After the massive protests, the police were forced out of the Latin Quarter. Students

seized the sections of Paris which police had sealed off and created an assembly to

spread the struggle. Occupations and demonstrations soon spread throughout France.

From Sorbonne University (previously cordoned off by police but taken back by the

students) came lea�ets, proclamations, telegrams and posters. Graf�ti like “Be Realistic,

Demand the Impossible!”, “Beneath the paving stones – the beach!” and “All Power to the

Imagination!” were painted on walls. One wall had the phrase “The most beautiful

sculpture is a paving stone thrown at a cop's head!”
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sculpture is a paving stone thrown at a cop's head!”

The Parti Communiste Français (PCF) reluctantly participated in, with the major union

federations - the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) and the Force Ouvrière (CGT-

FO) - calling a one-day general strike and demonstration for Monday, 13 May.

Monday, 13 May; well over a million people marched through Paris; the police stayed

largely out of sight. Prime Minister Georges Pompidou personally announced the release

of the prisoners and the reopening of the Sorbonne. The surge of strikes did not,

however, recede. In fact, the protesters got even more enraged.

When the Sorbonne reopened, students occupied it and declared it an autonomous

"people's university". Around 400 popular action committees were set up in Paris,

including the Occupation Committee of the Sorbonne, and elsewhere in the weeks that

followed to take up grievances against the government and French society.

Tuesday 14 May; a sit-down strike begins at the Sud Aviation plant near the city of

Nantes, where workers lock management in their of�ces. In the following days, other

workers began occupying factories, then another strike at a Renault parts plant near

Rouen, which spread to the Renault manufacturing complexes at Flins in the Seine Valley

and the Paris suburb of Boulogne-Billancourt.

Wednesday 15 May; that night, the National Theatre in Paris was seized and made into a

permanent assembly for mass debate.

Thursday 16 May; by now workers had occupied roughly �fty factories.

Friday 17 May; 200,000 workers were now on strike.

Saturday 18 May; two million workers on strike.

Monday 20 May; during this week numbers escalated to ten million, or roughly two-

thirds of the French workforce, on strike.

4,000 students occupying Sorbonne University went down to support the Renault

strikers. 10,000 cops were called up for back up, union of�cials locked factory gates and

the Communist Party urged their members to try and stop the revolt.

These strikes were not led by the union movement; on the contrary, the CGT tried to

contain this spontaneous outbreak of militancy by channeling it into a struggle for

higher wages and other economic demands. Workers put forward a broader, more

political and more radical agenda, demanding the ousting of the government and
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political and more radical agenda, demanding the ousting of the government and

President de Gaulle and attempting, in some cases, to run their factories. When the trade

union leadership negotiated a 35% increase in the minimum wage, a 7% wage increase

for other workers, and half normal pay for the time on strike with the major employers'

associations, the workers occupying their factories refused to return to work and jeered

their union leaders, even though this deal was better than what they could have obtained

only a month earlier.

May 24th; the Paris Stock Exchange is set on �re by protestors.

As street demos grew and occupations continued, the state prepared to use brutal force

to crush the revolt. Army generals readied 20,000 troops to take hold of Paris with force

and police had occupied communications centres like TV stations and Post Of�ces.

Communist Party of�cials helped manipulate strikers into returning to work. In the case

of the Metro, they visited one station and told workers that other stations had re-

opened, then they proceeded to move around all the stations saying this.

Friday May 25 and Saturday May 26; the Grenelle agreements were signed at the

Ministry of Social Affairs. They provided for an increase of the minimum wage by 25%

and of the average salaries by 10%. These offers were rejected as inadequate by workers

and the strike went on.

Wednesday 30 May; several hundred thousand protesters (400,000 to 500,000—much

more than the 50,000 the police were expecting) marched through Paris.

Thursday 31 May; while the government appeared to be close to collapse, de Gaulle

remained �rm, though he had to go into hiding and considering abandoning his position.

After being assured that he had suf�cient loyal military units mobilized to back him if

push came to shove, he went on the radio (the national television service was on strike)

to announce the dissolution of the National Assembly, with elections to follow on 23

June. He ordered workers to return to work, threatening to institute a state of

emergency if they did not.

Tuesday June 5; Most workers have gradually returned to work or were ousted from

their plants by the police. The national student union called off street demonstrations.

The government banned a number of leftist organizations.

6 June; the police retook the Sorbonne. De Gaulle triumphed in the legislative elections

held later in June, and the crisis came to an end.

===========
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The international situation

1968 and the whole era of the 1960s and 70s were characterised by worldwide struggles;

of workers, of youth, of students. Against work and exploitation, against state, against

class society, against authority, against racial, sexual and gender repression, against war,

against the sti�ing morality and conformities of daily life.

Chronology of a few of the signi�cant international events of 1968

March 8; the 1968 Polish political crisis began with students from the University of

Warsaw who marched for student rights and were beaten with clubs. The next day over

two thousand students marched in protest of the police involvement on campus and

were clubbed and arrested again. By March 11, the general public had joined the protest

in violent confrontations with students and police in the streets. The government fought

a propaganda campaign against the protestors, labeling them Zionists. The twenty days

of protest ended when the state closed all of the universities and arrested more than a

thousand students. Most Polish Jews left the country to avoid persecution by the

government.(See; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1968_Polish_political_crisis)

March 17; a demonstration against the Vietnam war outside the US Embassy in

Grosvenor Square, London led to hours of street �ghting between police and

demonstrators; it ended with 86 people injured and 200 demonstrators arrested. There

were worldwide protests against the US involvement in Vietnam, as well as widespread

draft-dodging by US youth and insubordination in the US Army.

April 4; assassination of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr in ,USA. In response, a wave of riots

spread through black areas in over 115 American cities, notably Louisville, Baltimore and

Washington, D.C, where rioting lasted for 4 days.(See; http://en.wikipedia.org

/wiki/1968_Washington,_D.C._riots)

April 20th; Tory MP Enoch Powell makes his anti-immigration "Rivers of Blood" speech;

this sparks several demonstrations across England, including one by some London

dockers in support of Powell.

April 23; a student occupation and closure of Columbia University. (See;

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Columbia_University_protests_of_1968)

May-June; a mass revolt and general strike across France. (See above.)

Last week of August; the Democratic Party's National Convention in Chicago was

disrupted by the new Youth International Party ("Yippies"), the National Mobilization
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disrupted by the new Youth International Party ("Yippies"), the National Mobilization

Committee to End the War in Vietnam (Mobe) and thousands of other youth protesters.

Chicago’s Mayor Daly organised a massive police operation, backed by the National

Guard and the army to deal with the protests, leading to clashes that dominated the

streets for 8 days. (See; http://en.wikipedia.org

/wiki/1968_Democratic_National_Convention_Protests)

August 21; Russian troops invade Czechoslovakia to put an end to the Prague Spring;

instigated earlier in the year by Dubchek's moderate reform policies gving greater press

freedom, civil protests had developed.(See; http://en.wikipedia.org

/wiki/Prague_Spring)

2 October 1968; In Mexico, on that night a student demonstration ended in a storm of

bullets in La Plaza de las Tres Culturas at Tlatelolco, Mexico City, ten days before the

celebration of the 1968 Summer Olympics in the same city. Police, paratroopers and

paramilitary units �red on students, killing over a hundred people.This was to enforce a

social peace to protect against against any disruption of the Olympics.(See;

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tlatelolco_massacre)

, , , , , ,

, ,

1960s general strikes uprisings France timelines Western Europe

students occupations France 1968

Steven. 5 years 8 months ago

Anyone know the source for this?

syndicalist 5 years 8 months ago

De�nitely a year (and 1969) that opened this (then) young teen horizon's .....

and my world has never been the same since.

x359594 5 years 8 months ago

Let's not forget the Langlois Affair that began on February 9, 1968. That was

the day when Henri Langlois, the director of the Cinémathèque Française,

which he had established, in the mid-thirties, with his friend Georges Franju,
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RUN, COMRADE, RUN, the old world is behind you . ..• 
-Slogan revived in May 

The Student Uprising 

(May 3-May 13) 
THE STRANGE SIEGE of the Sorbonne lasted only ten days. 
This first act was a curious mixture of the unexpected and the 
inexorable. The rulers, bewildered, stumbled from blunder to 
blunder. Political parties were completely taken aback. In this 
spontaneous movement the leaders were those who sensed the 
direction of the shifting tide. After merely a week, but what 
a week, the night of the barricades marked the triumph of the 
apparently vanquished students. The government then tried to 
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116 The Explosion 

limit the damage by confining the victors to their academic 
ghetto-in vain. The mass demonstration on May 13 was the 
end of the first act, but also the beginning of the second. 

May 3 started like any other Friday, with no visible sign of a 
gathering storm. The average Parisian found no warning in his 
newspaper of an impending crisis. The well-to-do, opening their 
Figaro, were reassured. True, the faculty at Nanterre had to be 
closed temporarily, but the paper's expert concluded with superb 
timing that the "revolutionaries" by their acts had managed "to 
strengthen the unanimity against the instigators of the move
ment." The Communist who was dutiful enough to read his 
party's paper had more food for thought. L'Humanite splashed 
across its pages a long article by Georges Marchais, vituperating 
against "False Revolutionaries to Be Unmasked." In this piece, 
which was to gain notoriety, one of the party's secretaries de
scribed Daniel Cohn-Bendit as a "German anarchist" and defined 
his friends of the March 22 Movement as "mostly sons of grands 
bourgeois, contemptuous toward students of working-class ori
gin." It was a most revealing article,1 but since the revolutionary 
students, according to the analysis of Marchais, were really serv
ing the interests of big business and Gaullism, the regime had 
clearly nothing to fear from that quarter. 

