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INTRODUCTION
i)

The triumph of ‘nation’-states and nationalism

Volume 1 dealt with the far from inevitable rise of nation-states as the
dominant state form found in the world today. It was the defeat of the
1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave that killed off other possible
paths and ushered in a period when further capitalist development was
chain-linked to the creation of new nation-states. The crushed hopes
of ‘48’ and the impact of defeat are dealt with in Chapter 1 of this
book.
Events, both during and after the 1847-9 International Revolutionary
Wave, greatly influenced Karl Marx and Frederick Engels’ thinking.
When this particular revolutionary wave failed to put the world
immediately upon the communist road that Marx and Engels had
anticipated, they accepted the likelihood of a longer period of
capitalist development. They moved away from their earlier support
for a cosmopolitan revolutionary strategy, outlined in the last part of
volume 1. Even during that cosmopolitan phase of their thinking,
Marx and Engels had recognised the role of particular historic
nations - England/Britain, France and Germany - but thought that
their leading role would be short-lived, as the rest of the world was
forced to follow their path of an all-conquering industrial capitalism.1
After the defeat of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave, it
became clearer that capitalism was here for the duration. Marx and
Engels now emphasised the role of a wider number of historical
nations in forcing the pace of progressive change. Thus, they gave
backing, according to the political circumstances of the time, to
struggles that could advance these particular nations. They hoped that
these nations would take the lead in speeding up a now inevitable
worldwide capitalist development, the better to prepare the ground for
a future global communist order. In the process, Marx and Engels
argued that these historic nations would have to oppose the main
reactionary force in Europe, Tsarist Russia and its allies.
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Marx and Engels’ first doubts about this particular model of
progressive development were raised by new struggles in India and
China in the late 1850s. These are dealt with in the first section of
Chapter 2. This chapter then goes on to examine the period between
1857-77, when a more drawn-out period of political change occurred,
coinciding with the rapid international development of capitalist social
relations. This both accelerated and altered the process of nation-state
formation.
New developments in Tsarist Russia, arising from the decision to
emancipate the serfs in 1861, are then considered. These first lifted
then dashed the hopes of Marx and Engels. Tsarist Russia remained
the leading force of reaction in Europe. Following this, the dramatic
impact upon the US state of the struggles to abolish black slavery,
with its implications for the further development of an American
nation, are shown. Benjamin Franklin’s original notion, that the new
states constituting the infant USA would be but the first in a wider
worldwide federal republic, had been thwarted. The continuation of
black chattel slavery in Jefferson’s and Jackson’s ‘White Republic’
produced a racially defined 'nation', not a nation providing equal
democratic rights to all (and, of course, women were still politically
excluded). This not only limited the USA’s wider political support,
but also eventually led to the bloody Civil War of 1861-65, before a
politically (but still not racially and ethnically) united US state was
confirmed.
The formation of the International Working Men’s Association, or
First International, in 1864, was partly inspired by the need to
provide solidarity with the pro-Abolition forces in the USA.
However, the final defeat of the Radical Reconstruction in 1877,
contributed to the curtailment of revolutionary possibilities, not only
in the USA, but also in Mexico and Cuba. Although Marx and Engels
were to the forefront in organising international solidarity for the
Abolitionists, even they did not fully realise the wider potential of
these other struggles in the Americas, nor of the full negative
implications stemming from the defeat of the Radical Reconstruction.
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However, Marx’s deeper historical studies did contribute to the
theoretical gains made in Das Kapital, first published in 1867. The
distinction, between progress imposed from above and progress
fought for from below, began to move Marx and Engels’ thinking
beyond the limitations of their earlier unilinear model of progressive
capitalist development. The 1863 Polish and the 1865 Irish Fenian
Risings also pushed Marx and Engels towards the adoption of an
internationalism from below perspective.
The last part of Chapter 2 examines the impact of the new
Conservative nationalism, which played a major part in the creation of
nation-states in the second half of the nineteenth century. In the
period leading up to the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave,
revolutionary democrats had been divided between revolutionary
cosmopolitans like Marx and Engels, neo-Jacobins like Louis Blanc,
and Radical patriots like Guiseppe Mazzini. There were also cautious
Liberal nationalists like Alphonse de Lamartine and Alexis de
Tocqueville.
Conservatives had opposed all these political forces. They had still
been wedded either to dynastic states, which might incorporate several
nations and many ethnic groups, or to smaller sub-national statelets,
such as principalities and duchies. However, in the aftermath of the
defeats of 1849, a new Conservative nationalism (which Liberal
nationalism increasingly accommodated to), contributed to the
formation of united German and Italian states. Otto von Bismarck and
Count Cavour helped persuade the kings of Prussia and Piedmont to
lead ‘revolutions from above’ to create the new nation-states of
Germany and Italy. This forced revolutionary democrats to make a
new assessment of the role of the nation-state. This occurred as a new
wave of imperialist expansion came to the fore in the 1870s.
Imperialism had previously been associated, in the minds of many
Radicals and Liberals, with the old absolutist dynastic powers.
Whilst many Liberals and Radicals had hoped that a united British
nation would eventually encompass the whole of the British Isles,

9

developments in Ireland (and later, Scotland and Wales) led instead to
the continuation of the more limited constitutional monarchist and
unionist UK. This failure also raised the possibility of Ireland’s
secession from the Union once more. It was the Empire that provided
much of the British ‘national’ cement holding the UK together. After
1849, the political triumph of industrial capital, leading to the global
domination of the hybrid-national, UK imperial state, allowed a
British nationalism to pose in free trade-promoting, universal clothing.
In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries US imperialism has tried
donning the same cloak to advance American corporate power in the
world.
Furthermore, in mid-nineteenth century, Nonconformist Evangelicals
encouraged the British ruling class and UK state to take on a more
interventionist role in the world, both to eradicate black chattel slavery
and to spread the gospel. This provided a useful cover for more
commercial interests, just as Christian Fundamentalists try to do today
in the USA. Others drew on the legacy of the Mainstream
Enlightenment, which led in the UK to the notion of Progress. They
saw Great Britain, with Westminster, the 'Mother of Parliaments', as a
benevolent force bringing Progress to the British Empire and wider
world. Again, such notions have been taken up in the USA to support
its promotion of global American corporate power.
In 1871, towards the end of two decades of new nation-state
formation, the Paris Commune burst forth. France had not become the
centre of the wider ‘Universal Republic’, which its earliest advocates
had hoped for. Jacobin and Napoleonic military and bureaucratic
centralisation had derailed the idea of a ‘Universal Republic’ at an
early stage. Nevertheless, the Jacobin model, which privileged certain
‘civilised’ nations, was still able to retain widespread support on the
Left up until the Paris Commune. Indeed, many later Social
Democrats and Communists would also absorb, consciously or
unconsciously, many aspects of the Jacobin model of nation-state
development, including its privileging of particular nations as beacons
of progress to be defended against other challengers.
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In immediate terms, the Paris Commune represented an attempt to
achieve the social republic, which many artisans had struggled for
between 1792-6, and which workers and others fought for in the 182931 and 1848-9 Revolutions.
The Commune was avowedly
internationalist in its outlook. However, as well as its immediate
social republican aims, the Commune prefigured aspects of a possible
new communist world or global commune. In recognising this, Marx
and Engels saw the Paris Commune to be a historic turning point,
even if they also believed it to have been premature.
For the immediate future, though, the Commune’s defeat in 1871,
along with the ending of Radical Reconstruction in the USA by 1877,
contributed instead to the rise of New Imperialism. Chapter 3 deals
with this and with Marx and Engels’ response to the new situation
they faced. They were able to make some astute observations about
the workings of this New Imperialism, and its negative impact upon
working class consciousness.
However, they did not analyse the ambiguous impact of Darwin’s
theory of evolution, which, when mutated by many into Social
Darwinism, contributed to the rise of ‘scientific racism’. This proved
to be a very powerful ideology, particularly in the context of colonial
conquest. Such thinking penetrated deeply into the new Social
Democratic organisations formed from the late 1870s. ‘Scientific
racism’ helped to cripple anti-imperialist challenges. Neither did
Marx, nor Engels, realised the full reactionary implications of the
application of this new ‘scientific racism’ to the ‘Jewish Question’.
In the last years of his life, before 1883, Marx widened his vision once
more. He looked anew at the peoples of what later became known as
the ‘Third World’, making a much more positive assessment than he
had in the early 1850s. His new appraisal of the revolutionary
potential of peasants’ struggles in Tsarist Russia also contributed to a
re-examination of his earlier hostile stance towards communal modes
of production.
The last section of Chapter 3 shows how Engels further developed his
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own thinking as New Imperialism increasingly swept all before it.
This period coincides with the growth of the early Second
International, formed in 1889. Engels’ last writings in the 1890s, on
the historical development of nations, are outlined. His resort to
analogies drawn from Darwin’s popular theory of evolution drew
many Marxists in the Second International to a more rigidly
determinist view of social development. Yet, despite the new
pressures, Engels was able to retain his critical stance, which he
demonstrated in his attitude to the latest ‘upholders’ of Marx on Polish
independence.
Finally, Chapter 4 looks in more detail at the prolonged
‘internationalism from below’ challenge to the British unionist and
imperialist state, which occurred between 1879-95. This wider
struggle was triggered by the formation of the Irish Land League. Its
impact spread to Scotland, Wales and England. This inspired a major
political challenge to Conservative and Liberal parliamentary
hegemony, first by poor tenant farmers and the landless, followed later
by industrial workers. It also contributed to the struggles that
culminated in the appearance of the New (Trade) Unionism in 1889.
Engels expressed new doubts about the desirability of a united
‘British nation’ developing within the confines of the inherited
unionist state. He suggested federalist reform, which recognised the
existence of English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh nations. Yet, with
regard to Ireland, he probably still retained his earlier support for
independence, whenever the political conditions would allow for this.
The British ruling class and its UK state were thoroughly shaken by
these challenges. By 1895 a reactionary unionism and gung-ho
imperialism managed to contain the opposition, but the imposed
‘settlement’ merely stored up greater problems for the future. This
1879-95 period of internationalism from below challenges to the UK
state and British imperialism is framed by two personalities - the
social republican Michael Davitt and the socialist republican James
Connolly. Its demise also coincides with the death of Engels in 1895,
soon followed by the last two remaining members of the ‘Marx party’
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– Eleanor Marx and Edward Aveling. This date also coincides with
the triumph of ‘High Imperialism’. This was the situation that a new
generation of Marxist and other revolutionary thinkers had to address.

ii)

Viewing the ‘National Question’ through different lenses

Soon after Engels’ death, the Second International adopted its famous
support for ‘the right of nations to self-determination’ in 1896. It was
under the auspices of the Second International that a later generation
of revolutionary social democrats addressed the ‘National Question’.
This will be dealt with in Volume 3. Communists in the early Third
International returned to these debates, which followed the 1916-21
revolutionary waves. This will be dealt with in Volume Four.
Interpretations of Marx and Engels’ thinking have had a material
effect upon a whole host of struggles led by members of both these
Internationals. Social Democratic and Communist theoreticians and
spokespersons examined the ‘National Question’ by looking through
lenses they claim to have been left by Marx and Engels. These often
led to blinkered viewpoints. These Marxists frequently ignored Marx
and Engels’ later ‘internationalism from below’ outlook.
It was during the periods of the Second and Third Internationals that
an orthodox Marxism developed. A few of its adherents did take on
board some of the arguments provided in Marx and Engels’ later
writings. However, even Luxemburg and Lenin, two of the more
critical voices in the Second International, ignored Marx and Engels’
opposition to a ‘one-state/one party’ prescription for organising
revolutionary Social Democrats or Communists.
Just as some of Marx and Engels’ early writings pointed Second
International thinkers away from an ‘internationalism from below’
perspective; so too did some of Engels’ later writings inspired by
Darwin’s evolutionary theories. Two leading representatives of the
Second International, Karl Kautsky in Germany and Otto Bauer in
Austria, began to provide alternative sets of orthodox Marxist
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spectacles, through which many revolutionary Social Democrats
viewed the ‘National Question’ up until the First World War. The
challenges posed by ‘High Imperialism’, and the growth of
nationalism and chauvinism, provided the pervasive background to the
debates of the time.
Social chauvinist and social imperialist currents emerged in the
Second International, some of which based their arguments on Marx
and Engels’ earlier writings. In response to this, social patriotic
currents formed amongst the Social Democrats of the oppressed
nations and ethnic groups, e.g. the Poles and Czechs. They scoured
Marx and Engels’ writings for any favourable quote about their own
particular nation or ethnic group or, failing that, about those they felt
lived in a similar oppressed position.
Until the outbreak of the First World War, Luxemburg and Lenin
believed they were helping to extend the vision of revolutionary
Social Democrats, by buffing up improved versions of Kautsky’s
lenses. They firmly rejected the other newly polished glasses offered
by Bauer, who was offering an alternative orthodoxy. However, the
re-emergence of advocates for ‘internationalism from below’, such as
Kazimierz Kelles-Kreuz from Poland, James Connolly from Ireland
and Lev Iurkevich from Ukraine, provides a glimpse of the
possibilities once the orthodox Marxist spectacles were removed.
Unfortunately, with the exception of Connolly, these revolutionary
Social Democrats are either hardly known in the UK, or known only
from occasional dismissive comments, written by their better-known,
orthodox Marxist opponents. Their contributions will be examined in
Volume 3.
Those revolutionary Social Democrats, who did take up an
‘internationalism from below’ stance, did so in response to the
political circumstances they found themselves in. Orthodox Marxists
still held the keys, which locked away many of Marx and Engels’
writings, including some on the ‘National Question’. Thus, not all of
these were available at the time. One obvious bone of contention
between the orthodox Marxists and the advocates of ‘internationalism
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from below’ was the issue of ‘one state/one party’.
When the Second International collapsed, in the face of the First
World War, a political space was opened up for a new approach to the
‘National Question’. During the 1916-21 International Revolutionary
Wave and its immediate aftermath, the theories and strategies put
forward by Lenin, Luxemburg and those advocates of
‘internationalism from below’ were tested in practice. Furthermore,
this particular revolutionary wave went on to wash around the world.
It produced Marxist thinkers in the colonies, and in other imperially
dominated countries. Looking to the east, this area also included
former Tsarist Russian, Central Asia and the Caucasus. Manabendra
Nath Roy, from India, was a significant figure. He took part in the
debates of the early Third International, founded in 1919.
Ethnic minorities and migrant workers from oppressed nationalities,
living in the imperial heartlands, played a significant role in this
period. The widespread resort to anti-Semitic pogroms and other
attacks, from 1918 onwards, particularly in the former Russian
Empire, and the spate of ‘race riots’ in, for example, the USA and UK
in 1919, highlights the fact that the forces of reaction and counterrevolution became very aware of this challenge and were quite
prepared to resort to racist violence to counter the revolutionary
offensive at its highpoint. Oppressed ethnic minorities and migrant
workers have had to form their own organisations for self-defence and
to meet their other needs. They have made their own contribution to
our understanding of international revolution.
At the height of the 1916-21 International Revolutionary Wave, those
who advocated an ‘internationalism from below’ viewpoint offered an
alternative vision. They thought this could provide a stronger basis
for bringing about human emancipation, liberation and selfdetermination on a worldwide scale. The defeat of this particular
revolutionary wave led to an increased acceptance of social
chauvinism and social imperialism amongst some official
Communists in the dominant states. It led to the almost total eclipse
of an ‘internationalism from below’ perspective. This remained
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largely forgotten for the next eighty years. Even some of the lenses
originally used by Lenin and Luxemburg became clouded over or lost.
As for those lenses of Marx and Engels, which had provided an
‘internationalism from below’ viewpoint, they were mostly left lying
in their ‘boxes’ accumulating ‘layers of dust’.

iii)

The marginalisation of ‘internationalism from below’

Once the USSR had been established in 1922, the CPSU leadership
ensured that the Third International took on the role of establishing the
acceptable parameters of orthodox Marxism. After his death, Lenin
replaced Kautsky as the dominant voice of Marxist orthodoxy,
marginalising other viewpoints. All official and most dissident
Communists accepted Lenin’s writings on the ‘National Question’ as
gospel.
However, just as Bauer had contested Kautsky, so
Luxemburg’s small group of followers contested Lenin, albeit from a
quite different viewpoint. They claimed that they provided the real
orthodox Marxist view of the ‘National Question’.
Under the auspices of state-backed, official Communism, Lenin’s
ambiguous legacy over the ‘National Question’ sometimes provided a
conduit for social chauvinist thinking in the Third International. His
more critical thinking was often sidelined. Luxemburg’s thought
provided another such conduit for some dissident Communists.
When the International Revolutionary Wave ebbed away by 1921, the
main role of the Third International changed, from organising
international socialist revolution, to defending the USSR. Orthodox
Marxists’ earlier support for ‘one state/one party’ political
organisation often slid over into support for the one state, ruled by the
one party. Therefore, the USSR increasingly took the form of a
Russian-dominated, single Party, bureaucratic, unionist state.
Communists in the non-Russian republics, who criticised the
remaining inequalities between the constituent nations and ethnic
groups of the USSR, were dismissed as ‘National Communists’.

16

However, their increasing resort to social patriotism was primarily a
response to growing Russian social chauvinism and social
imperialism, i.e. ‘National Bolshevism’, found in the Party-state led
USSR, now that the immediate prospects for international revolution
had passed away.
Furthermore, just as the social chauvinists in the Second International
looked to Marx and Engels for a quote favouring the progressive role
of their own dominant state and ethnic group; so now, social patriots,
from the Communist Parties of the oppressed nations and ethnic
groups represented in the Third International, searched Lenin’s
writings, after his death, for arguments to support their own political
stance. In their hands, Lenin’s declared support for ‘the right of selfdetermination’ often became equated with a cross-class support for
greater autonomy, or more riskily, for national independence.
However, they could only expect official Communist support when it
served the wider interests of the USSR state.
The 1943-7 International Revolutionary Wave, during and
immediately after the Second World War, also precipitated major antiimperialist resistance, particularly in the colonies.
Official
Communists led many of these struggles. When this International
Revolutionary Wave petered out, with the Cold War imposing its own
political straitjacket, a whole host of largely separate national anticolonial struggles of differing intensities took place. Social patriotism
grew in strength once more as these struggles developed. Over the
next two decades, leaders came to prominence, such as Mao Zedong
in China, Kim Il-Sung in Korea, Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, Fidel
Castro in Cuba, and Amilcar Cabral in Guinea-Bissau. Their overriding concern was to achieve national independence for their
countries. When they wrote about wider, international affairs, they
usually confined their advice to other ‘Third World’ national
liberation movements.
Where official Communist leaders were successful in achieving
national independence, they often tried to establish their own national
versions of orthodox Marxism. ‘Mao Zedong Thought’ and Kim Il
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Sung’s ‘Juche Idea’ are two such examples. When these new official
Communists wrote about internationalism, it was usually diplomatic
in nature, reflecting their established Party-state’s perceived needs.
Others, such as Che Guevara, who, either by necessity or choice,
continued to practice revolutionary opposition, inspired a politically
diffuse, New Left, dissident Communism. Some of these dissident
Communists (e.g. Trotskyists and non-state backed Maoists) also
made their political influence felt, alongside official Communists, in
the new International Revolutionary Wave from 1968-75.

iv)

The re-emergence of critical viewpoints and the return of an
‘internationalism from below’ viewpoint

Faced with both rising anti-colonial struggles and demands for new
nation-states within the imperialist states themselves, a wave of
critical Marxist writers began to address the issue of national
oppression and liberation. Just as Lenin developed many interesting
insights, through his extension of Kautsky’s orthodox Marxism, so
writers, such as Horace B. Davis,2 Ronaldo Munck,3 James Blaut4 and
Michael Lowy,5 extended Lenin’s critical insights, but still clung on to
the spectacles he provided. Davis,6 however, also dusted down
Luxemburg’s glasses, whilst Charles Herod 7 and Ephraim Nimni 8
reground Bauer’s lenses, to provide other ways of looking at the
‘National Question’ in the new circumstances.
Other non-Marxists, living in the Third World, or as part of oppressed
ethnic minorities in the imperial heartlands, grappled with the problem
of overcoming the limitations of the understanding of orthodox or
dissident Marxism, when dealing with non-European peoples and their
resistance. These writers have included Frantz Fanon, born in
Martinique and later active in Algeria,9 Constantino Renato from the
Philippines,10 and Cedric Robinson11 and Ward Churchill in the
USA.12
Today, official and much dissident Communism has largely collapsed
as an international political force. However, we can now draw upon
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the experience of those new working classes found in the ‘Third
World’, the oppressed nations and ethnic groups, and of the superexploited migrant workers, fighting against the imposition of the ‘New
World Order’. These struggles have inspired people like J.C. Chacon,
Mike Davis,13 and Paul Mason14 to draw links between key workers’
struggles in the past, particularly those of migrant and ethnically
mixed workforces.
We can now take off those earlier orthodox Marxist spectacles and see
the world in a different light. This particular book draws attention to
some of Marx and Engels’ original ‘internationalism from below’
lenses. They can once again clarify our view of struggles to create a
society free of human exploitation, oppression and alienation.
Another world is not only possible, but also increasingly necessary,
when deepening capitalist crises, threaten us with “barbarism, if we
are lucky”!15 A genuine communism could bring about human
emancipation, liberation and self-determination – a society of freely
associated producers organised on the principles of, "From each
according to their ability; to each according to their needs",16 "in
which the free development of each is the condition of the free
development of all".17 In the process, we could see the end of nationstates and nationalism, with both human thinking and lived experience
becoming as dramatically transformed, as during the move from
religious thinking and religiously defined states in the transition to
capitalism.
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1. ‘THE SPRINGTIME OF THE PEOPLES’
AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF
NATIONALITIES, NATIONS AND
NATION-STATES
A. MARX AND ENGELS BEFORE
THE INTERNATIONAL REVIOLUTIONARY
WAVE OF 1847-9
i)

