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  ‘A timely and ambitious book . . . vast in its scope. He writes best when he offers an unabashed personal and moral perspective on the human cost of the totalitarian

  society’




  Tim Gardam, Observer




  ‘A splendid achievement . . . Service writes with fluency and verve with a nice sense of historical irony and barrowloads of sarcasm. He mercilessly dissects the ideas

  and personalities of the communist greats’




  History Today




  ‘An outstanding book, written with grace and style . . . Service’s conclusion is powerful and disturbing. Soviet-style communism inspired by Marx, created by Lenin

  and fine-tuned by Stalin will never return, but it will have an afterlife. Totalitarianism can mutate. The system of unrestrained state power penetrating all areas of life can rise again, adopting

  the USSR circa 1950 as a grim model, and seek to oppress us under a new kind of quasi-religious dictatorship. This is a warning, as well as a masterful book’




  Victor Sebestyen, Daily Telegraph




  ‘The decency of communism’s ideals and the horror of its effects form the basis of Robert Service’s masterly handling of the beginning, progress and (all but)

  end of communism . . . It is also a finely tuned description of what life was like under communism’




  John Lloyd, Financial Times Magazine




  ‘Service has read widely – using the extensive archives and poster collection of Stanford University’s Hoover Institution to good effect – and he has

  organised his material in an analytical narrative that sweeps the reader along’




  Michael Burleigh, Sunday Telegraph




  ‘A deceptively ambitious book. Neither unreasonably long nor overwhelmingly theoretical, it swiftly chronicles the movement from its philosophical origins to the collapse

  of the Soviet Union and the economic transformation of China . . . an ideal introductory history’




  Anne Applebaum, Spectator
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  Preface




  This book began with an idea and a plan. The idea was to put together a general account of communism around the world; the plan was to do this mainly by assembling the

  secondary literature on country after country with experience of communism. Surprisingly few attempts have been made at such a project, and nearly all of them were written before the collapse of

  communist states in eastern Europe and the USSR in 1989–91.




  The initial idea was knocked about like a punch-bag. As I learned about the five-sixths of the world’s land mass that was not the Soviet Union, the structure and contents of the book

  underwent much remodelling. This is what happens with most books that have ever been written. Yet the plan was scrapped – and for a very positive reason. In 2004–5 I spent a sabbatical

  year at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University. Archives are the water of refreshment for the historian. When I discovered the vastness of resources available to scholars in the shadow of

  the Hoover Tower, I went through box after box of documents like a thirsty traveller. The endnotes give some idea of the exceptional holdings on countries such as Hungary, Cuba and India. Just as

  instructive for me were the boxes on the Soviet Union, especially on its relationship with the ‘world communist movement’. And although I did not have it in mind to do much on American

  and British communism, any reluctance was dissolved when I examined the boxes themselves. There were also many moments when odd little files suggested themselves from the catalogue: Ivy Litvinov on

  Rose Cohen; Soviet officials on Arthur and Yevgenia Ransome; Herbert Hoover’s food-relief officials on the regime of Béla Kun; defecting Cuban ministers on Castro and his entourage;

  Eugenio Reale on Togliatti’s difficulties over eastern Europe; and the Russian diary of Malcolm Muggeridge.




  The book investigates communism in its many aspects. This obviously requires an examination of communist states, their leaderships and their societies. Of equal importance are communist ideology

  and its appeal to people outside such states. Likewise I have given a good deal of space to twentieth-century geopolitics. Moreover, a truly global account of communism must also cover countries

  where communists failed to get anywhere near to national power.




  The archival research nudged me towards modifying the interpretations I started with. It also brought events and situations to life – and I hope that this conveys itself to those who read

  the chapters. The staff at the Hoover Institution Archives were extraordinarily knowledgeable and helpful. I owe a debt to Elena Danielson, Linda Bernard, Carol Leadenham, Ron Bulatov, Lora Soroka,

  David Jacobs, Lyalya Kharitonova and their colleagues, who pointed me in the direction of several boxes I would have missed. My gratitude goes too to Robert Conquest for originally encouraging my

  stay at the Hoover Institution and to Director John Raisian and Board of Overseers member Tad Taube for making it a practical possibility. Deborah Ventura and Celeste Szeto, who supervise

  arrangements for visiting scholars, were models of helpfulness.




  My wife Adele was a tremendous help throughout the process, carrying out research in the National Archives at Kew as well as reading up and discussing Asian communist history while we were in

  California; she also scrutinised and improved the entire text. I also want to express thanks to those who advised on one or more of the following chapters: Alan Angell, Arnold Beichman, William

  Beinart, Leslie Bethell, Archie Brown, Richard Clogg, Robert Conquest, Valpy Fitzgerald, Robert Evans, Paul Flewers, John Fox, Timothy Garton Ash, Roy Giles, Paul Gregory, Jonathan Haslam, Ronald

  Hingley, Michael Kaser, Alan Knight, Simon Sebag Montefiore, Norman Naimark, Brian Pearce, Silvio Pons, Alex Pravda, Paul Preston, Martyn Rady, Harold Shukman, Steve Smith, Geoffrey Swain, Steve

  Tsang, Amir Weiner and Jerry White. My literary editor David Godwin was encouraging from the earliest stage of the project. Georgina Morley at Macmillan and Kathleen MacDermott at Harvard have been

  characteristically constructive editors. Peter James has copyedited the printout with exemplary care.




  A few words are in order here about the book’s organisation. Certain chapters on particular countries or periods repeat information given in other chapters. This, I know, is authorial sin;

  but I ask indulgence on the ground that the basic details need to be kept in the foreground of so lengthy an account. I must also mention that the following usages are adopted: the Democratic

  People’s Republic of Korea appears as North Korea; the Democratic Republic of Vietnam as North Vietnam; the German Democratic Republic as East Germany. A further alert: I have employed

  simplified modes of transliteration in the book. Occasionally they are inconsistent, especially as regards Chinese. Thus the modern Guomindang appears more traditionally as Kuomintang. Nor did I

  seek to render Zinoviev as Zinovev but instead stuck to the conventional English rendering. Dates are given exclusively according to the Gregorian calendar, place names in the bibliography in

  concordance with the contemporaneous habit of the local authorities. I have minimised reference to the full names and acronyms of those many communist parties which frequently changed them.




  My own acquaintance with communism happened intermittently. At the conscious level it began in 1956. At my primary school, with the newspapers filled with pictures of the USSR’s forces

  crushing the Hungarian Revolt, we schoolchildren – or at least the boys in the class – welcomed the chance to complete our diary assignments sketching tanks, soldiers and explosions.

  The Chinese communist invasion of Tibet was another event which left its mark on our minds. The annual prize books at Sunday school included accounts of Christian endurance under assault from

  Marxist-Leninist totalitarianism. The achievements of Soviet technology, though, turned the mind of our geography master at grammar school. He had read in the newspapers that the USSR had developed

  a technique to grow wheat north of the Arctic Circle. He concluded that the USSR might well win the struggle with the West for economic mastery. In the early 1960s I learned Esperanto and acquired

  foreign penfriends. One was Chinese, another from Czechoslovakia. We corresponded about our daily lives for a year or two before the exchanges with China petered out. Looking back, I have to assume

  that my Chinese partner was victimised in the Cultural Revolution.




  Inexperience of communism was not unusual in the United Kingdom in those years. A personal incentive to make sense of communism came when I studied Russian literature at university. It became

  obvious how vital it is to understand the historical background to the Soviet order. That was a period, moreover, when students debated Marxism. There was endless discussion about whether communism

  was inherently despotic or potentially liberating.




  This book is an attempt to answer that basic question, among several others. The chapters examine whether the Soviet historical experience was unique; they also enquire into the Kremlin’s

  involvement with communist parties around the world. Above all, though, this is a world history of communism. Countries covering a third of the world’s earth surface underwent communisation

  to a greater or lesser extent in the twentieth century. Communist parties have existed in almost every area of the globe except the polar ice-caps. The engine of my argument is that, despite all

  the diversity of the states committed to communism, there was an underlying similarity in purpose and practice. Communism was not simply a veneer coating diverse pre-existing national traditions.

  It adapted itself to those traditions while suffusing them with its own imperatives; and it transformed those countries where it held power for more than a few years. The book provides a narrative

  and analysis but is not an encyclopaedia. I have not investigated absolutely every communist idea, leader, party or state. I have made choices in order to hold the account together. The book is

  dedicated to the memory of Matthew Service, Ulsterman, gardening-enthusiast and wonderful father and grandfather.




  

    Robert Service




    October 2006
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  INTRODUCTION




  People in 1989–91 had to pinch themselves to make sure they were not hallucinating. Something extraordinary had happened in world politics. Suddenly communism had

  collapsed. Until then it had been one of the most powerful and widespread types of modern state. Coming to power in the October 1917 Revolution in Russia, Lenin and his comrades established an

  order which was reproduced in eastern Europe, China, east Asia, Cuba and elsewhere after the Second World War. In 1989 this communist order was removed from the face of Europe. In 1991 the same

  thing happened in the Soviet Union. Although China still claimed to be communist, its fundamental economic reforms meant that this was no longer accurate as a comprehensive description. Communist

  parties clung on to office in a few countries such as North Korea, Vietnam and Cuba; their geopolitical importance was a long way short of the power and prestige of the ‘world communist

  movement’ in its years of pomp. Communism was fast becoming a historical relic.




  Such a transformation brought an end to the struggle known as the Cold War. This was predominantly a conflict between coalitions led by the USSR and the USA, and the Soviet disintegration in

  December 1991 signalled a definitive victory for the Americans. For years the Cold War had involved the nightmarish possibility of a nuclear strike by one side against the other. Unable to match

  American advances in the development and dissemination of technology, the Soviet Union had lost the military parity it had possessed. This was not the sole index of defeat. Throughout the contest

  between the superpowers the Americans had claimed to stand for the market economy, liberal democracy and civil society. Although the USA had often honoured these principles only in the breach, they

  were the principles widely thought to have triumphed when communism expired in eastern Europe and in the USSR. The West’s political leaders and commentators were proud and excited. Communism

  had been exposed as an overwhelmingly inferior kind of state order. Many believed that history had come to a close. Liberalism in its political, economic and social

  manifestations had consigned the ideology and practice of Leninism to the dustbin of the ages. The suggestion was that communism had been a puffball which too many people had walked around as if it

  was a great oak tree.




  Word got about that, if only the Western powers had adopted a more militant political and security policy in the 1920s or even the 1940s, the USSR would have imploded. Presumably historical

  development could have been terminated seven decades earlier if Churchill’s advice had been heeded and the communist infant – the early Soviet state – had been strangled in its

  cradle.




  Yet communism endured. By 1941, when the USSR was attacked by the Third Reich, the child had grown to a powerful maturity and threw back Hitler’s forces. Soviet forces overran the eastern

  half of Europe. From Poland to East Germany and from the Baltic shores to the Black Sea the map was repainted. Communist states covered the entire region. In 1949 the communist armies under Mao

  Zedong seized power in Beijing and proclaimed the People’s Republic of China. North Korea and North Vietnam soon acquired communist states. In 1959 there was a revolution in Cuba and Fidel

  Castro announced his adhesion to the world communist movement. At last communism had spread from Eurasia across the Atlantic. A communist-led government was also installed in Chile in the early

  1970s. There were further successes for communists as several governments in Asia and Africa announced their commitment to communisation. By the mid-1980s, just before the first mortal blows were

  delivered to world communism, such states had a record of astonishing expansion. From being just a dream before the First World War it turned itself into a potent reality threatening the capitalist

  order around the globe.




  Debates on communism are as old as communist theory. The communists themselves always loved an argument. They disputed mainly among themselves and with others throughout the nineteenth century.

  The October Revolution introduced a practical urgency. Communist apologists asserted that a new world was being built in Russia. The party’s monopoly of rule was condoned. Dictatorship and

  terror were purportedly instruments for the direction of a comprehensive system of welfare for working people. The revolutionaries of Russian would put an end to political, economic, cultural and

  national oppression. Capitalism, according to its enemies, was about to be eradicated. This image of the Soviet state was reproduced down the decades. This happened not only in the USSR but also in

  the many countries which acquired communist governments after the Second World War. In eastern Europe and China the message went out that a superior order of state

  and society was being constructed. Privilege was about to be ended, economic waste about to be abolished. Communism was proclaimed as scientific, humanitarian and unstoppable: it was said to be the

  inevitable, desirable future of humankind. Thus the ultimate vision of Marx and Engels seemed ready to be realised.




  What had not been anticipated were the internal divisions in the international communism. Trotski, deported from the Soviet Union in 1928, argued that the October Revolution had been betrayed.

  After 1945 the schisms increased in number. The USSR and Yugoslavia condemned each other’s variant of communism. The Chinese communists turned against the Soviet Union and denounced the

  Kremlin leadership as ‘revisionist’ – there was no sin greater for Marxist-Leninists than attempting to revise the unalterable precepts of the founders of Marxism. Only Albania

  was unconditionally on China’s side. Troubles recurred in eastern Europe as governments sought to loosen the Soviet grip on their countries. As this was occurring, many communists tried to

  rethink the nature of a desirable communism. In western Europe, especially Italy and Spain, the communist parties start to chip away at the model offered by the USSR. ‘Eurocommunism’

  was born. The ideology and politics of communism were far from being monolithic. There were almost as many variants of communism as there were communist states.




  People who were not communists joined in the debates about the essential nature of communism. Some of the twentieth century’s finest minds were engaged in this. They included philosophers

  from Bertrand Russell to Jean-Paul Sartre, novelists from André Gide and George Orwell to Alexander Solzhenitsyn and religious leaders from Patriarch Tikhon to the Dalai Lama and Pope John

  Paul II. The diverse answers they gave enriched the wider discussion about human society in past, present and future. Nothing comprehensive could be said or written about the world after October

  1917 without account being taken of the communist project.




  The world had an urgent need to find out about communism. There was also a moral imperative. With the exception of Salvador Allende’s communist-led coalition government in Chile from 1970

  to 1973, the record of communist rule was universally associated with dictatorship, police terror and gross infringements of human rights. It was vital to explain and publicise what was happening

  in communist states. This was easier planned than done. Communist rulers were like submarine commanders who shut down their engines and enforced radio silence. Stalin managed efficiently to cover up the scale of the famine he had caused in Ukraine, Kazakhstan and southern Russia in 1932–3. Mao outdid even Stalin in 1958–60 by preventing

  news of the largest instance of policy-induced starvation in history from seeping out beyond his borders. The resort to news black-outs was copied by most communist rulers, even if they did not go

  to the lengths of Kim Il-sung and his son. Marxist-Leninist rulership was systematically mendacious about its internal affairs and external purposes. Wherever possible, the ambition was to

  eliminate unofficial sources of information. Politicians, journalists and scholars in the rest of the world had a hard time establishing even quite basic facts about the real circumstances.