Newspaper readers were not the only ones to be kept in the 
dark. Most of the actors had no idea of what was coming. Alain 
Peyrefitte, the smooth Minister of Education, still in his early 
forties, could hardly imagine what was in store. As product of the 
Ecole Normale and a diplomat by profession, he was one of those 
Gaullists of Bray, apparently destined for the highest honors un
der the Fifth, Sixth, or Seventh Republic. Despite his relative 

1. The author foreshadows the Communist strategy in the coming crisis. 
He already accuses the students of "pretending to give lessons to the 
labor movement" and of attacks against the Communist party. He also 
gives away the reason for his piece and its timing: "more and more, they 
are to be found outside factory gates or in centers of immigrant workers 
distributing leaflets and other means of propaganda." 
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The Student Uprising 117 

youth he had been the General's Minister of Information, then 
of Science, and was expected by many to hold the very top jobs. 
Could he guess that a "handful of troublemakers," to quote his 
own expression, would precipitate the beginning of the end of his 
career or at least the first break in an uninterrupted climb? On 
the other hand, Jean Roche, the rector of the Paris Academy, 
the Minister's chief representative in this crucial area, at the age 
of sixty-eight was clearly approaching the end of his academic 
career, begun as a professor of medicine. His prospects were re
tirement and a pension rather than a sudden and uncomfortable 
entry into the history books. 

When the Latin Quarter itself woke up that morning, it pre
sented no ominous sign of effervescence. Within this district on 
the Left Bank of the Seine are concentrated the bulk of the uni
versity buildings. To understand the importance of this concen
tration one must imagine, say, that a quarter of all the colleges 
in the United States were lumped together in New York around 
Columbia, or that Oxford, Cambridge, and London University 
were thrown together around Bloomsbury. Naturally, the 150,-
000 Parisian students do not live in their quartier nor even all 
attend lectures there. The permanent inhabitants of the district 
are no builders of barricades. (After the crisis, as before, they 
sent a Gaullist deputy to the National Assembly.) But the stu
dents do consider the Latin Quarter, with its cafes, snack bars, 
and restaurants, its small cinemas, hotels, and bookshops, their 
own. 

Its main artery is the Boulevard St.-Michel, familiarly known 
as the Boul' Mich'. The quarter is bordered on the north by the 
Seine, while to the south it stretches beyond the Luxembourg 
Gardens toward the Paris Observatory and Montpamasse, once 
the hunting ground of painters, poets, east European revolution
aries, and American expatriates. The frontiers are fluid. With a 
new faculty of medicine and the School of Political Sciences the 
student quarter now extends westward just beyond St.-Germain
des-Pres, known to postwar tourists for its "existentialist" cafes. 
Eastward it spreads to the new faculty of sciences erected on the 
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site of the former wine market ( H alles aux vins) . But its heart 
remains the Boul' Mich' with its neighboring narrow streets. The 
foreign visitor is attracted by the bustle of youth rather than by 
such tourist landmarks as the Sorbonne or the Pantheon, where 
the French bury their famous dead. 

Today, the Sorbonne is essentially the faculty of arts of the 
University of Paris. There are other faculties-law and econom
ics, medicine, pharmacy, science-in this district full of academic 
institutions. The overcrowded Sorbonne, with its individual in
stitutes and sections, had to spread, create annexes, invade other 
bodies. Still, the old Sorbonne building stands symbolically for 
Parisian student life. Old is not an accurate description. Though 
the Sorbonne can trace its origins to a theological school in the 
thiiteenth century, its present building dates back to 1900. You 
can reach it from the boulevard by crossing a small square bearing 
its name, with a statue of Auguste Comte in the middle. Within 
ten days, this father of French positivism would be bearing a red 
flag. 

Inside, in the main courtyard, there was some exceptional 
animation by noon that Friday. A few activists of the March 22 
Movement from Nanterre, locked out of their own faculty, were 
meeting their Parisian comrades. Political groups with stronger 
roots at the Sorbonne, the two brands of Trotskyists, the Mao
ists, the left-wing socialists, and even at one stage the ortho
dox Communists, were represented. It was not a mass meeting, 
however, only a gathering of militants; there were about four hun
dred to start with, and some more turned up in the afternoon. 
Under the auspices of the students' union they had two urgent 
points to debate. The first was how to counter the offensive of 
the authorities at Nanterre. Not only had the faculty been closed, 
but eight students, including Daniel Cohn-Bendit, had been picked 
out as alleged ringleaders. The following Monday they were to 
face the disciplinary council of the University of Paris and the 
threat of expulsion. 

The second, no less urgent, item on the agenda was how to 
reply to the planned attack of the extreme right-wing movement 
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called, with unflattering symbolism, Occident. The fact that 
among its members former paratroopers were allegedly more 
numerous than students was, for fighting purposes, small conso
lation. A weekly paper, Minute, sympathetic to that movement, 
had just proclaimed: " ... this Cohn-Bendit must be taken by the 
scruff of his neck and carried to the frontier without any formal
ity. And if our authorities do not have the courage to do so, we 
know a certain number of young Frenchmen itching to perform 
this task of public health .... " 

Occident itself was distributing leaflets claiming that "in agree
ment with all the Nationalists we have decided to bring to an end 
bolshevik agitation in the faculties by all means. We shall show 
on Friday the third that we are able to oppose Red terror and to 
re-establish order with the means required." The next few days 
were going to show who had a popular following in the Latin 
Quarter. Yet the threats of Occident were not entirely empty. 
Only the previous morning the offices of a student association 
had been burned and the arsonists had left their mark-the Celtic 
cross, sign of the Occident movement-on the wall. This accounts 
for the fact that the tougher attendants at the Sorbonne meeting 
had on their combat uniforms with crash helmets and sticks. 

Did Rector Roche panic? According to most accounts there 
was no special trouble in the courtyard. The strongest allegations 
against the students were that they broke an old table in order to 
arm themselves with its legs. Even if true, this hardly explains the 
decision-if not entirely unprecedented, highly exceptional-to 
call the police force into the Sorbonne, where legally they have 
no right to enter without express permission. The rector could 
not have taken such a serious decision entirely on his own; he 
must have at least consulted his superiors at the Ministry of Edu
cation. One cannot, therefore, help a sneaking suspicion that the 
momentous move was the result of miscalculation rather than 
panic. 

Here was the golden opportunity for teaching the enrages a 
lesson, for isolating the troublemakers and crushing them once 
and for all. The advisers in the Ministry of Education were re-
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porting that with only three weeks to go before examinations, 
students were busy cramming and had no time for agitation or 
agitators. Most newspapers were giving the same impression
and not concealing their hostility. This looked like the moment 
to show force and make an example, to expel a few students and 
to intimidate the ringleaders through arrests, to prove that no 
nonsense would be tolerated and to do so amid applause ranging 
through the political spectrum from Minute to Le Figaro to 
L'Humanzte. Magnificently Machiavellian? This splendid piece of 
formal logic rested on the false premise that the rebels were iso
lated. When this logical structure collapsed, it almost brought 
the regime down in the process. 

Inspired or improvised, the move was made. Early in the after
noon policemen were out in the streets of the Latin Quarter in 
growing numbers. By 4 P .M. the Sorbonne was surrounded by a 
massive police force, helmeted, truncheons in hand, tear-gas gre
nades at the ready, prepared for battle. Inside, the students were 
arguing about what they should do. They decided not to fight. 
Stories differ as to whether they were given a formal pledge by 
the academic authorities that, provided they were peaceful, they 
would be allowed to leave freely. The truth is that as the police 
forced their way through one entry, at about 4:30, students driven 
toward another doorway were being picked up there by the gen
darmes and thrown into Black Marias, or, as the French call 
them, salad bowls. 

The news spread fast. From libraries, from cafes, from all over 
the place, students started moving toward the Sorbonne. For once 
the "troublemakers" were under arrest. No blame could be put 
this time on the "ringleaders." And here the unexpected hap
pened. The students did not write an indignant letter to Le Monde. 
They did not circulate a petition. Nor did they call a protest meet
ing for the morrow at the Mutualite, where distinguished Nobel 
Prize winners could recall the Rights of Man and the Citizen while 
others could warn the government to beware. They did nothing 
of the sort. They simply thronged toward the police chanting 
"Free our comrades-Liberez nos camarades," the slogan that 
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was to be the refrain of one memorable week. If this reaction was 
unexpected, the ensuing clash with the police was more predict
able. 

The cliche about each country having the police it deserves is 
really meaningless. It is more accurate to claim that the behavior 
of a country's police is rooted in tradition, that it reflects not only 
current tensions, but also the strains and conflicts of yesteryear. 
Having seen American cops, with their dogs, handling a civil
rights demonstration in the South or simply the 1968 Democratic 
convention in Chicago, European viewers know that the Amer
icans need no lessons in toughness. In Europe, however, there 
are different patterns. The London bobby is still gentle by French 
standards (and since violence escalates, so is the London demon
strator) . This is not due to any metaphysical cause, to French 
toughness or British gentleness, even if continentals are still puz
zled by the story of the English policemen playing soccer with the 
workers during the general strike of 1926. The explanation is 
historical. 