Marx and Engels’
circumstances

views

change

with

historical

Although communists often look to Marx and Engels for guidance
when examining the ‘National Question’, it is necessary to realise that
changes occurred in their understanding of this issue. Furthermore,
since both Marx and Engels are now long-dead, it is even more
important to make our own independent enquiries into the
development of nation-states and nationalism, rather than just revert to
the theological mode of thought preferred by the many past and
present declared or would-be ‘popes’ and ‘cardinals’ of MarxismLeninism.
Interestingly, the battle of quotes from ‘the holy scriptures’ to
establish orthodoxy, which still passes for much Socialist debate
today, is itself a reversion to the old methods of the sixteenth and
seventeenth century religious ‘parties’ described in Volume 1. The
championing of particular ‘isms’ - Marxism, Leninism, Trotskyism
and Maoism - follows the pattern of the ideologues of earlier religious
orthodoxies - Lutheranism or Calvinism, for example. We also have
some marginal self-absorbed Marxist organisations trying to use the
original 'holy scriptures', bearing witness, offering their 'sermons' and
producing their tracts, much in the way of the Pietists.
Nevertheless, a study of the views of Marx, Engels and others is
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indeed valuable, so long as it is related to the wider historical context
in which they lived. Genuine Communist thinking gains its greatest
strength from the very real struggles of the exploited, oppressed and
alienated. However, the purpose of drawing attention to the writings
of important revolutionary Social Democratic and Communist
thinkers and activists is not to establish a new 'holy succession' to
replace Marxism-Leninism, Trotskyism or Maoism. It is to show how
major historical events helped to create a distinct approach to the
‘National Question’ - internationalism from below. This is designed
to bring about the end of all national oppression. Furthermore, in its
most developed form, this path can be seen to be a component of a
wider project of emancipation, liberation and self-determination - that
of genuine communism.
There is much in Marx and Engels' writings that can be utilised by
those advocating other paths to socialism or communism. Some
Socialists and Communists have drawn upon Marx and Engels' earlier
politics for arguments to oppose either orthodox Marxist-Leninist or
‘internationalism from below’ approaches.18
The late Hal Draper and his collaborator, E. Haberkern 19 have done an
excellent job in trying to get to the root of the many misinterpretations
of Marx and Engels’ work, both by their detractors and admirers.
They have shown that once you distinguish between private
correspondence and public interventions, recognise rhetorical excess
and, most important of all, study their writings in the political context
in which they were written, then many of the attacks or criticisms
made upon these two are either malicious or misplaced. Yet, neither
have Draper and Haberkern tried to elevate Marx and Engels into all
seeing ‘saints of the revolution’. As well as highlighting Marx and
Engels’ remarkable perspicacity, Draper and Haberkern show the
limitations found in their thought. These limitations sometimes arose
through inadequate knowledge of what was actually happening; other
times through using outdated theories, which held back further
advances that came about as a response to changed political
conditions.
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This book attempts to identify some key transitions in Marx and
Engels’ thinking on the ‘National Question’, in response to the
revolutionary changes taking place in society during their lifetimes.
They moved from their early cosmopolitan approach, outlined in the
last section of Volume 1 to the privileging the role of historic
nations, before arriving at a more developed internationalism from
below approach. Draper and Haberkern have shown that there were
perhaps more elements of this later thinking in Marx and Engels’
earlier writing than has been previously recognised by orthodox
Marxism.
However, even in Marx and Engels’ own lifetimes, and especially
later, with the establishment of the orthodox Marxism of the Second
and Third Internationals, many Social Democrats and Communists
were selective in what they took from their writings. They often
donned the orthodox Marxist spectacles already provided by others to
interpret Marx and Engels’ thinking. Therefore, as well as looking
more closely at the changing historical circumstances which Marx and
Engels lived through, this book looks anew at some of their writings
so that we can see the shifts in their views on the ‘National Question’
more clearly.
In the immediate lead-up to the 1848 Revolution, Marx and Engels
thought that the likely lifetime for capitalism, the nation and nationstate, would be quite brief. Yet, the main difference between the
forecasts made in their earlier writings, and the reality of the post1849 Europe which actually emerged, was the defeat of the particular
cosmopolitan communist alternative they initially fought for, along
with countless others in both words and deeds.

ii)

The emergence of the alternative Communist road to realise
‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ and the abolition of nationstates

Many Socialists and Communists have looked forward to a world
without nation-states where national identities can be transcended
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within a new universal order. It is now quite clear that there is
nothing predetermined about such a development. We can no longer
take comfort in ‘the inevitability of socialism’ preached by both the
Second and Third Internationals. Indeed, the more shrilly such claims
were made usually the greater was the accommodation to capitalism.
It is the increasing barbarism of today’s corporate imperialist world
with its obscene inequalities, continued oppression, growing economic
crises, ongoing environmental degradation and permanent war, which
gives critical force to those of us arguing for another path.
Marx and Engels entered the 1847-9 International Revolutionary
Wave with the highly optimistic perspective outlined in The
Communist Manifesto.20 This was the time when Marx and Engels
first made a wider international impact through their activities in the
Communist League.21 It had taken some time before a new working
class revolutionary democracy was able to offer a more soundlygrounded communist vision to challenge the new capitalist order’s
undermining of the slogans first raised in the Universal and
International Revolutionary Waves from 1789 - ‘Liberty, Equality and
Fraternity’. The notion of extending the idea of fraternity to
sisterhood was also quite slow to develop.
Marx and Engels are the best-known champions of this new
communist vision, but there were many others, who also contributed,
especially in the new international organisations, which developed the Communist League and the First International. These replaced the
older Freemasons, the Carbonari, Young Europe and its related
organisations. These organisations had not been able to rise above the
limitations and constraints upon emancipation, liberation and selfdetermination imposed by the spread of capitalism throughout the
world.22
Communists came to understand that the existence of a political
republic, parliamentary democracy and the constitutional guarantee of
equal rights were not enough to provide liberty and equality for all.
The now politically dominant bourgeoisie, strengthened by its
ownership of the new industrial capital, derived its own substantial
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power through its control over waged labour and the surplus labour
they were able to appropriate to undertake capital accumulation on an
ever-increasing scale. The bourgeoisie cemented its power by means
of a political alliance with financiers, merchants and landlords, in the
common defence of private property. Democracy, which was
confined to the political realm, remained limited or formal for the
majority in society. Only emancipation from wage slavery, and
workers’ own direct control of production and distribution, in new
forms of association, could offer genuine liberty, equality and
fraternity.
Communists were to go further. They argued that nation-states,
whether or not based on what we now call ethnic or civic identities, no
longer constituted an adequate basis for establishing the worldwide
brotherhood (and sisterhood) promised by the slogan, ‘fraternity’.
Communists claimed that national conflicts could only be finally
overcome with the transcending of nation-states, along with their
political frontiers. For this political transformation to occur, prior
socio-economic transformation was necessary. The abolition of
nation-states was seen as one aspect of the withering away of the state
in a communist society of freely associated producers.
However, Marx and Engels entered the 1847-9 International
Revolutionary Wave believing that industrial capital had already gone
a long way to undermine national attachments, especially amongst the
proletariat. This was in contrast to their view that capitalist
exploitation and oppression, contributing to human alienation, was
helping to prolong religious feeling. Indeed, it was possibly the
dichotomy between their thinking on the future of religions and of
nationalities, which stopped Marx and Engels making the analogy
between their suggested secular solution for the ‘Religious Question’
(in the transition from feudalism), and a possible civic solution to the
‘National Question’ (in the transition from capitalism to communism).
At that time Marx and Engels believed that a new world of democratic
secular states would only exist for a relatively short-lived transitional
period, before leading to a new cosmopolitan order of humanism or
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communism. In a cosmopolitan world order, there would no longer be
any national identities whether at a state (civic), social or personal
levels. In some ways, cosmopolitanism's solution for overcoming the
problem of national identity is similar to Bruno Bauer’s atheist
solution for dealing with religion.23
However, as Marx and Engels were soon to appreciate, during and
particularly after the 1847-9 Revolutions, that national identities and
nationalism still had a long life ahead of them. When this became
clearer, they moved away from their earlier cosmopolitan view to a
more internationalist perspective, which acknowledged the continued
existence of nations and ethnic groups (or nationalities as they could
also be called).

B.

THE 1847-9 REVOLUTIONS AND
‘THE SPRINGTIME OF THE PEOPLES’

i)

The impact of industrial capitalism and its economic crises

There were several components to the 1847-9 International
Revolutionary Wave.24 Marx, who carefully charted and analysed the
rise of capitalist economic and social relations,25 placed an emphasis
upon the economic crises from 1845-7. The new working class, in
Britain, Belgium, France, and in some of the German states, suffered
greatly from periods of unemployment and from low wages. Poverty,
hunger and destitution stalked the streets of the rapidly growing
mining and mill-towns. Disease spread and death rates rose. Engels
had already surveyed the impact of the new industrial capitalism in
Manchester.26
When Marx and Engels wrote The Communist Manifesto, in early
1848, they used the Hegelian dialectic to highlight the contradictions
of bourgeois-led economic development. “The advance of industry…
replaces the isolation of labourers, due to competition, by their
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revolutionary combination, due to association. The development of
Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very
foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates
products. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its
own gravediggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally
inevitable”.27
And looking to the on-going economic crisis, Marx and Engels
claimed that, “The productive forces at the disposal of society no
longer tend to further the development of bourgeois property: on the
contrary, they have become too powerful for those conditions, by
which they are fettered… they bring disorder to the whole of
bourgeois society… But not only has the bourgeoisie forged the
weapons which bring death to itself, it has also called into existence
the men who are to wield these weapons - the modern working
class”.28
From 1847, the economic crisis certainly contributed to a resurgence
of working class support for the major Radical political movement of
the time in Britain - Chartism. However, the most devastating
economic impact of the crisis was felt in the peripheral, mainly rural,
areas of the UK. These areas were increasingly being drawn into a
role as providers of agricultural raw materials and foodstuffs for the
industries and workforces in the new manufacturing centres. Ireland
was a prime example. Here, the locally dominant landlord class
accepted their country’s role as an internal primary production 'colony'
for the UK, just as US slave-owners accepted the South’s role as an
external ‘colony’ producing cotton on their plantations for the
Lancashire mills.
In the peripheries of the industrial capitalist-dominated economy, new
farming practices led to an ever-widening economic and social chasm.
On one side were to be found the more successful, larger commercial
farmers. On the other side were the remaining peasant families. They
tried to cling to their tiny plots for basic subsistence. This was
supplemented by any pitiful incomes they could make as waged
labourers.
With the exception of northeast Ulster, capitalist
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development did not create a large, new, industrial working class in
Ireland, but led instead to the rapid increase of the potato-dependent,
rack-rented peasantry, who often had to migrate elsewhere for waged
work.
Political economy tried to justify rather than to explain these
developments. The apologists for the hard-nosed mill-owners spent
much effort demanding working class ‘abstinence’ through low wages
and long working hours. The reactionary landlords in Ireland were
quick to adopt some of the ideas of the new political economy to
justify rent hikes and evictions. When political economists were
being more positive, they liked to highlight the increased production
of, and trade in commodities brought about by the ‘invisible hand’ of
the market, or ‘laissez-faire’ economics. But even these were
supplemented by the very ‘visible hand’ of state repression to meet the
challenge of workers’ and peasants’ resistance.
This triumphant ‘laissez faire’ and free trade liberalism also
contributed to the particularly devastating impact of the ‘Great
Hunger’ in Ireland29 between 1845-9, in the face of the potato blight.
Over a million people died, and many thousands were evicted, whilst
emigration became an Irish ‘way of life’ for over a century. Indeed,
Ireland’s 1845 population level has never been re-established to this
day. Despite the fact that agricultural productivity in the wider UK
was then significantly higher than most other places in Europe,
nowhere did the potato blight have the same devastating impact as in
Ireland. Here the ‘dismal science’ dictated that only the most miserly
relief could be offered to the starving and dying, whilst grain was
exported from under their noses to where it would command the best
price. In Belgium, where industrial capitalism and liberal politics
were also well established, thousands of hungry Flemish peasantartisans had to pour over the border looking for work in France.30
Ironically, the further away peasants were from the direct impact of
industrial capitalism, and the imposition of the latest ‘laissez-faire’
economic dictates, the more those remaining paternalistic
governments attempted to alleviate the hunger brought about by the
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potato blight, which affected large areas of Europe. These moves
were made despite agricultural productivity being lower in those
countries where older farming techniques still prevailed. This was
true even of Tsarist Russia. Where serfdom still existed, landlords
had to make some attempt to ensure their future supply of labour was
still alive and able to work. But, where capitalist socio-economic
relations prevailed, and where ‘free’ peasants competed to rent land,
or ‘free’ wage labourers undertook agricultural work in the fields, then
landlords and commercial farmers could draw their prospective
tenants and workers from a much wider area. There was little or no
need to save or protect the already existing local labour force.
Economic desperation may indeed be a trigger to political revolt, but
only up to a certain point. In 1847 the Irish Confederation (which
grew out of the Young Irelanders)31 was formed after the collapse of
Daniel O’Connell’s Irish Repeal Association. John Mitchel 32 called
for an insurrection in his United Irishman ten days before the usually
accepted February start of the 1848 International Revolutionary Wave
in France. The impact of the 'Great Hunger' meant that the call for
political action in Ireland was only answered by a few in July.33
However, many Irish who had been forced ‘over the water’ had
become involved with the Chartists in England, Scotland and Wales.

ii)

Pre-February 1848 Revolution events in Poland and Sicily
and their consequences

Poland was another place where rural poverty was widespread. In the
late eighteenth century, Poland had been divided between the Russian
Romanov, Prussian Hohenzollern and Austrian Hapsburg dynastic
states. As in Ireland, aristocratic landlords dominated the economy.
But in this case, they were not of mainly ‘planter’ stock but mostly
native Poles. They ran large estates producing primary produce for
the international market. In Poland the peasants were more tied to the
land and still subjected to feudal burdens. In Ireland peasants had to
‘prove’ their ties to the land by paying rents, which were regularly
hiked up by the landlords, or else their tenants would be forcibly
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evicted.
Poland, like Ireland, had a long-standing tradition of resistance.
Polish émigrés, including the Liberal and Radical gentry, devised their
own plans for national liberation. The Radical Paris-based Polish
Democratic Society had been plotting simultaneous insurrections in all
three divisions of partitioned Poland. The Radical leaders in the last
remnant of an independent Poland, the Republic of Cracow, supported
Jewish and peasant emancipation.34 They enjoyed the support of
Marx and Engels, as well as the Fraternal Democrats in London and
the Democratic Association in Belgium, of which Joachim Lowelel, a
Radical Polish emigre was a leading member.35 However, these
leaders did not anticipate that it would be the Ukrainian rather than the
Polish peasants, who would implement such a call. In 1846, the
oppressed Ukrainian peasants of Polish Galicia rose up and massacred
about two hundred Polish landlords in a traditional style jacquerie.36
The Hapsburg rulers learned a valuable lesson from this. When
challenged by Radical led national movements, they found they could
undercut their leaders. They made appeals to those ethnic groups,
which were being oppressed by whatever dominating class the
oppositional leaders came from locally. The Hapsburgs used the
Galician peasant rising as an opportunity to snuff out the politically
isolated Polish Republic of Cracow. This somewhat chastening
experience left Poland itself relatively quiescent in 1848, although
émigré Poles played a considerable part in other nations’
revolutionary movements.
One such character was Ludwik Mieroslawski.37 He had been a
member of the Carbonari and of Young Poland. He had taken part in
the 1830 Polish Rising. He was chosen as leader but was arrested
before the unsuccessful 1846 Rising. He became commander of the
Polish forces fighting against Prussia in 1848. After his defeat, he
managed to escape and took a leading part in the risings in Palermo,
Paris and Baden. In 1860, Mieroslawski was appointed commander of
the International Legion in Italy by Garibaldi but returned to Poland to
become the first dictator in the 1863 Polish Rising.
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Another place, which was in open revolt before the ‘official’ start of
the 1848-9 Revolutions, was Sicily.38 Sicily was one half of the
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, ruled over by a Bourbon despot,
Ferdinand II. The Kingdom of the Two Sicilies included both Naples
and Sicily. Aristocratic and Catholic Church-owned estates dominated
the Sicilian economy. An oppressed and poverty-stricken peasantry
worked these. The cities and towns had a population consisting of
artisans, merchants, and some from the professions. Sicily also had a
long-standing tradition of banditry.
The summer riots of 1847 were followed by the first insurrection of
1848, on January 12th, when members from all classes rose in
opposition to arbitrary Bourbon rule. The aim was to restore the
short-lived liberal constitution of 1812, with its greater autonomy for
Sicily. However, the social weight behind the insurrection came from
the ‘lower orders’. This was why, after the Venetian Revolution
(March 22nd, 1848 to August 22nd, 1849), it was the longest lasting
challenge in this particular International Revolutionary Wave.39 It
was only finally suppressed on May 11th, 1849.
Events in Sicily point to another important feature of the 1847-9
International Revolutionary Wave. The 1847-9 Revolutions have
often been termed ‘The Springtime of the Peoples’ as if the rise of
national consciousness was by now universal in Europe. Certainly, a
specifically Italian nationalism was to make some real headway,
particularly in northern and central Italy, from 1848-9. The North, in
particular, was experiencing the first stages of recent capitalist
modernisation. However, the political dynamic of the revolution in
economically backward Sicily reflected an earlier type of society.
Although the flag adopted by the leaders of the Rising placed the
traditional Sicilian trinacia40 symbol upon an Italian tricolour, 41 most
Sicilians had other motives for joining the Rising. They wanted an
end to Bourbon-run regime in Naples. Apart from the flag designer,
most of leaders inclined to the timid Liberalism of the numerically
weak middle class. The Liberals’ aspirations were for Sicily to form
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part of a loose confederation of states in Italy. However, most
peasants looked for vengeance against their immediate oppressors.
Sicilians still largely formed one of the numerous pre-nation groups to
be found in Europe at this time.
Furthermore, even those Venetian revolutionaries who were Italian
patriots still faced difficulties. They looked to French republicanism as
their model and sought national unity for Italy. However, other
‘Italians’ sometimes perceived them as wanting to revive the old, pre1797, Republic of Venice. This old city-state had had an exploitative
relationship with its hinterland.
During the events of 1847-9, various groups in Europe were to be torn
between support for those advocating revolution, reform or counterrevolution. It was only later that many of these groups were to be
moulded into specific nationalities and nations.

iii)

The impact of political democracy and the rise of the social
republic

As the events in Poland and Sicily showed, the call for greater
political democracy was as big a contributor to the 1847-9
Revolutions as the economic dislocations and crises now associated
with a rising capitalist economy. Engels conducted a survey of
political developments in Europe in 1847. This was published just as
the 1848 Revolutions were launched.
A thoroughgoing bourgeois political revolution was now seen to be a
necessary first phase, before the struggle for communism could
develop. “So just fight bravely on, most gracious masters of capital!
We need you for the present; here and there we even need you as
rulers. You have to clear the vestiges of the Middle Ages and of
absolute monarchy out of our path… you must create the basis of the
material means which the proletariat needs for the attainment of
freedom. In recompense you shall be allowed to rule for a short
time”.42 Engels covered recent stirrings in Prussia, Italy, Switzerland,
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Great Britain, France, Belgium and the USA.43
In 1848, the demand for political change was to take two main forms Liberal (either constitutional monarchist or moderate republican) and
Radical (democratic republican). Liberals pushed for the removal of
those remaining obstacles to free land, free trade and 'free’ labour’ where ‘free’ meant the freedom to buy and sell. However, Radical
calls for a social republic,44 first heard between 1793-5 in the French
Revolution, and again during the 1829-31 International Revolutionary
Wave, reappeared amongst the ‘lower orders’ beyond the ranks of the
political republicans. Increasingly fearful of the growing strength of
this social republicanism, the bourgeoisie did not act as decisively to
forward their political revolution as Marx and Engels had hoped.
Engels, as a German revolutionary democratic republican, began his
survey with events in Prussia. However, the immediate trigger for the
democratic struggles, which erupted in 1848, was to be found in
Switzerland in 1847. With its small size, relatively limited modern
economic development, multi-ethnic character, and confederal
constitution, Marx and Engels did not have a very high opinion of
Switzerland. They saw it as a relic of the past and not a ‘historic
nation’. Yet the Swiss state was a rather remarkable creation.45
Way back in the fourteenth century, peasants and artisans had
successfully defied the powerful Hapsburg Empire to gain
independence for their Alpine cantons. A Swiss confederated republic
emerged with the support of both peasants and burghers. Here
republicanism became tied to the notion of rule by labour, i.e. the
peasants, and not by an aristocracy or by the merchants, who
promoted an elite republicanism elsewhere (e.g. Venice).46
Switzerland was also the location of the Calvinist theocratic
republicanism of the sixteenth century. Geneva had then acted as the
centre of a revolutionary Calvinist ‘international’, before this role
passed to the Netherlands (where a more secular republicanism began
to displace earlier revolutionary religious traditions in the later
seventeenth century).
The eighteenth century, Enlightenment
philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was inspired by Geneva’s
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republican traditions. In the 1840s, Switzerland provided asylum for
many, mainly German and Italian, Radical exiles planning political
opposition or revolution in their original homelands.
In 1847 Prince Metternich was still conducting the ‘Concert of
Europe’,47 first established in 1815 by the counter-revolutionary
Congress of Vienna. He was determined to crush this Swiss haven for
the opposition.
Therefore, he deliberately promoted religious
sectarian division. He tried to create a reactionary confederation of
the Catholic cantons - the Sonderbund. The Swiss Radicals rose to
this challenge and, in the civil war of 1847, they thoroughly defeated
the Sonderbund.48 They then created a Swiss federal nation-state.
This successful defiance inspired Radicals in neighbouring France,
and the German and Italian states. These groups saw the actions of
the Swiss, which had defeated both the designs of the most hated
representative of the imperial dynasties, Metternich, and of local
clerical reaction, as a victory for political democracy.
When the February Revolution49 finally broke out in Paris in 1848,
political democratic demands were to the fore, particularly an
extension to the franchise. Like the UK, France was a constitutional
monarchy. Since the 1830 Revolution, Louis Philippe, the ‘Citizen
King’ had headed the French state. As in the UK, parliamentary
‘democracy’ had been largely the preserve of the rich minority.
Over the previous year, opposition Liberals had organised a
programme of reform banquets in gentle defiance of the French
government’s ban on demonstrations. When government minister,
Guizot, banned one such banquet, more Radical forces organised a
protest demonstration. Workers, artisans, students and members of
the National Guard all joined in. The killing of some demonstrators
provoked a successful rising. Louis Philippe fled into exile. A
republic was proclaimed, and a provisional government was
established on February 24th. The new republican government
included the Socialist, Louis Blanc 50 and the worker, Alexandre
Martin.51
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Under pressure from those artisans and workers, who had recently
born the brunt of the economic crisis, the new government was forced
to go beyond the political towards the social republic. National
workshops for the unemployed and a 10-hour day for workers were
introduced. The social republic was marked by the rapid appearance
of red flags in place of the older political republican tricolour. This
red flag of the social republic was to appear elsewhere in Europe as
the extreme left wing of republican democracy. It was later to be
taken up by Socialists and Communists who went further, when they
advocated a socialist republic. However, the distinction between
these two was not yet that clear, and indeed, would remain confused in
the minds of many later generations of Social Democrats and
Communists.
The French provisional government in 1848 consisted mainly of
moderate political republicans from a bourgeois background, who, in
reality, bitterly resented the social concessions they had been forced to
make under duress in Paris. Therefore, they made sure that any costs
of the social republic were designed to fall not on the rich, but were to
be met by direct taxes, which fell most heavily upon the peasants.
When national elections were held on April 23 rd many peasants took
their vengeance on this particular version of the social republic. They
placed overwhelming authority in the hands of the ‘counter-revolution
within the revolution’, including former monarchists masquerading as
moderate republicans.
The new government soon withdrew the social republican measures.
When workers and artisans rose in protest from June 23 rd - 25th, they
were brutally crushed. This resulted in considerable loss of life,
imprisonment, and exile for many. Over the next few years there was
to be further political degeneration. France fell into the hands of the
consummate opportunist, Louis Napoleon.52 He was to declare
himself Emperor Napoleon III in 1851. To achieve this, he also had to
suppress a major uprising of peasants and rural artisans, particularly in
the more Radical south east of France. 27,000 were tried, whilst 9500
were exiled to Algeria.53
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iv)