  This blockage of information enabled communists to go on claiming to possess a superior way of organising society. The boasts were the same from Lenin to Pol Pot and Fidel Castro. Communism

  supposedly outmatched capitalism’s capacity to provide political freedom, cultural opportunity and social and material welfare. Between the two world wars there was only one communist state:

  the USSR. Only a tiny minority of hostile states by the late 1930s were liberal democracies even in Europe. It was an authoritarian age. There had never been many democracies on the other

  continents. Africa remained the property of European empires, and most countries in Asia and South America were dominated by one great power or another. Those were also years of economic malaise as

  market economies sought to surmount the Great Depression of 1929. It was natural for foreigners to wonder whether the Soviet Union with its industrial growth, educational advance and full

  employment might afford lessons worth learning. What is more, Moscow claimed unprecedented success in resolving national tensions and providing healthcare, shelter and social insurance. Was there

  perhaps something positive to be borrowed from the Soviet experiment?




  The USSR emerged in 1945 as a superpower contesting with the USA for global dominance. The number of communist states increased in the post-war period. Yet another image of communism was

  disseminated. Stalin’s USSR was said to conform to a totalitarian model. Like Hitler’s Third Reich, the Soviet order suppressed fair elections and the rule of law and prescribed terror.

  It was dedicated to propagating its ideology at the expense of all others. It treated its people as a resource to be mobilised. Politics were severely centralised. Labour camps were built for real

  and potential dissenters. Religious believers, monarchists, cultural free-thinkers, political liberals and socialists, nationalists and other dissenters were arrested.




  Earlier autocracies had come nowhere near to such intensity of control over their societies. Important things changed in the twentieth century. One was the

  development of technology allowing rapid communication, especially telephones, the telegraph, railways and aircraft. With the expansion of literacy and numeracy, the opportunity for administrative

  and ideological penetration had never been greater. A second factor was of equal importance. Even the most ambitious dictatorships of the past had shied away from trampling down many traditions and

  eradicating groups and organisations. Political movements were formed after the nineteenth century to turn their societies upside down and reconstruct them in their own image; and these movements

  – the communists on the left and the fascists on the right – destroyed, wherever possible, every vestige of autonomous association. They had a totalising perspective. Nothing was to be

  regarded as unpolitical. The totalitarian rulers had no respect for private life. They derided customary culture and religion. They pulled the media, sport and recreation into their grasp. They

  eliminated all opposition. They filled the jails and conducted a campaign of permanent terror. They poured the bottles of their ideology into the minds of those whom they ruled.




  Whereas fascist totalitarianism in Italy and Germany was crushed in 1945, communist totalitarianism was reinforced in the USSR and other Marxist-Leninist states. Fascism lived on in Spain and

  Portugal; it re-emerged fitfully and partially in Latin America and elsewhere over ensuing decades. Communism was much more successful. It characteristically lasted a long time wherever it was

  installed.




  No single analysis has the monopoly of historical insight. But few have denied that the Soviet order was truly innovative: there had been nothing like it in world history. Fascism was in many

  ways a structural copy of it, albeit with a different set of ideological purposes. The totalitarian interpretation incurred criticism because it seemingly implied the end of history wherever

  communism was established. If a ruling elite achieved a position of such power, it was hard to imagine how change could be engineered. Dictatorship, terror and ideological monopoly were surely

  sufficient to keep totalitarianism in permanent dominion. Yet the totalitarian theory was only proposing an ‘ideal type’ of rule. No communist state was without its deviations from the

  perfect model. Opponents of the theory pointed out that even the USSR under Stalin fell short of a totally secure system of vertically imposed commands. Nor was the Soviet Union ever emptied of

  social, cultural and economic dissent from the policies of communist rulers. But enough was achieved in the pursuit of comprehensive political monopoly for the USSR

  – as well as most other communist states – to be rightly described as totalitarian.




  Totalitarian theory needs to undergo further revision. Communism in power had problems everywhere. It never overcame social resentment or apathy about its purposes. Nowhere did it fully

  eradicate the pre-revolutionary culture. It persecuted religion without successfully eliminating it. Its labour discipline was usually woeful. The communist order beneath the apex of supreme

  leadership had to accommodate itself to a degree of disobedience and obfuscation unmatched in liberal democracies. It had clientelist groups and unreliable mechanisms of information. The point is

  that these phenomena were not the grit in the machinery of totalitarianism but the oil. Without them the entire order would have ground its way to a standstill. A ‘perfect’

  totalitarianism cannot give an attractive enough incentive for people – from middle-ranking officials down to state-employed factory workers – to co-operate. People had to be allowed to

  contravene strict requirements. What is more, the rulers needed their entourages of personal patronage in order to get things done in the localities. Communist systems, being based on formal

  principles of vertical command, could not survive without resuscitating some traditions of the nation. This was not an accident. It was the common pattern of all Marxist-Leninist states. It was the

  key to their effectiveness.




  These phenomena would have surprised Marx and Engels, the fathers of contemporary Marxism. They would have baffled Lenin, who saw them in their incipient form with his very own eyes. They went

  on disconcerting communist rulers in Asia, eastern Europe, Cuba and Africa after the Second World War. Nobody had a realistic answer to the problems of enhancing economic performance and political

  consent. There was also difficulty in achieving even a modest degree of social integration. A chasm existed between officialdom and the people under communism. Marx and Engels had predicted a

  ‘withering away of the state’. Communist history moved in the opposite direction. State power increased exponentially. Labour camps proliferated. Repression of individuals and groups

  hostile to communism continued to be necessary for the maintenance of the status quo. Civil society was crushed. Many communist rulers pointed to their achievements in free education and

  healthcare, as well as the easy access to shelter, employment and food. But the regimes never enjoyed genuine consent. Dictatorship had to remain dictatorship.




  Why the bright hopes of Marxism were disappointed has been a constant topic of controversy. Some blamed the original doctrines of Marx and Engels. There is much in

  this. The founding fathers saw force as the midwife of historical progress and never blenched at the prospect of dictatorship, terror and civil war. But there was another side to them, and it was

  the side which appealed to most Marxists in central Europe before the First World War. The truth was that Marx and Engels left behind an unfinished, incoherent legacy. Their heirs were legitimately

  free to hold opposite opinions. Ideological dispute informed the genes of Marxism. Among the Marxists who refused to adopt a peaceful road to the perfect society of the future were Lenin and the

  Bolsheviks. They inherited the authoritarian strands of Marxism’s DNA. And it was they rather than the more moderate Marxists who established the first revolutionary regime. They formed the

  Communist International and offered a model to socialists on the extreme political left in other countries.




  Even the Bolsheviks had peace, prosperity and harmony as their ultimate objective. The ‘revolution from above’ was meant to be harnessed to a ‘revolution from below’. The

  fact that the actual outcome was different had multiple roots. Leninist doctrine had an anti-libertarian core. At the slightest obstacle the reaction of the Bolsheviks was to use force – and

  the obstacles were huge after the October Revolution. Most of those who made the subsequent revolutions in Marxism’s name applied immense coercion. Communists were foolish in not anticipating

  the difficulties that beset them. The other Russian socialists had warned the Bolsheviks before the October Revolution. Leaders of succeeding communist revolutions had even less excuse: they had

  the Soviet experience to look back on and learn from. Communism in its Leninist variants stemmed from a simplistic analysis. That was partly the fault of Marx and Engels and partly attributable to

  a failure of reconsideration by Lenin, Stalin, Mao and Castro. They held to ideas in the teeth of the evidence. Social and economic affairs, moreover, changed drastically in all sectors after the

  late nineteenth century. All communists were shown to underestimate capitalism’s capacity for self-regeneration and to exaggerate the working class’s potential to act as the saviour of

  the planet. They were the prisoners of their delusions.




  Communist affairs, moreover, were conditioned by geopolitics. Not even the mighty USSR could exist in the world without maintaining relations with the other great powers. The treaty of

  Brest-Litovsk, signed by Soviet Russia with Germany and Austria-Hungary in March 1918, was the first in a series of compromises with capitalist states made by

  communist rulers. Smaller communist countries such as Cuba, North Korea and North Vietnam had always to adjust their policies to the likely attitude of the superpowers. Internal policy had also to

  be adapted to unpredicted conditions. The search for popular support induced communist rulers everywhere, including the internationalist fanatics of the Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919, to play

  the national card. Mao would have made little progress after seizing power in 1949 if he had not stressed his credentials as a Chinese patriot. In many cases communist rulers were genuinely

  surprised that the degree of obstructiveness in society did not quickly subside. There were exceptions: Béla Kun in Hungary and Pol Pot in Cambodia in 1975 were extremists who spilled the

  blood of others in advance of serious resistance to the Marxist experiment. Communist states also fell behind the capitalist West in technological progress. Ways had to be found to compensate for

  this chronic lack of competitiveness by increasing imports and intensifying espionage.




  When the old utopianism of Lenin and Stalin reared its head, as it did with Mao in the Cultural Revolution of 1966–8, the results were disastrous. Communists frequently displayed

  historical amnesia. Pol Pot as Mao’s pupil drew only catastrophic conclusions from the career of his master. Yet communist history around the globe also had much variety. Expectations were

  altered. Practices evolved. Communist regimes, if they lasted several decades, modified their policies so as to avoid the blood-baths of the past.




  But how many communisms were there? Communists themselves have never ceased to argue about this. Some suggested that the communisms of Lenin and Stalin were like chalk and cheese: others –

  and I am one of them – have argued that the foundations of the Soviet order were laid down under Lenin and lasted unreformed under his successors through to the late 1980s. Curiously, few

  have made similar attempts at periodisation for the People’s Republic of China. Mao’s regime is acknowledged to have had roughly the same political and economic structure from the 1950s

  until the introduction of capitalism from the late 1970s. Cuba, East Germany, Cambodia, Romania and North Vietnam switched many policies in the course of their existence but nobody seriously

  maintains that the early years of those states were radically different from the later ones. The exceptions prove the rule. Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968 and the USSR in the late 1980s

  introduced reforms of so radical a nature that they teetered on the brink of decommunisation. Invasion stopped this happening in Hungary and Czechoslovakia at that

  time. (They, like other countries in eastern Europe, had to wait until 1989 to free themselves of communism.) The USSR leaped into the unknown under Gorbachëv: at the end of 1991 it ceased to

  exist.




  Nobody maintains that Cuba with its colourful, noisy bars and restaurants is administered exactly the same as North Korea. Mao’s China was not a replica of Gomułka’s Poland or

  Hoxha’s Albania. Life in Stalin’s USSR was not the same as in Allende’s Chile. The national aspects of each communist order have always been of importance.




  Yet communism’s characteristics have been basically similar wherever it has lasted any length of time. Allende did not institute a one-party, one-ideology state. But he held on to power

  for only three years and was overthrown by a military coup. Durable communist regimes had much in common. They eliminated or emasculated rival political parties. They attacked religion, culture and

  civil society. They trampled on every version of nationhood except the one approved by communist rulership. They abolished the autonomy of the courts and the press. They centralised power. They

  turned over dissenters to forced-labour camps. They set up networks of security police and informers. They claimed infallibility in doctrine and paraded themselves as faultless scientists of human

  affairs. They insulated societies against alien influences in politics and culture. They fiercely barricaded their frontiers. They treated every aspect of social life as in need of penetration by

  the authorities. They handled people as a resource to be mobilised. They showed little respect for ecology, charity or custom. These commonalities make it sensible to speak of a communist order. It

  is to the history of that order that we now shall turn.
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  ORIGINS
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  1. COMMUNISM BEFORE MARXISM




  The seeds of modern communism germinated long before the twentieth century. The word itself – communism – was invented late, gaining widespread currency in French,

  German and English only in the 1840s. It has consistently denoted a desire to dig up the foundations of society and rebuild. Communists have never been half hearted about their purposes. They have

  focused a constant hatred of the existing order on state and economy. They have suggested that only they – and not their many rivals on the political left – have the doctrinal and

  practical potential to transform human affairs. Some kind of egalitarianism lasted in their objectives. Determination and impatience to achieve change have been permanent features. The commitment

  to militant organisation has endured. But communism itself has not ceased to defy attempts at definition. No final meeting of minds is likely. One communist’s communism is another

  communist’s anti-communism, and this is a situation unlikely to change.




  What became known as communism in the twentieth century was the outcome of many influences. Its principal expression was the official ideology of the USSR and other communist states. Marx and

  Engels themselves – the originators of the doctrines which became known as Marxism – acknowledged three main sources of inspiration. Politically they were deeply affected by what they

  learned about Maximilien Robespierre and other radical politicians in the French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century. In economics they admitted to having drawn strongly on the ideas of

  David Ricardo and other theorists who examined the extraordinary propulsive energies in production and commerce unleashed by capitalism in the United Kingdom. Philosophically they were fascinated

  by the writings of Hegel. Their fellow German had insisted that history proceeds through stages which condition the way that humankind thinks and acts and that the great changes in social life are

  not merely of a superficial or cyclical character: Hegel regarded the historical record as a sequence of progress towards an ever better condition of people and things.1




  Marxism’s co-founders were never uncritical admirers of Robespierre, Ricardo and Hegel. Indeed Marx claimed to have turned Hegel upside down;2 and, of course, he neither accepted Robespierre’s specific political analysis nor condoned Ricardo’s advocacy of private enterprise. Marx and

  Engels thought of themselves as working to synthesise the crucial discoveries of those who had influenced them; and they went on developing this synthesis through their middle and late careers.