Bourgeois democracy has never struck such strong roots in 
France as in Britain. It was not only governments that trembled. 
Successive regimes felt ephemeral, their legitimacy often openly 
questioned by large segments of the population. They could not 
always afford the luxury of subtle domination. The police were 
not just for show or for traffic duty. More than potentially, they 
have always also been a weapon of civil war. Thus, of the forces 
that the Gaullist government had at its disposal during the May 
crisis, the best known, because of their sinisterly reminiscent ini
tials, were the CRS. These Compagnies Republicaines de Securite 
(National Security Guards), founded after the war, had their bap
tism of fire in December 194 7 in bloody battles with striking min
ers in the north of France. True, there was to be no such conflict 
with the workers for years to come, but in the meantime-until 
1962-the French police fought on the internal front of a colonial 
war. For years their main task was to crush the Algerian National 
Liberation Front and its French sympathizers. 

Admittedly, students are neither workmen nor Algerians. 
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Though traditionally there is no love lost between the students 
and the police, the myth of the students' privileged social origin 
still carries weight. You never know whether the young man 
you're clubbing will prove to be the son of some V.l.P. Usually 
it is preferable not to go to extremes. But this was no ordinary 
demonstration. The police were surprised by the angry response. 
Were the student gluttons for punishment? The truncheons and 
grenades only seemed to multiply the zeal. and the number of 
demonstrators; from a few hundred they grew into a couple of 
thousand. The police had difficulty in clearing the boulevard. 
The students immediately revealed what were going to be their 
main assets: speed, fantastic daring, a flair for improvisation, and 
knowledge of the terrain. 

Better armed and protected but less mobile, the policemen dis
covered that the struggle was not entirely one-sided, that it might 
be give and take. The gloves were off. An isolated student cor
nered by a few policemen had a fair chance of being a case fit 
for medical treatment. Many students proved elusive, and some · 
policemen vented their rage on passers-by or even on the unlucky 
customers in neighboring cafes. The skirmishes lasted until dark. 
Shields, truncheons, and grenades on one side, the first cobble
stones and even a token barricade on the other-all the ip.gredi
ents of the coming confrontation were there. Blundering, through 
a complete miscalculation of the student mood, the government 
had precipitated the crisis. Spontaneously, the student rising had 
really begun. 

Not everybody was aware of this dramatic change. The edu
cational expert of Le Figaro thundered the morning after: "Stu
dents, these youngsters? Young guttersnipes, fit for the remand 
home, if not for a court of summary jurisdiction, rather than for 
the university." It was the turn of his Communist colleague on 
L'Humanite, while blaming police repression, to revive the theme 
of rebel isolation: "How to qualify those who, by their irrespon-

-sible acts, their violence, their insults, have provoked this situa
tion? Already now, the great mass of students, including, we are 
sure, many of those who were led astray, can measure the serious 
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consequences to which political adventurism inevitably leads, 
even if it is concealed behind pseudorevolutionary phrases." 

The government, too, had not yet grasped the gravity of the 
situation. It still hoped to intimidate by a show of force. True, 
most of the arrested students were released during the night. But 
not all of them. While reinforcements were being sent to occupy 
the Latin Quarter in force, the arm of the law came to the rescue 
of the truncheon. The magistrates worked overtime, forgetting 
the weekend. On Saturday, though the prosecutor argued that "it 
must be known that here justice strikes," the accused were still 
given suspended sentences. On Sunday four demonstrators were 
sent to prison. The government was soon to discover it had awk
ward hostages on its hands. Within less than a week magistrates 
genuinely believing in the independence of their profession were 
to regret bitterly the Sunday zeal of their colleagues. But for the 
moment most outsiders-the government and the opposition, the 
politicians and the unionists-were still on the old wavelength 
and could not understand the new message from the Latin Quar
ter. 

The academic world reacted more 'rapidly to the shock . 
. Scarcely had the police ended their mopping-up operation on Fri
day night than the students' union called for a nationwide uni
versity strike to begin on Monday. Alain Geismar, in the name of 
the lecturers' union, issued a similar call, without bothering about 
the compulsory five days' notice. This was not the moment for 
legal niceties. In the Latin Quarter it was obvious that the times 
had ceased to be normal. Packed in the Black Marias, the student 
activists, the "leaders," could not believe their ears. When they 
learned that a major riot had burst out spontaneously, they felt 
their hour had struck. They were not going to miss the opportu
nity provided by the government's mistake and the explosive 
mood of the students. Hardly had they been released by the po
lice than they held a late meeting on Saturday night to decide 
what to do next. 

It is striking that from the very start the students did not bother 
about minor reforms, about corporate interests, syllabuses, or 
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grants. Their three-point ultimatum was simple: The Sorbonne 
had to be reopened, the police force withdrawn, and the arrested 
demonstrators released. This last point was soon extended to 
demand the release of all demonstrators, whether students or not, 
whether French or foreign. For a radical transformation of the 
university system the students looked beyond the campus toward 
the factories. From the very beginning, in speeches, in debates, 
in the numerous leaflets soon to invade the French capital, the 
accent was on collaboration with the workers. "Long live the 
solidarity between workers and the fighting students," proclaimed 
one of the early leaflets. "The bourgeoisie fears above all," argued 
another, "that the student revolt will get linked with that of the 
workers." 

Although they agreed on the strategy, on the need for joint 
action with the working class, the "grouplets" differed on tactics, 
on the best means for bringing such a junction about. The Mao
ists from the UJCML were in favor of leaving the Latin Quarter 
and concentrating their work on propaganda against repression 
through action committees in working class districts. The rigid 
Trotskyists of the FER wanted to exercise pressure through 
existing organizations: the students' union should somehow force 
or shame the labor unions into a joint strike and common dem
onstrations. The other groups-particularly the March 22 Move
ment, the Revolutionary Communist Youth (JCR), and the 
short-lived University Movement Action (MAU)-put more em
phasis on the students as an autonomous force. Sensing that they 
could act as a detonator, they felt that the student movement had 
to play its own part to the full in order to have a chance of per
forming this explosive function. The students' union, influenced 
by the FER, first sent an appeal to all the labor unions. But it also 
called for a demonstration the following Monday. The mass of 
students was then to enter the arena and dictate, in a way, the 
course of the combat. 

Monday the sixth was indeed one of the bloodiest days of May. 
As a rule, throughout this period fighting started in the evening. 
That day, it began almost in the morning. Paris was the "capital 
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of peace," the meeting ground for North Vietnamese and Ameri
can negotiators. But the Sorbonne woke up that morning looking 
like a fortress in occupied territory. Thousands of policemen were 
surrounding the university. The layman could hardly distinguish 
between the Paris police and its "special sections," the gendarmes 
mobiles, who are part of the army, and the CRS, the riot troops 
rushed in from the provinces. The first clashes occurred early in 
the morning as the "culprits" from Nanterre passed through the 
police cordon, singing the "Internationale," to face their judges.2 

For the time being the troops had orders to protect only the Sor
bonne and its approaches. Dispersed, the students could regroup 
elsewhere and march through other parts of the Latin Quarter. 

By noon there were several thousand on the embankment in 
front of the big modern building of the faculty of science. Were 
they to storm the Sorbonne or move into working class quarters 
to put across their case? Opinions differed. When the crowd be
gan to move, they were still undecided. Their minds were made 
up as they faced a massive police barrier. The students were not 
yet ready for battle. They crossed the river and marched for a 
couple of hours through the center of Paris, chanting "Sorbonne 
for the students! CRS-SS! Down with police repression!" and 
so on. The general public was rather sympathetic. There was oc
casional applause and there were no boos. But the real test was 
still to come as the marchers got back to their own side of the 
Seine. An ominous silence fell as they approached the Rue St.
Jacques leading to the rear of the Sorbonne. What now? 

All of a sudden the police charged with unexpected savagery. 
Several wounded students lay on the ground. The mass retreated. 
The zealous gendarmes had little time to savor their triumph. It 
was their tum to run under a rain of stones. Mad with anger, the 
students broke up the street for missiles. Leaming from the en
emy, they put the cars unlucky enough to be parked nearby in a 
staggered arrangement, a kind of quincunx. Tear gas could not 
dislodge them, and the police had to send other troops to threaten 

2. The verdict, scheduled for the following Friday, will never be given. 
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them from the rear. Even then the students retreated in fighting 
order along Boulevard St.-Germain and dug their heels in at the 
Place Maubert. There it was a real battle, with charges and 
countercharges, cobblestones versus grenades. The air was thick 
with tear gas, yellowish with a sweet and acrid taste. Even the 
passengers in the subway below were crying. The police were 
bewildered by such stubborn resistance. They had to call for mas
sive reinforcements, and after a couple of hours they finally man
aged to conquer the square. 

They had not quite conquered. The students had vanished. 
Throughout the Latin Quarter the trek was now southward. From 
all over the place young men and women rushed toward the 
Place Denfert-Rochereau. It was there that the students' union 
had called them for a mass meeting at 6: 30 P .M. The spot was 
well chosen. Near enough the Latin Quarter to show that the 
students were determined to recover their district, the square was 
vast enough to contain a big crowd. Its numerous outlets pro
vided potential escape routes and were a puzzle for the police, 
who could not guess where the marchers would move. In the 
middle the statue of the Lion of Belfort-a smaller copy of 
Bartholdi's original-supplied a platform for men with a loud
speaker. Known once as the square of hell-Place d'Enfer-it 
was to be for a very brief season the meeting place of youthful 
hope. 