The rise of political nationalism and the retreat of genuine
internationalism

The 1848 February Revolution had a considerable international
impact. France still remained a potent symbol of revolutionary
republicanism because of its leading role in the revolutionary waves
initiated in 1789, and again in 1830. However, it is significant that the
leaders of the new republic, whether political or social, were still
trapped in their very French ‘universal’ view of the world.
“France was to resume its traditional role of champion of the rights of
people everywhere... Once freed of the yoke of tyranny, Europe could
be reorganised as ‘the great European republic’, a federation of free
peoples transcending the narrow limits of nationality. Of course... a
just settlement {for France} would mean the ‘natural’ frontiers of the
Rhine and the Alps. Thus French patriots, defying all logic, were
eager to fight for the liberties of other peoples, but were equally
prepared to relieve them of part of their territory”.54
Therefore, it was perhaps not too surprising that, when an official
French republican army was eventually sent into Italy in 1849, it was
not to support revolution, but to crush the Roman Republic and to
restore the Vatican. The longer-term aim was to put France in a
dominant position in Italian politics and gain new territories, not to
bring about the unified Italian republic.
The combined impact of the Swiss Civil War in 1847, and the
February 1848 Revolution in France, also triggered revolutions in the
neighbouring Italian55 and German56 states. Charles Albert, king of
Piedmont (which also included the island of Sardinia) was persuaded
to take the lead in a move to unite Italy. However, he always had
another narrower agenda. This was to seize as much extra territory as
possible for his own kingdom. Charles Albert's prime enemy was
Hapsburg Austria, which occupied Lombardy and Venetia. His
armies were to suffer two major defeats at the hands of the Hapsburgs,
first at Custozza on July 25th, 1848 and again at Novara on March 23rd
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1849.
Defeats meant Charles Albert was unable to contain the more
revolutionary forces seeking a united republican Italy. Republicans
had already seized Venice on March 22nd, 1848, whilst Tuscany and
Rome declared republics on February 8th and 9th, 1849. Mazzini and
Garibaldi avoided the Piedmontese dynasty-led struggle in the North
and became involved in these openly republican struggles further
south. They mounted a stronger armed opposition than the official
Piedmontese forces. Mazzini became a triumvir in the Republic of
Rome and introduced social reforms.57 However, later that year, once
the imperial Hapsburgs defeated Charles Albert’s dynastic ambitions,
these republics were in turn crushed, with the aid of republican
France.
In the German-ruled lands, the strongest republican challenge was
found in the southwest, particularly Baden adjacent to France. The
revolution here commenced on March 5th, 1848 giving it the name the
March Revolution. However, by March 13th, the revolution spread
east to Vienna, the mainly ethnic German capital of the wider Austrian
Hapsburg Empire. It then spread north on March 18th, to Berlin, the
overwhelmingly ethnic German capital of the wider Prussian
Hohenzollern Empire. Marx and Engels played their parts in the
revolutionary events in these German states. Marx became editor of
the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in Koln in the Prussian Rhineland,58
whilst Engels became involved in armed insurrections in the
Palatinate and Baden.59
The mainly Liberal leaders called a National Assembly in Frankfurt,
to which representatives were called from all the territories of the
German Confederation.60 Although overwhelmingly German, the
Confederation’s territories also included areas where Czechs and
Poles formed the majority of the population.
The Prussian Kaiser, Frederick William III, was slower than the
Piedmontese King, Charles Albert, to appreciate the possibilities of
using nationalism to his own advantage. He still had much invested in
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ethnically mixed, and non-German, but Prussian-ruled and Polishpopulated lands - the long-held Silesia and Pomerania, and the more
recently acquired Posen/Poznan. The Austrian Emperor, Ferdinand I,
was even more loath to make use of his position as head of the
German Confederation to promote German nationalism. NonGermans formed more than half of the population in his Empire.
They included Italians, Magyars, various Slavs groups, Romanians
and others.
Nevertheless, Frederick William appreciated the wider popularity he
gained amongst German national democrats – particularly the Liberals
- when he sent his forces into Danish-ruled, but majority Germanpopulated, Schleswig-Holstein. He also got support when he crushed
the brief Polish resistance in Poznan.61
In the past, both Radical and Liberal Germans had shown their
sympathy for the plight of the Poles and had expressed opposition to
the Prussian and Austrian dynasts’ cooperation in the partition of
Poland with Tsarist Russia. Under the growing influence of national
Romanticism, however, a more ethnic nationalism was taking deeper
root. Similarly, the Austrian Hapsburgs realised that they could offset
their unpopular moves against German unity, directed against German
republicans in Vienna, by crushing the largely Czech rising in Prague
on June 12th, and the Italians at Custozza soon afterwards. Many
Germans outside the Hapsburg Empire also applauded these measures.
Just as there were French Liberals and Radicals, who saw their ideal
nation state’s ‘natural’ boundaries to be the Rhine and the Alps, so
many German Liberals, and some Radicals too, saw the Belt (across
Jutland) and the Adriatic (including much of present-day Slovenia) as
the ideal northern and southern boundaries for their ‘nation’-state’.
When it came to western and eastern boundaries, German nationalist
claims were even more elastic. The boundaries of the German
Confederation were the minimum claimed. The more extreme
nationalists also wanted the Netherlands, the Flemish part of Belgium,
Luxemburg, Alsace-Lorraine, Posen and any other territories in
Hapsburg Austria where Germans had settled.62 As a justification for
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some such claims it was claimed that only the ‘civilised’ Germans
could deliver the non-German inhabitants from their backward
conditions.
Time and again, whilst pursuing purely dynastic aims, both the
Prussian Hohenzollerns, and the Austrian Hapsburgs, found they
could hoodwink and neutralise German Liberals and Radicals by a
crude resort to German nationalism. This policy was supplemented by
offers of imperial troops to help worried Liberals crush Radicals, or
moderate republicans to crush revolutionary and social republican
workers and students. Through such divide and rule tactics the
Hapsburgs were able follow up the crushing of the Czechs in Prague
by bloodily suppressing German Vienna on October 31 st; whilst the
Hohenzollerns took full control of German Berlin in December using
the general who had crushed the Poles in Poznan in May.
The revolutionary republican tide ebbed back to its German starting
point in the southwest. As in Italy, there was one last flurry of
republican insurrections in 1849. The German revolution was finally
crushed in Baden by Prussian-backed forces on July 23rd. Yet, all but
a minority in the Liberal dominated, Frankfurt National Assembly had
helped to elevate either imperial Prussia or Austria on to a pedestal for
these states’ perceived role in promoting the unity of the German
‘nation'. This German ethnic nationalism helped to seal the fate of the
German revolution. After the final crushing of the International
Revolutionary Wave in 1849, Frederick William III went back to his
old autocratic rule and purely dynastic concerns.
However, in retrospect it is possible to see the seeds of the future
united Italian and German ‘nation’-states in these events of 1848-9.
The post-defeat ‘turning back of the clock’ was only to be a temporary
phase. Prompted by such members of the new breed of nationalist
politician as the Liberal/Moderate, Piedmontese, Count Cavour63 and
the Conservative Prussian, Otto von Bismarck,64 both Charles Albert’s
successor, Victor Emmanuel, and Frederick William III, would
eventually accept leadership of monarch-led ‘revolutions-from-above’
to achieve national unity. These later attempts at national unification
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were launched at times of their own choosing. Such top-down
unification could be utilised to politically integrate the potential
challenges from new social forces from below, both the rising
bourgeoisie and the growing working class.

v)

Poles
and
Magyars,
Czechs,
Slovaks
and
Wallachians/Romanians and the contradictions of
nationalism

Prior to 1848, Poland and Italy had held a special place in
revolutionaries’ hearts. Nevertheless, these countries’ entanglement
in other national movements’ ambitions began to fragment some of
this wider support. However, in 1848 the great majority of German
republicans, whether in Austria, Prussia, or elsewhere, did find a new
nationality/'nation’ they could give support to. This was the Magyars
of Hungary, which formed part of the Hapsburg Empire.
Led by the journalist, Lajos/Louis Kossuth,65 and inspired by the poet,
Sandor/Alexander Petofi,66 the majority of the Magyars, pushed for
their own Hungarian assembly in 1848.67 Kossuth, perhaps aware of
the fate of the Polish landlords in Galicia in 1846, managed to
persuade the conservative Magyar landlord class to curtail the
peasants’ feudal obligations (the landlords were offered financial
compensation), although the peasants still did not get ownership of the
land they worked. This concession was an attempt to prevent any
jacquerie dividing the national democratic movement in Hungary.
Magyar peasants now had some reason to fight. Therefore, uniquely
for the 1847-9 Revolutions, the Magyar leaders raised armies that
successfully defeated the Hapsburg forces. It took the Tsarist Russian
forces, invited in by the Hapsburgs, to finally crush Hungary’s bid for
independence on August 13th,1849.
However, the earlier victories over the Hapsburg forces were confined
to Magyar-populated Hungary. For, to an even greater extent than in
Germany, both Liberal and Radical opinion amongst the Magyars saw
their ideal ‘nation’-state as being their own ethnic-state. Hapsburg
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Hungary included extensive territories with Croat, Serb, Slovak,
Romanian and Ruthene (Ukrainian) majorities. Magyar nationalists
thought these people should accept Magyar supremacy in their new
Greater Hungary.
The Magyar newspaper, Pesti Hirlap, initially drew upon the older
French Jacobin republicanism,68 when it argued “Our citizens of other
languages must therefore become Magyars where they are in contact
with public institutions”. 69 However, the same article revealed its real
attitude towards these “citizens of other languages” when it declared
that “The prerequisites for the unity of the state are one political
nationality and one state language. This language can only be that of
the race which has conquered the fatherland by blood…”70 The ethnic
and later racial, nationalism promoted by much Romantic thinking71
was a significant influence behind much Magyar nationalism. The
fact that majority of the opposition to this Magyar nationalism came
from Slavs was probably another reason why the Magyars enjoyed
such widespread German nationalist support.
The role of the Slav peoples (with the exception of the Poles) in 18479 has traditionally received pretty hostile treatment from the Left.
However, it was the predominantly Czech rebellion in Prague from
March to June 1848, which was the most significant Slav movement
in this particular International Revolutionary Wave.72 Initially,
Germans and Czechs cooperated in the Prague National Committee.
Germans were split between those Liberal constitutional monarchists,
whose loyalty lay with the Hapsburgs in Vienna, and those Radicals
who gave their allegiance to the new German Frankfurt Assembly.
When the Czech members increasingly demanded recognition of their
national rights, Germans abandoned the Prague National Committee,
leaving it an overwhelmingly ethnic Czech body.
The Czechs looked for wider political support, particularly from other
Slav peoples in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Their Liberal and
Radical leaders called a Slav Congress in the city.73 The Czech
leaders were Austro-Slavists. This meant they wanted to reform the
existing Hapsburg Empire on federalist lines, hopefully with the
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support of German Liberals and Radicals in Vienna. They feared that
a weakened Empire might be end up being divided between Germans,
Russians and possibly the Magyars. Austro-Slavism was the view of
the Congress’s dominant personality, the Czech, František/Francis
Palacky.74 He had opposed Czech participation in the new German
Frankfurt Assembly. He saw it as dominated by German nationalists,
a position that Engels quite understood.75
Slovaks, led by Ludovit Stur, a language activist76 were also soon
drawn into moves for greater Slav cooperation. The situation was
quite complicated in the area that later became Slovakia. Here a new
national democratic movement was in the process of formation.
Romanticism had already contributed to the rise of a Slovak literary
movement 77. Slovakia lay in the Hungarian part of the Hapsburg
Empire,
which
had
its
own
Diet
located
in
78
Pozosny/Pressburg/Bratislava.
Magyars and Germans dominated the cities of the northwestern
Hungarian part of the Hapsburg Empire, which now forms Slovakia.
Slovak language speakers were still overwhelmingly peasants, living
in the rural areas, many with still unformed national identities.
Slovaks formed minorities in the Upper Hungarian cities, and
constituted majorities only in a few towns. Nevertheless, Stur had
managed to get elected from the town of Zvolen to the Hungarian Diet
in 1847. Here, he championed the Slovak peasant and advocated an
end to all forms of serfdom.79
After the fall of Metternich in March 1848, the Magyars, under
Kossuth, declared for Hungarian autonomy within the Hapsburg
Empire. The Diet in Pozosny confined itself to abolishing feudal
labour obligations (robot) and announced its intention to create an
entirely Magyar state. However, peasants were not freed from all their
feudal obligations, and still faced impediments to their access to
common lands and forests.80 The Slovakian poet, Janko Kral, and the
teacher, Jan Rotarides, led a peasant revolt in Hont County, whilst the
miners of Bianska Stiavnica threatened to go on strike. Kral and
Rotarides were imprisoned.81
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A national programme, Ziadosti slovenskeho naroda (The Demands of
the Slovak People), was published, which proposed “the
transformation of Hungary into a state composed of equal
representation in the Hungarian Diet, the use of Slovak in all Slovak
county offices. In addition, it insisted on democratic rights, including
universal and equal suffrage, the total abolition of serfdom, the return
of land to the peasants from whom it had been taken away, and the
release of Kral and Rotarides from prison”.82 The new Hungarian
government issued a warrant for the arrest of Stur and the other
Slovakians.83 This prompted Stur to go to Prague.84 Here he joined
Palacky and representatives from Poland, Ukraine and the southern
Slav lands.
Palacky wanted to marginalise those Slav forces seeking organised
alliances with Tsarist Russia. He also opposed joining with the Poles
in the Prussian or Russian Empires, or with the Serbs of Serbia.
Palacky did not want entanglements with Slavs from other states,
since he sought the reform not the overthrow of the Hapsburg Empire.
Despite subsequent accusations, the Slav Congress was not Tsarist
Russia’s cat’s-paw. It was opposed to aristocratic reaction, whether in
the Hapsburg, Hohenzollern or Romanov Empires. Palacky’s AustroSlavism was also opposed to any Pan-Slavism that desired unity
across the Hapsburg’s imperial frontiers.
However, there were a number of grave political weaknesses with the
Liberal-dominated Slav Congress and, in particular, amongst its
largely urban Czech leaders. They turned their backs on immediate
peasant emancipation. Many of the Slav peasants in the Empire were
still members of pre-nation groups who had no sharply defined
national identity. However, they were conscious enough of their class
interests to push independently for the ending of feudal burdens.
Once this had been achieved, they saw no problem in joining counterrevolutionary forces to deal with what they saw to be representatives
of oppressive Magyar or Polish landlords, exploitative German and
Jewish urban merchants, or a largely indifferent Czech bourgeoisie.
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Even the Slovaks found Palacky’s Austro-Slavism wanting. They had
looked for Czech help to resist the continued Magyarisation offensive
they faced. The Slovaks were drawn into Austrian designs against
Hungary. However, they soon found that their support was treated as
expendable by the regime. The Slovak National Council was declared
on Swptember 16th, 1848 and independence from Hungary was
proclaimed three days later.85 This, however, was too much for the
Austrian Emperor Ferdinand, who condemned the Slovak rising on
September 25th.86
From then on, the Slovak leaders were in headlong retreat, both
militarily and politically. Hungarian forces pushed the Slovaks
westwards, and fully into the arms of the Austrian Hapsburg regime.
The Slovaks dropped their Radical Ziadotsi programme.87 However,
once they had served their purpose, and the Hungarian opposition had
been defeated, the Slovaks were ignored by the Hapsburg regime.
Slovakia was placed under Hapsburg military control, still as part of
their Hungarian territories, and it was divided into two provinces, each
with a Magyar dominated administrative centre. 88
One result of the defeat of the Slovak national movement was to push
the former Radical Stur into the arms of reaction.
Bitterly
disappointed at his experiences, both with the Czech Palacky and the
Austrian Hapsburgs, and under continued police surveillance, Stur
retreated in 1853 to pan-Slavism and argued for support from Tsarist
Russia.89
Furthermore, like the ill-fated German Frankfurt Assembly, neither
the Czech-dominated Prague National Committee, nor the Slav
Congress, was prepared for the imperial onslaughts that were to hit
them both. The Hapsburg commander, Prince Windischgratz, took
over Prague in June 1848. Only the social republican inclined
students and workers opposed this in a six day rising.90 Reactionary
and Liberal Germans and Czechs alike condemned their actions.
Despite Palacky’s attempt to distance himself from the Radicals,
Windischgratz still dispersed the Slav Congress and the Prague
National Committee too. Many German Liberals, as well as the Tsar,
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welcomed this.
Therefore, the Slav Congress’s greatest weakness was its Czech
Austro-Slav leaders’ belief in the possibility of a Liberal reformed
federal Hapsburg Empire. However, the majority of German Liberals,
and many Radicals too, held similar national reformist illusions in
either imperial Hapsburg Austria or Hohenzollern Prussia.
Nevertheless, to their credit, in the brief period when they had some
influence, Slav reformers pushed for linguistic equality between the
ethnic groups of the Empire. The April 18th Charter of Bohemia91
recognised educational and administrative equality between Germans
and Czechs;92 whilst the Serb leaders of the May 13th Banat/Voivodina
breakaway province (from Greater Hungary) conceded language rights
to the Romanians living there.93 In their turn, the leaders of the nonSlav Wallachian (Romanian) Revolution in June 94 declared their
support for Jewish and Gypsy emancipation.95
The Slav constitutional nationalists’ belief in the surety of concessions
made through negotiation with the Hapsburgs proved to be extremely
naive. The inability of Liberal and many Radical Germans and
Czechs to unite blinded them to the dangers facing them. Instead, it
was the Hapsburgs and their dynastic allies who appreciated the
double significance of the crushing of Prague – both a defeat for the
Czech and the German democratic forces.
Ironically, the 1848 Slav Congress’s Liberal demand for a reformed
Hapsburg Austrian Empire was eventually to be realised. Only this
was to be achieved by the Magyars in 1867, when they managed to
transform the Hapsburg Empire into the Dual (German/Magyar)
Monarchy of Austro-Hungary. So, along with Germany and Italy,
Hungary too eventually found a conservative path to ‘nation’-state
formation from above. Following from the Magyars’ success, a
significant Slav movement developed demanding the Hapsburg
Empire be further reformed but as a Triple (German/Magyar/Slav)
Kingdom.
Such Palackyan Austro-Slav beliefs, particularly
influential within Austrian Social Democracy, lasted until the collapse
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of the Hapsburg Empire in the First World War.

vi)