  Both wished to be taken seriously as propagators of ‘modern’, ‘scientific’ and ‘contemporary’ communism.3 Their ideas were not to be sullied by association with most previous and contemporary thinkers. They were men in a hurry; they thought they were living at the end of the

  capitalist era and that the communist era was nigh. Neither had an introspective personality – and, apart from Marx’s brief comment on Robespierre, Ricardo and Hegel, they seldom

  enquired about the influences which had shaped their world-view. (If indeed they examined themselves in this way, they did not breathe a word about it to others.) Crucial to Marxism was the dream

  of apocalypse followed by paradise.4 This kind of thinking existed in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Marx had been brought up in a Jewish

  family which converted to Christianity; the Engels family were Protestants. Marx and Engels as atheists later in their lives denied that true believers would be rewarded by eternity in heaven;

  instead they contended that they and their supporters would create the perfect society down here on earth. Christian doctrine predicted that unbelievers would meet a miserable end at the return of

  the Messiah. Likewise, according to the founders of Marxism, those who obstructed the advance of communism to supremacy would be trampled underfoot. The ruling classes of the day would come to rue

  their lordship over humankind.




  The New Testament also laid an emphasis on the universal sharing of material goods. Christ’s Sermon on the Mount eulogised the poor and the oppressed. When he learned that the crowd had

  only five loaves and two fish among them, Christ divided them equally, and a miracle was witnessed as everyone present had enough to eat.5

  This was one of the great influences on subsequent endeavours for all people to have an adequate means of subsistence. No other statement more potently disseminated egalitarian principles.

  Organised Christianity did not adhere to them for long after the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Even before Roman Emperor Constantine turned it into the state religion in AD

  313, most of its spiritual leaders justified the traditional hierarchy of political and social power. Slavery was sanctioned, wars of conquest approved. The poor

  were instructed to put up with poverty and wait until after death for relief from their suffering. The New Testament stated otherwise – and religious reformers such as St Francis of Assisi

  and John Wycliffe, being able to understand the Latin Vulgate, spoke out against the rich and powerful. The sharing of goods was always treated by some Christians, even if only a minority of them,

  as a virtue. And under communism the means of sustenance were to be equally distributed and there would be no one left to want for more.




  Christians were not the only Jewish sect in the time of Jesus Christ which practised forms of social and material egalitarianism. The Essenes, whose scrolls were found in caves near the Dead Sea

  nearly two millennia later, were committed to such principles. Like the Christians, Essenes looked forward to an apocalypse and to the divine instatement of a perfect society in

  heaven.6




  Christ’s message was spiritual in nature and omitted to indicate the institutional means to achieve its ultimate aim. Certain thinkers in later centuries suggested that state power should

  be used to bring about equal access to food, shelter and reward. Two influential works were Thomas More’s Utopia in 1516 and Tommaso Campanella’s City of the Sun in 1601.

  More could not imagine that the common man, still less the common woman, might independently attain the perfection of society without orders from above. Campanella’s tract depicted a society

  which instituted universal fairness by means of gross intrusion into private life.7 More and Campanella advocated thorough indoctrination of

  their people. This was a reversion to the attitude of the Greek philosopher Plato who, in the fourth century bc, called for philosopher–kings to introduce a reign of universal virtue. Neither

  More nor Campanella prospered in temporal affairs. Having faithfully served his master Henry VIII, More refused to accept the termination of the Pope’s supremacy over the English Church. He

  died on the executioner’s block in 1535. Campanella was the victim of the Catholic Church. Incarcerated in Naples, he spent years in a confinement relieved only by the many curious and

  fervent Christian believers who came to his cell. The Church accused him of communing with a demon who inhabited the space underneath his fingernails. He died in 1639.




  It was in the sixteenth century AD that movements arose to seek to realise some egalitarian objectives, and Marx and Engels certainly took note of this in their

  historical writings. The Anabaptist Christian sect in sixteenth-century Germany and Switzerland put such ideas into practice by abolishing private property. To this end they adopted an

  authoritarian regime in Münster. Having expelled the town elders and the Catholic clergy, they set about transforming a whole way of life and undertook a

  rigorous application of their interpretation of God’s word. They were fanatically intolerant. They were certain that the Second Coming of the Messiah was nigh. Exploratory curiosity among

  them was discouraged by savage punishments. Indeed the Protestant sects throughout northern Europe reacted to their experience of persecution by the Catholic Church by persecuting those inside

  – as well as outside – their sects who refused to adhere to their doctrines.8 Neither Marx nor Engels saw anything wrong in such

  behaviour. They regarded the religious rebels as enthusiastic precursors of nineteenth-century political radicalism. Their main point was that the Anabaptists and others had come into existence too

  early to be able to benefit from economic as well as intellectual modernity.




  Their argument was similar about the course of the English civil war of 1642–9. They were especially interested in the Levellers and the Diggers. These were radical groups which fought in

  the parliamentary forces and advocated plans to redistribute property on an egalitarian basis. Their personal decency was beyond cavil, and unlike the Anabaptists they were without fanatical zeal.

  Oliver Cromwell valued their military proficiency while distrusting their ultimate intentions. Proof came for him in the Putney Debates which happened outside London and alongside the Thames.

  Members of the New Model Army, confident that victory would be theirs in the civil war, discussed what kind of state and society should be constructed. Levellers and Diggers hated the England of

  property and privilege. They despised materialism.9 They were principled republicans and supported Cromwell when he resolved to execute

  Charles I. But their hostility to political and social hierarchy was anathema to Cromwell, who never failed to protect the interests of landowners and merchants. He sent in the rest of the Model

  Army to suppress trouble in 1649. For Marx and Engels, they were revolutionary martyrs.




  Equality in material possessions was not the aim of most militants in the French Revolution from 1789. But some espoused it. Jean-Paul Marat hated the aristocracy and its inherited wealth and

  authority. He was killed in his bath by Charlotte Corday, who hated his Jacobin extremism. Gracchus Babeuf maintained the fanatical tradition. Babeuf’s Conspiracy of the Equals strove after

  the revolutionary elimination of differences based on a person’s origins, upbringing or current condition. They made allowances solely for age and sex. The Conspiracy set up groups and canvassed for support in Paris. Babeuf enjoyed his politics until in 1796 the government ordered his arrest. By then his radicalism was thought dangerous to public

  order. His trial was perfunctory, the verdict known in advance. Babeuf, complacent advocate of the guillotine in previous years, was driven in a cart to the place of his execution.10




  Yet ideas about forcible equalisation of status and property were catching the imagination of others. Although Napoleon Bonaparte imposed a personal dictatorship in 1799, France remained a

  forcing bed for revolutionary ideas well into the nineteenth century. Among the influential figures was Henri de St Simon. He and his followers called for the gathering of the ‘instruments of

  labour, land and capital in a social fund’. Hereditary wealth was to be expropriated. St Simon aimed at creating a vast ‘association of toilers’ who would be organised from above.

  They would be assigned tasks according to their talent and rewarded according to their work. St Simon’s doctrine envisaged an end to war and the start of an endless era of plenty for

  humankind. This was meant to come about through dutiful propaganda. Such a prediction convinced Louis Blanc, a Frenchman born towards the end of the Napoleonic wars. Blanc rejected calls for a

  violent seizure of power. He wanted the revolutionary regime to proceed by democratic means while acting as the banker of the poor and biasing economic policy in favour of associations of working

  people. Private enterprise would steadily be squeezed from industry, agriculture and trade. Blanc was more radical than St Simon about the future: he planned for people to be paid not according to

  work done but according to whatever need they experienced.11




  Then Charles Fourier attracted public attention in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Working as a clerk in Lyon, he had no patience with existing society; he proposed that people

  should withdraw to ‘phalansteries’ where they might form self-ruling communities. This was not unlike the summons of the medieval Catholic Church to young men to become monks.

  Fourier’s fantasies had an appeal to some intellectuals for their passionate denunciation of private profit: ‘Truth and commerce are as incompatible as Jesus and Satan.’ Another

  French author who wanted to remove the state from the centre of revolutionary strategy was Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. His famous slogan was ‘Property is theft.’ Proudhon hated all

  authority and rebuked anyone planning a dictatorial form of socialism. He abhorred government altogether and made the call for a free federation of independent communes. He rejected all laws as

  instruments of oppression; he wanted communes to conclude agreements with each other about how their members should live.12




  If Fourier and Proudhon were annoyed by Louis Blanc, they raged about Louis-Auguste Blanqui, who preserved the French Jacobin tradition of terror and dictatorship. Blanqui was a master

  conspirator, having started out as a member of a secret insurrectionary society. He advocated violent revolution to overthrow the ruling classes and establish a dictatorial regime that would

  promote socialism. The task would be to enable the proletariat to liberate itself from political and economic thrall. Blanqui aimed to change France – and later the world – root and

  branch. The aristocracy and the middle classes would lose their civil rights. The standing army would be disbanded. The administration would be dismantled and replaced by an apparatus of power

  committed to ‘continuous revolution’. The ultimate objective was to bring about communism. This would be the last stage in the development of humanity’s organisation. Blanqui

  practised what he preached. He led several uprisings. All of them failed. He was repeatedly imprisoned, but he always returned from confinement with yet another desperate scheme.13 His writings were not his strongest point and his Social Critique was published only posthumously; but the gist of his message contributed

  strongly to discussions among revolutionary groups in later years.




  Communist groups were no longer confined to France. The ideas had spread around Europe, and artisans and craftsmen as well as students and writers picked them up. In Germany, Belgium and

  Switzerland the police were perplexed by the surge of interest in ultra-radical versions of socialism. Secret societies sprang up wherever political persecution occurred. (It was already notable

  that the freest countries in the world, the United Kingdom and the USA, had only weak stirrings of communist agitation.) One such organised gathering was the League of the Just in Germany. Its

  leader Wilhelm Weitling, a journeyman tailor, could scarcely believe how his thoughts – expressed in his Gospel of Poor Sinners – quickly found fertile ground abroad. Even London

  acquired a group of his supporters.




  Politics and economics were not the only matter exercising the minds of the radicals. By the early nineteenth century a strong trend had emerged among many thinkers. Physics, biology and

  chemistry made strides forwards greater than any achieved in the previous two millennia. For most thinking people – at least those who were not hewing coal, working weaving machines or

  digging canals – a positive excitement was in the air. They gulped it down. Then along came Darwin. Origin of the Species oxygenated intellectual life

  around the planet. Darwin’s achievement was to link the natural and human sciences. His theory of evolution postulated that the various animal species derived over millions of years from

  crude, simple life-forms which adapted themselves to their physical environment in a struggle which ended in the ‘survival of the fittest’. Higher forms of life supplanted lower ones.

  The struggle had been constant since the beginning of time and had not yet finished. Nothing was eternal except change itself, and competition among life-forms was inevitable. This way of thinking

  had enormous appeal for radical militants who eulogised the need for political battle and asserted that one specific group – the working class – would win it.




  Darwin wrote about aeons of successive microscopic changes which had led to the natural world of his day. When he went to the Galapagos Islands in 1835, he found turtles and birds which because

  of their insular isolation and specificity of climate had developed differently from their nearest relatives in the rest of the known world. Marx and Engels thought in terms of stages of

  transformation which involved ruptures of a macroscopic nature. Despite their admiration for Darwin, they were drawn to notions of sharp breaks between one kind of political and social

  ‘order’ and another. A preoccupation with historical stages from the beginning of recorded time to the present was not new. The Greeks since the poet Hesiod, if not before, had believed

  that the golden age had yielded to the silver and then to the bronze. Hesiod was a pessimist: each age was worse than the one before. Later thinkers contended that big changes were inevitable but

  that deterioration was not inevitable. Down to Giambattista Vico in the eighteenth century, they argued that transformations were of a cyclical kind. Things underwent alteration but after time

  reverted to their original condition – and then, needless to say, they moved further round the old circle.




  Not everyone accepted such ways of thinking. Auguste Comte in France and Herbert Spencer in Britain proposed that historical transformation had always taken a progressive path. Ever higher, ever

  better. They predicted that humankind would advance towards ever greater social complexity and general happiness in the course of future years. Comte and Spencer were exponents of evolutionary and

  peaceful change.14 Marx and Engels disagreed. Like Thucydides and Machiavelli, they contended that people could divert the course of

  development by sheer force of will and intelligence. History lay in the hands of those who chose to make it. Thucydides thought this was what had happened in the Athens of Pericles. Machiavelli

  longed for a ‘prince’ who would grab the reins of Florentine politics and build Italy into a single nation feared and admired throughout Europe. Marx

  and Engels disliked the notion that an individual could do more than take advantage of the circumstances of their time. They also ridiculed the importance of accident in human affairs. For them, a

  Luther or a Napoleon merely embodied the rise of broad social forces in their countries and had no particular talent of their own. But they shared the confidence of Comte and Spencer that history

  was constituted by stages of development and that the best stage was yet to come.




  The founders of Marxism put class struggle at the forefront of their analysis; they said the working class (or the proletariat) would remake the politics, economics and culture of the entire

  world. Messianism had crept in again here. Judaism and Christianity projected the arrival on earth of a Saviour who would strike down the enemies of God and raise up a community of perfection.

  Believers were asked to work to ready themselves for that day. The Judaeo-Christian tradition postulated that the preceding human era was a history of man’s lapsed condition. Wars,

  oppression, thievery, deceit and debauchery were the reflection of original sin; there was no reforming this state of affairs: it had to be swept away in a single ruthless movement. Christians and

  Jews trusted that the Messiah would know and tell how this was to be achieved. Salvation according to Marx and Engels would come not through an individual but through a whole class. The

  proletariat’s experience of degradation under capitalism would give it the motive to change the nature of society; and its industrial training and organisation would enable it to carry its

  task through to completion. The collective endeavour of socialist workers would transform the life of well-meaning people – and those who offered resistance would be suppressed.15




  Politics, they suggested, would cease to exist. This was no new idea. Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the late eighteenth century had suggested that public affairs ought to be guided by what he called

  the General Will. Rousseau had little interest in institutions. He spurned notions of representative democracy and any theory of checks and balances. He disliked the idea of a plurality of

  political parties; in fact he wanted no such party to exist. Somehow, he assumed that enlightened doctrines and popular participation by themselves would lead to the creation of a truly just,

  egalitarian and free society. If anyone fails to conform to the General Will, however it might be expressed, he or she would automatically have abandoned the path of goodness. In a striking phrase,

  Rousseau wrote of the need to train people to ‘bear with docility the yoke of public happiness’. Personal, partial interests had to be given up.