Fresh from home or straight from one of the many skirmishes, 
the demonstrators were delighted to find themselves so numerous. 
They were already several thousand strong, and their ranks were 
still swelling. University students were in a majority. But there 
were also some young workers, high-school students, scientists, 
teachers, as well as a group of professors and lecturers answering 
their union's call, which had been issued in the heat of the after
noon fighting. ("We are asking university teachers to take their 
direct responsibilities, that is, to go out into the streets on the 
side of their students.") Ironically, the demonstrators raised 
their hands with ten fingers outstretched, chanting: "We are a 
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grouplet, a handful of enrages." 3 Yet they knew they had not 
come for fun. Sporadic bangs from grenades exploding in the 
neighborhood were a reminder that this was no gentle stroll. And 
as the first rows of the marchers reached St.-Germain, they found 
themselves right in the front line. 

That evening St.-Germain-des-Pres was no place for tourists. 
The Flore, the Deux Magots, the Mabillon-these well-known 
coffeehouses were in the range of fire. That night St.-Germain 
was not Greenwich Village nor Chelsea; it was a battlefield. The 
police could neither cope nor understand. Their forces were im
pressive and armed to the teeth. There was a time when, faced 
with such a black armada, the students would have turned and 
run. Now fear was turned into passionate determination, and they 
tended to run forward. In daring hands the cobblestone was a 
match for the hand grenade. Le pave-the new hero of May, the 
Parisian paving stone, small enough to fit the hand, heavy enough 
to hurt, provided munition for the fighter and a brick for his bar
ricade. It was also the symbolic stone thrown against the edifice 
of the established disorder. 

A riot? No sir, it's an insurrection. Here, with the help of cars, 
billboards, railings, torn-off branches, trees, as well as cobble
stones, the first serious barricade went up. Here a couple of buses 
serve as a barrier. There, two fire engines escorted by gen
darmes are forced to fall back as students with only stones in 
their hands launch a successful counterattack. Faced by young 
men whose inventive fury could compensate for their inferiority 
in weapons, the police were driven to change their tactics. From 
then on they tried to avoid direct frontal clashes. The new method 
was to bomb first and mop up afterwards. The bombing was car
ried out preferably from a distance with grenade-throwers. Sim-

. ple tear gas was soon backed up by more toxic varieties and sup
plemented by concussion grenades. 

The second phase, the attack on broken up, isolated groups, 
was all the more violent since the strength of the resistance had 

3. In France, under the decimal system instead of a dozen, you have a 
dizaine, hence the ten outstretched fingers. 
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been a shock to the police, who are neither used to nor designed 
for an equal struggle. "Stop it, stop it ... "-from time to time a 
shrill voice would come from a window as the onlooker found it 
unbearable to see a woman or a youngster clubbed into uncon
sciousness. The main battle was over by about 10 P.M., though 
sporadic fights and the chase after isolated groups lasted well 
into the night. The official score for Bloody Monday was: 422 
arrests; 345 policemen wounded, 24 of them taken to the hos
pital. The casualties among the demonstrators, higher still, could 
not be calculated. Knowing by then what could happen to them 
if they fell into the hands of the police, many students chose to 
lick their wounds in private rather than to take that risk. But re
pression, once again, produced the opposite effect from what the 
authorities had expected. The students were far from cowed, and 
Bloody Monday was followed by Tuesday's Long March. 

They were probably twice as many, some twenty to thirty thou
sand around the Belfort Lion on Tuesday evening. The revolt now 
had its own paper, Action, and it sold like hotcakes. Leaflets 
were also distributed, explaining how best to cope with tear gas. 
More professors, workers, intellectuals, had come to express their 
solidarity, but the students were still the most numerous and they 
set the tone. The young march in a different way. Theirs is not a 
stroll, a procession. They set off as if in a hurry to conquer some
thing. From time to time they rushed, almost sprinting, their steps 
responding to the "hop, hop, hop" of the chef'.rleaders, and the 
successive waves then resembled the Japanese zengakuren. The 
older marchers were not the only ones to be surprised by the 
rhythm. So were the police, unaccustomed to demonstrators who 
moved at such a pace. 

The march was immediately brought to a first halt. The Latin 
Quarter was forbidden territory, and near the Luxembourg Gar
dens its frontier was heavily guarded by massive trucks and bus
loads of policemen. The students did not want a battle there and 
then. The improvised stewards, holding hands, kept the crowd in 
check and guided it backwards. At the corner of Boulevard 
Montparnasse there was a moment of hesitation: eastward toward 
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the working-class districts, or westward toward the Champs
:Elysees? The idea of parading red and black flags in the shop 
window of bourgeois Paris prevailed. The next moment of tension 
came when the demonstration reached the river. The bridge was 
blocked by the police. The long esplanade of the Invalides, with 
Napoleon's tomb at its back, was filled by the young crowd. A 
clash? No, both sides at that stage were trying to avoid one. The 
students turned right, and hop, hop, hop, they sprinted across an
other bridge toward the Concorde. The way toward the Arc de 
Triomphe was open. 

In their rush the demonstrators had passed without any fuss 
in front of the National Assembly. Their contempt was sympto
matic. There had been a time, under the previous Republics, when 
the Palais Bourbon-the seat of the lower parliamentary cham
ber-was a focus for demonstrators. Parliament had been the 
target for the protesters and the main headache for the police. The 
students, however, knew better. They did not attack the :Elysee 
Palace, General de Gaulle's seat of presidential power, because 
they were not strong enough to face the bullets. They by-passed 
the Palais Bourbon because it was not worth storming. Ten years 
as a Gaullist rubber stamp had broken the remaining illusions 
about the importance of an already discredited institution. 

"Power is in the street," chanted the demonstrators moving up 
the Champs-Elysees. The vast and elegant avenue had not wit
nessed such a parade for decades. Its lights were lit when, toward 
10 P.M., the crowd filled the circular ending to the avenue, the 
famous :Etoile, the undisputed star of wealthy Paris. Red and 
black flags floated in the wind, and the massed demonstrators 
roared the "Internationale" around the Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier lying beneath the Arc de Triomphe. This was the supreme 
sacrilege, which in days to come would provoke indignant pro
tests, because it is well known that the poor fellow got, along with 
a bullet in his head, a pledge not to be subjected to anything but 
patriotic prose and the national anthem. 

After this iconoclastic climax the students marched back to 
their quarter, now turned into a police stronghold. The inevitable 
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clashes started around midnight, though they did not reach the 
scale of the previous day. Many demonstrators had gone home, 
others were tired by the lengthy trek. The few dispersed fights, 
however, were violent, and some policemen were in a very ugly 
mood. Toward 2 A.M. a wooden framework was burning at one 
end of the Boulevard Montparnasse. Hooting ambulances over
took the black police-wagons. The ambulances were in a hurry. 
They stopped outside a coffeehouse, and the rescuers with the 
help of firemen broke its windows. Some of the customers stag
gering out had to be given oxygen. It was a near thing. The 
police had thrown gas grenades inside the cafe. Miraculously, 
the long march did not have a tragic ending. 

Next day the political climate was visibly different. The stock 
of the students had risen considerably. They had shown courage 
and discipline. They had not yielded to blows; then they had 
proved they could stage a mass demonstration in an orderly fash
ion. Public opinion was shifting to their side. The middle classes 
were shocked by reports of police brutality, which could not be 
concealed. The workers were impressed by the fighting spirit of 
the students. The young men who had braved the truncheons and 
the grenades and came back asking for more were clearly no 
weaklings. The revolutionary spokesmen of the student movement 
and the professors associated with them felt carried forward by a 
tide that was not only Parisian. The news from the provinces was 
encouraging. From Toulouse and Marseilles in the south to Lille 
in the north, from Strasbourg in the east to Rennes in the west, 
came reports of solidarity meetings and demonstrations. Carried 
away by the enthusiasm-combined with the weariness of sleep
less nights-the dynamic Alain Geismar proclaimed on Wednes
day morning: "Whether the police frees it or doesn't, tonight the 
Sorbonne will be ours, it will belong to students and teachers." 

Mixed with the feeling of strength there was a growing appre
hension that the movement would be "reclaimed," its revolu
tionary force channeled toward reformist ends. "It's never for 
fun that one fights against a stronger opponent," Action had 
argued in its first issue. The revolutionary leaders now feared 

382



The Student Uprising 131 

that their exceptional struggle could be diverted, channeled back 
into the established framework. They feared the government, 
which might seek a compromise through minor concessions, and 
also the opposition, which was eager to exploit the movement for 
merely parliamentary ends. For the time being, the government 
was still hesitating over the best method of getting out of its di
lemma. It was still preoccupied with face-saving as much as with 
the task of placating the students. 

The Communists proved quicker, or rather less slow, in sensing 
the change of mood. The day before, Seguy, the CGT leader, had 
vituperated against leftists who "have the unbelievable cheek to 
give lessons of revolutionary theory [to the working class] and 
pretend to lead its struggle." Next day in Parliament and in 
L'Humanite the attacks were aimed at the Gaullist government, 
while Communist students and teachers were for the first time 
urged to attend the mass meeting that the students' union had 
called, for a change, at the faculty of science on the embank
ment. If you can't beat them, join them and hope to swamp them 
in numbers. 