The impact of the International Revolutionary Wave in
Belgium and the UK

The ruling classes in the two most economically developed industrial
capitalist countries, Great Britain and Belgium, managed to dampen
down the effects of the 1847-8 International Revolutionary Wave, as it
washed over their respective shores and borders. A revolutionary
victory in France might have given the opposition in these countries
renewed strength and purpose, but this was not to be.
Belgium was an early centre of industrial capitalism and had attracted
a number of international democratic and workers’ clubs. Marx and
Engels moved to Brussels in 1845. In 1848, the threat of
revolutionary action persuaded the Liberal Belgian government to
come to a deal with the official Catholic parliamentary opposition, in
order to take the sting out of the growing crisis. The electoral
franchise was extended, and aid was given to 400,000 unemployed.96
Belgian Liberalism abandoned the pure ‘laissez-faire’ economics of its
British counterpart and adopted an early form of social Liberalism.
(In the UK, such developments were delayed until the new pressures
resulting from the rise of the New Model unions in the 1850s.)
In Great Britain, both the Mazzinian People’s International League
(PIL) in Britain97 and the Fraternal Democrats, 98which included the
left wing of the Chartists, were eager to organise support for the new
French Republic. They competed for the attentions of prominent
French republicans.99 George Julian Harney100 was a leading member
of the Fraternal Democrats and worked with Karl Marx and Freidrich
Engels. Harney had already developed an 'internationalism from
below' orientation, in relation to Portugal, Ireland and Poland. 101
Harney travelled to republican France.
Workers’ protests had already been crushed in France during the June
Days. Not surprisingly, the moderate PIL saw these protests as
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malevolent attempts to split the French Republic. However, it was
these events that began to persuade one of its members, William
Linton, that Mazzini’s anti-class struggle approach was misguided.102
As the Chartist Movement began to break-up, PIL member, Linton,
moved closer to the revolutionary democrat, Harney. Together they
produced the Red Republican.103 It published the first English
language version of The Communist Manifesto, translated by Helen
MacFarlane.104
The limitations of Mazzini’s support for political republicanism
became clear, when the newly elected President of the Republic,
Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, used French forces to crush the Italian
republic of Rome. PIL called for British naval support for the
Italians.105 Not surprisingly this was not forthcoming. The Foreign
Secretary, Lord Palmerston’s Liberalism did not extend to support for
Radical republicans, even if they were overseas. As Harney had long
appreciated, a working class ‘internationalism from below’ was
required in the face of the spineless middle class Liberal
‘internationalism from above’.
In the UK, the Chartists106 mounted their third petition campaign in
1848. This was spurred on by the risings already taking place on the
continent.
However, the potential impact of the Chartists was
increased because of simultaneous developments in Ireland. The
earlier phases of Chartist challenge to the UK state, in 1839 and 1842,
had not been linked to the first phase of the campaign to repeal the
Union led by Daniel O'Connell. He opposed the Chartists and was an
ally of the Whigs/Liberals. Indeed, the British government had then
seen Ireland as settled enough for them to send Irish troops to England
and Wales.107
However, from 1847, following the demise of the Repeal Association,
and the foundation of the Irish Confederation (IC), the interests of the
post-O'Connell, Irish Confederation and the Chartists began to
coincide. Initially though, the IC leaders showed almost as much
hostility to the Chartists as O'Connell. In early 1847, one of its key
leaders, John Mitchel said he wanted no links with the Chartists,
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because he was opposed to some of the Charter's demands. 108 Mitchel
rejected the 1848 revolutions on the continent and was more
influenced by the White American republican tradition. However, the
new International Revolutionary Wave inspired other IC members,
including Thomas Meagher and Michael Doheny. They were part of
an Irish delegation to Paris sent to congratulate the new French
republic. It was Meagher who first flew the Irish tricolour in
Waterford on March 1st, 1848.109
When revolution broke out in Paris in February 1848, quickly
spreading to Germany, this was to have a profound effect upon the
Chartists and the Irish Confederates. There were considerable
numbers of Irish migrant workers in the London, Lancashire and
Scottish Chartist organisations. IC clubs were organised in London,
Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, Liverpool, Airdrie and Greenock,
later to be extended to Rochdale, Glasgow and Edinburgh. 110 The
Fraternal Democrats, led by Harney, brought together the Irish
Confederates and Chartists in London.111 They soon became the Irish
Democratic Federation, under the chair of the Chartist leader, Feargus
O'Connor. Along with O'Connor, Meagher and Doheny addressed a
joint Chartist/IC rally of 15,000 people in Manchester on March
21st.112 Brendan McCarthy, an Irish Democratic Federation delegate,
attended the Chartist Convention in London, which opened on 4th
April.113 Preparations were being made for the presentation of the
third Chartist petition to Westminster on April 10th.
The repressive record of the Whig government meant that many
Chartists at the well supported Convention, or back in their localities,
fully understood that the government would reject their petition.
Seeing the ongoing revolutionary movements on the continent, Lord
Russell moved on two fronts. Preparations were made to introduce
even more repressive legislation, and to prevent the Chartists'
proposed march from Kennington Green to Westminster. 85,000
special constables were recruited, 4000 regular police deployed and
8000 troops with artillery 114 were held in reserve. The government
aim was to intimidate in order to get the Chartist leadership to back
down.
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A few physical force supporters, including the black Chartist
organiser, William Cuffay, wanted to defy the government on April
10th.115 However the majority of physical force Chartists could see
that they did not have the immediate means to confront the formidable
forces mobilised by the government in London. Instead, they wanted
to go back to their localities and plan local risings. It was understood
that these risings would be launched on the same day. The army and
local police would find this united but dispersed challenge harder to
deal with.
However, the government escalated its own response very quickly.
They quickly introduced more repressive legislation - the Treason
Felony Act, the Suspension of Habeus Corpus Act and the Alien
Removal Act. In response, local physical force Chartists in England
began to organise joint activities with Irish Confederation supporters
in London, Liverpool, Manchester and Bradford. 116 Meanwhile the
British authorities were drawing the noose ever tighter on the
leaderships of both organisations.
Even John Mitchel could now see the need for cooperation 117 and
addressed a joint meeting with the IUSA in Dublin on April 24th
supporting the Charter. The government was moving even faster over
Ireland. Mitchel was put on trial before a packed jury under the new
Treason Felony Act. He was sentenced and transported to penal
servitude, first in Bermuda, then to Van Diemen's Land (Tasmania).118
Others in the IC leadership thought it better to organise a rising before
they too were arrested. There was no time to organise Fintan Lalor's
proposed rent strike, which was meant to provide any rising with a
mass popular base. In the absence of wider organisation, the prospect
of a meaningful rising soon fizzled out. O'Brien, Meagher, Doheny
and a number of others mounted a comic-opera protest in Ballingarry,
County Tipperary.119
Physical force Chartists and IC members in England still planned for a
coordinated rising on August 15th. The police knew about this
through their spies and informers.
They made many arrests
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throughout the country.120 Only in Ashton-under-Lyne did a joint
Chartist/Irish Confederation force hold the town for a period, before
the military overwhelmed them. 121 Meanwhile, O'Brien and Meagher
were captured, sentenced and also transported to Van Diemen’s Land.
Thus, ended both the Chartists and Irish Confederation's attempt to
break from the Crown altogether.
By the end of 1849, with the workers’ challenges in both France and
the UK defeated, the British ruling class was confident that their
industrial capitalist order represented the future. Liberal political
economy pointed out the benefits of ‘comparative advantage’ in free
trade, whereby the UK was to be ‘the workshop of the world’, whilst
other nations produced foodstuffs and raw materials. The period of
‘Free Trade Imperialism’ was about to commence.122 The 1849 Gold
Rush in California, to be followed by another in Australia 123 in 1851,
and the opening up of China to foreign trade, heralded a new wave of
industrial capitalist expansion. Production and trade expanded, helped
by major extensions to the railway network, shipping lines, telegraph
cabling, and improvements in the postal service.
Wages rose in industry, leading to the availability of a greater range of
consumer products and commercial leisure pursuits, especially for
skilled workers and their families. Sanitation and housing were
improved after the threat of cholera epidemics. The Great Exhibition,
held at London’s Crystal Palace in 1851, celebrated a new world of
consumer capitalism. Marx saw this as a symbol of the fetishism of
commodities.124 The rapid expansion of billposter and newspaper
advertising, and the many royal warrants handed out to commercial
companies by Queen Victoria, also helped to promote consumer
demand.125 This resort to royalist approval also highlighted the
industrial capitalists’ acceptance of key elements of the existing
conservative UK state order, as they made their peace with the old
landed aristocracy, and joined forces in a common defence of all
property, in the face of ‘lower order’ challenges.
The growing ‘national’ market preceded any inclusive national
democracy. Furthermore, huge numbers of unskilled and casual
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labourers were still trapped in poverty (or pauperism as it was then
termed). They were largely excluded from the growing wider
prosperity. Emigration to the colonies was one outlet open to them.
Once the British government had finally seen off the Chartists, the
mill-owners led an attempt to abolish the legal ten-hour day. Marx
later, in Capital, described this as “a pro-slavery rebellion in
miniature”. 126 His observation was made later after the experience of
the US Civil War. Thus, he specifically made the link between two
types of slavery - chattel and wage. However, the mill-owners were
unsuccessful in their attempt to turn back the clock. Slowly, the wider
political significance of the 1847 Ten Hours Act 127 came to be
appreciated, even by the industrial capitalist class itself. In 1864, a
former High Tory MP, but later Liberal Prime Minister, William
Gladstone, admitted to the House of Commons that this law had been
beneficial “in attaching important classes of the community to
Parliament and the Government”.128 The bourgeoisie eventually
formed their Liberal Party in 1859, uniting longstanding parliamentary
Radical Liberals, such as Cobden and Bright, one-time aristocratic
Whigs like Lord Palmerston, and former Peelite Conservatives,
including the young Gladstone.
By the late 1850s, most workers in the UK had accepted that industrial
capitalism was here to stay. Many turned to the task of attempting to
build trade unions. Craft and other skilled workers developed the
New Model unions to press for improved wages and conditions.129
Most of these unions were still not organised on an all-Britain, never
mind an all-UK basis, but had local, regional or national (e.g. English
and Scottish) head offices. When it came to political issues, such as
further extension of the franchise or the defence of their organisations,
their union leaders mainly looked to the British Liberal Party.130
The political significance of the Ten Hours Act became clearer. Most
workers now accepted Parliament as the main focus for their
endeavours to achieve ameliorative reforms. Acceptance of capitalism
and a ‘Fair Day’s Pay for a Fair Day’s Work’ went hand-in-hand with
acceptance of the UK’s constitutional order and support for the
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Liberals. This represented a considerable retreat from the social and
political hopes for a social republic entertained by the Chartists at
their political highpoint.
Only a small minority of Chartists appreciated the need for a new
Socialist challenge to the now triumphant industrial capitalism. In
1850, Bronterre O’Brien 131 formed the National Reform League,
which advocated land nationalisation and socialism.132 Ernest Jones
133
and Julian Harney helped to persuade the 1851 Chartist Convention
to adopt socialism.134 However, Chartism had collapsed as a mass
movement, and although the National Reform League outlived
O’Brien’s death, Jones followed many other ex-Chartists into the
ranks of the thoroughly constitutionalist Radicals, who formed the left
wing of the Liberal Party.
After 1850, a confident British ruling class, ruling over the largest
empire in the world, could contemplate the final creation of a united
British nation that would leave Welshness and Scottishness as purely
regional identities.
The Scottish rail company, which linked
Edinburgh with the north of England (and hence on to London), had
already been named ‘North British’ in 1844.135 However, the impact
of the ‘Great Famine’ in Ireland had largely undermined the
possibility, which even Daniel O’Connell had once contemplated, that
the Irish might some day become ‘West Britons’.136

vii) The defeat of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave
paves the way for the Conservatives’ ‘revolution-fromabove’ on the continent
On the Continent, popular nationalism got a considerable impetus
from the 1848-9 Revolutions, particularly in Germany and Italy. This
led to further waves and ripples that spread eastwards, northwards and
southwards. The defeat of the 1848-9 International Revolutionary
Wave did not stop the bourgeoisie from implementing its own
industrial capitalist programme, despite curbing its immediate political
ambitions in much of Europe. This new situation still made their
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growing economic domination possible, whilst often denying them
political control of the state in their own countries.
Defeat also led to the forging of much stronger chain-links between
capital and the new emerging nation-states. The Zollverein, Prussia’s
attempt to create a Germany wide customs union, was quietly
extended between 1851-2 to cover the northwestern German states,
and now reached the North Sea.137 This followed a similar pattern,
after the original states had been ‘persuaded’ to join, soon after the
defeat of the 1829-31 revolutions. Railway construction across the
many existing German states’ boundaries accelerated too, further
developing the domestic market.138
The International Revolutionary Wave of 1847-9 did eventually prove
to be ‘The Springtime of the Peoples’. The most advanced democratic
movements of the time all fought either for new or renewed nation
states; whilst earlier pre-national groups, throughout central, southern
and eastern Europe, were sucked into the vortex of new ethnic group
and nation-state formation. The political success of the nation-state
model was matched by the economic supremacy of the British
industrial capitalist model, something to be eagerly aspired to and
emulated elsewhere.
By the 1870s, Germany and Italy were to emerge as new nation-states,
albeit not those envisaged by revolutionary democrats in 1848. Then,
revolutionary democrats had wanted to create very different societies
too. However, after 1849, the majority view of the ‘nation’-state was
no longer that of the non-nationality civic model, forming part of a
wider international federal republic. It became the ethnic state
moulded in a more conservative culture of Romantic nationalism.
Since Romantic thinking encouraged each ‘nation’-state to consider
itself as unique, there was to be no overarching and unifying
international political order. The new industrial capitalist world order,
like the expanding world market it promoted, was inherently
competitive. New Conservative political forces had seen the political
potential of nationalism. Therefore, Conservative nationalism began
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to emerge as a significant political force, promoting national economic
'revolution from above', the better to defend the economic and social
privileges of the monarchies, aristocrats and landlords, in a world of
increasing capitalist competition. The industrial bourgeoisie and their
Liberal political representatives, frightened at the prospect of social
revolution, were increasingly attracted to this political model too.

B. MARX AND ENGELS AND THE EFFECT OF THE
REVOLUTION’S DEFEAT ON
THEIR UNDERSTANDING

i)

Defeat of the International Revolutionary Wave leads to a
decisive move from a cosmopolitan approach to
increased support for the role of ‘historic nations’

The 1847-9 Revolutions led Marx and Engels to move away from
their earlier view. Their call for a cosmopolitan and non-national
revolution increasingly gave way to a revised understanding of the
role of ‘historic nations’ and of the need for a democratic republican
and state-led capitalist road to communism.
Two things impressed Marx and Engels during the Revolution. The
first was the cowardly role of the bourgeoisie in Germany in the face
of monarchist reaction. The second was the continuing strength of the
revolutionary democracy associated with the artisans, shopkeepers,
and even the German peasantry, and its strong pull on the infant
working class. One consequence of this was that Marx and Engels
downplayed the specifically proletarian Communist League they were
members of. They joined the Cologne Democratic Society, which
drew its support from a broader class base.139
The link with the petty bourgeois wing of revolutionary democracy
came at a cost. This class faced two ways. One way was upwards
towards the bourgeoisie whom many aspired to join; the other way
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was backwards towards the receding vision of a pre-capitalist
community. The Right face turned its gaze away from the growing
German working class, as well as from the non-German ethnic groups,
particularly the Czechs and other Slavs. The Left face still looked to
the older cosmopolitanism, which dated from the first revolutionary
wave in the 1790s. This had allowed for a championing of an anticapitalist stance and ‘international brotherhood’.
However, this latter view went into headlong retreat with the spread of
industrial capitalism. After the Revolution went down to defeat in
1849 the earlier, non-capitalist, non-nationality cosmopolitan road was
marginalised and largely forgotten. Otherwise, it now took the form
of a pseudo-cosmopolitanism such as was found amongst the
followers of Joseph Proudhon's Anarchism in France. Whilst publicly
opposing all forms of national political democracy, this
cosmopolitanism soon revealed itself to be but a thinly disguised form
of the nationalism of its host country, which it desired all others to
assimilate to.
The pull towards the new German ethnic-state can even be seen in
Engels. When the Prague Uprising occurred in June 1848, Engels
initially wrote that, “It was so definitely democratic that all Czechs
belonging to the aristocratic party shunned it. It was aimed as much
against the Czech feudal lords as the Austrian troops”.140 Prague,
however, lay within territory claimed by most German Liberals and
many Radicals as part of their German ‘historic’ nation. Many
Germans involved in the Revolution wanted to create a unitary, but
also specifically ethnic German republic. Few could envisage any
positive role for the Slav ethnic groups living there. They viewed
their merchants and manufacturers as competitors, and their artisans,
peasants, and workers as ‘backward’ or socially threatening.
The combined effects of the defeat in Prague, and of the new more
exclusive German Romantic nationalism, had been to drive many
Slavs into the arms of the Hapsburg-led counter-revolution. Engels,
therefore, blotted out his earlier perceptive and positive comments
about the Czechs. He despaired when the reactionary Romanov and
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Hapsburg states mobilised counter-revolutionary armies, which
consisted mainly of soldiers recruited from the Slav ethnic groups.
Engels then fell back on the fatalistic Enlightenment notion of
‘historyless peoples’, which were doomed to be crushed - and good
riddance too!141
He contrasted ‘historic nations’ like France,
Germany, Poland and Hungary with ‘historyless peoples’ like the
Czechs, South Slavs, Ukrainians, Slovaks, Transylvanian Romanians
and Saxons.142 "There is no country in Europe which does not have...
one or several ruined fragments of peoples. These relics of a nation
mercilessly trampled under foot in the course of history... always
become fanatical standard-bearers of counter-revolution and remain so
until their complete extirpation or loss of their national character".143
Marx and Engels, who had staked so much on a wider revolutionary
democratic alliance, were greatly affected by the defeat of their earlier
revolutionary perspective, and the new political situation they found
themselves in. Capitalism and nation-states were here for the
duration. Metternich’s ‘Concert of Europe’ was no longer ‘playing’
after the 1848-9 Revolutions. However, the political defeat of the
Revolutions made the spectre of Romanov Russia seem even more
malevolent. The Tsar appeared to be the supreme leader of the
counter-revolutionary forces in Europe, ‘pulling all the strings’ behind
the scenes. The weakness of a chastened Hapsburg Empire was now
obvious. It had needed a Tsarist Russian army to save it in Hungary
in 1849.
Although Romanov Russia appeared considerably
strengthened after its repressive role in the revolution, it was not,
however, in quite such a dominant a position as Marx and Engels
thought.
The new post ‘Concert of Europe’, post-revolutionary, European
balance was principally upheld by a triumvirate of states, with
Napoleon III and Lord Palmerston as the Tsar’s other two ‘partners’.
Marx believed that the Tsar had the power to manipulate these two
politicians. However, if anything, it was Palmerston, reflecting the
power of a confident British ruling class, with its powerful capitalist
economy, who was the dominant partner. Although a member of the
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Liberal group in Parliament, he had evolved politically from an earlier
Tory and Whig background. He appreciated that, whatever the
Manchester School of Liberals 144 led by Cobden and Bright might
think, free trade by itself was not going to protect British business
interests overseas. Palmerston thought such interests could usefully
be supplemented by a little ‘gunboat diplomacy’.
As Foreign Secretary, Palmerston had already supported the First
Opium War against China (1839-42).145 As Prime Minister, he
personally sanctioned the Second Opium War in 1856,146 leading to
his parliamentary censure at the hands of fellow party members,
Cobden and Gladstone. Palmerston resigned and fought a ‘jingo’
election in which he crushed his opponents. He cannot just be
dismissed as an old Tory or Whig relic. Palmerston anticipated the
new methods of British imperialism, which Liberals, including
Gladstone, were to succumb to, in the future.
Palmerston had already joined with the Tsar, in 1840, to help defeat
France’s ally, Muhammad Ali of Egypt.147 Ali was trying to take over
and modernise the Ottoman Empire. However, Egypt lay on an
important British route to India. In 1853, Palmerston changed tack
and joined with Napoleon III against the Tsar, to wage the Crimean
War (1854-6).148 He did this partly to limit Russia’s own designs
upon the Ottoman Empire and to protect British interests in the East.
Napoleon III, Palmerston’s new ally, took a leaf out of his book when
he invaded Cochin China in 1858 149 to further open up the Mekong
Delta to French trade and influence. Changing tack one more,
Palmerston then left Napoleon III high and dry in 1864 to curb any
further French imperial ambitions, when he failed to provide any
backing for Napoleon III’s installation of the Hapsburg prince,
Maximilian, as Emperor of Mexico.150
Marx, however, thought that Palmerston was in league with Tsarist
Russia against German unity. In reality, Palmerston was to pursue a
policy that favoured Prussia, enabling Bismarck to build up state
power there. This allowed Prussia to break free from its former
dependence on Hapsburg Austria and Romanov Russia. It was
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Mazzini who warned of the long-term dangers to British power of any
Prussian dynasty-led unity of German.151 This was consistent with
Mazzini’s similar opposition to the Piedmontese king’s attempts to
unite Italy in alliance with Prussia (or France).
Marx was also sure that Napoleon III was involved in designs against
Germany in Schleswig-Holstein and Italy. However, it was Bismarck
who outwitted Napoleon III, provoking him into the Franco-Prussian
War of 1870.152 This finally brought about German ‘unification from
above’ under Prussian auspices. An economically and militarily
powerful Prussian-German Empire was then created. However, for
Marx and Engels, the future of a Germany surrounded by enemies and
dubious allies sometimes appeared to be a key determinant of human
progress.
Although the spineless German bourgeoisie had experienced political
defeat in 1849, they went on to increase their economic power
considerably. This paved the way for an alliance with the new
Conservative nationalism, in order to hold the forces of revolutionary
democracy at bay. This alliance involved sections of the Prussian
Junker aristocracy. They abandoned their previous opposition to
German nationalism and supported moves towards German national
integration, along with the National Liberal wing of the bourgeoisie.153
The latter were prepared to concede political leadership to Prussian
Junkers, in return for their support in building up industry in a strong
militarised German-ethnic state. Together, they opposed independent
political activity by the infant working class, whilst conceding some
economic and social reforms in the new German Empire created after
the Franco-Prussian War.
During the 1848-9 Revolution, Marx and Engels had argued that a
united Germany should launch a revolutionary war against Tsarist
Russia to eliminate this dangerous counter-revolutionary threat, and to
unite the German people behind the revolution. This followed the
precedent of the revolutionary war launched by Revolutionary France
between 1793-5. After the defeat of the 1847-9 International
Revoutionary Wave, Marx and Engels hoped that an unstable
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situation, following the collapse of the ‘Concert of Europe’, would
lead to new wars which could undermine the European ‘balance of the
five major powers’ – “England, France, Russia, Prussia and Austria”
and allow “the sixth power in Europe… the revolution”154 – to reemerge and triumph.
However, it was precisely the defeat of the major International
Revolutionary Wave, of 1847-9, which gave the post-revolution ruling
classes more room for manoeuvre, and the ability to indulge in such
inter-state conflicts as the Crimean War. Marx and Engels originally
had high hopes that the Crimean War would fatally undermine Tsarist
rule in Russia. Instead, Russia’s defeat eventually led to the Tsar’s
own ‘revolution from above’ - the abolition of serfdom in 1861 without appearing to weaken his own position, or much improving the
position of the downtrodden peasantry. Similar hopes, which Marx
and Engels held of popular uprisings in Spain in 1854 and 1856,155
were to be dashed as a series of essentially Conservative governments
took office, leaving the monarchy, aristocracy and Catholic Church’s
role in the running of the state largely untouched.

ii)

Marx and Engels look East and see the ‘Asiatic mode of
production’

But Marx and Engels cast their eyes much further than to European, or
even North American affairs, as they tried to comprehend the new
world order ushered in by the triumph of industrial capital. They
looked to events in the East, particularly India and China.
By 1850, the whole Indian subcontinent had either been reduced to the
direct or indirect rule of the East India Company (EIC).156 The EIC
had been formed in England in 1600 as a classic royal state backed
mercantile monopoly. As long as the aristocratic landlord and
merchant classes dominated UK politics, the EIC benefitted from the
state’s mercantilist economic policies. As the balance of class forces
shifted, the EIC first became subject to parliamentary scrutiny, and
then, in 1785, was placed under a government Board of Control. It