  Loyalties other than to the whole society had to be foresworn. Privacy was unimportant to Rousseau in theory and he deemed every aspect of life to merit public interference. Unanimity of purpose

  was natural and desirable. Rousseau conceded that, left to themselves, the people do not always know where the good lies in any great matter of state. But he argued that the General Will is always

  right and should be unquestioningly obeyed.16




  Although neither Marx nor Engels wrote much on Rousseau, the imprint of his way of thinking is unmistakable. Rousseau’s politics were fundamentally anti-political and authoritarian even

  while he looked forward to an ultimate era of universal harmony. Not without reason he is seen as an intellectual progenitor of twentieth-century totalitarianism.17




  Other thinkers and practical leaders were more direct than Rousseau in stressing the desirability of a lengthy period of authoritarian rule, and they too had a formative influence on Marxism.

  The fact that Marx and Engels were men of the political left does not mean that they failed to soak up ideas from the political right. In the nineteenth century there were plenty of reactionary

  thinkers who pointed to the corruption possible and likely in the growing institutions of representative democracy. Yet the most remarkable case for authoritarianism was contained in the works of

  Niccoló Machiavelli. The fifteenth-century Florentine writer and diplomat objected to the philosophical axiom that moral goodness was the prerequisite of sound rulership. Machiavelli would

  have none of this. The true ‘prince’, he insisted, had to be severe on his people. They needed to fear him: this would engender respect and obedience. Gentleness would result in endless

  political ineffectiveness. Machiavelli claimed that a period of exemplary brutality would be salutary in wiping thoughts of rebellion from everyone’s mind. It would clear the road for the

  ruler to attain glory and unity for his city or nation. Machiavelli looked back fondly to those ancient commanders in the histories of Livy who were tough on themselves and their people in the

  cause of the Roman republic.18




  Marx and Engels followed Machiavelli in rejecting morality as a principle for action. They wanted to focus a glacial eye on their situation. They embraced scientific principles of analysis and

  recommendation. This was a legacy of the European Enlightenment. Scottish, French and English thinkers exercised a huge impact on them. David Hume and Voltaire had taken a scalpel to the fat of

  superstition and prejudice. There was open season on the intellectual inadequacies in the defence of anciens régimes in the late eighteenth

  century.19 ‘Science’ became a substitute religion. The notion that ideas should be scrutinised with a sceptical eye using

  procedures unconditioned by the need to arrive at predetermined conclusions predated the Enlightenment. Towering figures such as Galileo and Copernicus had challenged the conventional wisdom of

  their day. Galileo had been disciplined by the Catholic Inquisition for his audacity; Copernicus had escaped persecution only by lying low in distant Poland. In still earlier centuries most

  individuals whom we nowadays call scientists confined their researches to the natural sciences. But in ancient Greece this had not been the case. Aristotle himself had written as easily about human

  affairs as about the movement of stars in the heavens or about the peculiar properties of snail, toad and horse. Marxism’s co-founders saw themselves as upholders of this tradition.




  They denied being sentimental in their politics and rejected the notion that the poor in society were inherently decent and altruistic. They scoffed at many socialists of their day for

  succumbing to sentimentality about the poor in their societies. Idealisation of the poor and oppressed did not come new with socialism. As with many influences upon them, Marx and Engels refused to

  accept that they shared such assumptions. But this was self-deception. Whenever they spoke of the ‘masses’, they explained away all faults and deficiencies as the responsibility of the

  ruling classes. They eulogised the ‘proletariat’ as a class and argued that capitalism diverted its members from the path of truth and rationality.




  And so it came about that vast intellectual and political detritus existed where the seeds of Marxist communism could breed. The aspiration for a perfect society was an old religious thought in

  Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Although definitions differed, many writers had also called for a redistribution of goods and power on egalitarian principles. Millenarian moods and beliefs were

  not uncommon in previous centuries; there had frequently been movements to build the kingdom of heaven on earth and to effect its instant completion. Global objectives had frequently been pursued.

  Militants had enjoined the need for cosmopolitanism and an end to national, class-based or parochial concerns. Divisions had inevitably existed in the camp of radical change. Dictatorship and

  terror, while not appealing to everybody, had their adherents. And several influential thinkers had proposed that history was not a random or a cyclical process but moved stage by stage to its

  ultimate condition. What is more, the belief that society in past, present and future could be subjected to scientific analysis was a widespread one. How this might

  be brought to its political realisation caused unending dispute. Not a few religious, social or political movements had rested their confidence in the poor and oppressed as the perpetrators of

  transformation. They were often intended too as the main beneficiaries.




  These yearnings were like conch shells swept on to the beach after a storm at sea. They were picked up by radical anti-capitalist groups in the early nineteenth century and carried to workers,

  artisans and intellectuals. These groups were a diverse bunch, stretching out across several European countries. They itched to put their ideas into effect after gaining the necessary support to

  come to power. They called themselves communists, socialists or even anarchists. They were vociferous and increasingly bold and organised. Communism was placing its feet firmly in Europe’s

  political arena.




  

     

  




  2. MARX AND ENGELS




  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels provided the inspiration for twentieth-century communism. No one else so effectively captivated minds on the political far left or drew other

  minds to that standpoint. The gusto of their writings and their politicking was tremendous. Few other variants of communist ideology any longer came under consideration outside the rarefied

  atmosphere of scholarly or sectarian groups. Marxism and communism for most people were co-extensive. The kind of Marxism which they knew about was to a greater or lesser extent linked to the

  interpretation offered by Lenin and the makers of the October 1917 Revolution in Russia.




  They died in exile in the United Kingdom. Marx expired on 14 March 1883 in his family house in north London. Engels lived a dozen years more; he passed away on 5 August 1895. Both were Germans.

  Marx had been born on 5 May 1818 in Trier, Engels on 28 November 1820 in Barmen (now part of Wuppertal). The Marxes had been observant Jews until Karl’s father, a competent and ambitious

  lawyer, converted to Christianity. The Engels family were Protestant industrialists. Marx and Engels were bright students. They were well schooled; they read voraciously in European literature and

  contemporary public debates – Marx was especially expert in ancient Greek philosophy. They quickly rejected the staid bourgeois life projected for them. As young men they had joined

  free-thinking intellectual circles and advocated the communist cause. They avidly followed current affairs. They detested the restrictions on intellectual freedom of expression in their homeland;

  they equally hated the oppressive conditions of working people there. In 1843 they left Germany seeking greater opportunity to publish their opinions. They moved restlessly between Brussels and

  Paris and made frequent trips to London. In 1846 Marx set up a Communist Corresponding Committee. Together they wrote one of their most influential pamphlets, The Communist Manifesto, a year

  later.1




  Their predictions of revolutionary upheaval seemed likely to be fulfilled in 1848, when uprisings occurred in many countries of central and western Europe.

  Engels took part in military action against the Prussian armed forces. Marx, Engels and others edited Die Neue Rheinische Zeitung. (Marx was editor-in-chief.) All were hoping for a total

  recasting of politics across the continent. Co-ordinated action by the Holy Alliance of Austria, Russia and Prussia, however, crushed the revolutions. The rebels everywhere were executed,

  imprisoned or scattered into foreign exile. Marx and Engels hung on for as long as was safe and then fled to London in 1849. The United Kingdom was the sole country in Europe where they could go on

  researching, writing and publishing with the necessary facilities and without fear of state persecution. The British government and police, unthreatened by any revolutionary movement at home, saw

  no reason to prevent the flotsam and jetsam of continental extremism fetching up on their shores. The application by the Prussian authorities for the extradition of Marx and Engels was therefore

  refused.




  Disgust with ‘bourgeois society’ did not stop Marx and Engels from benefiting from capitalist industry and bourgeois society. Engels’s father had acquired a Manchester textile

  factory. The son worked there until 1870, securing an income and learning about capitalism from the inside. Marx lacked personal finance but was expert at avoiding the bills of tradesmen. He was

  also a cheerful scrounger. Engels many times rescued his friend and his growing family from destitution. Neither of them denied themselves the pleasures of everyday life. Few other contemporary

  philosophers would have got drunk as they did and run up the Tottenham Court Road pursued by policemen who wanted to nab them for breaking the lights on lampposts.2




  They had declared in The Communist Manifesto: ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of communism. All the powers of old Europe have entered into a holy alliance to

  exorcise this spectre: Pope and Tsar, Metternich and Guizot, French Radicals and German police-spies.’ They declared, with more than a little exaggeration: ‘Communism is already

  acknowledged by all European powers to be itself a power.’ Then came the call to action:




  

    

      The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.




      Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman – in a word, oppressor and oppressed – stood in constant opposition to each other, carried

      on an uninterrupted – now hidden, now open – fight, a fight that each time ended either in a revolutionary re-constitution of society at large or in

      the common ruin of the contending classes.


    


  




  The future was specified. Marx and Engels predicted a final struggle between the ‘bourgeoisie’ and the ‘proletariat’ under capitalism. The outcome, they

  said, was inevitable: the supremacy of the proletariat.




  The proletariat was the name used increasingly by socialist intellectuals for the working class. Marx and Engels saw employed workers as the future saviour of mankind. They gave little mind to

  the unemployed. They, like most bourgeois of the period, had no time for those people at the very base of society who had no regular occupation; they despised the so-called lumpenproletariat as a

  bunch of thieves and indolent ne’er-do-wells. The great revolution, they believed, required an active force of organised, skilled and literate industrial labourers.




  The expected transformation would not be restricted to ‘property relations’. In response to their critics, Marx and Engels admitted that communism ‘abolishes eternal truths, it

  abolishes all religion and all morality, instead of constituting them on a new basis; it therefore acts in contradiction to all past historical [sic] experience’.3 This was the long-term perspective. For the moment, however, they restricted themselves to calling for certain reforms. They aimed only to abolish landed property

  and inheritance rights. They also demanded a graduated income tax. They planned for ‘the extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the state’. They aspired to

  universal, free education. They demanded universal liability for labour and proposed the creation of ‘industrial armies, especially for agriculture’. They aspired to the abolition of

  the family. They summed up their vision in striking words: ‘The working men have no country. We cannot take from them what they have not got. Since the proletariat must first of all acquire

  political supremacy, must rise to be the leading class of the nation . . .’4 Exactly how this could be achieved was not spelled out.

  Somehow the ‘united action’ of what Marx and Engels called ‘the leading civilised countries’ would supply ‘one of the first preconditions for the emancipation of the

  proletariat’.




  Marx wrote up his analysis of recent French history in The Class Struggles in France and The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon. His essential argument was that the course of

  change had been conditioned not by the brilliance of ‘great men’ or by dynamic governments but by the clashes of social classes – and Marx insisted that classes pursued their

  objective economic interests. The French ‘proletariat’ had lost its recurrent conflict with the bourgeoisie since the end of the eighteenth century. But

  Marx was undeterred. He had asserted in his Theses on Feuerbach, penned in 1845: ‘Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change

  it.’5




  The ultimate objective for Marx and Engels was the creation of a worldwide communist society. They believed that communism had existed in the distant centuries before ‘class society’

  came into being. The human species had supposedly known no hierarchy, alienation, exploitation or oppression. Marx and Engels predicted that such perfection could and inevitably would be reproduced

  after the overthrow of capitalism. ‘Modern communism’, however, would have the benefits of the latest technology rather than flint-stones. It would be generated by global proletarian

  solidarity rather than by disparate groups of illiterate, innumerate cavemen. And it would put an end to all forms of hierarchy. Politics would come to an end. The state would cease to exist. There

  would be no distinctions of personal rank and power. All would engage in self-administration on an equal basis. Marx and Engels chastised communists and socialists who would settle for anything

  less. They were maximalists. No compromise with capitalism or parliamentarism was acceptable to them. They did not think of themselves as offering the watchword of ‘all or nothing’ in

  their politics. They saw communism as the inevitable last stage in human history; they rejected their predecessors and rival contemporaries as ‘utopian’ thinkers who lacked a scientific

  understanding.6




  They spent the rest of their lives working out how to underpin this vision with an intellectual justification. They were among the nineteenth century’s most innovative thinkers. Marx aimed

  to produce a multi– volume analysis bridging politics, economics, philosophy and society. Having made a rough plan, he started with the volume on capitalist economic development. Everything

  had to be grounded in scientific examination. The result was Capital. The job took him years longer than he had expected; and, although his friend Engels begged him to deliver the manuscript

  to the publishers, he kept rewriting large sections. The first volume appeared in 1867.7




  By then Marx and Engels had helped to establish the International Workingmen’s Association. This was to become known as the First International. It was an organisation whose founding

  meeting took place in St Martin’s Hall in central London in 1864 and brought together revolutionaries of diverse sorts. The unifying aim was to bring down capitalism across Europe and North America. Marx was elected to the General Council. His pre-eminence in the International had been attained by his success in the furious disputes he

  had had with the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin. Marx and Engels sought to bring all the parties and organisations over to their specific doctrines. Members of the International, however, showed

  fissiparous tendencies. They disagreed about practically everything – and Marx’s involvement in the disputes gave him an excuse for being slow to deliver any of Capital to the

  publishers. The General Council was a little more tranquil. Even so, there was continual disagreement about political strategy, national specificity and revolutionary methods. Marx waded into every

  controversy. Being more learned and domineering than his comrades in the Council, he got his way more often than not. Congresses were held in Geneva, Lausanne and Brussels between 1866 and 1868.

  All participants were fired by an enthusiasm for worldwide revolution.8




  Most of them were also committed to the cause of international peace and were horrified by the outbreak of the war between Prussia and France in 1870. But Prussian military success led to the

  fall of Napoleon III, and a revolutionary situation erupted in the French capital. Workers and socialist agitators set up the Paris Commune in March 1871. This was an attempt to establish an

  administration of popular self-rule. Each representative was elected and remained subject to instant recall if ever the electors objected. Wages and salaries were equalised; welfare provision was

  disseminated. The Commune heavily regulated the metropolitan economy. Marx and Engels were ecstatic. To them it seemed that the model of their kind of revolution was being created by the

  ‘proletariat’. Then disaster happened. The forces of counter-revolution were assembled outside Paris by Adolphe Thiers. In May they marched against the insurgents, scattered the weak

  resistance and carried out a brutal suppression. Marx and Engels continued to uphold the memory of the Paris Commune, criticising its leaders only for their failure to arm and train the workers in

  due time.9




  The International was moved to New York in the following year. This was a sensible way of making its activities more secure at a time when European police forces were hunting for the General

  Council. Marx and Engels were safe in London; but they were distant from the Council’s new base and lost much of their influence over it. Both men tended to focus their work on their

  writings. Marx himself was constantly short of funds; he was profligate with the money he received for the many articles he had written for the New York Daily Tribune since the 1850s. Although they did not abandon interest in the International, Marx and Engels spent more time on developments in particular parties. Chief among these were the

  socialist groupings in Germany. The German Social-Democratic Party was created in 1875. Marx and Engels judged that it could be brought close to their viewpoint and worked hard to this end. They

  criticised the Gotha Programme adopted at the party’s inception, and they campaigned for a more radical analysis and strategy. The German Social-Democratic Party picked up followers in their

  thousands and Chancellor Otto von Bismarck outlawed it in 1879. Under such conditions the call by Marx and Engels for greater audacity was echoed by many socialists in Germany. The opportunities

  for Marxism to impose itself on the German social-democrats were growing.