It was raining in the evening as thousands gathered in the 
courtyard of the faculty, not knowing whether they would be led 
into yet another battle. The prospects were far from clear. Earlier, 
the communique published at the end of the Cabinet meeting had 
offered little hope. The Minister of Education had declared: 
"The government cannot accept that the tolerance and serenity 
indispensable for teaching and research should be replaced by 
fanaticism and violence." He had nothing to say about student 
demands. Professors of science, convinced that a new collision 
could lead to a bloodbath, sent a delegation headed by the Nobel 
Prize winner Jacques Monod, to persuade the Minister to change 
his stand. Peyrefitte then published a new declaration, which he 
was to repeat in the chamber, giving an assurance that "if these 
conditions are fulfilled [that is, if peace is restored] lectures could 
be resumed at the Sorbonne and at Nanterre as soon as the deans 
of the faculties think it possible, that is to say, I hope, by tomor
row afternoon." 
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However vague, this looked like an opening. The young men 
listening in the rain wondered about the next move, while spokes
men for various teaching unions expressed their solidarity. When 
the CGT delegate mentioned the name of Georges Seguy, his 
leader, he was greeted by some boos. But there were more im
portant problems. Jacques Sauvageot and Alain Geismar con
firmed that the three demands were inseparable and that even if 
the faculties were reopened, there would be no lectures so long as 
all the demonstrators had not been released. They also revealed 
that a representative of the Ministry of Education (as a matter of 
fact, the deputy rector) was in touch with them. Thus, the march 
began in an atmosphere of uncertainty. 

Even before it started, a small incident had occurred that was 
a typical sign of the inner tensions. The orthodox Communists 
had brought along their deputies and municipal councilors of the 
Paris region. They tried to head the procession. This old maneu
ver was too obvious and did not work. Amid protests, the Com
munist dignitaries had to fall back into line. Crash-helmeted stu
dents moved ahead. Other stewards, holding hands, kept the 
marchers in on both sides. Though contacts had been made with 
the police and an agreement reached about the itinerary through 
the "forbidden" Latin Quarter, precautions were not superfluous, 
because with passions rising the smallest incident could get blown 
up into a bloody conflict. 

The slogans were the same as on previous occasions, yet there 
was an uneasy feeling in the marching crowd, and when the 
demonstration reached the Luxembourg Gardens and the mili
tants spread the order of the students' union to disperse, this 
feeling turned to disappointment. Many students lingered, and 
amid the groups that went on arguing despite the continuous 
drizzle, the prevailing idea was that they had been let down. No
body was seriously suggesting that the Sorbonne, with its mighty 
police garrison, could have been stormed. Still, the students felt 
cheated, convinced in a curious way that the revolt was over, that 
it had been seized surreptitiously by parties, unions, organiza
tions, and was now to be bartered away in some shady deal. 
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If the government ever had a chance of stemming the student 
tide, this was it. This was the moment to open the gates, release 
the prisoners, offer reforms. But the opportunity was not seized 
for all sorts of reasons. The Gaullists could hardly imagine what 
was still to come. The General talked of order and thought of 
prestige. The ministers, as usual in this regime, were mainly con
cerned with the General's opinion. And admittedly they were not 
given much time to act. While they quibbled over legal difficulties 
and bothered about what the students might do if allowed back 
into the Sorbonne, the revolutionary leaders recovered their 
bearings. Indeed, some students spent that Wednesday night 
debating how to repair the damage. When next day the police 
forces in the Latin Quarter, far from being removed, were rein
forced, the student leaders sighed with relief. The General had 
come to their rescue. 

On Thursday afternoon the Sorbonne was still in the hands of 
the police, with a number of students gathered just outside. Daniel 
Cohn-Bendit, with the voice of a tribune and the flair of a popu
lar leader, proclaimed the street a lecture hall since the university 
was closed. With thousands just sitting down, the Baul' Mich' 
provided a stage for a lively teach-in. Alain Geismar publicly ad
mitted he had made a mistake the previous day. Jacques Sau
vageot explained the position of the students' union and took into 
account the criticism of it, since this was no passive assembly. 
Louis Aragon, the grand old man of French and Communist let
ters, seeking here the memory of his own surrealist and revolu
tionary youth, provided an interlude. He had some difficulty in 
getting a hearing, so strong was the resentment against Commu
nist attacks. A party dignitary, he could not dissociate himself 
publicly from the official line, yet he promised to devote a whole 
issue of the literary journal he edited, Les Lettres Franfaises, to 
the students. 

More significant, however, was the decision of the JCR to ac
cept Cohn-Bendit's proposal and' open the meeting it was to hold 
that evening at the Mutualite to all the revolutionary groups. As 
the moment of decision approached and the movement gathered 
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momentum, the "grouplets" could not preserve their sectarian 
predilection for cultivating differences. They either entered the 
mainstream or were thrown out, at least temporarily, onto the 
banks. 

Differences, naturally, did not vanish. In the packed hall of 
the Mutualite that evening they became, on the contrary, quite 
striking as soon as the French militants took over after prelim
inary speeches by foreign friends. The Maoist spokesman for the 
UJCML summed up his outlook in a seemingly paradoxical for
mula-"Let's leave the Sorbonne to the gendarmes in exchange 
for their barracks at St.-Ouen" (a working-class suburb )-and 
dismissed other policies as petty-bourgeois attempts to isolate 
students from workers. The spokesman for the FER wanted to 
build a pyramid of strike committees in the faculties, headed by 
a national committee. Even Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Daniel Ben
said, though both members of the March 22 Movement, disagreed 
on one crucial point-the need for a revolutionary party (the 
former denied such a need, the latter considered a party indis
pensable). But both agreed that the immediate task was to unite, 
to carry on the struggle. They also agreed with Jean-Louis Peni
nou, of the ephemeral MAU, that the need now was for small 
action committees, regrouping the rank and file and thus encourag
ing initiative from below. Once again small groups went on dis
cusing passionately well into the night. But whereas the previous 
evening the prevailing mood had been one of disappointment, 
that night there was a conviction that the showdown could not be 
put off for long. 

Friday, May 10: Only a week earlier Rector Roche, by calling 
the police into the Sorbonne, had produced the unexpected, and 
now a major crisis was moving inexorably to its climax.4 To un
derstand why a showdown looked inevitable as well as to grasp 
the otherwise incomprehensible waverings of the coming night, 
one must ponder for a moment the positions of the contending 

4. Roche means "rock" in French, and student wits protested that the 
rector was a mere pebble, though pebbles can occasionally distort the 
course of events. 
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parties. The student leaders were being carried along by a swell
ing tide, bigger each day and not just Parisian. But they could not 
afford to back down. The fiasco of Wednesday night was for them 
a lesson; a repetition, and either the tide would ebb or they would 
be swept aside. On the other hand, watching each day the tre
mendous police concentration, with reinforcements sent from the 
provinces, they could not ignore the risks of a massacre. The most 
lucid among them maintained that the risks, while serious, were 
limited, because they were students, not workers: The govern
ment could not open fire against "the future elite of the nation." 
In any case, the problem was not to storm the Sorbonne, but to 
march on and refuse to yield. 

The government, from its initial blunder, was in a dilemma. It 
could not treat the students like workers for a combination of 
reasons. It was not just that most of the ministers had academic 
connections. (To take just one example, the white-haired Louis 
Joxe, acting as Prime Minister in Pompidou's absence, was him
self a former professor and allied by marriage to the very aca
demic Halevy dynasty.) Nor, as has been suggested, was it just 
that the rebellion was by their own children, by their own class. 
More important was the fact that until then student revolts had 
been treated as incidents and not as a major threat to society. Fi
nally, the Gaullist system of government must be taken into ac
count, a system in which the ministers are guided by what the 
General might think of them. On this occasion, General de Gaulle, 
preparing for his Rumanian journey, showed no sense of history. 
He simply told his ministers with soldierly wisdom that order must 
be maintained. 

And so the government groped in all directions in search of a 
policy. Thus, on Thursday, after the improvised teach-in in the 
street, Peyrefitte announced that the Sorbonne would be closed 
"until calm is restored." That same day, Joxe was reported to be 
working on a compromise. To overcome the obstacle of the dem
onstrators in jail, the government advised the students' lawyers to 
lodge an appeal. The public prosecutor claimed their case could 
not be heard until the following Tuesday. The real snag was that 
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the stu.dents could not be shot nor could they be clubbed into 
submission. The government was by then reluctant to wield the 
truncheon and loath to surrender. Within twenty-four hours it was 
to do both in quick succession. 

"Free our comrades"-it was still the same slogan after a 
week's interval. Only this time the high-school students were the 
first to chant it sitting around the Lion of Belfort. During the 
past three days the strike had spread throughout the Parisian 
lycees, and their revolutionary organization, the CAL, brought 
its followers to Denfert-Rochereau at about 5:30 P.M. An hour 
later they were joined by the usual contingent of ·university stu
dents along with their intellectual and working-class allies. There 
was talk of an even wider coalition. The UNEF had reached 
agreement with the educational and labor unions for a joint mass 
demonstration the following Tuesday. 

A peaceful parade, however, was not necessarily a panacea, 
and Tuesday was a long time away. A more urgent question was 
what was to be done that night. In keeping with the main demand, 
they should go and deliver their friends. But the central prison, 
La Sante, was too near and impregnable. The Sorbonne was out 
of bounds. As they began to move, most marchers were not cer
tain whether they were going to the Ministry of Justice to de
mand the liberation of their friends, or to Broadcasting House to 
protest against the fantastic bias in the official television and radio 
coverage of the events. The positioning of the police, too, was 
bound to have a bearing on their destination. In fact, they set off 
on a journey to night's end. 

It was a new route. Their itinerary took them this time through 
more popular quarters. There were more people on the pavement, 
more open windows. "Come with us into the streets. Your chil
dren go to school. You are all concerned." The marchers were 
visibly encouraged by the applause. Yet tension rose as through 
Boulevard St.-Germain they approached the Latin Quarter. Each 
side-street leading to the Sorbonne was filled with policemen 
armed for combat. Derisively, the students greeted them with the 
Nazi salute, roaring "CRS-SS." Between the demonstrators and 
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the police there was only the thinnest line formed by young men 
and women holding hands and acting as stewards. There was 
hatred in the darkening air. The column stopped. Had the fight
ing started? No, it was simply that the gendarmes, backed by 
trucks, were blocking the way. The demonstration could not 
move forward nor could it tum right toward the Seine. It was 
only allowed to tum left and march up the Boulevard St-Michel 
back to its point of departure. 