58

became, in effect, a nationalised concern. By the end of the eighteenth
century, company profits came more from its increased tax-collecting
role, and through indemnities imposed on neighbouring states, than
from trade.
The EIC turned the traditional Bengali zamindar tax collectors into
landlords on the British model. However, zamindars were still
responsible for handing over taxes to the EIC, but their loyalty was
reinforced by their new position as the recognised owners of the land.
After 1794, they began to dispossess the Bengali peasants of the land
that they had worked for many generations. Much woodland was also
destroyed, as the area of cultivated land was extended for taxation
purposes. As John Keay has argued, from the Indian point of view,
‘Pax Britannica’, looked much more like ‘Tax Britannica’ or ‘Axe
Britannica’.157
Furthermore, as pressure for free trade grew within the UK, the EIC
lost its trade monopoly, first in India itself in 1813, and then China in
1833. Bengal, previously a major artisan textile-producing centre,
suffered massive economic retrogression as British manufactured
textiles poured into India, wiping out the native industry. For, unlike
the UK, where dispossession of peasant land and the ruination of
artisans had led to the formation of a new industrial economy (apart
from most of Ireland and the Highlands and Islands of Scotland) with
a substantial working class, in British imperially controlled India, this
led instead to an economy producing food and raw materials, with a
massive debt-ridden peasantry, and countless impoverished labourers
without any alternative means of employment.
As a result of the developing class struggle taking place in the UK
between the mercantilist landlords and free trade manufacturers, India
took on a ‘hot house’ role for these two sets of antagonists. An
alliance of EIC employees rose to power and influence which included
Christian Evangelical supporter, Governor-General, Lord William
Bentinck158 and the followers of Bentham’s Radical Utilitarianism,159
James Mill,160 his son, John Stuart Mill,161 and Thomas Macaulay.162
In contrast to the old EIC approved zamindar landlord system, these
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new reformers, who were opposed to landlord power in the UK,
preferred to implement the ryotwari system of landholding in India.
This meant converting the peasants into proprietors. However, these
peasants were still subject to huge tax burdens, and the penalty for
failing to meet those obligations was land confiscation. Peasants
struggling to meet payments increasingly fell in debt to urban
moneylenders.
In some ways, the British Utilitarians resembled the ‘Chicago boys’,
who went to Prague after the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989.
They advocated ‘shock therapy’ to ensure that the ‘free market’ and
‘democracy’ triumphed. For, neither in early nineteenth century
Britain, nor in late twentieth century USA, were the political
conditions yet ripe enough for the implementation of these particular
zealots’ full-blown economic models in their own respective
homelands. This is why India and Eastern Europe became the testing
grounds for the latest experiments in political and economic control.
Macaulay was not interested in introducing immediate democracy,
however, but wanted English language-only higher education in India,
so that it would be possible to mould “a class of persons Indian in
colour and blood, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in
intellect”.163 In this manner, and over the long run, India could be
prepared for eventual self-government.
Indeed, it is possible to take the analogy further. An alliance of US
‘neo-Cons’ and ‘theo-Cons’ likes to invoke the horrors of Islamic
suicide bombers and the honour-killings of young women to justify
continuous wars against the people of the Middle East. In the
nineteenth century, the role of the thuggees (highway murderers) and
suttee/sati (widow-burning) played a similar ideological function for
those British Liberal, ‘free traders’ and Nonconformists running India.
And, just as today, the desires of the US state and of American
corporations to take control of the Middle East’s strategic oil reserves
are completely downplayed in public; so too were consecutive British
governments’ and EIC shareholders’ wishes, to siphon off as much of
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India’s wealth as possible, hardly admitted to by the nineteenth
century alliance of Utilitarians and Evangelicals.
Using India as an example, John Stuart Mill added a new justification
to that of the earlier colonial Americans for taking over land long held
by others. American colonists had claimed that Native Americans had
never properly demarcated the boundaries or fully exploited the land,
so they could not have any prior claim to it. However, the best land in
India had been cultivated for a much longer period of time than land
in the UK. So, Mill came up with a new excuse for the ongoing
process of the dispossession of peasant cultivated land and high
taxation in India. “The greater part of the world has properly speaking
no history, because the despotism of custom is complete. This is the
case over the whole East”.164 Therefore, he argued that British
occupation of India was historically necessary to challenge this
despotism and to ensure further progress.
At the time, Marx would have supported Mill in this particular
assessment. He agreed with the notion of ‘historyless peoples’. Marx
argued that “Indian society has no history, at least no known history.
What we call its history is but the history of successive invaders who
founded their empires on the passive basis of that unresisting and
unchanging society. The question, therefore, is not whether the
English had the right to conquer India, but whether we are to prefer
India conquered by the Turk, by the Persian, by the Russian, to India
conquered by the Briton”.165
Marx and Engels thus made explicit a major weakness they had
inherited from Georg Hegel, the Prussian Enlightenment philosopher.
If they tended to write-off much of Slav-peopled Eastern Europe, they
saw the situation in the world beyond this as being even worse. Here
they claimed that history had been completely bypassed. They put
this down to the prevailing communal property relations that provided
the basis for despotic rule. Marx initially developed the concept of the
‘Oriental or Asiatic society’.166 He used his particular analysis as a
reason to dismiss the possibility of any independent progress outside
his designated ‘civilised’ or ‘historic nations’.
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Marx and Engels thought that “England has to fulfill a double mission
in India: one destructive, the other regenerating – the annihilation of
old Asiatic society, and the laying of the material foundations of
Western society in Asia”.167
The imperialists were fatally
undermining the old reactionary ‘non-historic’ social order, but also
creating the basis for future Indian (and Chinese) nations. Many of
the territories found on the Indian peninsula were united for the first
time under British rule. (Moghul rule had not extended to the south.)
More effective integration would be achieved through nation-binding
railway lines, telegraph systems, new industrial development, new
colleges, and the formation of modern national armies.168 Marx and
Engels believed in the progressive role of modern national armies.
Therefore, even in the early 1850s, they could already envisage future
Indian and Chinese national risings against their current imperial
masters, leading to the creation of new nation-states.
Marx and Engels eagerly looked forward to the rise of an independent
Indian nation. However, the decisive defeat of Marx and Engels’
earlier worker and artisan/peasant revolutionary democratic alliance,
in the 1848-9 Revolutions, led them to set aside any notion of a
possible European working class and Asian peasant/artisan alliance.
The thinking of Marx and Engels was dominated by more narrowly
economic considerations in the post-revolutionary defeat years of the
early 1850s. Therefore, events in far-off China (and elsewhere) were
mainly examined for their possible role in triggering commercial
crises in the ‘civilised’ nation-states, which could possibly bring about
new revolutionary upsurges there. However, as far as the previously
‘historyless peoples’ in these countries were concerned, any
revolutionary upheavals could now only speed-up a foreordained
capitalist future.
Marx and Engels still held to a Eurocentric view of what constituted
progressive development. They could use what today would be
considered disparaging racist vocabulary when describing the Hindu
(Indian) and Chinese people in their private correspondence. Yet their
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political stance stood them apart from the imperialists of the day.
British imperialists increasingly believed that all but the ‘highest
races’ (by which they meant the Whites) would be subject to imperial
domination for an extended period of time, or even in perpetuity.
Those British Liberals, who claimed that the UK’s imperial control of
India was merely a transitional phase until the Indians had been
educated to exercise self-government, were soon to be tested by the
Indian Mutiny. They ended up adopting a quite different attitude to
that of Marx and Engels.

iii)

Spain – a partial exception to Marx and Engels’ model of
progress and nation-state formation?

A year after Marx and Engels had first focused their attention upon the
East, making use of the ‘Asiatic form of society’ to help them
understand the situation there, revolutionary activity broke out in
Spain. From September 1854, Marx examined events in this country
in a series of articles in the New York Daily Tribune.169 In the first
half of the nineteenth century, Spain had not provided much
inspiration for revolutionaries, nor even for Liberals. The country had
been unable to maintain its 1812 constitutional monarchy, or its 18203 Liberal government, in the face of both European reaction under the
‘Concert of Europe’, and domestic hostility from an absolutist king,
the aristocracy, and the Catholic Church. Indeed, instead of making
further progress, Spain retreated to what seemed, to most people, to be
historically outmoded, dynastic civil wars between the ruling
Bourbons and their Carlist challengers.170
Marx analysed the specific historical features he found in Spain. “The
absolute monarchy of Spain, bearing but a superficial resemblance to
the {feudal} absolute monarchies of Europe in general, is rather to be
ranged in a class with Asiatic forms of government. Spain, like
Turkey, remained an agglomeration of mismanaged republics with a
nominal sovereign at their head. Despotism changed character in the
different provinces with the arbitrary interpretation of the general laws
by viceroys and governors; but despotic as was the government it did
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not prevent the provinces from subsisting with different laws and
customs, different coins, military banners of different colours, and
with their respective systems of taxation”.171
Therefore, Marx criticised “Napoleon who, like all his
contemporaries, considered Spain as an inanimate corpse”, when he
invaded the country in 1808. Napoleon “was fatally surprised at the
discovery that when the Spanish State was dead, Spanish society was
full of life, and every part of it overflowing with powers of
resistance”.172 “The first spontaneous rising originated with the
people, while the ‘better’ classes had quietly submitted to the foreign
yoke”.173
However, Marx had denied that any progressive history could occur
within the Oriental or ‘Asiatic form of society’. So, how did he
explain these revolutionary outbursts from below in Spain? In his
writings, Spain appears as an ‘inverted’ form of Oriental despotism
with all real life below, and little but dull stultification at the top.
Marx attributes this to the striking difference he perceived between the
socio-economic base of actual Asian societies and that of Spain.
Oriental despotism, in places like India and China, rested upon
communal property, which he argued was owned by the state.
However, the state did not manage the agricultural production on the
land but left that to the peasantry. They were given customary tenure
in return for which the state demanded taxes.
In the Spanish case, however, Marx claimed that, “as early as the
fourteenth century, the cities formed the most important part of the
Cortes”.174 The Cortes was the medieval form of parliament. He
located the most dynamic part of the social order in “the first-rate
commercial and maritime cities on the coast” which had enjoyed
“constant intercourse with Provence and Italy”.175 Despite the later
decline in “the industrial and commercial life of the towns” 176… the
{Spanish} oriental despotism attack{ed} municipal self-government
only when opposed to its direct interests”.177 Therefore, this tradition
of self-government had survived, even if in attenuated forms.
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Clearly Spain was a partial exception to the general model of
‘progress’, which Marx was developing at the time, and from which
Oriental despotisms were excluded. Marx found that there was room
for revolutionary initiative from below in Spain. In contrast, Marx
had seen other Oriental despotisms, the medieval city-state republics
in Europe and the Swiss republican cantons as complete historical
dead ends. Instead, he equated the path of ‘progress’ with “the other
great States of Europe {where} absolute monarchy present{ed} itself
as a civilising centre, as the initiator of social unity. There it was the
laboratory, in which the various elements of society were so mixed, as
to allow the towns to change the local independence and sovereignty
of the Middle Ages for the general rule of the middle classes, and the
common sway of civil society”.178
Whilst not yet fully developed into a theory of nation-state formation,
Marx and Engels’ writings at this stage point towards the major
northern and central European centralised monarchies and later
absolutist states as the bearers of ‘civilisation’ in the transition from
feudalism to capitalism, and from local particularism to broader
nation-states. Here were to be found the original ‘historic nations’.
The fact that Swiss peasant cantons kept alive a notion of independent
republicanism based on a person’s labour; that the class struggles
within the early Italian city communes had provided a wider
inspiration; and that the emergence of the first nation-state in the
Dutch Netherlands began as a ‘particularist’ revolt against Spanish
absolutism, shows the problem with the adoption of such a unilinear
model of ‘progress’.
Nevertheless, Marx and Engels showed they were prepared to ‘bend
and stretch’ their models to accommodate new revolutionary
movements from below. Unfortunately, as earlier in the century, the
forces of Reaction and Conservatism were to thwart revolution in
Spain in the 1850s. So, apart from some specialist military writings
by Engels, neither he, nor Marx, was to examine Spain again until a
new uprising took place there in 1873.
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D.

A SUMMARY OF MARX’S AND ENGELS’
UNDERSTANDING IN THE EARLY 1850s

The European doldrums of the 1850s had led Marx and Engels to
adopt a somewhat rigid, less dialectical analysis and perspective in
their understanding of the role of nations and nation-states. In their
view, the progress of capitalism and the nation-state were now closely
bound together, providing a unilinear and inevitable model of
development for the whole world.
There were considerable weaknesses in this new perspective, even if
they are partly explained by the sharp turn of events in 1848-9 already
outlined. After the defeat of the Revolution, the infant working class
was on the political retreat, and the initiative seemed to lie
increasingly with the rising bourgeoisie. This was reflected in Marx
and Engels’ new positions. Their resort to abstractions such as
‘historical nations’ and ‘historyless peoples’ is a fairly blatant
departure from a materialist, class-based and dialectical view of
development. Their temporary retreat to hoping that Liberal, capitalist
England would become the (unwitting) leader of revolution in Europe
(as well as the wider world) was another indication of their
disorientation after the revolutionary defeats. Their adherence to the
twelve points in the summary below was most strongly held over the
first three quarters of the 1850s.
Marx’s most significant advances in this period came about through
studying the working class in Britain. This led to major theoretical
gains and a much greater understanding of political economy and the
relations of production under capitalism. Yet, this also led to a
narrower comprehension of the wider contradictions of capitalist
society, and hence to other potential appreciation of the sources of
revolutionary opposition. Marx reacted to the financial crisis of 1857
by producing A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. 179
However, as Raya Dunayevskaya has stated, this work “was an
application of dialectics to political economy, instead of the creation
of the dialectic that would arise out of the workers’ struggles
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themselves”.180
Marx and Engels’ new understanding of the situation they faced, after
the defeat of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave, could be
summarised as follows:-

a) Marx and Engels argued that the road to progress had been
opened up by the major, more centralised, dynastic states in
Europe. Imperial monarchs had become the focus for unity and
had managed, by resolving the conflicts between the lords and the
city burghers, to overcome medieval particularism. Attempts by
Flemish and Italian city-states, and by the Swiss cantons, to resist
imperial rule were seen as reactionary.
b) By the mid-nineteenth century, the future for human
progress would largely be determined by a handful of ‘civilised’
or ‘historic nations’ - England (Britain), France, the USA and
Germany. The main indicators of ‘civilisation’ were economic,
particularly the level of industrialisation, and the generalisation of
capitalist social relations. Germany was only just entering
‘civilised nation’ status by economic criteria.
c) The ‘historic nations’ could further advance progress by
annexing adjacent territories peopled by the ‘less civilised’ or
‘historyless peoples’. 'England' had performed this ‘civilising’
role in the Scottish Highlands, and France had done so by
absorbing the Germans in Alsace-Lorraine.
Fortunately,
Germany was itself now sufficiently ‘civilised’ to absorb the
Czechs and possibly other Slavs. The Poles could also perform a
similar role for the Lithuanians, White Russians, and Ukrainians,
and the Hungarians for the Croats, Slovaks, and Romanians.
These ‘historyless peoples’ could be written off as “residual
fragments”. They could have no independent progressive role.
Indeed, they could only act as agents for reaction, particularly for
Tsarist Russia and Hapsburg Austria.
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d) There were more or less humane methods of incorporating
‘historyless peoples’. The French had assimilated the Germans in
Alsace by ‘voluntary’ methods, whilst the Germans were criticised
for the brutality and clumsiness of their efforts to absorb the Poles
in Prussia. Although Marx and Engels expressed a preference for
voluntary incorporation, the assimilation of the ‘less civilised’ by
the ‘civilised’ was still seen as progressive by whatever means.
Furthermore, in revolutionary periods, such as 1848-9, brutal
methods would probably have to be used against any “residual
fragments of peoples”.
e) History had bypassed the lands and states outside of Europe
and the USA. For the lands of the East, this could be explained by
the conservative role of communal production under ‘Oriental
despotism’. Beyond Asia lay even ‘darker’ regions such as Africa.
Marx and Engels did not think these areas could make any
independent contribution to history and progress. Sometimes
they privately used the prejudiced and racist terminology that was
widespread during this period.
f)
The ‘historic nations’ could kick-start the ‘motor of history’
and advance the cause of ‘civilisation’ in the colonies they held.
‘England’ was doing this in India, France in Algeria, and the USA
in Mexico. Even Tsarist Russia could be supported in its moves to
expand, if these were directed eastwards. The ‘historic nations’
were to be criticised for the brutality of colonisation, but
nevertheless, they still represented ‘progress’.
Any anticolonialist struggles, which occurred, were to be valued for their
knock-on effect in bringing about commercial crises in the
capitalist heartlands.
g) A partial exception to the ‘historyless’ role of ‘Oriental
despotism’ or the ‘Asiatic form of government’ was found in
Spain, where the cities could still be a focus of revolutionary
initiative.
h)

The ‘historic nations’, which held the key to progress, had to
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be large. Large nation-states were needed to develop the
productive forces. This requirement also contributed to Marx
and Engels’ hostility towards the small ‘historyless peoples’,
already condemned for their political role in the 1848-9
Revolutions.
i)
Free trade would also speed up capitalist development by
breaking down old modes of production with their associated
conservative habits, and by widening the market, further
developing the productive forces and increasing economic and
social links.
j)
Tsarist Russia had the will and the power to prevent any
political advance in Europe. Therefore, Poland and Hungary
were awarded ‘historic nation’ status on political not economic
grounds. Although they were not yet nation-states, their leaders
and peoples strongly opposed Tsarist Russia and its perceived
allies, Hapsburg Austria and Hohenzollern Prussia. Polish and
Hungarian moves to form independent nation-states were to be
supported.
k) The only road to communism now lay in the further
development of capitalism within an international system of
national states. The most rapid road to further development
would occur if revolutionary democrats could set up a social
republican state, which could rapidly promote the development of
production and distribution. Although the bourgeoisie was
making its own Liberal moves to develop the economy, they could
only do this at a slower pace, hampered by their increasing ties
with Conservative forces. Furthermore, their capital grew in an
unplanned manner through competition, and was very wasteful of
labour and resources.
l)
The working class should aim to influence economic
development by pressing for improved factory legislation and
shortened hours. This would both lead to better health for
workers and increase their time for political self-education and
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organisation. Indeed, the new trade union movement in Britain
represented an early, but not yet fully political, example of what
was needed. It was now seen as a more significant force than the
old revolutionary societies, now largely defunct or in exile.
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2.

A.

i)

NEW STRUGGLES AND CONTRADICTIONS
OPEN UP NEW PERSPECTIVES ON
NATIONS AND NATION-STATES
1857-77 – TWENTY YEARS OF
REVOLUTIONARY STRUGGLES
Twenty years of revolutionary struggles – twelve years of the
First International

Social republicanism had briefly emerged in Paris between February
and June 1848, and the Communist League had played a prominent
part in the German revolutions. Yet despite these new developments,
after the defeats of 1849, Radical thinking about the desired future
system of European states was still heavily influenced by the more
political republicanism of Mazzini. His long defunct Young Europe
organisation had envisaged the creation of an international federation
of democratic republics initiated by Europe’s ‘nations with a
mission’.181 Marx and Engels had profound disagreements with
Mazzini. Yet, having been forced to accept that nation-states were
here for a longer period of time, they ended up sharing some of
Mazzini’s ideas about ‘nations with a mission’, and about which
particular nations would likely be involved in any future
revolutions.182
By 1851, Marx and Engels appreciated that the last dying embers of
the recent International Revolutionary Wave had died down.
Furthermore, those countries at the centre of the widening industrial
revolution were now experiencing a prolonged economic boom.
When Marx’s much anticipated 1857 economic recession arrived, it
turned out to be considerably less severe than either of its 1837 or
1847 precedents. The next major recession was to be delayed until as
late as 1873.
Nevertheless, there was still a prolonged period of Radical activity
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between 1857-77. This did not amount to a definite International
Revolutionary Wave with connected actions spreading out from a
clear revolutionary epicentre. However, the more disparate class and
national struggles, which occurred between these two dates, proved to
be even wider than the previous waves in their geographical extent.
The outcomes of these struggles were also to have a considerable
impact on the formation of new nation-states.
In some respects, the 1857 Indian Mutiny,183 and the 1850-64 Taiping
Rebellion184 in China, resembled the Spanish War of Independence
against Napoleon of 1808-14.185 Just as Marx and Engels had looked
beneath the antiquated thinking, which inspired much of the earlier
resistance in Spain, so now they looked beyond the traditional
elements of the resistance in India and China for the first signs of new
national movements.
The Russian serfs were emancipated in 1861,186 whilst the 1861-5
Civil War led to the emancipation of slaves in the USA in 1863,187
followed by the Radical Reconstruction from 1865-77.188 In neither of
these cases, though, did the initial hopes entertained by revolutionary
democrats match the more limited social achievements.
The Tsarist Empire was still to endure further decades of despotic
rule, limited economic advance and crushing poverty for the
overwhelming majority. In the USA, there were certainly initially
very real gains linked to the Emancipation Proclamation and the postwar Radical Reconstruction. However, many of these gains were
reversed, particularly for the former black slaves, after the bloody Ku
Klux Klan led counter-offensive in the New South. The victory of the
North in the Civil War certainly contributed to the USA’s rapid
economic growth, but also led to a ‘new deal’ with the South. This
imposed forms of peonage upon the black agricultural workforce,
whilst ensuring that wage labour was divided on racial lines under Jim
Crow Laws. When the new Americam business corporations needed
more wage labourers, they drew instead more upon migrant labour
from across both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.
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The Mexican struggle between the Conservatives and Liberals from
1857, and against Napoleon III’s invasion in 1862,189 led to the active
participation of revolutionary forces here.190 Nevertheless, when the
Mexican Liberals’ victory finally occurred in 1867, the social gains
were again very meagre. Furthermore, Mexico soon became one of
the first Latin American economies to become subordinated to the
interests of the new US corporations.
The 1863 Polish Rising against Tsarist Russia was also crushed.191
The attempted Fenian Rising in Ireland in 1867, and their earlier
invasion of Canada from over the US border in 1866, were both quite
easily isolated and defeated.192 Yet, these struggles did contribute to a
continuing tradition of national revolt that was to resurface again.
However, Polish and (partial) Irish independence were only to be
achieved as a consequence of the convulsions arising much later,
during and after the First World War, in the 1916-21/3 International
Revolutionary Wave.
The unification of Germany took place between 1864-70,193 but not in
the revolutionary manner hoped for by ‘48 veterans. Kaiser Wilhelm I
and Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, along with the Prussian Junkers,
held a whip hand over the new German Empire. German Austria still
lay outside, and a portion of Poland remained inside, the new imperial
boundaries. The Italian Risorgimento or unification was more
prolonged (1859-70).194 The two main forces involved here were
those led by the Liberal monarchist, Count Cavour of Piedmont and
those led by Garibaldi, a Radical and republican hero. After 1856,
Mazzini no longer played any direct part in the struggles for national
unification.195 In the end, it was King Victor Emanuel of Piedmont
who headed a new wider Kingdom of Italy. This state was constituted
in 1860, although full territorial unity was not achieved until 1871.196
This period was also marked by the rise and demise of the
International Working Men’s Association (IWMA), or First
International, between 1864-72/6.197 1859-60 had seen the London
Building Workers’ Strike. This was soon followed by the formation
of London Trades Council. After these experiences, the trade union
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leaders, Cremer, Howell and Odger gave their support to the idea of
an international workers’ organisation to combat the use of imported
labour being used to break strikes. The London Trades Council, the
Operative Bricklayers Society, and the labour weekly, the Beehive,
jointly sponsored the founding Conference of the IWMA in St.
Martins Hall in London in 1864.198
The international context was very important. Support was needed for
Polish revolutionaries exiled after the defeat of the 1863 Rising. In
1864, there had been massive working class demonstrations in support
of Garibaldi, both in London and the provinces. The IWMA also
played an important part in winning sympathy and solidarity for
Abolitionists in the USA, and later for the Fenians in Ireland.
Important debates took place in the IWMA, during which Marx and
Engels moved closer to an internationalism from below stance. In
the course of these discussions, they had to challenge ideas that
stemmed from Mazzini’s now utopian Radical internationalism, and
from Proudhon supporters’ pseudo-cosmopolitanism.
The IWMA grew to international prominence before splitting at The
Hague in 1872. It was finally disbanded in Philadelphia in 1876, a
year before the ending of the Radical Reconstruction period in the
USA, and the Great Labour Uprising in St. Louis.199 The defeat of the
1871 Paris Commune was the key event that contributed to its
demise.200 To some degree, the Paris Commune was the last flicker of
the social republican hopes raised by the 1792, 1830 and 1848
revolutions in France, as well as a harbinger of later more definitely
proletarian revolutions elsewhere in 1905, and between 1917-21.
Looking to the past, the Paris Commune attracted the followers of
Proudhon and Blanqui in France, and old Chartist Socialists and the
Positivists in the UK.201 Although, Marx and Engels were initially
cautious about the Commune’s prospects, retrospectively the rising
became more associated with their thinking. They claimed that the
Commune was not so much an attempt to achieve the old
revolutionary ambition of a social republic, first in one city followed
by the whole nation, but the forerunner of a new communist world
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order and a stateless society. Marx and Engels highlighted the first
practical steps the Communards had taken that pointed in this
direction.
The IWMA had secured a limited working class base in the UK,
largely due to the work it did in winning international solidarity
during labour disputes. Yet, there was always a tension within the
IWMA, since many trade union leaders also looked to the Radical
wing of the Liberal Party. Leading trade union leaders in the IWMA
were prominent in the Reform League202 during the campaign for
universal male suffrage. The Reform League was broadly based. It
included Radicals and Liberals. It was able to mount an impressive
campaign. Whereas the British government, in 1848, forced the
Chartist franchise reformers assembled at Kennington Green to back
down, the demonstrators in Trafalgar Square and Hyde Park, in 1866,
had more success.
However, when Disraeli’s Conservative government enacted the
Reform Act203 in 1867, in the face of mass pressure, most Liberal and
Radical leaders accepted its more limited household franchise. As in
the case of the 1830s reformers, their leaders soon abandoned those
who had been excluded under the new legislation. The working class
was politically split into ‘respectable’ minority and ‘non-respectable’
majority components. This was partly a reflection of the division
between the more unionised skilled workers (in their New Model
unions) and the largely non-unionised, unskilled and casual workers.
Most leaders in the Reform League now wanted to bring any further
protests to an end. As an excuse, they used the ‘Sheffield
Outrages’,204 which involved attacks on non-union labourers by
members of the cutlers’ union, and of the Fenians’ attempts in
Manchester and Clerkenwell Prison, using guns and bombs, to try to
rescue prisoners.205 The Reform League was closed down in 1869.
Two years later, the Paris Commune united the widest sections of that
city’s working class in revolutionary action. However, British trade
union leaders, whose support came from a narrower class base, took
fright in the face of sustained ruling class pressure after the
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Commune’s defeat. They broke their connection with the IWMA.206
These leaders wanted to maintain their links with the Liberal Party.
Furthermore, the Catholic hierarchy in Ireland used the opportunity of
the ‘godless’ Commune to whip up reaction and force the closure of
the IWMA’s Irish sections.207 This followed the hierarchy’s earlier
attacks upon the Fenian Brotherhood.208 The Catholic hierarchy
wanted to become a major determining force in Irish politics. They
had to sideline two immediate targets before they could achieve this
objective. Thus, they opposed any independent ‘lower orders’ class
organisations, and any secular organisations, which wanted to unite
Protestants, Catholics and Dissenters.
One feature of this period, after 1849, was the UK’s continued
acquisition of imperial possessions, despite the promotion of a ‘free
trade’ ideology by British governments. If a country, such as China,
was not keen to open its borders to foreign trade, then a little gunboat
diplomacy, the seizure of certain treaty ports, and enforced trade
concessions, could all help the ‘free trade’ process along. The British
Navy also needed a network of overseas bases, particularly in Africa,
the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, to provide a link with its most
valuable imperial possession - India, and help it enforce the ban on
slave trading. In this, both Liberal Free Traders and Nonconformist
Evangelists could be persuaded to overcome any earlier objections
they might have held towards British imperialism. Their Social
Democratic equivalents today support the claims of US and British
imperialists to be bringing ‘democracy’ as they militarily crush noncompliant states in Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya, the better to ensure
corporate control of vital oil supplies.
Palmerston was particularly adroit in exploiting the contradictions of
Liberalism. He used the racist moral indignation, whipped up by the
press at the time of the Indian Mutiny and Taiping Rebellion, to help
create a new Liberal/Conservative consensus, which supported British
overseas interests. This British imperialism was not yet openly
expressed as a need to annex extensive new territories. Instead, it
concentrated mainly on taking decisive diplomatic and armed actions
wherever British economic and political interests were challenged,
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whether it was in China and India, or in Jamaica during the Morant
Bay Rebellion of 1865.209 The main purpose of these naked displays
of power was to show that the UK was not to be challenged.
Nevertheless, this period still witnessed significant British imperial
territorial acquisitions in India, southern Africa and Australia.
A very similar hypocritical support for ‘free trade’ and
‘progress’/‘democracy’ underpins the ideology of US imperialism
today. If the role of colonial acquisition in the mid-Victorian UK has
often been downplayed, then imperial denial has played an even
greater role in the history of the USA. President Polk’s desire for the
USA to take control of the whole North American continent has
already been outlined.210 President Lincoln’s Secretary of State,
William Seward,211 held similar ambitions. Later apologists have
often denied any imperial intent in the actual or planned annexations
of any lands contiguous to those that already constituted US federal
territory. Native and Hispanic Americans knew the hollowness of
such claims.
Furthermore, even during this period, when the USA was mainly
involved in occupying new land on the North American landmass
itself, wider imperial interests were also developing, with a particular
interest in the Pacific. Admiral Perry, using the British intervention in
China as a precedent, forcibly opened up Japan to American trade in
1854.212 During the midst of the American Civil War, Lincoln
inaugurated the construction of the first transcontinental railroad,
partly with an eye to the China trade. In 1867, Midway Island in the
Pacific Ocean was taken over by the US government.213 To further
strengthen the links between the American East and West coasts,
attacks on the Plains Indians were stepped up. The Cheyenne became
the victims of the Sand Creek Massacre in 1864.214 T hey represented
an obstacle in the way of the wider ambitions of American business.
These were some of the events that helped to shape the world in the
mid-nineteenth century. The aborted 1848 ‘Springtime of Peoples’
had left its legacy. Nation-states were now seen, by nearly all, to be
the political framework within which further human ‘progress’ would
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manifest itself. Marx and Engels modified their early 1850s
perspective to meet the requirements of the situation they now faced.