  Yet what was Marxism? This is a question that has caused endless political and scholarly debate. Unfortunately Marx was more fertile in ideas than prolific in print. He was an inveterate jotter

  and an incorrigible master of second thoughts, a publisher’s nightmare. Even his short pieces of journalism, such as those for New York Daily Tribune, had to be torn from him like a

  gazelle from the teeth of a lion. Engels, loyal, enduring Engels, pitched in with psychological encouragement and editorial advice; sometimes he even wrote the commissioned pieces for his

  friend.10 But Marx’s was the superior intellect, and Engels understood that the difficulties of research and analysis were immense.

  Marx and he were exploring the fundaments of social existence from the distant past into the distant future. This required them to examine and process theories of philosophy, economics, sociology,

  politics and culture, as well as to keep abreast of everything new that was happening in contemporary public affairs around the world. The task proved too much for Marx. He had lost the capacity

  for popularisation of this kind. In his last years he struggled to understand why so many certainties of the first volume of Capital were being disproved by actual economic developments. The

  complexities he was observing obstructed a synthesising vision. Life had taken a heavy toll on him. His financial debts and the illnesses of his wife and children, as well as the relentless reading

  and writing, finally wore him out at the age of sixty-four.




  At his death in 1883 he left behind a pile of manuscripts which he had failed to complete in a fashion satisfactory to himself. These included work of importance for later generations of

  Marxists – or at least for some members of those generations. Among them were his Economic– Philosophic Manuscripts, his Theses on Feuerbach, The German Ideology,

  the Grundrisse, the two final volumes of Capital and the Critique of the Gotha Programme. It was not that he thought them unimportant to his

  oeuvre. The opposite was the case: most of them meant so much to him that he wanted to get them just right before exposing them to others’ scrutiny.




  Marx was forever changing his practical recommendations in the light of experience. A Russian socialist, Vera Zasulich, wrote to Marx in February 1881. She belonged at the time to the

  clandestine movement associated with the project to build a socialist society on the foundations of the peasantry and the village land commune. Her question for Marx was whether Marxism treated

  industrialisation as the prerequisite for the introduction of socialism. To the delight of herself and her comrades, he replied that his ideas did not exclude the possibility of a revolution being

  made by Russia’s agrarian socialists (or narodniki). Marx had for some years admired the works of one of their founding figures, Nikolai Chernyshevski, and had begun to study Russian

  with a view to learning more about intellectual thought in Russia. The narodniks were pleased with the correspondence. Admittedly they overlooked certain reservations Marx had expressed, especially

  his comment that such a revolution would need to take place at the same time as revolutions in some countries in Europe which had already undergone industrialisation. Nevertheless this episode, at

  the end of Marx’s life, indicated that he did not prescribe a uniform sequence of stages of political and economic development for all societies; and his Marxism remained an inchoate system

  of thought.11




  If Marx fell short in putting his ideas into print, what chance did Engels have? His personality was no more dour than Marx’s. By the standards of Victorian morality he was a bit of a

  rogue, and for years he lived with his lover Lizzie Burns while outwardly conforming to the requirements of the successful northern mill-owner. But he had a dose of common sense lacking in his

  intellectual companion. Above all, he saw the need for readable summaries of the gist of Marxism. In his own last years he was preoccupied with projects of this genre. Polemicising with fellow

  socialist Eugen Dühring, he published his Anti-Dühring in 1878 in an effort to prove the scientific basis for Marxist theories about society and revolution. Intrigued by the

  growing literature on the natural sciences, anthropology and palaeontology, he put together The Dialectics of Nature in 1883 and The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the

  State in 1884. The first was intended to show that the Marxist way of thought was in line with discoveries in physics and chemistry; the second sought to do for human pre-history what Darwin

  had done for evolutionary biology. These books were wide in scope and important in content; but they were a long way from offering a summation of the full range of

  Marxist thought as Marx and Engels had been developing it in their many writings.12




  Later generations of Marxist intellectuals, especially in the West, tended to play down Engels’s attainment as a summariser; some even thought that the process of summarisation led

  inevitably to a distortion of the essential ideas. As happens in every great school of thought, the exponents of Marxism strove to establish where the original misinterpretation had taken

  place.




  Yet the greatest obstacle to codifying Marxism was the fact that the ideas of Marx and Engels changed as their thought matured and their researches continued. They were affected by the

  alterations in the world they observed. As intelligent people, they did not expect to go through life without second thoughts. And sometimes they trimmed their opinions in public for immediate

  political purposes. At the same time, however, they propagated an image of themselves as the only scientific analysts of modernity. This was tantamount to claiming intellectual infallibility. They

  acted as if their followers had no right to gainsay or criticise them. They actively encouraged devotion. The consequence was that they were treated as prophets whose every word had to be

  treasured. Marxists turned to the works of Marx and Engels in the manner of Christians examining the Bible. Where contradictions existed in Capital or in the Anti-Dühring, they

  had to be denied or else somehow brought to appear as insignificant or resoluble. Marxism from its inception fostered the growth of ‘theorists’ in its midst. Attempts proliferated to

  prove that Marx and Engels had laid down stones for an edifice which brooked no possible revision as later conditions might have demanded. Marxism from the start offered a shelter to the kind of

  intellectuals who in the Middle Ages had argued about how many angels could stand on the point of a needle.




  This in turn meant that no single line of inheritance descended from Marxism’s co-founders. At various times both Marx and Engels had subscribed to revolutionary dictatorship and terror.

  They scoffed at moral arguments. They ridiculed what they called the sentimentality of other brands of socialism (or communism). They asserted the scientific basis of their doctrines and maintained

  that they alone discerned the direction of historical development. The terminal point of change, they declared, was inevitable. Communism would come sooner or later, but come it definitely would.

  Capitalism was doomed by its inherent contradictions. The working class needed to have such ideas explained to it since only that class could head the revolution

  against capitalism. A party had to be formed which could undertake the task.




  Although their predictions lacked close definition, Marx and Engels indisputably desired a workers’ movement committed to unified action. They believed in the benefits of large-scale

  organisation – and they intended to implement this in politics and economics if ever they came to power. Central revolutionary discipline was a key to success for them. In the longer term, of

  course, they expected that communist society would give opportunities for individuals to pursue their wishes without being constrained by a state of any kind whatever. Until such an epoch began

  they emphasised the need for firm, uncompromising struggle. They were harsh polemicists. It came easily to both of them to mock and denigrate their socialist adversaries. They were interested in

  ends and untroubled about means, and nowhere in their writings did they acknowledge the merits of legal and constitutional procedures. They despised liberal theory about the division of powers. For

  them, parliamentary democracies were really bourgeois dictatorships which allowed legislators, administrators, police, judges and army to collude in the suppression of the

  ‘proletariat’. They eulogised revolutionaries who took a gamble and who refused to be bound by doctrinal commitment.




  The precautionary principle was weak, to say the least, in their doctrines. They themselves benefited from political tolerance in the United Kingdom. Despite being overt subversives, they were

  left alone. In their daily lives they enjoyed the protection of the rule of law. Engels’s industrial profits and Marx’s free access to the British Museum Library were theirs by legal

  right – and without them their revolutionary propaganda and activity would have been hobbled. Yet they eulogised the kind of society where no constraints on ‘proletarian’ power

  would be installed. Individuals would have to submit to authority or suffer punitive consequences. They blithely stood forth as the destroyers of democracy, legality and institutional checks and

  balances. Everything had to be pulled down before rebuilding could commence. The ideas of Marx and Engels indeed contained seeds of oppression and exploitation under a Marxist revolutionary

  regime.




  This is not to say that their legacy lacked ideas and aperçus of enduring value. They were right about the irresistible march of economic globalisation. They foresaw the ever greater

  scale of industrial and commercial activity. Their analysis of capitalism’s inherent tendency to reward those entrepreneurs who could maximise technological improvement and minimise labour costs has proved accurate. Fundamental to their writings, moreover, was an insistence that human consciousness was not unchanging. Advanced industrial

  society produced an unprecedented set of attitudes and practices. People were shaped by their environment; they were profoundly affected by the type of economy, political regime and culture which

  surrounded them. Marx and Engels were convincing in predicting that changes in consciousness would continue to occur as conditions underwent transformation. They were brilliant in showing how the

  rulers in any society disguise the nature of their dominance. Some of their best writing was about the rituals invented to get the lower social orders to accept inequality as an eternal and natural

  phenomenon. As atheists they delivered coruscating denunciations of the connivance of organised religion in the prolongation of material and social hardship.




  Yet, if Marx left a confusing legacy in his general theory, he also bequeathed little guidance for decisions on crucial practical policies. An especially tortuous question was about how

  socialists should organise themselves while operating under various types of regime ranging from parliamentary republics to absolute monarchies. Marxists also had to decide what dealings to have

  with other sorts of socialists. Should they ally with them or treat them as misguided enemies? Marxists at the turn of the century tended to believe that revolutions had to follow a sequence. First

  there had to be a ‘bourgeois–democratic’ revolution against feudalism. Only then could socialists prepare for a revolution against capitalism and ‘the transition to

  socialism’. But was this sequence fixed in stone? Could there not be a telescoping of two stages into one? And what about that brief but significant exchange of letters between Marx and

  Zasulich about treating the peasantry rather than the industrial working class as the pivotal group in the advance towards socialism in Russia?




  Marx and Engels, moreover, had said nothing definitive about the kind of socialist regime they aimed at. Sometimes they espoused a violent seizure of power and a provisional dictatorship. At

  others they called for a peaceful assumption of power. About the institutions and policies of either type of revolutionary authority they remained silent. They were complacent about the tasks of

  consolidating a Marxist regime in power. They assumed that the revolution would have the fervent support of the overwhelming majority of society’s members. Sometimes they wrote

  enthusiastically about the uses of state terror. They praised the Jacobins in the French Revolution. But they also understood that, if terror needed to be used, the Jacobin leadership must have had

  very weak support.13 Having raised the problem, though, they dropped it. They tended to believe that any

  difficulties of analysis and prediction would be surmounted by ‘practice’ in the forthcoming revolutionary situation. So much for their claims to be scientists of human development! At

  bottom they were just as speculatively minded as the ‘utopian socialists’ whom they ridiculed. The basic truth was that they expended more intellectual energy on the economics of

  capitalism than on the politics of socialism. This was a catastrophic cavity in the corpus of Marxism.




  Nor did Marx or Engels have much to say about the ‘national question’. Some of their utterances, moreover, were uncongenial to their followers in the smaller national and ethnic

  groups. They were scathing about some of the Slavs.14 Supposedly the best outcome would be their absorption in German culture and an end to

  the ambitions of their nationalist intellectuals. Marxism’s co-founders put their faith in the civilising mission of the great industrial powers. They railed against the economic exploitation

  of indigenous peoples carried out by the European empires; but imperialism was not in their eyes a bad thing in itself. The world was changing as the factory system was extended. It was, for them,

  a harsh but inevitable process.




  They assumed that large nations with advanced economies and culture would assimilate them; and they no more regretted this prospect than they worried about the elimination of the peasantry by

  the capitalist economy. But generally they made few statements on such problems, leaving the discussion to their successors. They hardly talked much more about the ‘agrarian question’

  despite the fact that the predominant part of the global population consisted of peasants. They were convinced that capitalism was about to transform all traditional modes of cultivation and

  husbandry. The gigantic industrial factories of the cities were seemingly about to be joined by huge farms – the new latifundia – which would be organised on capitalist

  principles.15 Similarly they seldom spoke about the ‘colonial question’. They were living through a time of rapid expansion of

  European empires across Asia and Africa. By the end of the nineteenth century there was hardly a country which had escaped direct or indirect dominion by one or other of the great capitalist

  powers. The perspective of Marx and Engels had intellectual limitations. Their ambitions were boundless but the extraordinary tumult of change in the world of the late nineteenth century eluded

  their desire for comprehensive understanding and prescription. Deified by their followers in later generations, they themselves were thwarted in their endeavour to achieve a total science of

  humankind.




  Yet this never stopped them from striving after the unattainable. Their whole careers were devoted to assimilating fresh evidence and adjusting their analysis

  and recommendations to take account of it. They enjoyed themselves. Research for both was a pleasure, and they delighted in the tasks of politicking and propaganda. Their partnership brought out

  the intellectual best in both of them. They lived in an age when it was easy to denounce the political and economic status quo. Yet Marx and Engels as Victorian intellectuals had little

  presentiment of the uses which would be made of their extraordinary doctrines. Marxism encoded their dangerous brilliance.




  

     

  




  3. COMMUNISM IN EUROPE




  Engels continued to supply the German Social-Democratic Party with advice and encouragement till his death. When Bismarck’s anti-socialist law was revoked in 1890, the

  authorities were recognising that persecution was counter-productive: it only increased the resentment of working people and turned them against the political and economic structures of the status

  quo. The removal of the ban on the German Social-Democratic Party, however, came too late to stop the party leadership from endorsing Marxism. To the delight of the ageing Engels, its party

  programme and basic ideology were already pervaded by a Marxist commitment – and there was no serious effort by any party leaders to change this. Meanwhile Engels and the party leadership

  avoided saying anything that might provoke renewed prohibition. They were confident that events would move in their favour as an ever greater proportion of the working class sided with them

  electorally. Other parties, including socialist ones, competed with them for the votes of factory workers and miners. But the German Social-Democrats as Marxists believed that their analysis alone

  made sense of the country’s future. They felt sure that they would eventually monopolise the loyalties of the ‘proletariat’. With their newly obtained freedom to proselytise for

  their cause they set about their tasks with eagerness.1




  Organising itself for the Reichstag elections, the party immediately obtained a fifth of the vote. It celebrated as if it had won an absolute majority; and even though it exaggerated its

  achievement, the influence of ‘labour’ in Imperial Germany was unmistakably on the rise. A full network of local committees and newspapers was established. The party also took care of

  the recreational needs of its members. It supplied educational facilities. Promising militants were given additional training. Leaders such as August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht became prominent

  public figures.