The trap was obvious and so was the counter. Having reached 
the Luxembourg Gardens, the demonstration stopped. The lead
ers could not repeat Wednesday's mistake. They told the thou
sands massed in the boulevard to divide into groups and occupy 
the quartier. Did they also tell them to break up the streets to 
get ammunition? There was probably no need for such instruc
tions. Faced with the police, not just outside the Sorbonne but 
throughout the district, and with the experience of previous days 
fresh in their minds, the demonstrators were not going to stand 
there empty-handed. Not everybody agreed. The orthodox Com
munists protested and walked out. 5 What is certain is that the 
next logical step--the feverish building of barricades-was en
tirely spontaneous, a sheer invention of the crowd; 

The official spokesmen who were soon to talk of "experts in 
urban guerrilla tactics" had a strange sense of humor. No expert 
would have chosen as the central axis of his defense system a vast 
avenue (Rue Gay-Lussac opposite the Luxembourg Gardens), 
thus allowing the enemy scope for bombing and room for ma
neuver in attacking; the barricades that resisted longest were in 
narrow, climbing streets. Built with passion and ingenuity-but 
then young students and workers lack neither-the fifty or so 
barricades were located haphazardly. They were the product of 
circumstances, as was the police (or rather governmental) deci-

5. L'Humanite of May 11, having along with the other papers been put 
to bed too early to report the whole of the night's events, put the blame 
on "Trotskyist and anarchist groups." But the incident was quickly forgot
ten. That same day, the Communist party published a communique put
ting the blame squarely on the government. 
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sion to allow them to go up. But they were also a political act 
and a symbolic reminder. They were a sign that the students, 
while not attacking, would not yield until their demands were 
met. They proved, though only later, to have a special appeal to 
the collective memory of French workers, whose grandfathers had 
fought in the Commune. The impact was the greater since, if not 
the whole nation, still a great many Frenchmen stayed up to 
listen. The night of the barricades was also the night of the tran
sistor radio. 

A digression is here necessary. Everybody knows that France's 
state television and radio (Office de Radiodiffusion-Television 
Franc;aise, or ORTF) are fully under government control. They 
are their master's voice. France, however, has also its commercial 
radio stations. Two in particular have a big following, namely 
Europe One and Radio Luxemburg. To claim that they are inde
pendent would be an overstatement. 6 Let us say that they are in
fluenced in less direct fashion and have, therefore, more scope 
for maneuver. Add the element of competition, and the skill and 
courage of reporters with a love for their jobs, and you get a night 
of dramatic reporting that kept millions of Frenchmen awake. 
That night was certainly no exception to the rule that "truth is 
revolutionary." 

Radio Luxemburg even acted at one stage as an open go
between. The recording of this abortive negotiation on the air is 
quite a valuable document.7 It makes the official case, which al
leges that the students had "refused the dialogue," sound rather 

6. The state, for example, holds nearly half the stock in Europe One. 
The other main stock holder, Sylvain Floirat, is a millionaire who is also 
the owner of Matra, the aircraft and missile company heavily dependent 
on government contracts. Besides, though the transmitters of both stations 
are outside French frontiers-which is why they are called "peripheral"
the government can cut them off at will. 

7. Most of it can be read in the brief but excellent Insurrection P:tudi
ante, a critical collection of documents edited by Marc Kravetz (Union 
Generale d'f:ditions. 10/18. Paris, 1968). This was published immediately 
after the events. Now the researcher has at his disposal the lmpressive 
and scholarly volume Journal de la Commune Etudiante, documents se
lected by Alain Schnapp and Pierre Vidal-Nacquet (Paris, f:ditions du 
Seuil, 1969). 
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hollow. The experiment started exactly at 10 P.M., when demon
strators and the police were facing each other in the dark. The 
news editor had just read a statement by Rector Roche, offering 
to meet the student leaders within the Sorbonne in order to dis
cuss conditions for the resumption of lectures. One of his report
ers in the crowd got hold of Alain Geismar, who was asked to 
comment. 

Rising to the occasion, Geismar put over the student case with 
perfect clarity. The gist of his argument can be summed up as 
follows: The student leaders are with the demonstrators, while 
the rector is with the police; the student spokesmen do not intend 
to change sides. The real problem is simple. The government has 
offered to grant two of the student demands; it has refused to ac
cept the third. When this proposal was offered to students at 
Denfert, they answered unanimously: "Liberez nos camarades." 
The only question is whether the rector has anything to add on 
this point. 

Deputy Rector Claude Chalin replied that he could not answer 
without consulting the Minister of Education. Urged to hurry, 
he promised to bring an answer within ten minutes. Fifty long 
minutes later he came back on the air to repeat literally Rector 
Roche's previous statement. Only that and nothing more. After 
all the tense expectation, this was a terrible letdown. For the lis-
tening millions it had not been a waste of time. , 

The demonstrators had not wasted theirs either. The barricades 
were going up and up, some of them reaching a height of about 
three yards. Anything could serve the purpose. Automobiles were 
often a foundation. A neighboring building-site was a real treas
ure. The most precious find there was an air hammer, which once 
mastered made it possible to open up the streets wholesale. The 
paving stones then went from hand to hand. Young men and 
women were seized with a building fury. Not everybody shared 
their enthusiasm. Just before midnight a few hundred militants of 
the FER arrived with red flags from their separate meeting. Ap
palled by the size of the police concentration, they argued that 
to stay there was to invite a massacre. Their alternative was to 
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go to working-class .districts with the slogan "Half a million work
ers into the Latin Quarter." And so they went. But their example 
was not followed. The atmosphere behind the barricades was one 
of determination, exhilaration, and also optimism. In this not-so
red quarter people were coming down with sandwiches, drinks, 
chocolate. As the hour advanced, it was increasingly difficult to 
believe that the troops would attack. Would they have waited for 
so long? 

The time factor was also the argument used by Maurice Gri
maud, the prefect of police. With every hour his task was becom
ing more difficult. The government, however, hesitated. Later the 
story was spread that it could not reach a decision because Gen
eral de Gaulle had gone to bed at ten. Students are too clever to 
swallow such muzhik tales about the good czar and his bad min
isters. In fact, the General was represented in all the negotiations 
by the Secretary of the Presidency, Bernard Tricot, and by his 
trusted lieutenant, officially charged with the affairs of the French 
Commonwealth, Jacques Foccart. Just after midnight acting Prime 
Minister J oxe moved into the Ministry of the Interior where, with 
the latest information from the "front," the Gaullist caucus held a 
permanent council of war. 

Joxe, who was personally inclined toward diplomacy, had little 
scope for initiative. The General had said that order must be re
stored. Desperate phone calls were pouring in to all the ministers 
from all the glorious names of French science. A delegation of 
six professors and students, including Cohn-Bendit, made a last 
attempt to persuade Rector Roche to demand the withdrawal of 
the troops-in vain.8 By 2 A.M. Christian Fouchet, the Minister 
of the Interior, had carried the day with Prefect Grimaud's argu
ment that if any more time was wasted, he could not guarantee 
that the streets would be cleared by the morning. 

A quarter of an hour later the troops had their marching or-

8. The only result was an appeal, issued after the police had moved 
into action, asking the students "to stop spontaneously the conflict." For 
a report by one of the professors in the delegation see Le Nouvel Ob
servateur, May 15, 1968. 
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ders. Several hundred CRS were the first to move. The small bar
ricades in the square facing the Luxembourg Gardens were 
cleared rapidly. But to attack the main obstacles in the Rue Gay
Lussac the police resorted to its new tactic of preliminary bomb
ing, first with grenade-throwers, then with hand grenades. It has 
been suggested that five thousand grenades were used on that 
night alone, and the authorities after initial denials had to admit 
that in addition to the traditional tear gas, the CS grenades, which 
American troops had experimented with in Vietnam, were that 
night used for the first time in France.9 

Thump, thump ... "Arise ye damned of the earth" ... bang, 
bang ... "De Gaulle murderer" ... whamm, whamm . , . "C' est 
la lutte finale" ... the noise was deafening, breathing difficult. A 
blinding cloud of gas and smoke rose above the first barricade, 
whose defenders wore handkerchiefs and had their faces covered 
with baking soda. A change of wind and the first wave of police 
was driven to retreat, suffocated by its own gas. (Policemen, too, 
were later treated for eye-burns.) Soon they were on the attack 
again, trying to storm the main barricade in the Rue Gay-Lussac, 
but also to cut it off through a side street, which was defended 
with equal passion. To help the besieged, buckets of water were 
poured from neighboring windows in the hope of clearing the at
mosphere. This did not last because the police started throwing 
grenades into open windows. The wounded, the blinded, those 
who could not stand it any more, were taken to the rear and re
placed by eager young men rushing up from barricades lying 
farther back. The first line of defense was not easy to break. 