ii)

The Indian Mutiny, the Taiping Rebellion and the struggle
to comprehend their significance

When the Indian Mutiny and Taiping Rebellions occurred, Marx and
Engels appreciated the novelty of these events. They no longer
concentrated all their attention upon the fatalism of the masses arising
from the nature of Oriental society or, as they soon termed it, the
‘Asiatic mode of production’. Marx’s Grundrisse, written between
1857-9, included a more considered approach to the societies they had
previously dismissed as in total thrall to Oriental despotism.215 They
now saw the revolts in India and China as precursors of new national
revolutions, which would create modern nation states.
In the UK itself, parliamentary and press attention was focused upon
certain brutal acts directed against the British by the rebel Indian
sepoys.216 Some idea of the climate of the time is shown in Charles
Dickens’ contribution to the Christmas 1857 edition of Household
Words. “I wish I were a commander in chief in India. The first thing
I would do to strike that Oriental Race with amazement . . . should be
to proclaim to them... that I should do my utmost to exterminate the
race upon whom the stain of the late cruelties rested; and that I was...
now proceeding, with... merciful swiftness of execution, to blot it out
of mankind and raze it off the face of the Earth”.217 Such opinions did
not prevent Dickens from remaining the literary hero of Liberals and
Radicals alike.
Marx, however, explained that the “infamous conduct of the sepoys...
is only the reflex in concentrated form, of England’s own conduct in
India… There is something in human history like retribution; and it is
a rule of historical retribution that its instrument be forged not by the
offended, but by the offender himself.” 218 Here Marx was illustrating
an early example of ‘blowback’.219 Marx went on to expose the
brutality of the British officers in suppressing the mutiny.220
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Engels went considerably further in his writings on the Taiping
Rebellion221 then raging in China. “This is... a popular war for the
maintenance of Chinese nationality, with all its overbearing prejudice,
stupidity, learned ignorance and pedantic barbarism if you like, but yet
a popular war. And in a popular war the means used by the insurgent
nation cannot be measured by the commonly held rules of regular
warfare, not by any other abstract standard, but by the degree of
civilisation only attained by that insurgent nation”.222 In the end, after
the deaths of twenty million people, the Qing dynasty re-established
control through the use of local landlords’ resort to militia based on
more traditionally minded peasants, and British officered regular
armies.
Engels’ “popular war” shared common features with later epic peasant
uprisings, for example, those in Mexico and Russia. Inspired once
more by a massive movement from below, Engels was obviously
struggling to recognise something new in China.
Yet, his
understanding was still limited by his Eurocentric ‘degree of
civilisation’ viewpoint.
The Chinese peasantry was ruled over by a Manchu dynasty.
Although attempting to remain aloof and separate from the ordinary
Chinese, the Manchu Qing dynasty still depended upon a Chinese
mandarin bureaucracy and ruled over much of their empire with the
cooperation of Chinese landlords. Nevertheless, neither wing of the
ruling class entertained much idea that they shared something in
common with the Chinese peasant. The Chinese peasants had their
own vernacular revolutionary traditions. There had been large-scale
peasant uprisings in the past directed against the dynastic rulers,
mandarins and landlords.
One of the key features of the Taiping Rising was the resort to a
tradition of communal egalitarianism. “All lands under Heaven shall
be farmed jointly by the people under Heaven... All lands under
Heaven shall be accessible in time of abundance or famine. If there is
a famine in one area move the surplus from an area where there is
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abundance in that area... Land shall be farmed by all, rice eaten by all,
clothes worn by all, money spent by all. There shall be no inequality
and no person without food or fuel. No matter whether man or
woman, everyone over sixteen years shall receive land”.223
It was this vernacular revolutionary history which Engels found
difficulty in recognising. For Engels, China had long lived outside of
any progressive history, doomed by Oriental despotism. In a onesided, undialectical way, he mainly considered the external impact of
western, particularly British imperialism on China.
Engels
downplayed the significance of the domestic contribution. He focused
instead on “all its overbearing prejudice, stupidity, learned ignorance
and pedantic barbarism.”
Growing European penetration of China did undoubtedly bring
something new to supplement the vernacular revolutionary tradition.
Taiping leader, Hong Xiuquan, targeted traditional Confucianism and
Buddhism and tried to introduce a new Chinese form of Christianity.
The changes brought about by external influences offered the prospect
of an escape from the cyclical pattern of previous revolts in China,
which only overthrew the existing regime, but not its underlying
socio-economic relations.
It was the combination of the old anti-dynastic and anti-landlord
dimension, with the first stirrings of a wider anti-imperialist
dimension, which made elements of the Taiping Rising harbingers of
future national revolutionary movements. Furthermore, precisely
because the new capitalism came to such non-European countries in
an externally imposed imperialist form, these movements tended to
include an anti-capitalist element, whilst also drawing on whatever
traditional domestic ideas and practices which seemed resistant to
‘foreign’ impositions.
Events in India and China did not have the knock-on revolutionary
effect in the UK that Marx and Engels had originally hoped for.
Instead, the two rebellions provided another opportunity for
Palmerston to advance his new Liberal/Conservative imperialism.

80

There was a huge surge in racism encouraged by many, including The
Times and Dickens. This helped to create the atmosphere in which
‘scientific racist’ theories came to prominence, such as those first
pioneered by Edinburgh anatomist, Robert Knox, in his Races of Man
published in 1850.224 Arthur de Gobineau’s An Essay on the
Inequality of the Human Races, published in 1853,225 performed a
similar role in France. Louis Agassiz’s Diversity of Origin of the
Human Races, published in 1850,226 helped to add pseudo-scientific
‘reason’ to the longstanding biblical justifications for racism found in
black chattel slavery upholding USA. These racist theories helped to
provide the ideology needed to win support for the further expansion
of the British, French and American empires.
It is not surprising that Marx worried about the international prospects
for socialism, despite his renewed enthusiasm for revolutionary
prospects in 1857. In a private letter to Engels, Marx wrote, “The
difficult question for us is this: on the Continent the revolution is
imminent and will immediately assume a socialist character. Is it not
bound to be crushed in this little corner, considering that in a far
greater territory the movement of bourgeois society is still on the
ascendant?”227

iii)

Russia and its vernacular revolutionary tradition

If there was one place where Marx and Engels took a particularly long
time to overcome the shortcomings of their theories, and also a certain
prejudice, it was Russia. Their main operative concept to distinguish
their two main types of peoples - ‘historic nations’ and ‘historyless
peoples’ - did not easily fit. They classified Russia as semi-Asiatic,228
with the strong suggestion that, in common with the Asiatic mode of
production itself, there was little capacity for internal change. During
the 1848-9 Revolutions, Marx and Engels had looked to German
revolutionaries to launch a war against Tsarist Russia. Between 18536, Marx had hoped that Liberal capitalist England would be victorious
over Russia in the Crimean War229 thus precipitating the regime’s
downfall.230 By 1856, he was even writing for the rabidly anti-
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Russian Free Press produced by the maverick Tory MP, David
Urquhart.231
In all public arenas Marx and Engels championed Poland against
Russia. Yet, Engels had written privately to Marx, in 1851,
confessing that, “No moment could be pointed out in which Poland
represented progress even vis-a-vis Russia or did anything of
historical significance. Russian rule, with all its nastiness, with all its
Slavonic filth, is civilising for the Black and Caspian Seas, for Central
Asia, for Bashkirs and Tartars, and Russia has absorbed far more
civilisation-bearing and industrial elements than Poland with its
chivalrous and bearskin nature”. 232 In other words Russia appeared
more ‘of a historic nation’ than Poland, not something they wanted to
publicly declare!
Now the first part of the quote, pointing to the progressive role of
Russia in the East, can be understood as stemming from Marx and
Engels’ earlier view of history being confined to Europe and the USA.
This was also the view of Radical national democrats such as
Mazzini.233 Thus, even Russia appeared ‘civilised’ compared to those
lands further east. However, to acknowledge that Russia represents
“progress” and is “civilisation-bearing” compared to Poland seems to
fly in the face of everything Marx and Engels publicly stood for.
There is something wrong here with their working concepts.
There was undoubtedly a strong element of truth in Marx's
characterisation of Russia as semi-Asiatic. This was a very common
theme in Russian thinking both at this time and later. It was to be
acknowledged by Plekhanov, Lenin and Trotsky. Yet, the 'semi' in
'semi-Asiatic' indicated there was another half of the equation to be
considered. This was the western element, whether it was the
influence of the major European feudal dynasties in the past, or
western European capitalism later. In both the dark days of Mongol
rule, and again under Ivan the Terrible, the Asiatic elements may well
have predominated. However, since the days of Peter the Great it was
the 'west wind' that blew most strongly.
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Marx cold-shouldered the Russian democrat, Alexander Herzen,234
who analysed Russian society in a different manner. “On one hand,
Russia governmental, rich, armed not with bayonet only, but with all
the resources of chicane borrowed from the chancelleries of the
despotic States of Germany. On the other, Russia poor, agricultural,
laborious, communal and democratic; Russia disarmed (conquista)
without having been vanquished”.235 The Tsarist regime was now
looking to the West for helpful precedents to maintain its rule. It no
longer had much to fear or learn from the declining Asiatic states of
the East.
The problem is that Marx and Engels showed relatively little interest
in Russia’s own vernacular revolutionary traditions. This was similar
to the weakness they demonstrated with regard to China, and to other
places, which they thought history had ‘bypassed’. Russia had been
swept by major peasant uprisings. The last major rising, led by
Pugachev,236 had taken place in 1773-4. 1825 had also seen the
Decembrist Rising237 led by western-influenced army officers.
Although this was still confined to a tiny minority within Russian
society, it heralded the rise of a modern challenge to the tsarist regime,
like similar events in Italy, Spain and Portugal round about the same
time. Marx and Engels took little account of these earlier upheavals in
Russia. Yet, Engels could write brilliantly of the early vernacular
revolutionary traditions in Germany, particularly of the Anabaptists
during the Peasant War in the sixteenth century.238
Furthermore, there were plenty of people around at this time who
could see that Tsarist Russia would be challenged by its own largely
Slav peasant masses. For a period, after Russia’s defeat in the
Crimean War in 1854, Marx and Engels also thought that a peasant
revolt might occur. However, this did not happen, partially due to the
regime's belated, yet still restricted, emancipation of the serfs in 1861.
So, Marx and Engels' pessimism with regard to Russia reasserted
itself.
The prime reason for the lack of a more visible political opposition
lay, not in the shortcomings of the communal system of land tenure,
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nor the 'stupidity' of the Slav peasants, nor yet the failings of the
Russian intelligentsia (a great contributor to world thought in the
nineteenth century). Rather it lay in the continuing oppressive nature
of tsarist rule. Past failed peasant risings had cost tens or even
hundreds of thousands of lives (just as the more recent Taiping Rising,
in China, had cost millions of lives).
Marx and Engels tended, at this time, to treat Tsarist Russia (along
with most Slavic peoples, except for the Poles) as a monolithic
reactionary political bloc. This somewhat anticipated the Stalinist
post-Second World War view of the world divided into two camps
only with the ‘progressive’ sides reversed. Marx and Engels had not
yet fully grasped the nature of the growing social contradictions found
in the lands further east.
This left the field open to others, such as the Anarchist, Mikhail
Bakunin.239 He talked-up a peasant, freedom loving, ethnic Slavdom
(a notion much influenced by the prevailing Romanticism of the
times), and he vilified a servile, Prussian Junker Germany. This,
though, was but a mirror image of Marx and Engels, who talked-up a
vision of a proletarian democratic Germany (far from being achieved)
and vilified an autocratic Tsarist Russia. Marx and Engels, as they
later acknowledged, had so far developed a theory and practice
designed only for Western Europe and the USA.

iv)