  The German Social-Democrats were the most influential member-party of the Socialist International. This was the body created in 1889 to replace the defunct

  International Workingmen’s Association; it quickly became known as the Second International. Many parties elsewhere had to contend with serious difficulties. Some were outlawed or banned by

  their governments; others were hit by internal dispute. Others again were not sure about whether to ally themselves with the liberal parties. The German Social-Democratic Party from the start stood

  proud and independent. Its electoral successes mounted. By 1912 it was the largest party in the Reichstag with over a third of the available seats. Although this was still not an absolute majority,

  the party’s spokesmen – their leaders as well as ‘theorists’ such as Karl Kautsky – saw this as the start of an unstoppable wave of success. They did not forswear the

  need for armed insurgency in principle; but they no longer behaved like revolutionaries. They talked a good revolution. But it was a revolution postponed to an ever more distant future. Their true

  preoccupation was with making the best of the present and gradually improving the living and working conditions of the ‘proletariat’.2




  It is a fallacy that Marxism’s flaws were exposed only after it was tried out in power. Marx and Engels had been controversial figures in the First International which they helped to

  found. They handed out and received criticism by the plateful, and wounding blows had been delivered to their claim to intellectual solidity. The only wonder is that so many Marxists ignored the

  damage. Marxism had become an infallible set of doctrines and political substitute for religion for its followers.




  Marx and Engels themselves had not been able to overlook the criticisms. In their time they had faced a formidable opponent in a Russian aristocrat and anti-tsarist militant. This was the

  anarchist Mikhail Bakunin. Where Marxism’s co-founders sought scientific validation of their doctrines, Bakunin picked up ideas as they happened to appeal to him, and he developed them after

  his own fashion. Bakunin had a chaotic life. Marx and Engels despised him as a mischief-maker and hated his insights. Bakunin dissected Marxism’s claim to produce a ‘withering away of

  the state’. His point was that the doctrines were inherently incapable of attaining that end. Bakunin saw the fatal flaws before anyone else. Marx and Engels were know-alls; they always

  thought they had discovered the absolute truth even when they said they were offering up ideas that needed testing by revolutionary experience. They were centralisers. While talking about

  ‘free associations of producers’, they advocated discipline and hierarchy. Their ideology condescended to working people; their political orientation was premised on the need for such

  people to be herded into regiments of revolt under their exclusive control. Bakunin delivered this judgement to the rest of the European labour

  movement.3




  There was no letting up in the challenge to Marxist doctrines. Marx’s most scrupulous work had been on economics and he had offered his ‘labour theory of value’ as a

  fundamental contribution to the understanding of all past and present societies. Although it was a flimsy basis for his politics, it became an article of faith for Marxists from his day to ours.

  Marx had convinced himself that additional value was added in the process of production exclusively through the efforts of manual labourers. He finessed this somewhat in the second and third

  volumes of Capital but never expressly abandoned his hypothesis. Among the first to assail him was Max von Böhm-Bawerk, who pointed out that technological inventiveness and

  entrepreneurial initiative had wrongly been omitted from Marx’s economic analysis. His name was reviled by generations of Marxist economists who included Rudolf Hilferding and Rosa Luxemburg.

  Yet they failed to refute Böhm-Bawerk’s fundamental proposition.4




  This was only the opening campaign in the twentieth-century intellectual attack on Marxism. The German sociologist Max Weber, despite being hugely impressed by Marx and Engels, took them to task

  for picking out economic factors as the primary motor of great historical movements. Weber insisted that cultural and religious factors were also influential. He indicated the role played by

  Protestantism in the inception of European capitalist economies. Weber introduced multidimensional complexity to the explanation of the emergence and expansion of capitalism, and he challenged

  Marxist analyses of advanced industrial societies at the end of the nineteenth century. He exposed the implausibility of the sociological predictions made by Marx and Engels. Germany, far from

  developing into a society consisting simply of a few ‘big bourgeois’ owners and a mass of ‘proletarians’, was experiencing a demographic explosion of professional and

  administrative specialists. Weber predicted that it would be the bureaucrats who would dominate and not the bankers and industrialists. He had picked apart Marxist politics by highlighting

  cultural, religious and sociological factors which Marx had only just begun to broach in his notes for the third volume of Capital. And, of course, it would have been impossible for Marx and

  Engels to accept Weber’s standpoint without abandoning the cause they had dedicated their lives to.5




  Robert Michels and Gaetano Mosca piled into the mêlée. They denied altogether that any future society was feasible without hierarchical authority.

  Elites, they contended, were an operational necessity as well as an inevitable consequence of political disputes. The stateless human paradise predicted by Marx and Engels was consequently a futile

  dream. Michels impishly subjected the German Social-Democratic Party to scrutiny and found that its officials fell a long way short of eradicating authoritarian procedures. They cut themselves off

  from control by the ordinary party members and decided policy outside a democratic framework. They paid themselves better than the average industrial worker. Furthermore, they quietly moved the

  party away from any activity which might invite trouble from the Imperial government; they talked revolution while in practice co-operating with the political status quo. Their Marxism was a mask

  for setting up a self-serving bureaucracy. Michels argued that, if they behaved like that before they came to power, there was little chance that they would ever establish an egalitarian social

  order. Marxism, far from being based on scientific observation, was just as utopian as the nineteenth-century rival variants of socialism which had drawn the ridicule of Marx and

  Engels.6




  Practically every sector of intellectual thought involved discomfort for Marxists. Historians questioned whether societies had followed the simple sequence of stages described in most works by

  Marx and Engels: primitive communism, slave-owning society, feudalism and capitalism. Eduard Bernstein, the amanuensis of Engels, was the first leading Marxist to feel the need for entirely new

  wheels to be fixed to the doctrinal carriage. Few people were better acquainted with the writings of Marx and Engels, and in most ways Bernstein was a devoted follower. But he had a mind of his

  own. Like his masters, he avidly watched current developments. Without disregarding the terrible living and working conditions of most German workers, he recognised that an improvement was

  happening. The organised labour movement was exacting concessions from employers. Strikes were having an impact. Big business increasingly accepted collective wage bargaining as a normal necessity.

  The government encouraged this. Otto von Bismarck, German Chancellor until 1890, introduced a rudimentary system of pensions and social security. The purpose was no secret. Germany’s

  political and economic elites aimed to empty the well of working-class support for revolutionary action. They hoped to make German workers feel integrated in society and identify themselves as

  ‘true’ Germans.




  Challenging his comrades, Bernstein argued that workers should exploit this opportunity. The German Social-Democratic Party should engage in peaceful, legal contestation with the government and

  big business. It was Bernstein’s belief that the working class would emerge victorious. He had no illusions about Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany and knew

  that the current freedoms could at any moment be suspended. But for the time being he advocated staying within the constitutional framework. Bernstein had a horror of violence. Marx and Engels had

  talked casually about past civil wars and dictatorships. Bernstein was a man of more sober attitudes. He was shocked by all the jovial talk about the French Revolution; he urged that German

  social-democrats should abandon their preoccupation with violent struggle and dictatorship. Teasing out his conclusions from the posthumously published third volume of Marx’s Capital,

  he urged that the future did not lie in a neat division between bourgeoisie and proletariat. Bernstein highlighted the growth of intermediate social groupings. He urged that Marxism had to be

  adjusted to take account of the changes being brought about under contemporary capitalism.7




  Among those who sided with Bernstein was Eduard David, who proposed a revision of the basic economic predictions of Marx and Engels. David conducted a survey of contemporary agriculture and

  found that small-scale farms, far from disappearing under pressure from large landowners, were flourishing. He drew the conclusion that Marxists should not automatically assume that every sector of

  the economy would increase its average scale of production.8




  There were plenty of efforts to defend revolutionary Marxism against the ‘revisionism’ of Bernstein and his friends. These included Karl Kautsky, Otto Bauer, Rudolf Hilferding and

  Rosa Luxemburg in central Europe as well as Georgi Plekhanov, Vladimir Lenin, Yuli Martov and Lev Trotski in the Russian Empire.9 They were

  important political and intellectual figures in the Second International. Kautsky had the greatest influence. In moderate language – he wanted to be legally published – he affirmed the

  need for the party to hold fast to its revolutionary objectives. He refrained from advocating immediate direct action but suggested that the time would eventually come when the Imperial regime of

  Wilhelm II would be terminated. Kautsky knew as well as Bernstein that advanced industrial societies were changing in ways unpredicted by Marx and Engels. But he set himself up as the Pope of

  Marxism in opposition to Bernstein as Anti-Pope. He protected ‘orthodoxy’ against attacks on its fundamental doctrines. He honoured the memory of Marxism’s co-founders. He wrote a

  lengthy disquisition on the agrarian question querying the evidence and analysis adduced by Eduard David. Nor did he fail to stress that developments around the

  world in industrial organisation were following the path predicted by Marx and Engels.10




  Yet none properly confronted the damage done to Marxist doctrines by its critics. They wanted to hold on to their faith in Marxism. They required a bedrock of political and economic axioms and

  invested a vast deposit of cleverness in their attempt to vindicate Marx and Engels. They were not the fundamental rethinkers of the contemporary world. Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Ernst Mach

  and Max Weber existed on an entirely higher level. Admittedly some Marxists tried to take ideas from some of them. Kautsky, for example, had no principled objection to Mach’s denial of the

  possibility of absolute truth. Others were fascinated by Freud. But by and large the process was going in the opposite direction as Marxist thinkers sought to isolate Marxism from infection by

  alien bacilli.




  Marxism went on expanding its appeal in Europe. Although it had its largest following in Germany, there were also lively Marxist organisations in Holland and a growing interest was noticeable in

  Italy and France. But these were the exceptions. Generally there was little responsiveness to the doctrines of Marx and Engels in western Europe. So little impact had they in the United Kingdom

  that the police continued to place no obstacle in the way of foreign Marxists holding gatherings in London. Marxism still appeared an exotic trend unlikely to plant deep roots among the British.

  Harassment of Marxists as subversives, it was thought, would only give them the publicity of a persecuted sect. To the east and south-east of Germany it was a somewhat different story. Marxist

  organisations were growing in Bulgaria and in the Czech and Polish lands of the Habsburg Monarchy, as well as in the Russian Empire. The membership was not as numerous as in Germany; the reason for

  this was mainly that industrialisation was at an earlier stage in those countries and the incentive to join a movement directed at gaining support among factory workers was weaker.11




  This growing prestige induced critics to continue to mount assaults on conventional Marxism. The history of the labour movement became controversial. Marx and Engels had suggested that the key

  to the advance of the working class was the establishment of large political parties. The assumption was that ‘proletarian’ interests would be served by such parties. Not everyone

  concurred. The Polish writer Jan Machajski produced a work claiming that socialist parties typically enabled intellectuals rather than workers to run their committees. He saw this as a logical

  development. Machajski pointed out that the intelligentsia had the technical skills to set up a proper administrative apparatus. From this it was a short step

  towards the suppression of working-class interests. He suggested that if ever a socialist revolution were to occur it would ensconce an elite of middle-class origin in power.12




  There was a growing literature on this. Robert Michels, a socialist by inclination, had gone off to Turin University and exposed the compromises which lay at the core of the party’s

  practice in Germany. (As a leftist sympathiser he could not get a professorial chair in Germany.) He gave a devastating sociological analysis. Michels indicated that party officials had an interest

  in the maintenance of the German political status quo. They would lose their comfortable incomes if the party were to be suppressed. As negotiators with employers and government they had a crucial

  role to play. They could point to the steady accumulation of positive results. They had deputies in the Reichstag; they were recognised as spokesmen for an entire class. Michels suggested that the

  German Social-Democratic Party was run by its ‘apparatus’ and for the interests of that ‘apparatus’. Its officials had metamorphosed into a conservative stratum without an

  incentive to upset the Imperial political establishment.13




  Critics of the German social-democratic leadership also existed in the Second International. The sharpest arrows were shot by foreigners. Among them were the Poles Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Radek

  and the Dutchman Anton Pannekoek. Luxemburg and Radek, fluent German speakers and refugees from ‘Russian’ Poland, had multiple party allegiances. They simultaneously belonged to the

  Social-Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania and the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party, as well as to the German Social-Democratic Party itself.14 Luxemburg, Radek and Pannekoek sensed the lack of a lively commitment to revolution in their German comrades. They did not need to earn the Berlin

  leadership’s approval. They had confidence and passion, and continually urged more radical policies at party congresses. All of them contended that contemporary German Marxism was strong on

  rhetoric and weak on preparations for action. They asked what the German social-democratic leadership was doing to plan for the ultimate conflict with Kaiser Wilhelm and his government. They

  derided any steady dedication to wage-bargaining. What was the point of this if the party’s leaders genuinely believed that the era of unconditional socialism was nigh? Was there not a danger

  of political degeneration if the party went on working for goals achievable under the Wilhelminian regime?15




  Luxemburg set up an informal ‘leftist’ opposition to put the case for confrontation on the streets. Her favoured method to destabilise and overturn

  state power was the ‘mass strike’. Drawing on her observation of Russia in the revolutionary situation of 1905–6, she argued that Germany could equally be engulfed by a sudden

  emergency. The party should encourage workers to engage in industrial conflict. Strikes would breed further strikes. They could be used to politicise the entire working class. Workers should be

  encouraged to think for themselves and develop their initiatives. The final struggle between bourgeoisie and proletariat would occur and the revolutionary vision of Marx and Engels would be

  realised.16




  Another aspect of German Marxism which caused unease was its silence on the ‘national question’. Karl Kautsky and others argued that Polish immigrant workers in Germany ought to

  receive equal treatment; and the social-democrats welcomed recruits among people who were not German citizens. But fundamental ideas about how to organise a multinational state were few. This was

  noted by Marxists living in the lands of the Habsburg Monarchy. The Austrian followers of Marx and Engels were keenly aware of the many tensions among the various national groups in the empire.