The police now attacked from all sides. Only live broadcasts on 
Europe One and Radio Luxemburg gave sporadic news from all 
fronts. And in between the reports came a series of desperate ap
peals. The academic world was shaken. Many professors had 

9. Since in our civilization burning a car is apparently a much graver 
political and moral sin than breaking a skull or raping a girl, one is bound 
to report that the first cars to blaze were set on fire by the police when 
gas tanks burst after being hit by exploding grenades. It was only later that 
the defenders set cars on fire to slow ·down the police while they were 
retreating. 
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come out into the streets to be with their students. The glorious 
names of French science were trying to make use of their prestige. 
Two famous mathematicians threatened publicly to resign if the 
assault did not stop. Professor Monod begged for a truce so that 
the injured could be evacuated. Hospital orderlies had to brave 
the truncheons in their efforts to drag the wounded out of the 
clutches of the police. Another professor of mathematics was 
wounded trying to prevent the gendarmes from entering an aca
demic building. For the battle was now drawing to an end. 

Superior force had prevailed. By 5 A.M., most barricades in and 
around Rue Gay-Lussac had fallen. By 6, though there were still 
pockets of resistance, particularly near the hilly area around the 
Mouffetard Market, Cohn-Bendit broadcast an appeal to his 
friends to break off so as to avoid a slaughter. The battle was over, 
but not the mopping up. The cruel manhunt went on. The police 
were enjoying their revenge. There were no sanctuaries. Police
men, rifle or gun in hand, barged into private homes and dragged 
out refugees whom they clubbed into Black Marias. The image 
that sticks in the mind is of a young woman, dragged naked into 
the street and then into a distant van by representatives of law 
and order who were yelling "We'll teach you, you whore." For 
many of the prisoners arrest was only the beginning of a ghastly 
ordeal.10 

It's morning. Paris wakes up. Though streets are still disem-

10. The police are doing their "job." Their official superiors, from the 
prefect upward, are doing theirs in praising the police for their worthy 
restraint. How do they square such statements with thousands of eye
witness reports? Beatings-up in the street are dismissed on the ground that 
they took place "in the heat of battle." But what about the sadistic treat
ment-there is no other description for it-of arrested men and women, 
boys and girls, inside the police stations or in the regrouping center at 
Beaujon? The horrifying descriptions by victims and witnesses are recorded 
in Le Livre Noir des Journees de Mai (Paris, ~ditions du Seuil, 1968). 
The government threatened to sue the authors for slander. It never even 
contemplated a public inquiry into the behavior of the police. The Black 
Book and its sequel, /ls Accusent (also published by Seuil, 1968), are in
dispensable reading for anyone who wants to have a complete image 
of the May crisis. They should be compulsory reading, too, for all those 
who lecture about "intellectual terrorism" and "student violence." 
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boweled and carcasses of cars give a junky air to fallen barricades, 
order reigns in the Latin Quarter. Outside the Luxembourg Gar
dens one sees the picture typical of the end of all battles-a host 
of defeated prisoners, haggard, their eyes still red, being pushed 
with rifle butts into departing vans by the victors. Only the pic
ture this time was deceptive. The vanquished were the winners, 
and the "victorious" troops had inflicted on their masters a ter
rible defeat. The government, the opposition, the nation at large, 
were all aware of it on Saturday morning. 

Nothing revealed the government's disarray more clearly than 
this unofficial communique published by the French News Agency, 
Agence France-Presse (AFP) early that day: "It is being stated 
this morning in French governmental circles that one can detect 
in last night's demonstrations in the Latin Quarter, while talks on 
Vietnam are taking place in Paris between the Americans and the 
North Vietnamese, the intervention of forces hostile to the re
establishment of peace." 

To stoop to such patently ridiculous explanations 11 a govern
ment must feel it has no case and that public opinion is swinging 
wildly against it. The opposition grasped this, too. Forgetting 
their reservations and objections of yesterday, all opposition par
ties now stood behind the students and violently condemned the 
government for its "brutal repression." Within hours the labor 
and teaching unions agreed with the UNEF to stage their joint 
demonstration a day earlier, on Monday, May 13, and to couple 
it with a general strike. Teachers, who are civil servants, and 
workers in the nationalized industries decided not to bother about 
the compulsory five days' warning. 

For the Gaullist government it was now urgent to redress the 
situation. With its policy lying in ruins, the need was for an im
mediate substitute. "I have an idea," claimed Georges Pompidou, 
getting off his plane at Orly on Saturday evening after a nine-day 

11. Le Monde coupled this gem with the following comment: "Is it 
necessary to observe that this ex post facto explanation does not stand up 
to a moment's reflection, since the bulk of students and their organizations 
are favorable to peace in Vietnam?" 
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official visit to Iran and Afghanistan. The Prime Minister had 
been lucky. He had been able to proclaim "Zalmota salam," 
which means "Hello, young ones," in Afghan, while Parisian stu
dents were shouting in plain French, "Down with the police 
state." Naturally, the Prime Minister had been in constant touch 
with his colleagues and, therefore, entirely responsible with them 
for the conduct of policy. Yet the absentee landlord-the "mira
cute de Kaboul," the man miraculously healed in the Afghan cap
ital, as Mitterrand later called him-was in a more comfortable 
position than other Gaullists to preside over the inevitable change 
of line. For the next six weeks, the Prime Minister was to be the 
key figure in the Gaullist camp, if not more important at least 
more active than the General himself; and it is, therefore, worth
while to glance at the man before we look at his "idea." 

When back in April 1962 Georges Pompidou was appointed 
Prime Minister and his dark face with its bushy eyebrows and a 
sly peasant smile was first splashed across the newspapers, the 
opposition thundered "What is good for the Rothschilds is no 
good for France." It could have added: Caligula had appointed 
his horse; General de Gaulle, his private secretary. Pompidou, 
who at the time had not been elected to any political office, could 
have been described as a self-made man were he not so much the 
product of the General's patronage. 

The main exception to the French rule of social immobility is 
the rise through three generations : from peasant through teacher 
to anything. Georges Pompidou is a striking illustration. Born in 
1911 in the Cantal village of Montboudif into a teacher's family, 
this young champion at passing examinations passed brilliantly 
through the classical gateway to an academic career, the :fkole 
Normale Superieure. Yet, nothing seemed to destine the leisurely 
young professeur, with no Resistance record whatsoever, to a 
political career through Gaullism. The old school tie did the 
trick. One of his fellow normaliens was on the General's staff in 
liberated Paris and brought Pompidou along. The newcomer had 
little time to run through his paces, but he was sufficiently ap
preciated to be rewarded with a nice job in the civil service (the 
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Council of State, dealing with conflicts involving the state) when 
the General retired in January 1946. Pompidou showed there 
his adaptability and capacity for quick work, since he combined 
his new job with permanent duties for the master-in-exile. 

Since the Fourth Republic refused to surrender, it had to be 
taken by storm. During the storming by the troops of the Gaullist 
Rassemblement du Peuple Fran~ais (Rally of the French Peo
ple), or RPF, Pompidou was kept in the background, at the 
General's headquarters. The tottering Republic showed an un
expected capacity for passive resistance. By 1954 the General 
had to admit failure and bide his time. Once again the master's 
retreat led to a change of profession for his faithful secretary. 
In the financial committees of the Rally, Pompidou had worked 
with a director of Rothschild Freres, who thought his skills would 
be an asset to the bank; and there, too, our champion climber 
got to the top without forgetting his Gaullist duties. In 1958 the 
years in the wilderness were over. The Algerian putsch brought 
the General back to power, with Georges Pompidou as his Direc
teur de Cabinet. Another spell at Rothschilds' and in 1962, after 
the end of the Algerian war, the private secretary was turned into 
Prime Minister. 

General de Gaulle had not chosen a lame horse for Premier. 
After a brief apprenticeship Pompidou found politics no more 
formidable than banking or constitutional law. For the General 
he was a perfect lieutenant. But appetite, say the French, grows 
with eating. Our professional climber gradually started dreaming 
of the summit. Behind the easygoing manner there is an iron will, 
behind the leisurely detachment a great deal of ambition. The 
man was intelligent enough to know he could not inherit the 
Gaullist legend, the Bonapartist appeal. He could only succeed 
on the slogans of law and order and the stable franc, as leader of 
a conservative coalition. Georges Pompidou began to have his 
own political interests and ambitions. Rushing back to defend the 
regime in danger, he was rushing to preserve his own heritage. 

The returning man's gamble was the logical sequel to the utter 
failure of the previous martingale. He said in effect, since the 
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policy of repression has ended in disaster, let us now see what 
·can be salvaged through concessions. Instead of keeping the Sor
bonne out of bounds, let it be turned into a student sanctuary. 
Let students and professors stew for a while in their own juice. 
Throw one vital ingredient-the examinations-into the melting 
pot and the odds are that the dish will ultimately have a reform
ist taste. If the university is overhauled in the process, so much 
the better, though the immediate ~ask is to prevent the revolu
tionary unrest from spreading. 

The Prime Minister was in a hurry. That very Saturday, after 
a brief Cabinet meeting and having obtained the green light from 
General de Gaulle, he appeared on television just before mid
night, full of heartbroken sweetness, the reasonable peacemaker 
revealing his plans. The Sorbonne would be opened on Monday. 
That very same day "the court of appeal will be able to give a 
ruling, in keeping with the law, on the requests for release lodged 
by the condemned students." And thus the allegedly insurmount
able obstacle, which was the result of the independence of th~ 
judiciary, vanished at once. Nobody had any doubts about what 
this ruling would be, and the common surmise was rapidly con
firmed.12 

Pompidou in his broadcast gave some dues to his tactics. He 
reassured the candidates for examinations that special circum
stances would be taken into account and concluded with a plea 
to students and their representative associations "to reject the 
provocations of a few professional agitators." With hindsight, it 
is easy to show why the gamble failed. The Gaullist government, 
too, was aware of the handicaps it now had to overcome. The loss 
of face by the judiciary was the least of its troubles. The discon
tent aroused within the police by the sudden volte-face was already 
more worrying. The ordinary policeman took it as a slap in the 

12. The four demonstrators sentenced to jail obtained their release on 
parole on Monday; all the others held in custody had been released on 
Sunday. The land of Montesquieu is not a country with illusions about the 
separation of powers. 
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face, as a public indictment of his actions.13 Still, that damage 
could be repaired. What Pompidou did not bargain for was the 
contagious effect of the student example. For his scheme to work, 
the university had to be isolated. For the second time in this crisis, 
the Gaullist calculation rested on a false premise. In fairness, it 
must be admitted that at the time not many people expected un
rest to spread so rapidly from campus to factory. 