The USA and the struggle for black emancipation

Even in the case of the USA, Marx and Engels’ theories demonstrated
a major oversight. For the USA was not just inhabited by people of
European descent but by Native Americans and African Americans,
the majority of the latter living as chattel slaves. Marx and Engels
were very conscious of black slavery in the USA and continually
condemned it.240 However, they considered the issue of chattel
slavery largely from the point of view of its reactionary effect upon
US politics, and the way it acted as a barrier to the development of
‘free’ waged labour.
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Marx was quite clear about the crucial role slavery played in the rise
of capitalism. “The veiled slavery of the wage workers in Europe
needed for its pedestal, slavery pure and simple in the new world”.241
However, Marx and Engels had little understanding of the slaves’ own
revolts - either in the form of runaway Maroon societies, 242 or the
armed black slave uprisings led by Nat Turner in Virginia in 1831,243
and most significantly, the world’s first successful slave rebellion in
Saint Domingue (Haiti) from 1791.244
As the midpoint of the nineteenth century arrived and passed, political
questions in the USA turned increasingly around the issue of slavery.
Presidents Jefferson, Jackson and Polk had all tried to mitigate the
problem of strained North/South relations through a policy of
territorial expansion. Following the policy of ‘Manifest Destiny’, the
new 1850 Compromise245 was passed. California, particularly
important after the discovery of gold, was admitted to the Union as a
free state. However, the Mormon State of Deseret246 was not allowed
to join the Union. It was broken up to form the new US territories of
New Mexico and Utah, with Brigham Young recognised as Governor
of Utah Territory. No decision was made about the status of slavery
in New Mexico. When the American Civil War finally started in 1861
the territory was to be split between Confederate Arizona, and the
remaining Unionist part of New Mexico.
As the sectional conflict heated up in the West, Missouri, and then
neighboring Kansas, became the most violent states in the USA. The
pro-slavery Missouri State Governor had already declared an
Extermination Act in 1838. This had been directed against the antislavery (but still white racist), polygamous Mormons.247 In 1854, the
US Congress passed the Kansas Nebraska Act 248 making further
concessions to the Southern slave owners. This Act overthrew the
1820 Missouri Compromise, leaving it up to any new state to decide
whether to accept black slavery or not. The struggle between Slavery
and Abolitionism now turned upon attempts to create new, or contain
existing, slave states. The Border Ruffians were formed in Missouri
with the express intent of spreading black chattel slavery into Kansas
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Territory, resulting in the Missouri-Kansas War of 1856.249 It was
during this conflict that the future Abolitionist martyr, John Brown,
was to first make his name.250
One of the most controversial features of the 1850 Compromise had
been the Fugitive Slave Law.251 This required all US citizens to
cooperate in the returning of escaped slaves to their owners. This
showed the majority of the American ruling class, at the time, placed
the rights of property in all its forms, including chattel slaves, above
any notions of human freedom. This law was directed at the growing
Abolitionist movement and in particular the ‘Underground
Railroad’.252
Two escaped African American women slaves,
253
Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman,254 supporters of both slaves
and women’s emancipation, became effective organisers for the
Abolitionists. Tubman took part in armed raids into the South, both
before and during the American Civil War.
Marx, however, had not chronicled the rise of the impressive
Abolitionist Movement in the USA. He had earlier supported the
USA’s ‘civilising’ role in conquering large parts of northern
Mexico.255 One result of the US annexation of the former Mexican
territory had been to allow the reintroduction of chattel slavery into
areas where it had previously been legally abolished. In the nearby
Caribbean, the example of emancipated Haiti was treated with as
much loathing by the slaveholding South, as Cuba is today by the US
State Department. Much of the Southern-promoted, US push into the
Caribbean Basin was driven by the desire to extend slavery and to
crush this symbol.
William Walker,256 an American filibuster (freebooter), invaded
Nicaragua and became dictator in 1856. He revoked the country’s
1824 slave emancipation edict in order to win support in the US
South. However, he came up against Northern shipping and railroad
tycoon, Cornelius Vanderbilt. He financed the Costa Rican army and
persuaded the US government to bring Walker’s adventure to an end
in 1857. Vanderbilt wanted Nicaragua to act as a transport route
linking the Atlantic and Pacific, and thus serve Northern business
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interests. Even before the outbreak of the American Civil War, rising
Northern industrial businesses were demonstrating their increased
ability to mould the US state to meet their own particular interests.
They were becoming convinced that their need for an expanded
nationwide market was incompatible with continued chattel slavery in
the South. A civil war was looming.
The developing conflict between the Abolitionists and the advocates
of black slavery produced increasing pressure upon the existing
parties. The old Democratic-Republicans had supported asylum
seekers during the Revolutionary Wars of 1794-1802. However, there
were tensions now between second or third generation White
Americans and the newer migrants particularly from Ireland. The
Know Nothing Party was formed on an anti-Catholic basis,
developing its main strength in the coastal cities.257 However, a split
developed in the Know Nothing ranks as the growing divide between
pro- and anti-slavery forces became more important than antiCatholicism.
In the West, the Free Soil Party emerged.258 It was determined to keep
black slavery out. Some former Know Nothings united with the
majority of the Free Soil Party and a section of the Whigs to form the
new Republican Party in 1854.259 Whilst the new Republican Party
was widening its base, the old Democrat Party 260 was splitting into
anti-slavery extension/pro-Union War Democrats, pro-slavery/pro
Union anti-war Copperheads, and the pro-slavery/anti-Union, soon to
be pro-war Confederates.
These divisions amongst the Democrats helped the Republican,
Abraham Lincoln261 win the Presidency in 1861. The Republicans
included a strong Abolitionist grouping, albeit divided between
Radical and Liberal wings. The South, fearing a declaration of slave
emancipation, seceded from the Union, formed the Confederacy,262
and declared war in 1861. During the ensuing American Civil War,263
Marx’s American supporters, amongst the exiled 48’er GermanAmerican Communists, gave their wholehearted support to the
Union,264 championing the cause of Abolition. They included Joseph
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Wedemeyer,265 who became a colonel in the Union army.
The Radical Abolitionists wanted an immediate declaration of
emancipation for slaves throughout the USA. During the opening
stage of the American Civil War, the newly elected President Lincoln
refused to emancipate the slaves, because he wanted to retain the
support of the pro-Union, slavery-upholding, Northern Democrats in
the border states along the Mason-Dixon Line.266 Lincoln, seen by
many Liberals as the very epitome of American democracy and
freedom, represented the moderate wing of the Abolitionist
movement.
In 1857, a major conflict had broken out in Mexico between the
Liberals led by Native American, Benito Juarez,267 and the
Conservatives supported by the Spanish-descended landlords and the
Catholic Church. Marx expressed his indignation when Napoleon III
sent an invading army, in 1862, to help impose a Hapsburg prince,
Maximilian, as Emperor in the interest of the Mexican
Conservatives268.
Radical Abolitionists were very sympathetic towards the plight of the
Native American peasants in Mexico, who still had to undertake
enforced labour duties. They saw these peasants’ position in Mexico
as similar to that of black slaves in the USA. The Radical
Abolitionists wanted the US Republican government to give more
open support to the Mexican Liberals’ struggle against the
Conservatives, Emperor Maximilian and Napoleon III’s invading
army. Abraham Lincoln argued that the impending threat of an
American Civil War prevented anything but moral support being
given. The leaders of the Confederacy gave their support to the
Mexican Conservatives.
Ironically, in Mexico, Juarez and his Liberals took a similar moderate
approach, in the struggle to split the Conservatives, to that taken by
Lincoln to split the Democrat Party in the USA. Juarez refused to
abolish the peasants’ enforced labour duties. He also encouraged the
sale of their former communally held lands. This eventually led to a
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revolt, led by the Socialist, Chavez Lopez, who “denounced the
exploitation of peasantry by landowner, government and Church,
plunder of village land, robbery in employers’ shops, debt slavery and
wretched level of day wages.”269 Juarez had Lopez captured and shot.
Despite this betrayal of peasant and worker interests, large numbers
still joined guerilla bands to fight against the Conservatives and the
occupying French forces.
In the period immediately before the American Civil War of 1861-5,
Marx initially emphasised the role of the white Abolitionist and
martyr, John Brown. Interestingly he focused upon the same
individual as Mazzini.270 Brown had led an unsuccessful raid on the
US federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry in Virginia.271 Marx, overlooking
most of the preparatory work done by others, especially black
Abolitionists, saw the death of the white abolitionist, Brown, as being
responsible for the new “movement of slaves in America”.272
When the American Civil War began, Marx strongly believed that the
wavering President Lincoln could only gain victory against the
Southern Confederacy by emancipating black slaves. This meant
Lincoln would have to break his alliance with pro-Union Northern
Democrats. Marx also saw the necessity for an emancipation
proclamation if Lincoln was to win over the majority of workers in the
UK to support the Union cause.
Some leading British trade unionists, labour journals, such as the BeeHive, Reynold’s Newspaper and the Glasgow Sentinel, and even a
handful of former Chartists, initially supported the Confederates.
They pointed to the working class’s former Anti-Corn Law League
adversaries, Cobden and Bright, Radical Liberals who were now
championing Abraham Lincoln and the Union. These trade unionists
saw the new ‘plutocracy’ as their main enemy. They sometimes
claimed that wage slavery was worse than chattel slavery. However,
like Marx and Engels, the former Radical Chartists, Julian Harney and
Ernest Jones, were politically astute enough to see that even waged
labour was still an advance on chattel slavery. Wage slaves had some
legal and political rights, but chattel slaves had none. Harney and
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Jones both joined the pro-Union cause.273
Marx and Engels chronicled the working class campaign in England to
support Lincoln and the Unionists against the reactionary
Confederates and their British allies, during the American Civil War.
Once the emancipation proclamation was made, workers, and many of
their trade union leaders, in the UK, did go on to give significant
support to the Republicans and specifically to the Abolitionists.274
This was done despite the dependence of the Lancashire mills on the
South’s raw cotton, and hence the Civil War’s immediate threat to
workers’ jobs and livelihoods. Workers demonstrated in large
numbers, in Manchester and London, to put pressure on the
government not to side with the slave-supporting South.275
Palmerston’s Liberal/Whig government backed down.
Yet significantly, when Lincoln announced his first Emancipation
Proclamation, it only applied to the South and not to the Border states
still in the Union. Ironically, this attempt to win slave support by
offering emancipation to those living in enemy territory, whilst
denying it to others still suffering such exploitation within areas
controlled by the US government, followed the precedent followed by
the British government in the face of the American War of
Independence.276
Furthermore, Lincoln tried to link slave emancipation with a policy of
black overseas colonisation. This would have led to the state
sponsored shipping abroad of emancipated black slaves. This too had
British and earlier US precedents with the setting up of Sierra
Leone277 and Liberia278 respectively. It took considerable pressure,
organised by Frederick Douglass,279 to prevent this particular measure
from being implemented.280
Marx and Engels gave their support to Lincoln as Republican
President despite his moderation, and the existence of the more
consistent Radical Republicans led by John Fremont.281 One of the
first acts of the new IWMA, founded in 1864, was to write a
congratulatory address to the newly elected President Lincoln.282
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Marx also anticipated the need for the Union to use black soldiers, if it
was to secure victory. He wrote to Engels stating that, “A single
nigger regiment would have a remarkable effect on Southern
nerves”.283 The American historian, James H. Macpherson, has shown
how Lincoln eventually came to adopt this policy too.284
However, it was William Du Bois, the African American historian,
writing sixty years after the Civil War, who argued that the category
‘black slavery’ effectively disguised the real function of black labour
for the US (and UK) economy.285 Far from being just a pre-capitalist
remnant, US chattel slavery was a thoroughly capitalist institution and
remained an important component of the wider capitalist world
economy. ‘Free’ waged labour was not the only form of capitalist
exploitation. Where unfree labour provided super-profits, even
industrial capital would make use of its produce until effectively
challenged. It was the demand for raw cotton in the UK’s Industrial
Revolution that had given black slavery a new lease of life in the
USA. Black slaves were, in effect, super-exploited workers.
These black workers emerged as a key revolutionary force in the Civil
War, once the ending of their legal super-exploitation became a real
possibility. Du Bois described the de facto ‘General Strike’, in which
tens of thousands of African Americans, abandoned the plantations
and headed to the North. Many African Americans joined the Union
army. This ‘General Strike’ was a key event in the Civil War.286 This
was not recognised by Marx and Engels.287
Some poorer Whites in the South also opposed fighting for the
slaveholders, leading to counties, such as the 'Free State of Jones',288
defying the Confederate government, whilst others also went North to
join the Union army.

v)

The counter-revolution within the revolution – the effect of
the retreat from Radical Reconstruction

Without the active participation of African American workers,
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particularly those in uniform, it is impossible to understand that most
revolutionary of periods in US history - The Reconstruction - from
1865 until its final defeat in 1877.289 African American participation
in the Reconstruction followed the Union victory over the
Confederates in the Civil War. African Americans played a key part
in the revolutionary administration in the South. The Radical
Republicans did introduce a non-racial franchise, but the promised ’40
acres and a mule’,290 initially offered to African American Union
soldiers, was never realised; so African American political
enfranchisement was never given any economic underpinning.
In the face of these challenges, the old southern ‘aristocracy’ turned to
the poor Whites for allies. The threat of an extension of land rights to
African Americans under Reconstruction, and the opening up of jobs
to black workers, allowed former plantation owners to raise the
spectre of African Americans as direct economic competitors to the
poor Whites. The alliance of old southern 'aristocrats' and poor
Whites formed the basis of the Ku Klux Klan.291
With traditional southern elite support, the Ku Klux Klan launched its
vicious opposition to the Radical Reconstruction. “A lawlessness
which, in 1865-68, was still spasmodic and episodic, now became
organized, and its real underlying industrial causes obscured by
political excuses and race hatred. Using a technique of mass and
midnight murder, the South began widely organized aggression upon
the Negroes... Armed guerilla warfare killed thousands of negroes...
ten to one hundred times as many Negroes were killed as whites.”292
Furthermore, it was precisely because of the revolutionary
implications of Reconstruction that most Republican leaders in the
North abandoned their recent alliance with former black slaves. The
moderate Liberal Republicans, whose commitment to Reconstruction
became more and more tenuous, began to marginalise the Radical
Republicans. Northern business leaders had achieved their principal
aim once slavery had been abolished. They now wanted access to this
new workforce at the cheapest cost. Blocking African American
access to land, and resort to racist divide-and-rule tactics, were the
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policies used to further this aim.
The Liberal Republicans established links with their old Democrat
adversaries, the Southern ‘aristocracy'. In this process of counterrevolution, the southern planters showed their usefulness to the
capitalist leaders in the industrial capitalist North. The political
switchover from the Radical to the Liberal Reconstruction took place
over a number of years. It culminated in “the bargain of 1876. {This}
was essentially an understanding by which the Federal Government
ceased to sustain the right to vote of half the labouring population of
the South, and left capital, as represented by the old planter class, the
new Northern capitalist, and the capitalist class that began to arise out
of the poor whites, with a control of labour unparalleled in modern
times... the dictatorship of capital in the South {was} complete”.293
There was resistance, including the Lowry War, led by Henry Berry
Lowry, who successfully led a band of mixed Lumbee Indians and
Black Africans in Robeson County, North Carolina from 1864-72,
killing the local head of the Ku Klux Klan.294 However, such
resistance remained isolated.
If the term ‘fascism’ is to be reserved to describe later attempts to
defeat possible revolutionary challenges in the countries of Europe,
some of its preconditions were to be firmly established in the
American South. The Ku Klux Klan was a thoroughly reactionary
organisation dedicated to ending the Reconstruction. It did not take
control of the whole US federal state, but it certainly helped to
establish a regime in the South even more vicious than that established
by Mussolini’s Fascisti over Italian labour from 1923. Black labour
suffered massive political, economic and social degradation, under the
combined impact of the state-imposed Jim Crow Laws295 and white
lynch mobs,296 after the gains of Reconstruction were systematically
rolled back.
However, this situation could not have developed without the tacit
support of the Liberal Republicans in the North. Before the Civil
War, the Southern slave-owners held a disproportionate influence over
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the Federal Government. Now, Northern industrialists held the whip
hand in the new ‘Age of the Tycoons’.297 In return for acceptance of
the abolition of black chattel slavery, the Liberal Republicans allowed
the ‘Confederacy’ to be restored in the South’, but in a revised form.
This was done under the guise of the restored recognition of Southern
states’ rights, and by resort to an increasingly shared racism. Federal
troops, previously deployed under General Grant to provide some
protection to African Americans in the South from murderous Ku
Klux Klan attacks, were moved elsewhere. After all, new land needed
to be seized from Native Americans in the West, whilst troops would
also be needed to suppress workers during labour disputes.
Marx took direct inspiration from the abolition of chattel slavery
during the Civil War, when writing his first volume of Capital,
published soon afterwards. “In the United States of North America,
every independent movement of the workers was paralysed so long as
slavery disfigured part of the Republic. Labour cannot emancipate
itself in the white skin where in the black it is branded. But out of the
death of slavery a new life at once arose. The first fruit of the Civil
War was the eight hours’ agitation”.298 Support for the ‘8 Hour Day’
was passed at the General Congress of Labour held in Baltimore 1866.
Unfortunately, the General Congress of Labour was not quite as
general as its name suggested. As Radical Republicanism went on the
retreat, the rising Liberal Republicans found support for their new
alliance with the Southern reactionaries from racist white workers in
the North. Many of these workers were recent immigrants who feared
competition for jobs from freed black slaves. In the Civil War such
white workers had provided much of the base for those pro-Union
Northern Democrats who had opposed the ending of black slavery.
In 1863, they had launched a pogrom against African Americans in
the New York riots against the federal Draft Laws.299
Therefore, part and parcel of the vicious racist drive, at the time, was a
refusal by many trade unions to accept black workers. Although the
First International invited the American National Labour Union to
send delegates to its European congresses, it did not respond to the
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decision of the National Negro Labour Union to send a delegate to its
1870 congress.300 Marx and Engels’ failure to realize the full
reactionary implications of the racist ‘counter-revolution within the
revolution’ decidedly muffled the “tocsin...{which} the American
Civil War {had} sounded for the European working class”.301 This
was to render null and void any lingering hopes they still had when
transferring the IWMA to the USA, after the Paris Commune was
defeated in 1871.
Despite the administration’s step-by-step retreat from Radical
Republican principles, leading African American Abolitionists moved
still closer to the Republican government. Republicans had delivered
the Emancipation Proclamation and the Union victory, and there was
still the prospect of electing African Americans to Congress, once the
Republicans had delivered the 15th Constitutional Amendment, which
would give them the vote. This last major Reconstruction reform was
passed in 1870.
Yet, the African American Abolitionists paid a high political cost for
falling in behind the Liberal Republicans. The American Anti-Slavery
Society (AASS) was closed down in 1870,302 despite the ongoing Ku
Klux Klan terror in the South, and new battles in the Caribbean
against slavery. Many other members wanted the AASS to continue
and to widen this fight back. They also remembered the valuable
support given by Haiti to the early Union. It was only in 1862, that
Lincoln finally recognised this former slave colony,303 which had been
declared free and independent as far back as 1804. AASS members
remained internationalists who understood the intrinsically linked
nature of all these struggles.
There was also a new liberation struggle in Cuba led by Carlos
Cespedes.304 He had been greatly encouraged by the victory of the
anti-slavery forces in the USA. He launched what became the Ten
Years War (1868-78), against the forces of imperial Spain and the
local Conservative slave-owners.305 It was during this war that the
future hero of Cuban national liberation, Jose Marti,306 first emerged
and was jailed by the Spanish. Cespedes wanted Cuba to become a
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new US state.307 Like others, he thought that the abolition of slavery
had revitalised ‘true republicanism’ in the USA. The American
Republic could once more become a beacon to others seeking
freedom. This had once been Benjamin Franklin’s dream. 308
However, with Liberals pushing Radical Republicanism aside, it was
not the politics of a ‘Radical US Republic’ that were in the
ascendancy. Liberal Republicans came from the tradition of moderate
Abolitionism and the ‘White Republic’. In 1869, President Grant was
involved in negotiations with the dictator, Buenaventura Baez,309 to
annex the Dominican Republic at a cost of $1.5M.310 Grant wanted
freed slaves to emigrate there, so cutting down the Federal Army’s
occupation costs in the South and reforming the ‘White Republic’.
The proposal was only lost by one vote in the Senate. This was
because Liberal Republicans were split, with many business backers
now appreciating the benefits of having a cheap new black workforce
living in the USA, rather than having them forced to migrate overseas.
A similar argument is taking place today in the USA between those
who want to expel illegal migrant workers, and those businesses that
want cheap exploitable labour.
Lincoln had used the ongoing Civil War as the reason for not giving
direct Union support to the Mexican Liberals. Mexico’s Liberals did
achieve their victory over the Conservatives, and the European
imperialists were ousted in 1867. However, Porfirio Diaz emerged
from the Liberals’ ranks and became a military dictator.311 Just as the
US Liberal Republicans made an accommodation with the Southern
plantation owners, which allowed them to impose peonage upon the
freed slaves, so the Mexican President, Diaz, now in alliance with the
Conservative landlords, imposed labour duties even more heavily
upon the poor peasants. He also cooperated with the new power of
US industrial capital, making Mexico, in effect, a neo-colonial state.
After 1868, the US government offered no support to revolutionary
Cuba in its struggle against imperial Spain, despite there being little
likelihood of a military threat from any European states if it had done
so. Indeed, unlike the USA, several European countries did recognise
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the provisional revolutionary Cuban government.312 This was the
Monroe Doctrine in reverse. Meanwhile, the US government ensured
that shipments of the most up-to-date weapons were sent to the
Spanish imperial forces. Spanish imperial rule and chattel slavery
were eventually restored in Cuba in 1878.
Many African American Abolitionists, including Frederick
Douglass,313 still clung on to peripheral government office, as they
were increasingly marginalised and the Reconstruction rolled back.
Only a small minority of white workers supported Reconstruction
measures, which would have placed black workers in the same
economic and political position as themselves. Some African
Americans attempted to follow the path taken by earlier white
plebians, who wished to avoid being trapped in wage slavery. They
attempted to set up their own settlements in Kansas.314 Here they
faced strong opposition from white farmers and town dwellers.
A few other African Americans, particularly in the South, where they
faced Ku Klux Klan violence and a wider white racism, were even
persuaded to ‘return to Africa’.315 But those African Americans who
did ‘return’ to Africa found that, although they had not been allowed
to become fully ‘nationalised’ Americans in the USA, neither were
they any longer ‘tribal’ Africans.
Radical women were one group who had expressed continuous
support, as well as providing effective solidarity with African
Americans seeking emancipation. They had been seeking their own
recognition as a part of the American nation ever since the Seneca
Falls Convention in 1848.316 Yet, much of their campaigning had
been undertaken on behalf of the Abolitionist Movement. Many
women understood that the denial of African Americans’ and
women’s rights effectively excluded both groups from the American
nation. The two campaigns joined together in 1865 to form the
American Equal Rights Association,317 which demanded universal
suffrage.
However, the Republican government’s proposal to restrict the new
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15th Constitutional Amendment, which extended suffrage to African
Americans, whilst denying it to women, led to a split in the movement
in 1869. The more radical National Woman Suffrage Association
(NWSA)318 retained its commitment to universal suffrage and, after
the more limited 15th amendment was passed in 1870, continued to
push for a new wider national constitutional amendment. The more
conservative American Woman Suffrage Association319 accepted the
extension of the suffrage in stages and pressed for votes for women
state by state. This, of course, had been the failed strategy of those
earlier post-independence moderate Abolitionists, after they failed to
eliminate black slavery in the infant US Republic. As Liberal
Republicanism advanced, the unity of the Radicals was fragmented.
The fallout from all this was to have a major effect on the American
Federal Council of the IWMA. It too became split, before finally
succumbing in the face of the wider ongoing counter-revolution. The
two significant political forces in the American Council were the
German émigré ‘48ers, such as Marx’s and Engels’ ally, Freidrich
Sorge,320 and the American Radicals, headed by two remarkable
sisters, Victoria Woodhull 321 and Tennie Claflin.322
Woodhull and Claflin had formed the first successful female
stockbrokers’ company in the USA. At first glance this would not
appear to make them particularly revolutionary or even Radical.
Furthermore, their initial financial backing came from none other than
leading American tycoon, Cornelius Vanderbilt. However, just as
there were still prominent businessmen on the Radical wing of the
Liberal Party in the UK, so their equivalents were to be found
supporting the Republican Party in the USA. British Radical Liberals
had been to the forefront of the industrialists’ struggle against the
aristocratic landlords in the Anti-Corn Law League, campaigning for
universal free trade. They had also opposed chattel slavery. US
business supporters of the Republican Party had fought against the
Southern ‘plantocracy’, and the restrictions slavery placed upon the
‘free market’ in commodities and labour.
Woodhull and Caflin, though, rather like Engels, saw their own
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careers in business as a means to finance much more Radical ideas
and projects. They were prominent advocates of black emancipation,
women’s suffrage, sex education and free love. In 1870, they
launched the Woodhull and Claflin Weekly, which covered a wide
range of topics from the downright cranky (e.g. spiritualism) to labour
reforms (e.g. the eight hour day) supported by the American trade
unions. Their journal was the first to publish The Communist
Manifesto in English in the USA. Woodhull’s supporters affiliated to
the American Federal Council of the IWMA as Section 12.323
Woodhull had championed the Radical NWSA in 1869. It was her
followers, not Sorge’s, who went on to organise the demonstration in
New York in support of the victimised Paris Communards in
December 1871. The 10,000 marchers included Radical American
trade unionists, women suffragists, Cubans, French, Germans and
Irish and the Skidmore Light Guard, an African American military
organisation.324
Section 12 became caught up in the growing infighting within the
IWMA. Marx decided that he would have to disaffiliate Woodhull’s
Section 12, on the grounds it was middle class and it raised issues that
discredited the IWMA. Instead, he supported his friend Sorge and the
émigré German workers. The IWMA General Council expelled
Section 12, leaving Sorge as Secretary of the American Federal
Council.325
However, many American-born IWMA workers supported Woodhull.
They saw her range of campaigns as quite compatible with their more
traditional Radical demands, such as currency reform and free soil.
These had long been American popular republican labour demands.
Despite the undoubted influence of Christian denominations in the
USA, the mobility and informality of the frontier, along with the
anonymity of the city, allowed more Radical ideas to take root.
Radical American workers were often enthused by the great range of
seemingly wild ideas and strange notions they encountered. In
contrast, they often found the non-English speaking émigré groups to
be rather dogmatic in their ideas, and stuffy in the social practices,
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which they had brought over from the ‘Old World’.
There were political problems in the approach upheld by the German
American Marxists. When Sorge wrote out a list of Section 12’s
middle class deviations it did not just include, “free love”, but also
“women’s suffrage”.326 When he published his pamphlet, Socialism
and the Worker in 1876, he did not mention black workers or their
struggles. Yet, as he was writing, “The counter-revolutionary attack
to wipeout Radical Reconstruction was making rapid progress in the
South. Amnesty was being granted to Confederate leaders and Union
troops were being withdrawn from state after state. Violence was
being used on an ever-increasing scale to suppress the black vote and
to keep the freed slaves economically oppressed, and the African
Americans were left with no protection to counter the armed might of
the Ku Klux Klan”.327
It would have been very difficult for Marx to maintain the broadbased IWMA alliance of Socialists and Radicals, initiated in the
earlier period of working class offensive, in the new climate of retreat
and defeat. Nevertheless, Marx’s failure to adequately address the
issues facing both women and African Americans, especially amongst
their proletarian members, helped to further deepen the political divide
and disorientate the later Socialist movement in the USA as it
emerged.
Another group, who came into contact with the IWMA’s American
Federal Council, were the Fenians. There were also divisions within
their ranks. John Mitchel, prominent in the failed 1848 Irish rebellion,
gave his support to the Confederacy.328 He saw the South as an
agrarian dependency of the capitalist North, holding a position similar
to that of Ireland within the UK. Thus, Mitchel ended up ironically
giving his support to the ‘Ascendancy’ politics of the Southern
‘plantocracy’. He ignored the real issue of chattel slavery. In contrast
though, following in the tradition of key German émigré 48ers, like
Weydemeyer, the majority of Fenians fought on the Union side.
Thomas Francis Meagher formed an Irish Brigade,329 which fought
valiantly in the Civil War.