  Hostilities between one nation and another were likely to occur when the Habsburgs were removed. Marxists in Vienna thought hard about possible solutions. It helped little to ransack the writings

  of the founders of Marxism.17 Neither Marx nor Engels had said much about the ‘national question’; and what they had said or

  written was often pretty disrespectful to the smaller nationalities. The Austro-Marxists, as they became known, were annoyed by this. They thought that national consciousness, far from fading at

  the beginning of the twentieth century, would continue to grow. They attributed this to the combined expansion of capitalist economic production, mass education and the public press. The tendency

  was for people to exchange a local – especially a rural – identity for a national one. Writers such as Otto Bauer and Karl Renner argued that Marxism could not afford to bury its head

  in the sand about the phenomenon.18




  They denied that breaking up the empire into separate nation-states would resolve the problems among the nations. The Habsburg Monarchy was a patchwork quilt with several national minorities

  living in many regions. There could be no neat division of administrative districts. Instead the Austro-Marxists devised a scheme whereby each nationality would elect its central political

  authority in parallel to the government ruling the entire multinational state. The idea was to enable nations to acquire ‘national-cultural autonomy’.

  An end would be put to the national and ethnic oppression and the government would be able to get on with the achievement of a socialist society.19 Such ideas would probably have produced a bureaucratic entanglement. But the eagerness of Bauer and his comrades to make allowances for nations had a deep appeal for Marxists

  elsewhere. The Mensheviks in the Russian Empire picked up the project of national-cultural autonomy with enthusiasm.




  At the Second International’s Stuttgart Congress in August 1907 there was an attempt by Marxists as well as other by socialists to prescribe policy for the member parties on war and peace.

  This was a crucial enterprise. The world was entering a new phase of change and uncertainty. The European powers competed with each other to acquire overseas colonies. British, French and German

  interests frequently collided. Europe itself was undergoing a fresh territorial demarcation as the countries of the Balkans sought and obtained independence from the Ottoman Empire. Wars broke out

  in the Balkans in 1912–13. The Habsburg Monarchy also had severe internal tensions. Its nationalities, especially the Hungarians and the Czechs, resented what they regarded as Austrian

  oppressiveness. An arms race began between the United Kingdom and Germany. Other powers too, including France and Russia, laid plans for their defence. The danger of a continental war – and

  even a world war – was evident. Congress resolutions opposed militarism and imperialism. But what was to be done if such a war broke out? The gist of the Congress’s decision was that,

  if the great powers were to go to war, the duty of socialists was to oppose their own governments. Parliamentary representatives were enjoined to refuse to vote war credits. A political campaign

  was to be organised to bring about peace. The parties of the Second International agreed to act in fraternity with each other and to extract the sting of chauvinism from European public

  life.20




  Quite how this would be achieved was left unclear. Some parties suggested that a revolutionary insurrection would be necessary; others wanted to stay within the law and avoid violent methods.

  But it was a universal article of faith that total opposition to any war was a socialist duty. Bankers and arms manufacturers were said to be the only beneficiaries of military conflict. Monarchs

  too were brought under suspicion. The Second International took a stand against each and every move by governments to exacerbate the situation in Europe.




  This also left open what kind of society it was that Europe’s Marxists were aspiring to create. Hardly any of them regularly mentioned communism – and, of course, non-Marxists in the

  Socialist International avoided it altogether. No country had an organisation naming itself as communist. Germany had set the precedent for using designations which

  were thought less obviously subversive. The result was that socialism, social-democracy, communism and even anarchism continued to be employed interchangeably by the enemies of the political left;

  and the political left itself remained vague or confused about its ultimate vision. (The fog of terminology was to be lifted a little by Lenin’s State and Revolution in 1917, but it

  was never entirely removed.)21 The German Social-Democrats kept up a formal commitment to the establishment of communism worldwide. They

  attracted members who were genuinely inspired by a communist vision. They included Germans such as Karl Liebknecht and foreigners like Luxemburg. But the ultimate goal – communism – was

  not frequently discussed or even contemplated. Marxists in most countries were getting on with leading strikes, fighting for welfare reforms and denouncing and undermining conservative and liberal

  governments. Thus it came about that the case for communism was elaborated most pungently in a country to the east of Germany. That country was Russia.




  Yet the Marxists of the Russian Empire were not alone in seeking to keep the Marxist faith. This was a pan-European phenomenon before the First World War. Marxists and other radical leftists

  were a minority on the European far left, but they constituted a restless corpus of enemies of capitalism. Plenty of militants believed that the larger socialist parties in western and central

  Europe were neglecting their political obligations. They seldom abandoned their own parties. They made an effort to bring their more moderate comrades over to their side. It was a fluid situation.

  Marxism remained the official ideology of only the German Social-Democratic Party and a few other large parties in Europe. A battle for hearts and minds in European and North American socialism was

  under way. Practically every country in the two continents acquired some kind of Marxist organisation. The weakest instance was the USA, where Marxists tended overwhelmingly to be recent immigrants

  and the Socialist Party was hostile to them. But each party on the political left had many militants who were frustrated by the compromises made by their leaders with the political status quo.

  These were circumstances which were bound to be exploited by any extremist and internationalist party if ever it came to power.




  

     

  




  4. RUSSIAN VARIATIONS




  It had been the expectation of Marx and Engels that Marxism would first strike roots in a country like Germany. They pinned their hopes on industrialisation, on the expanding

  cities and on factory workers and miners; they naturally looked to the more advanced economies to supply the political following for their ambition. Yet other countries produced plenty of Marxist

  revolutionaries. These included Poland, Bulgaria and Italy. The disappointment for Marx and Engels was the weak impression their ideas made on radical socialists in their country of exile, the

  United Kingdom, where a strong Marxist party failed to emerge in the early twentieth century even though the authorities did not much interfere with the labour movement. Civil freedom and material

  comfort, despite their limitations even in Britain, acted as an antidote to political extremism – and Marx and Engels were aware of the connection and wrote about it.




  It was turning out that poverty and oppression constituted the best soil for Marxism to grow in. Accordingly the Russian Empire eventually dwarfed every country except Germany in the eagerness

  of its reception of Marxist ideas. Russia in the 1870s, when Marxism began to have a wide impact there, was an autocracy. There were no legal parties or trade unions. No parliament existed. There

  was strict censorship of political debate. The government was slow to spread a network of popular schooling. Most of the peasants, who constituted the huge majority of the people, found it

  impossible to escape from dire poverty. Several nations of the empire, especially the Poles, aspired to independence; and others such as the Georgians and Finns were deeply annoyed at the

  restrictions on the expression of their nationhood. Corruption was endemic in the bureaucracy. The Russian Orthodox Church was fiercely reactionary. Although novelists and poets found ways to make

  criticisms of the social order, organised groupings of dissent were subject to efficient persecution. Usually the punishment involved banishment to the wilds of Siberia – and in the worst

  cases the convicts were put to forced labour.




  The Romanov dynasty after the Crimean War of 1854–6 understood that their future security depended on their success in promoting industrial expansion and

  modern methods of transport, communication and administration. It was also essential to encourage a rising number of professional cadres. Such changes, however, brought their own dangers.

  Unemployed or disenchanted former students were easily drawn into revolutionary circles. Ill-paid factory workers felt little impulse of loyalty to the Imperial throne. Peasants, even if they were

  ardent monarchists, were embittered by the ‘agrarian question’: there was only one fair solution in their eyes – the transfer of all the landed property into their hands.




  The political police (Okhrana) coped well despite its small budget. It infiltrated the organised rebels of each generation, arrested and deported them to Siberia. Yet this never cleared the

  grounds of discontent, and the government came to recognise that revolutionary activity would continue for the foreseeable future. The Okhrana refined its techniques, playing off one militant

  faction against another. It was frequently handy to let a group go on operating, on a weaker basis, so that the authorities might stay informed about its activities. The Okhrana also recruited

  agents from among the revolutionaries. Blackmail, financial blandishment and ideological persuasion were employed. Informers penetrated every subversive organisation. Revolutionary groups had to

  improve their conspiratorial security. Caution was exercised about who should be allowed to join and there were investigations of suspect members. Central control was reinforced. Organisations

  typically established a base abroad so that their newspapers, correspondence and discussions could function. Geneva, London and – later – Paris were favoured sites. The police reacted

  by extending the geographical scope of their operations. Although they could not obliterate the organisations, they succeeded in disrupting, demoralising and restricting revolutionary activity. In

  the nineteenth century they went about their business with impressive efficiency.




  The game of cat and mouse between the Okhrana and the rebels had lasting consequences. The Russian revolutionary movement, having no opportunity for positive participation in legal public life,

  became fixated by ‘theory’. Its adherents started up exhausting internal disputes about the country’s social order and harangued each other about politics, economics and

  philosophy. Their mental abstractions became hard-baked because they could not be tested in practice. A highly theoretical orientation was integrated into the life of revolt against the

  authorities. There was also an internal trend towards eulogising the leader of any revolutionary organisation. Some leaders relished the praise and ruthlessly

  suppressed any opposition. The most notorious example was Sergei Nechaev, who in 1869 ordered followers in his little group to murder an internal critic. In order to induce total submission to his

  will he pretended to be the representative of an imaginary international agency known as People’s Retribution.




  Until the early 1880s the revolutionaries of the Russian Empire upheld the axiom that their socialism should take account of the predominantly agrarian and backward nature of the economy.

  Britain, France and Germany had accomplished a vast industrial and cultural advance. Russia and its borderlands had lagged behind. The revolutionary thinkers made the best of this by proposing to

  put peasants at the core of their ideas. Inspiration for the future socialist society was drawn from the Russian village land commune. The peasantry’s tradition of periodic redistribution of

  the land could serve as the basis of an egalitarian transformation. Such thinking, however, started to lose its grip. Peasants themselves were persistently indifferent to calls for revolution.

  Furthermore, a surging growth in factories, mines and railways was taking place. Many socialists in the Russian Empire began to deny that it was any longer realistic to repose hope in a peasantry

  which seemed destined for the scrap heap of history. A certain Georgi Plekhanov decided that enough was enough. Russia, he declared, was already taking the economic path of the advanced capitalist

  powers. A ‘proletariat’ was in the making. Instead of peasants it would be the workers who should lead the revolution.1




  According to Plekhanov, the solution was for revolutionaries to adopt the Marxism that was spreading in Germany. He and his comrades in the Emancipation of Labour group had fled Russia to

  Geneva. As they proselytised among Russian intellectual dissenters from a distance, they quickly gained followers. Vera Zasulich was a member of the tiny group in Switzerland. She it was to whom

  Marx had written in 1881 to explain that he did not exclude the possibility that a peasant-orientated revolutionary movement might succeed in the Russian Empire.2 The Emancipation of Labour group put all this correspondence out of sight. For them, the important thing was that Russian economic and social development pointed in the

  opposite direction to the peasantry, the villages and the communes.




  The fact that Marx did not appreciate their efforts as Marxists did not discourage them. They had caught the contagion of faith and would spread the gospel of

  Marxism. Pamphlets were smuggled back to the Russian Empire. Circles of supporters sprang up in Vilnius, St Petersburg, Tbilisi and elsewhere. The Marxists started to contact workers and draw them

  into classes of indoctrination. They tried to lead strikes as industrialisation proceeded. By the 1890s they were the most vibrant trend in the Russian revolutionary movement. They aimed to

  consolidate this position by forming a proper party, and the founding congress was held in Minsk in March 1898. Although its delegates were quickly taken into custody, the struggle to set up a

  Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party continued. One of Plekhanov’s followers, Vladimir Ulyanov, left Russia after his period of Siberian exile and established a newspaper –

  Iskra (‘The Spark’) – so as to co-ordinate and dominate these efforts. A Second Party Congress took place in summer 1903 and broadly endorsed the ideas of Plekhanov. But

  Ulyanov, who had adopted the pseudonym Lenin, was emerging as the prime organiser. He had got fed up with being bossed around by Plekhanov. He thought he alone had a clear conception of what needed

  to be done in the party. He did not mind how many Russian Marxists he offended.3




  Who was this Lenin? At the time he burst on to the scene he was respected as one of the party’s leading intellectuals as well as a trouble-making factionalist. Now he was mocked by his own

  protégé Lev Trotski. Lenin’s vituperations and manipulations at the Second Congress had disconcerted him. Trotski predicted that Leninist ideas end in a ‘dictator’

  taking over the party. He wrote this in a sarcastic tone. He did not seriously argue that Lenin would become the despotic leader. Instead he was suggesting that, if Lenin were to rise to the top,

  the result would be a political farce.4




  Vladimir Lenin, born on 21 April 1870, came from a family of what might be called new Russians. His father was possibly of Kalmyk background; his mother was definitely of Jewish and Scandinavian

  descent. Both yearned for a better Russia, a Russia more educated and modern. Their children were given a grammar-school training to fit them for a prominent role in this desired future. All of

  them, however, rejected liberalism and became far-left revolutionaries. Vladimir’s elder brother Alexander was hanged in 1886 for involvement in an assassination attempt on Emperor Alexander

  III. Vladimir joined the clandestine rebel groups. Caught by the Okhrana, he was exiled to Siberia in 1897. There he wrote a treatise on Russian economic development, claiming that capitalism was

  already the dominant mode of production in the country. He made his name, though, with What is to be Done? This booklet urged the need for severe rules in

  the party to guarantee centralism, discipline and the vetting of recruits. The result was a brouhaha at the Second Party Congress of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party when the

  Iskra group, which had dominated the proceedings, fell apart. Scarcely had the organisation been formed than it succumbed to factionalism.




  The strict rules proposed by Lenin as well as his argumentative zeal and underhand methods annoyed even many of his allies. He won a majority at the congress by a whisker, and this enabled him

  to refer to his group as the Majoritarians (or bol’sheviki in Russian and Bolsheviks in English) and his opponents as the Minoritarians (or men’sheviki and Mensheviks).

  His dominance of the central party bodies was in fact short lived. Plekhanov, the grand old man of Russian Marxism, defected to the Mensheviks and tipped the balance in their favour. The schism was

  at its most bitter among the émigrés. Lenin accused the Mensheviks, led by his former friend Yuli Martov, of being usurpers. The Mensheviks charged Lenin and the Bolsheviks with

  obsessive authoritarianism. The two factions started to produce their own newspapers and to run their own agents in the Russian Empire.