The mass demonstrations throughout France on the following 
Monday acted as a link between the two movements, a transition 
between the two phases of the crisis. Their preparation was no 
easy matter, and the bargaining between students and labor or
ganizations took a great deal of time on the preceding Sunday. 
The Communist-dominated CGT, with its mighty machine, was 
hitherto accustomed to running the show. The students, however, 
on this occasion were in a strong position to impose at least some 
of their conditions. It was finally agreed that the march, starting 
in the working-class districts, would cross the Latin Quarter and 
culminate in Denfert; that union leaders would lead the demon
stration, while politicians would walk farther back in the crowd; 
that students, to show the autonomy of their movement, would 
have their own meeting place and their own stewards. For the 
Communists, who for most of the previous week had complained 
about the ultrarevolutionary style of student demonstrations, this 
was a lot to swallow. But the moment, however transient, was one 
of awkward reconciliation, and nobody at this stage could deny 
that the students had earned their place. 

The weather was on the side of the victors. On Monday after
noon the sun shone on the biggest demonstration Paris had ever 
known. How many were they? Half a million, a million?-nobody 

13. On May 13 the union including most uniformed policemen published 
an angry communique. To str.rt with, it recalled that the occupation of 
the Sorbonne had been carried out on the government's orders. It went 
on to say that it viewed "the declaration of the Prime Minister as an ad
mission that the students were in the right and as an absolute disavowal of 
the action of police forces ordered by the government," and it then ex
pressed its astonishment that "an efficient dialogue with the students had 
not been sought before the regrettable clashes." 
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can really say.14 It was a human sea or, to be more accurate, two 
huge rivers joining each other rather than merging together. The 
students, teachers, lecturers, scientific workers, who started flock
ing toward the Gare de l'Est soon after midday, were too numer
ous to hold a serious open-air meeting. The "grouplets" had 
grown into a mass. An even bigger crowd was beginning to gather 
nearby, around the Place de la Republique, the rallying point for 
the labor unions. The meeting between the two was not entirely 
smooth. The CGT stewards tried for a while to take full control 
of the operations but, seeing that rough tactics would lead to un
wanted trouble, gave up the attempt. It was getting near 4 P .M. 

when, slightly behind schedule, the actual march began. At about 
5: 30, when the first rows reached Denfert, the bulk of the tail 
was still standing around the Gare de l'Est. It was well after 8 
when these tail-enders reached their destination. 

Opening the march were crash-helmeted students carrying red 
and a few black flags. Just behind, beneath a banner proclaiming 
"Students, Teachers, and Workers Together," walked the student 
and labor leaders. In the crowd packing the pavements all along 
the route people showed each other the three young men whose 
figures had become familiar: You see that smiling redhead? It's 
Cohn-Bendit. And the small but stocky chap with a babyish face? 
It's the prof, Alain Geismar. And the handsome one, a bit of a 
matinee idol? It's Sauvageot. The names of the three young peo
ple remained in the news. Soon, however, they were joined in the 
limelight and even eclipsed by a couple of middle-aged men, more 
neatly dressed, marching in the same row. One was Eugene Des
camps, forty-six, a lively northerner and leader of the CFDT. 
The second, walking awkwardly with the students, was a sober 
southerner, Georges Seguy, only forty-one years old but with a 

14. The competent police forces proved beyond doubt on this occasion 
that their function was not one of assessment, but of psychological warfare. 
With scientific precision they estimated the number of marchers at 171,000. 
The figure was then quoted on television as emanating from United Press 
International. The wire service issued an indignant protest. The figure did 
actually occur in its dispatch, but along with the source-the police forces 
-and a comment expressing astonishment that they were putting it so low. 
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long career behind him. Only the previous June this man of the 
apparatus had taken over as secretary-general of the CGT from 
the veteran Benoit Frachon. The political leaders, such as Rochet, 
Mitterrand, and Mendes-France, were lost behind in the crowd. 

This was not only the biggest demonstration ever. It was also 
the most dynamic in years. There were more red flags than in the 
past, more fists were clenched above heads in the revolutionary 
salute, and the "Internationale" was sung time and again. The mood 
of the students was to some extent infectious. The jolly slogan 
obvious because of the date-"Happy birthday, mon General"
was coupled with the more political "Ten years, that's enough." 
The students, nevertheless, set quite a different tone, chanting 
"All power to the workers," "Socialist revolution," "Power lies 
in the streets," and for the first time in a mass demonstration the 
slogan that in the days and months to come would be sung, 
whistled, or clapped by all those who wanted to emphasize their 
revolutionary determination, the jerky "Ce n'est ... qu'un 
debut . ... Continuons le ... combat." 

Standing on the sidelines as the march went on and on, one was 
struck by two features, both pointing to the future. The first was 
the gap between generations. The mood was so exhilarating that 
many demonstrators, having walked their five miles or so, went 
back part of the route to watch the rest of the parade. It was 
noticeable that the young workers were clearly drawn toward 
the most militant students. They would walk along for a while 
singing the "Internationale," shouting slogans, clenching their 
fists. The younger elements in the working class, at least, were 
attracted by the idea of carrying on the struggle. This impression 
was the more significant since the ceremony was not simply a 
Parisian one. Similar marches were being held throughout France. 
Reports were soon pouring in about record attendances. The im
provised general strike was only a semisuccess, but demonstra
tions were everywhere exceptionally big. Sixty thousand here, 
seventy thousand there ... From Toulouse, from Marseilles, from 
other towns, came stories suggesting that nothing so important 
had happened since the liberation of France. 
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The second striking impression was of the divorce between the 
revolutionary students and the Communist party-liners. Even on 
this occasion the provisional coexistence between them was visibly 
strained. One could see the anger of CGT stewards when, say, 
passing in front of the Palais de Justice the students pulled down 
the official flags and replaced them with red banners. There were 
no police in sight along the route. The government wished to 
avoid any clashes this time, and the CGT was not looking for 
trouble either. An incident can easily happen and then escalate. 
One did, in fact, happen toward the end of the demonstration as 
a police ambulance drove into the crowd packed at Denfert. The 
driver panicked and wounded some demonstrators. Frightened, 
the other policemen started shooting. Only the intervention of the 
stewards prevented the policemen from being lynched. When hun
dreds of thousands are involved, an incident can suddenly change 
the course of events, and that is what the Communists wanted to 
avoid. The demonstration had to be peaceful and orderly, a show 
of strength that could somehow be put into the kitty for future 
use in political calculations or bargains with the employers. The 
students, on the other hand, meant what they were chanting: They 
wanted to carry on. 

They literally wanted to march on from Denfert. But here the 
CGT machine was in action. Stewards channeled the crowd. Loud
speakers repeated orders to disperse, along with instruction on 
which streets to take. The students were no match. They found that 
only a few thousand among them were prepared to go on toward 
the Champs de Mars. This was not enough to march on "to the 
:E:lysee," as some in their enthusiasm were urging. And so, rather 
bitter, they sat where they were for yet another improvised 
teach-in. The day, however, did not end on such a sour note of 
division and disappointment. From the Champs de Mars most of 
the demonstrators moved on to the Sorbonne. They did not have 
to storm it this time. Already, on Saturday, the students had oc
cupied the faculty of science and the Censier annex of the faculty 
of arts. That Monday morning a group had marched from Censier 
to take over the Sorbonne, where an improvised meeting heard 
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Jean-Pierre Vigier, the militant physicist and secretary of the 
Russell Tribunal, explain that the movement was not ending with 
this first victory. Yet it was only that night, after the mass demon• 
stration, that the Sorbonne really opened. 

Did the regime hope to enclose the students in their ghetto? 
They answered by opening the university to the world at large 
and to the workers above all. When you made your way through 
the dense crowd that night, you were greeted by the libertarian 
motto "It is forbidden to forbid." H imagination had not yet 
seized power, it had already taken possession of the walls. In the 
courtyard Pasteur and Victor Hugo, dressed up in red for the 
occasion, could not believe their eyes. The atmosphere, those in 
the know were suggesting, was reminiscent of Havana after the 
fall of Batista. Somebody had even brought a band. Inside in the 
vast lecture halls students served their apprenticeship in direct 
democracy, with some young workers, rather bewildered, trying 
to join in. 

In smaller rooms the more conscientious militants discussed 
the organization of their "Red base" and the forthcoming tasks. 
Some of them actually had little patience for the folklore, for the 
kermesse heroique outside. But after the tension of ten unbeliev
able and unexpected days the students had the right to celebrate 
and even to dream for a moment. Tomorrow would come with 
its harsh facts and struggles. Now, exhilarated by their victory, 
they wished to believe for an instant that the words written on the 
wall were true, that everything indeed was possible. As this tri
umphant night was coming to an end, many a student or worker 
sitting in the courtyard of the Sorbonne could echo the words of 
Wordsworth: 

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive. 
But to be young was very heaven. 
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