  Both Bolsheviks and Mensheviks were taken aback by the sudden revolutionary outbreak in Russia. The trigger was Bloody Sunday on 9 January 1905, when a peaceful procession of protesters was

  dispersed by violence and hundreds of people were killed or wounded. Months of disturbance followed. Strikes were organised. Workers’ councils (or ‘soviets’) were elected. The

  most famous of these was the Petersburg Soviet, whose leading figure was the brilliant young Marxist orator Lev Trotski. Soviets demanded basic reforms of the state order and strove to supplant the

  local agencies of government. Mutinies occurred in the armed forces. Peasants began to expropriate the possessions of their landlords. By October the Emperor felt compelled to issue a manifesto

  promising to introduce a parliamentary system. This took a lot of the steam out of the agitation by liberal groupings such as the Constitutional-Democratic Party (or Kadets). Liberals had been

  shaken by the direct action taken by socialist parties in recent weeks. Most socialists – Bolsheviks, Mensheviks and Socialist-Revolutionaries – suspected that Nicholas II would restore

  his autocratic powers at the first opportunity. The Bolsheviks pressed on with efforts to mount an uprising. When this happened in Moscow in December 1905, the armed forces suppressed it with

  efficiency. After less than two years the Marxist leadership streamed back into the ‘emigration’.




  Lenin had started his revolutionary activity as a supporter of narodnik terrorism but, like others of his generation, moved across to what he considered orthodox

  Marxism. He continued to admire the narodniks and advised the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party to adopt some of their ideas. His insistence on a tightly organised clandestine party

  organisation had come from them. From 1905 he was declaring that any successful revolution in Russia would require an alliance of parties representing the workers and the peasantry. This broke with

  the conventional assumption of Russian Marxists that they should seek out the middle classes as allies in the struggle against the Imperial monarchy.




  Lenin had lost control of the central party leadership in factional strife in 1904. As Russia became enveloped in revolutionary turmoil, he ceased to dominate his own Bolsheviks. Many of them

  refused to enter the soviets, thinking them too much the products of spontaneous working-class activity: Bolsheviks expected to guide and not to follow events; and the majority of them rejected the

  idea of competing in the parliamentary elections to the new State Duma. A leading exponent of such opinions was Alexander Bogdanov. He and others contended that no compromise should be made with

  the aim of revolutionary insurrection. Bogdanov in particular argued that workers should eschew any connection with official Russia and should set about developing their own separate

  ‘proletarian culture’. Lenin was annoyed by all this. For him, it was obvious that Bolsheviks should exploit every available opportunity to increase their prominence and influence. Not

  to enter the soviet or join the Duma electoral campaign seemed folly to him. He railed against the intellectual inflexibility of his factional comrades.5




  What is more, he began to appreciate the benefits of co-operation with the Mensheviks, if only to counteract the extreme position taken by the Bolsheviks; and the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks

  reunited at the Fourth Party Congress in London in 1906. At the same time, though, he announced a general strategy that was deeply uncongenial to Menshevism. He declared that the Russian middle

  classes were finding common cause with the monarchy. His proposal was for Marxists to treat the peasantry rather than the urban and rural bourgeoisie as allies of the proletariat. He also contended

  that any successful revolution against Nicholas II would require insurrection. A peaceful transfer of power in his view was inconceivable. Lenin declared that a provisional revolutionary

  dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry would be needed to install civic freedom as well as to facilitate capitalist economic development.




  Not surprisingly, then, Russian Marxism inevitably remained a house divided against itself. Mensheviks and others may have agreed even to the inclusion of

  ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’ in the party programme decided at the Second Party Congress in 1903; but they understood it differently. They had no intention of setting up a

  class dictatorship such as Lenin intended. They construed the phrase more as Marx and Engels had probably meant it.6 The Mensheviks saw

  advanced capitalist society as a bourgeois dictatorship only in the sense that the fundamental direction of economics, laws and politics was tilted in favour of the interests of the bourgeoisie.

  But they wanted to work with the liberals to get rid of the Imperial monarchy. They also accepted the desirability of universal electoral suffrage. They wanted universal civil rights for citizens

  and rejected any suggestion that a socialist government might introduce class-based restriction of such rights. They strove to involve themselves in the legal workers’ movement in the Russian

  Empire. But they remained radical revolutionaries. They expected that the monarchy would have to be brought down by street demonstrations and violence; they intended to fight for the interests of

  the working class. While talking Marxist language in common with Bolsheviks, however, they projected a very different political future for Russia.




  The so-called Party Mensheviks and the Leninist Bolsheviks were the best co-ordinated of the factions of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party in the Russian-inhabited territories

  of the empire. The first had an Organisational Committee combining the activities of émigrés and local militants, the second did the same through their Central Committee. Other

  factions also existed: the Plekhanovites, the Liquidators and various Bolsheviks who rejected Leninism. What is more, several national organisations existed. Some operated within definite

  territorial limits in Lithuania, Russian-ruled Poland, Armenia and Georgia; and there was also the Jewish Bund, as well as the Hümmet for Marxist adherents of Azeri background.




  Lenin aimed his criticisms at all rival factions at one time or another, claiming that they had betrayed Marxism in crucial respects. He presented himself as the paladin of Marxist orthodoxy. In

  his own idiosyncratic way, indeed, he could not have been more loyal to the doctrines and doings of Marx and Engels. The co-founders of Marxism had approved of violent revolution, dictatorship and

  terror; they had predicted and hoped for the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. They had ridiculed socialists who preferred caution to action. They had never claimed that each country

  would come to its great revolution through a uniform series of stages. Many assumptions of Leninism sprang directly from the Marxism of the mid-nineteenth century.

  Lenin and Bolsheviks of all sorts were dedicated to industrialisation and urbanisation; they yearned to promote education. They believed that large-scale organisation was the key to modernisation.

  They aimed to eradicate religion, rural traditions and old Russia. They were committed to economic planning and social engineering. They were uninterested in constitutional procedures and political

  niceties. They aimed to form a monolithic ‘vanguard’ for revolutionary transformation.7




  But both the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks had only an intermittent impact on the Russian labour movement. The émigré leaders, regardless of factional allegiance, lived in the same

  European cities. Their places of choice were Geneva, Zürich, Paris and London. (Lenin was unusual in detesting Paris; his feelings were not enhanced when someone stole his treasured bicycle

  from outside the Bibliothèque Nationale and the woman he had paid to look after it displayed no particular concern.)8 On their holidays

  they sometimes went hill walking in Switzerland. Sometimes a large group of them would find houses to rent in towns on the Breton coast. Otherwise they might try the island of Capri off the south

  Italian coast where the novelist Maxim Gorki kept open house. Whether they were living in cities or taking a summer break, they nearly always stuck together in Russian groups. Bloomsbury in London

  attracted leading revolutionaries from the Russian Empire. The Rue Carouge in Geneva was a microcosm of radical Russia with its Russian libraries, kefir shops, presses and cafés. The

  emigrants spoke Russian most of the day. They read the St Petersburg newspapers. Although they followed political developments in their countries of exile, Russia remained their focus of

  attention.9




  The Okhrana disrupted their activities by infiltrating its agents into the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party at home and abroad. Organisations based in Russia’s largest cities

  were regularly broken up. Leaders were sent into Siberian exile. The party suffered years of dejection after the revolutionary emergency of 1905–7. Its membership tumbled from a peak of

  150,000 to a handful of thousands.10




  Marxists reacted to the disappointments by becoming intransigent when talk of compromise was in the air. No leading revolutionary worth his salt would agree to work for the Imperial bureaucracy

  or in the higher reaches of the economy. The exception, Lev Krasin, proves the rule. Krasin was a wonderfully employable engineer who earned his salary in Russia and Germany for the Siemens

  electricity company – and at the same time he supplied expertise on finance and weaponry for the Bolsheviks to carry out bank raids before the Great

  War.11 The revolutionaries were not simply alienated from the regime. They would have nothing to do with it in case they compromised their

  political integrity. Inadvertently they rendered themselves impervious to any need to question their fundamental assumptions about the world. They argued nastily with each other, and this gave the

  impression to the world that they were led by free-thinking intellectuals. But the reality was that the leaders had imbibed a set of ideas which they protected from the slightest sceptical enquiry.

  The Bolsheviks were intellectually the most inflexible of all. They thought and acted constantly from certain premises; they had inoculated themselves against contrary notions about

  ‘revolution’.




  European socialists who had been meeting the Russian revolutionaries since the middle of the nineteenth century had always found them a strange lot. Novels such as Fëdor Dostoevski’s

  The Devils and Joseph Conrad’s Under Western Eyes stressed the rupture with ordinary standards of morality which typified many anti-tsarist organisations. The Socialist

  International, however, came to a less jaundiced conclusion. Not all revolutionaries from Russia were fanatics. In particular, the Socialist-Revolutionaries and the Mensheviks appeared reasonable

  and accommodating in their politics. Even the Bolsheviks were forgiven their frequent excesses. They could be exasperatingly uncompromising, but the assumption of the German Social-Democratic Party

  was that Russia, an exotic and underdeveloped country, was bound for the time being to produce wild revolutionaries as well as oppressive emperors and uncouth peasants. European socialists

  accordingly turned a blind eye to the peculiarities of their Russian comrades. When the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party met for its Fifth Congress in London in 1907, the Christian

  socialist Revd Bruce Wallace put the Brotherhood Church in Hackney at its disposal.12 Evidently he had no inkling of the militant atheism

  and readiness for dictatorship, terror and civil war espoused by the Bolshevik participants.




  Not everyone shared this indulgent approach. Rosa Luxemburg certainly discerned the menace in Bolshevism. Holding simultaneous membership of the Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party

  and the German Social-Democratic Party, she had an exceptional vantage point for saying: ‘The ultra-centralism advocated by Lenin is not something born of the positive creative spirit but of

  the negative sterile spirit of the watchman.’13 She also disliked Lenin’s policies on the agrarian and national questions and

  saw them as an opportunistic diversion from the authentic spirit of Marxism. Not even she, however, subjected his penchant for dictatorship to criticism. The Second

  International through to the Great War treated the Bolsheviks as a legitimate section of the European socialist movement.




  This anyway had little immediate importance in the Russian Empire until the labour movement picked up strength again in 1912. An industrial boom followed the years of recession. Workers became

  less worried about unemployment. They returned to militant postures. The authorities exacerbated the situation as usual by their over-aggressive response. A massacre of striking miners in the Lena

  goldfields in Siberia in April 1912 provoked protest demonstrations across the country. There were 2,404 strikes in 1913. The monarchy and the big employers across the Russian Empire were rocked

  back on their heels. A second revolutionary emergency seemed in the offing. Both the Bolshevik and Menshevik factions aimed to take advantage of the turbulence. Mensheviks tried to reunify the

  Russian Social-Democratic Workers’ Party. Their effort was in vain. The Bolsheviks – or rather the Leninist sub-group of Bolshevism – held their own separate conference in Prague

  in January 1912, electing a Central Committee which laid claim to be the party’s sole legitimate leadership. This called forth anger and ridicule in equal measure; but Lenin had ceased to

  care what other Russian Marxists thought of him: he intended to break permanently with all other factions and harness the labour movement in Russia to the political purposes of Bolshevism.




  The elections to the Fourth State Duma in 1912 had produced seven seats for the Mensheviks and six for the Bolsheviks. The new ‘Central Committee’, which based itself in and around

  Kraków in Austrian Poland, goaded the Bolshevik deputies in the Duma to organise themselves separately from the Menshevik group. A separate Bolshevik legal daily newspaper, Pravda,

  was established in St Petersburg. In the trade unions the Bolshevik militants were enjoined to operate without collaborating with the Mensheviks. Lenin was even willing to incur the obloquy of the

  Second International for holding tight to funds which in fairness should have been shared with the Menshevik faction, and it looked probable that he would fall out with Karl Kautsky over the

  matter.14




  But the ultimate clash in the Second International between Lenin and Kautsky never occurred. Bigger events overtook their squabbles. War erupted in Europe in July 1914. On one side were the

  Central Powers: Germany and Austria-Hungary. Confronting them were the Allies: Russia, France and the United Kingdom. It was a titanic struggle. The Russian armed

  forces made a rapid advance into East Prussia only to be caught in a pincer movement at the battle of Tannenberg. German military success was not confined to the conflict with the Russians. Despite

  the precautions taken by the French, the armies of Imperial Germany raced across Belgium into northern France. The fronts then stabilised. Warsaw and Brussels fell to the Germans but the Allies

  mobilised immense human and material reserves to prevent disaster. The Allies and the Central Powers faced each other across the trenches in 1915–16 with little sign of either coalition being

  able to develop a strategy to break the stalemate. Far from being over within weeks, as most people had expected, the Great War continued to drain the resources of every belligerent state. The

  struggle quickly involved whole societies. Conscription of recruits was universal. Industrial enterprises were co-opted into the economics of the war effort. Official propaganda whipped up extreme

  forms of patriotism.




  The Second International before 1914 had committed its member parties to opposing their governments’ participation in any continental war. Russian revolutionaries were divided in their

  reaction to the actual outbreak. Even some Bolsheviks rallied to Russia’s patriotic cause. But many Bolsheviks, Mensheviks and Socialist-Revolutionaries stuck to their principles. The war for

  them was an inter-imperialist conflict which would benefit the bourgeoisie of one or other military coalition but could only bring poverty and death to the ordinary working people of the world.

  Socialists in other countries tended to vote in favour of war credits for their governments. But some leftists held to their pre-war commitment. These included groups of French, German, Dutch and

  Swiss socialists, and it was the Swiss leader Robert Grimm who convoked a conference of the anti-war political left in the little Alpine village of Zimmerwald in 1915. There were only three dozen

  participants. Trotski quipped that far-left socialism could be fitted into a couple of charabancs to travel up the mountain.15




  Unity was not easy to achieve, and the fault lay with Lenin, who demanded that each socialist party should actively seek the military defeat of its army; he called for ‘European civil

  war’ between the continent’s bourgeoisie and proletariat. These were fanatical eccentricities. Many of his own factional comrades thought he had finally gone off his head. Why, they

  asked, should Bolsheviks seek victory for the jack-booted armies of Kaiser Wilhelm?16 What persuaded Lenin that workers of any European

  nation would want to follow the current ghastly war with a further civil war? The Zimmerwald movement, closely scrutinised by the intelligence agencies, had next to

  no influence on events. They produced pamphlets. They conducted propaganda in POW camps. They kept in touch with each other and argued in a less than comradely spirit about political strategy. Yet

  they were sure that the day of socialist revolution was about to dawn. The war and its hardships would accelerate history. They wanted to be ready for a revolutionary situation whenever and

  wherever it presented itself. The death knell of conservative and liberal politics in Europe was already ringing; and those socialists who had abandoned the Second International’s opposition

  to participation in war would soon rue their pusillanimity.
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