100

Once the Civil War was over, the Fenians’ plan was to start a rising in
Ireland itself, using its now trained and experienced soldiers, who
could slip back into the UK. Some Fenian leaders thought that a
reinvigorated American Republic might come to their aid. They made
links with one-time Republican Presidential nominee, William
Seward. He had been a former Radical Republican. However, he had
moved to the Right, making an alliance with the more moderate
Lincoln. This enabled him to become Secretary of State. Seward still
entertained grandiose schemes to expand the USA to cover the whole
North American continent. He quietly encouraged the Fenians in their
attempted invasions of Canada in 1866,330 but as he moved further
Right he abandoned them too. He settled instead for a major US
government land purchase, buying Alaska from Tsarist Russia in
1867.331
The Fenians’ Canadian invasion in 1866 was defeated, whilst the UK
government had been alerted to their planned operations in England,
preparatory to a rising in Ireland in 1867. Leading figures, such as
Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa,332 were arrested and jailed. After a
successful amnesty campaign, he left and joined other Fenians in the
USA. He also came into direct contact with the IWMA. Interestingly,
he was more sanguine about joint activities with the American
Radicals than Sorge and the German émigrés. However, as a
convinced believer in authoritative and centralised revolutionary
leadership, O’Donovan Rossa left the final decision over which group
should control the American Federal Council of the IWMA to the
General Council in Europe.333
Another Fenian, who had been supported by Marx in London, was
Joseph Patrick McDonnell.334 He was made the Secretary of the Irish
Section of the IWMA. However, he had to flee to the USA, where he
became possibly the most vocal white Socialist supporter of black
workers. He pointed out that, “The interests of black and white
labourers are the same and when they strike they find their friends the
Republicans, the Democrats, the Green backers {Radical currency
reformers} all agree upon shooting them down”.335
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Throughout this 1857-77 period, internationalism was widely
appreciated, not only by the Socialists and Communists but also by
other revolutionary democrats too. Events in the USA, Mexico, Cuba,
Ireland, Italy, Poland and later in France were all seen to be linked.
Mazzinians understood this as much as IWMA supporters. As well as
the large scale movement of migrants seeking work, there was a
constant international flow of highly politicised personnel, whether
supporters of Garibaldi, German and French or other ‘48ers, the latest
wave of Polish revolutionaries, exiled Fenians, black and white
Abolitionists and many others.
One such revolutionary democrat was Gustave Cluseret.336 Originally
trained in the French Army, he joined Garibaldi’s volunteers, before
moving to the USA, where he rose to the rank of general in the Union
Army. Once the Civil War had ended, he joined the Fenians and took
part in the failed 1867 Rising preparations but escaped capture. Soon
after, he offered his London Irish Fenian contacts as an armed body to
defend the suffrage reform demonstrators in their showdown with the
government at Hyde Park. In 1869, he was involved in negotiations to
find an American general to aid the Cuban revolutionaries.337 Cluseret
became an elected member of the Paris Commune, and initially led its
armed forces, before being imprisoned on false charges of betrayal, as
growing suspicion engulfed the increasingly beleaguered
Communards.338
Counter-revolution was also to gain useful international experience
over these years. During the French occupation of Mexico, Napoleon
III had put a certain Gaston Gallifet in charge of the counter-guerrilla
forces.339 He was to reappear again, in 1871, in his new role of
general, as ‘the butcher of the Commune’ in Paris. He resorted once
more to some of the brutal methods he had learned during his earlier
imperial exploits.
Between 1857-77, Marx and Engels largely confined their activity to
journalistic defence and organisational solidarity, particularly after the
formation of the IWMA. This can be compared with their more
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forceful attempts to spread the revolution in the German states from
its epicentre in France, in the 1847-9 International Revolutionary
Wave. The less concentrated level of struggle, over the later more
protracted period, partly helps to explain this difference in their
approach.
Nevertheless, Marx and Engels did appear to miss some of the wider
connections. They did not consider the possibility of linking the
struggles of the most consistent Radical Republicans with that of the
runaway and emancipated African American workers, or with
Mexican Native American peasants resisting the loss of their
communal land, and suffering debt peonage and the imposition of
low-waged labour, or with the Cuban revolutionaries emancipating the
slaves and opposing the Spanish Empire. They were also quite slow
to see the significance of the Fenian movement, only giving their
support for its leaders, after they had been jailed.
In particular, Marx and Engels initially had too much confidence in
white American workers and did not appreciate the devastating effects
of the counter-revolutionary offensive against Reconstruction. Here,
their failure to focus on the key role of supporting and developing
African American resistance and winning clear support for universal
adult, rather than just manhood suffrage, meant that the IWMA failed
to win over politicised African Americans or women.
Despite the marginalisation of the Radical Republicans, individuals
such as the veteran campaigners Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd
Garrison340 and Wendell Phillips341 fought on, championing the rights
of labour, women, African and Native Americans, whilst Harriet
Tubman and Sojourner Truth continued to fight for better conditions
for African Americans and for women’s suffrage.
Phillips
th
campaigned to have the 15 Constitutional Amendment recognised as
covering Native Americans too. This would have brought them into
the American nation.
The American Civil War finally settled the issue of whether the
country was to be a united state or merely a confederation. However,
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the US Republic was still unable to form a nation giving political
equality to women and all of its ethnic groups. New white European
immigrants were to assimilate as American citizens with a rapidity
that undermined many a nationalist notion of undying ethnic identity.
It was a very different story for African Americans, Native
Americans, Hispanics and Asians. The best possibility had lain in the
creation of a new, non-racialised, non-gendered, fully American
citizen. It should have been a newly self-confident American labour
movement that championed this course. However, racist and sexist
divisions fatally weakened it.
Benjamin Franklin had originally hoped that the thirteen former
American colonies, which constituted the USA, could form the core of
a worldwide republican federation. Thomas Jefferson had
contemplated North America becoming home to a number of fraternal
independent republics.342 Later Republicans, such as Seward, thought
that a single United States of America would cover the North
American continent. The long delay in ending slavery, the resulting
internal divisions, and the period of Civil War, brought an end to all of
these visions.
The Civil War gave the UK government the time to form the Canadian
Confederation to the north in 1867. In the same year, the Mexican
Republic, to the south, was finally consolidated after the defeat of
Maximilian’s Mexican Empire. Cuba was to remain part of the
Spanish Empire for another thirty years. The USA, though, continued
to create new state governments on the North American landmass
within its already conquered imperial territories, with little or no
regard to the Native or Hispanic Americans living there.

vi)

Jamaica - the debate over the franchise and membership of
the nation

If Marx and Engels failed to appreciate the independent revolutionary
role of black struggles in the Americas, this weakness also emerged in
another political context, closer to home. London was now the
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commercial centre of the world’s most successful capitalist economy.
It was also the political capital of the world’s largest ever Empire.
The Westminster Parliament became the focus for important political
debates as the British ruling class faced new challenges.
In 1865, the Morant Bay Rebellion took place in the British colony of
Jamaica.343 This was a movement mainly of black peasants against
the colonial authorities. Governor Eyre put it down with much
brutality. Jamaica had its own House of Assembly at the time with a
property-based franchise. However, since slaves had already been
emancipated, the number of black farmers owning land had increased.
This opened up the prospect of their majority control of this whitedominated Assembly.
In the aftermath of the rebellion, a Westminster appointed Royal
Commission decided to abolish the Assembly and to make Jamaica a
direct Crown Colony. The white majority in the Assembly agreed
with this too. There is a parallel between this and the decision of the
Protestant-dominated Parliament in Ireland to vote for its own
abolition in 1801 in the face of the longer-term implications of
Catholic Emancipation.
The consequences of the Morant Bay Rebellion led to a great deal of
debate in the UK. This debate involved such leading opinion-formers
as the ‘great leader’ advocate and racist, Thomas Carlyle,344 as well as
John Ruskin345 and Charles Dickens on one side, and the Liberals,
John Bright, Matthew Arnold346 and John Stuart Mill on the other.
Many, amongst the later British Left, drew their cultural inspiration
from Carlyle, Ruskin and Dickens, showing little awareness of their
deep-seated racism.
Furthermore, this political contest took place in the context of a wider
debate over who was to be considered a true member of the nation,
and who had the right to vote. Pressure was building up on the
government to introduce new legislation to extend the franchise. The
Radical Liberal MP, John Stuart Mill, put up an amendment to the
1867 Reform Bill to extend the franchise to women. Leigh Smith
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Bodichon347 founded the Women’s Suffrage Committee to gain
backing for this proposal. Helen Taylor348 and Lydia Becker349 also
became involved, helping to set up the National Society for Women’s
Suffrage350 after the amendment’s defeat.
Helen Taylor, Stuart Mill's stepdaughter, was later to play a very
active part in the Land League struggles in Ireland. A leading Radical
she later joined the infant Social Democratic Federation, becoming an
early Executive member. 351 Becker began to publish the Women’s
Suffrage Journal in 1870. She was one of the first women to question
the idea of a distinct ‘nature-given’ femininity, which had formed the
basis for most early women’s campaigns. This view had largely
confined women to seeking legal rights in property and career
opportunities for middle class women. Becker, however, argued that
women were intellectually men’s equal and should therefore campaign
for equal political rights.
An important aspect of the new wider support for female suffrage was
the recognition that women were part of the nation in their own right,
not just as the property of their husbands, fathers or brothers. There
had been opposition to women getting the vote on similar grounds to
those who once opposed the vote being given to servants. Servants, as
waged workers had recently been called, would just follow the
instructions of their masters. The same accusation of dependence
upon their ‘masters’, and therefore an inability to exercise their own
independent judgment, was also directed against women.
Marx and Engels do not appear to have pursued a consistent strategy
of support for women’s suffrage at this stage. Marx’s American
supporters opposed Woodhull’s Radical-led New York IWMA
section, dismissing Radical women as being concerned with purely
middle class issues. By refusing to oppose this stance, Marx helped to
weaken the wider potentially revolutionary forces that could have
been assembled in this protracted period of international conflicts.
Whilst leading members of the IWMA became involved in the Reform
League,352 which mounted an impressive campaign to win universal
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manhood suffrage, they did not call for a universal adult suffrage that
included women. The Reform League was a united front, which
contained Radicals who were still desperate to maintain their links
with mainstream Liberalism. The Liberals confined their campaign to
the call for adult male household suffrage. Yet, the 1867 Reform
Act353 only gave the vote to a third of the male working class.
Over the same period, there was considerable ruling class unease over
the growing influence of trade unions amongst the working class.
This partly arose due to the ‘Sheffield Outrages’ in 1866.354 Although
the Royal Commission, which had been set up in 1867, absolved the
trade union leaders from responsibility for such activities, this
leadership still moved rapidly rightwards. They tried to adopt the role
of the ‘respectable worker’ acceptable to the Liberal section of the
ruling class. This division was to be further accentuated by the ruling
class campaign directed at ‘Fenian Outrages’, following the arrest of
several Fenian leaders in 1865, the failed invasion of Canada, and the
abortive Rising in Ireland.355 The ruling class was attempting to
divide the working class between ‘respectable’ skilled workers, and
the ‘violent’ unskilled or casual labourers, many of whom were Irish
migrants.
Marx fought firmly against British ruling class attempts to marginalise
the Fenians. He also saw a connection between events in Jamaica and
the UK. There had been massive pro-Reform demonstrations in
London to put on the pressure to extend the franchise. One of these
led to the destruction of the railings around Hyde Park, when the
police failed to block and corral in the demonstrators. Those
identified were arrested and severely punished. Marx noted that the
“cur Knox, the police magistrate, snaps out summary judgment in a
way that shows what would have happened if London were
Jamaica”.356 However, if London had indeed been Jamaica the
agitators would have been summarily shot or flogged.
When it came to the Morant Bay Rebellion, Marx could not rise above
an ironical (in relation to the British officers concerned) and a crudely
dismissive (in relation to the rebels invoked) comment in his letter to
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Engels. “The letters of English officers about their heroic exploits
against unarmed Niggers are priceless”.357
Catherine Hall has shown the wider political impact of the Morant
Bay Rebellion, and of the ‘Sheffield Outrages’, on both the extent and
nature of the franchise, and its link with who constituted the nation.358
“In 1866 white male radicals saw their interests closely linked to those
Jamaican black people persecuted in the wake of Morant Bay. But by
July 1867 ironically, because of the pressure they had been able
collectively to exert {to win the Reform Act} they had been received
within the brotherhood of the nation, whilst black Jamaican males had
been subjected to a racialised form of subjecthood and white British
women, of every social class, had been firmly positioned within their
separate sphere.... Property was no longer the basis of suffrage but
‘race’, gender, labour and level of civilisation now determined who
was included in and excluded from the political nation”.359
vii) Marx’s theoretical gains in Capital - ‘progress’ imposed
from above and progress fought for from below
When Marx and Engels wrote The Communist Manifesto, in 1848,
their focus of attention was mainly upon recent economic and political
developments in Europe and the USA. Although the position of the
new industrial working class was compared to that of chattel slaves,
and the growing despotism of capital over labour was highlighted,
Marx and Engels still argued that generalised wage labour was a
necessary stage in human progress.
In his Grundrisse, though, Marx made the passing comment that “the
Quashees (the free niggers of Jamaica) content themselves with
producing only what is strictly necessary for their own consumption,
and alongside this ‘use value’ regard loafing (indulgence and idleness)
as the real luxury good; how they do not care a damn for sugar and the
fixed capital invested in the plantations… They have ceased to be
slaves, not to become wage labourers, but instead self-sustaining
peasants working for their own consumption”.360 Here, Marx was
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first beginning to recognise that imposed wage labour was not
necessarily a road to human emancipation. The self-emancipated
chattel slaves of Haiti had also realised this some time ago.361
Marx was to show greater sympathy towards those who resisted the
imposition of wage slavery, as capitalism enmeshed more of the
peoples on this planet in its web. Furthermore, particularly in the UK,
Marx found himself having to fight against not only those bourgeois
Liberals upholding the superiority of ‘free labour’,362 but also those
trade union leaders who had come to accept this too. As Marx was
preparing to publish the first volume of Capital, he produced a
pamphlet, in 1865, for the IWMA entitled Value, Price and Profit. He
concluded with the call, “Instead of the conservative motto: A fair
day’s wage for a fair day’s pay, they ought to inscribe upon their
banner the revolutionary watchword: Abolition of the wages
system”.363
Perhaps, a clearer recognition that chattel slavery on the plantations
and wage slavery in the factories, represented a continuum of unfree
capitalist labour relations, would have enabled Marx and Engels to
more effectively combat two sets of opponents - those who
championed ‘free labour’, and those who maintained that wage
slavery was worse than chattel slavery. Furthermore, both sets of
opponents tended to hold to particular nationalist visions. The
upholders of ‘free labour’ pointed to the UK with its free parliament,
which, when it became involved in attacking chattel slavery abroad,
did so from a position of British moral superiority. Those who saw
wage slavery as being worse than chattel slavery had felt no need to
get involved in the international campaign in support of Abolition in
the USA. They gave open or tacit support to the reactionary
Confederacy.
When Marx published the first volume of Capital in 1867, soon after
the American Civil War, he emphasised the role of slavery in
developing capitalism. He also recognised the link between ruling
class attempts to divide African Americans and White Americans in
the USA, and the Irish and English/British in the UK. However,
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compared to the considerable lengths Marx and Engels had gone to, to
expose those economic theories that provided ideological support to
the ruling class, they both missed the growing significance of the
latest ‘scientific racist’ theories in helping capitalists to promote
imperialism, pursue their policies of divide-and-rule and resort to
other types of ‘unfree labour’, using corvee labour and indentured
workers.
Furthermore, when it came to the role of women, Marx’s older
approach, from the days of The Communist Manifesto, still tended to
dominate. This tended to emphasise the progressive role of
capitalism, by bringing women (and children) into the labour process
and undermining the old patriarchal family relations that oppressed
women. There was a limited understanding of the continued
discrimination women faced at work, and even less of the unequal
burden of domestic work still faced by women who undertook waged
labour. This meant there were few hints of an independent political
perspective through which women could take action to emancipate
themselves.
This perhaps helps to explain Marx’s coolness towards those Radical
women campaigning to for female suffrage at the time. Marx and
Engels’ approach had the political effect of largely leaving capitalism
to prepare the material preconditions for women’s full emancipation,
which could then be delivered by a future (ungendered) socialism. In
this respect Capital’s theoretical approach towards the ‘Women
Question’, also resembled Marx and Engels’ cosmopolitan attitude
towards the ‘National Question’ up to 1848.364
Yet, there were still very considerable advances in Capital, which led
to a more historically rounded view of the development of capitalism.
Marx now identified two paths to capitalism. “The transition from the
feudal mode of production is twofold. The producer becomes the
merchant and capitalist, in contrast to the natural agricultural economy
and the guild bound handicrafts of the medieval urban industries. This
is the really revolutionizing path. Or else, the merchant establishes
direct sway over production. However much this serves historically
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as a stepping stone... it can not by itself contribute to the overthrow of
the old mode of production, but rather tends to preserve and retain it
as its precondition”.365
It was also in Capital that Marx identified another major feature of
capitalist development. In The Communist Manifesto Marx had seen
capitalism arising from the actions of medieval burghers who were
slowly developing into the modern bourgeoisie. They had sponsored
voyages of discovery, promoted global trade and developed a world
market. They had also increased economic productivity through the
application of new inventions and techniques spurred on by economic
competition. In the process, a new proletariat or working class was
formed to provide the labour power needed to satisfy their masters’
drive for profits.
In Capital though, Marx outlined the 'other side' of capitalist
development - 'the primitive accumulation of capital' - beginning with
the brutal process of the Enclosures in England. He went on to deal
with the then still on-going Clearances in the Scottish Highlands.
“From 1814 to 1820... 15,000 inhabitants, about 3,000 families, were
systematically hunted and rooted out. All their villages were
systematically destroyed and burnt, all their fields turned to pasturage.
British soldiers enforced this eviction, and came to blows with the
inhabitants... The whole of the stolen clanland was divided into 29
great sheep farms, each inhabited by a single family, for the most part
imported English farm servants.366 In the year 1835, the 15,000 Gaels
were replaced by 131,000 sheep”.367
Marx now also clearly linked internal capitalist development to such
external factors as the plunder and enforced expropriation of colonial
peoples. “The discovery of gold and silver in America, the
extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the aboriginal
population, the beginning of the conquest and looting of the East
Indies, the turning of Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting
of black skins, signalised the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist
production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief moment of
primitive accumulation”.368
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Whilst these observations did not highlight the resistance to "primitive
accumulation", nor the attempts at other communal and small
property-owner paths of social development, they certainly paved the
way for wider views of societal change. The difference between the
progressive effect of ‘revolution-from-below’, and the regressive
effect of ‘revolution-from-above’, could now be revealed; as could the
differences between economic, social, cultural and political change
brought about by internal class struggles, and the changes imposed
externally by an imperial state.
Once a clearer understanding had been gained of these two particular
paths of development, it became easier to adopt a consistent
democratic approach to the issue of national self-determination.
Furthermore, struggles in Poland and Ireland, in the 1860s, had
enabled Marx and Engels, first to come to a better appreciation of the
difference between nationalities and nations; and secondly to make a
break from their earlier division of the world into ‘historic nations’
and ‘historyless peoples’.

B.

i)

POLAND AND IRELAND MARX AND ENGELS MOVE TOWARDS
AN ‘INTERNATIONALISM FROM BELOW’
STANCE
Poland and the distinction between nation and ethnic
group

A major revolt against Russian rule in Congress Poland took place in
1863.369 Marx and Engels were eager to get support for the Polish
independence struggle when the International Workingmen’s
Association (IWMA) was formed in 1864. This Conference gave its
support to the following resolution. “It is imperative to annihilate the
invading influence of Russia in Europe by applying to Poland, ‘the
right of every people to dispose of itself’ and re-establishing that
country on a social and democratic basis.” 370
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This became First International policy thirty-one years before the
better-known resolution on 'the right of national self-determination’
passed at the London Congress of the Second International in 1896.371
Furthermore, the First International proved to be considerably more
advanced than the Second International. The principle was applied in
a concrete case, rather than being invoked as a general principle, often
amounting to little more than a consoling platitude.
There was a wider political context to the adoption of this principle.
Mazzinian thinking on the ‘National Question’ was still influential on
the Left. Furthermore, the Italian republican, Garibaldi, the Che
Guevara of his day, enjoyed widespread support amongst Radicals and
the working class. The Polish struggle enjoyed similar support,
particularly in the UK and France. “The right of every people to
dispose of itself” bears a strong resemblance to Mazzini’s “the
principles of national freedom and progress… in favour of the right of
every people to self-government and the maintenance of their own
nationality”.372
Within two years of the foundation of the IWMA, an attempt was
made by Radicals to create a wider organisation, the League of Peace
and Freedom,373 in Geneva in Switzerland. This attracted Garibaldi,
as well as other well-known figures from the revolutionary and
Radical Left through to advanced Liberals. Those present at the
founding meeting included Louis Blanc, Mikhail Bakunin, Louis
Favre,374 Alexander Herzen, and Victor Hugo.375 Those sponsoring
the meeting also included John Stuart Mill and Elisee Reclus.376 The
IWMA was invited, although Marx ensured that its members went as
individuals and not as representatives.
Marx and Engels were now forced to address the ‘National Question’
in a more thought-out manner. They faced not only the Radical
internationalism of Mazzini and others, but the ‘cosmopolitanism’ of
Proudhon’s mainly French supporters. The latter accused Marx and
Engels of bowing to Napoleon III when they argued for support for
the Poles. At the time, Napoleon III was advocating a ‘nationalities
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principle’ to gain wider support for his political ambitions. This
principle was mainly designed to encourage the break-up of the large
multi-ethnic Hapsburg Empire, particularly in Italy.
Napoleon III’s real purpose was not to encourage a general break-up
of nations. His ‘nationalities principle’ was not applied for example to
Algeria or to Corsica. The real purpose of this policy was to build up
French influence and to develop an empire at the expense of his
European competitors. British governments had pursued an earlier
form of this policy when, in the name of freedom, they backed
independence movements in South America against the Spanish
Empire (whilst still annexing the Malvinas/Falklands), and in Greece
against the Ottoman Empire (whilst still holding on to the Ionian
Islands, when Greek independence had been achieved).
The accusation of tail-ending Napoleon III forced Engels to deal with
the difference between nations and ethnic groups/nationalities. Until
faced by this Proudhonist challenge, Marx and Engels had used the
term 'nation' rather loosely. Their previous concern was to distinguish
between 'historic nations' and ‘historyless peoples’, and to show their
‘degree of civilisation'. The crucial distinctions between pre-nation
groups, ethnic groups and nation had hardly registered. Now,
however, they began to make a clear distinction between ethnic group
and nation. Ethnic groups shaeed particular cultural features,
especially language, but could be widely dispersed amomgst other
ethnic groups. Nations however were based on territory. Territorial
nations could incorporate several ethnic groups.
Engels noted an increased number of territorial nations. These now
included “Italy, Poland, Germany, Hungary, France, Spain, England
and Scandinavia”.377 By England, Engels meant Great Britain, and
when he invoked a Scandinavian nation, which he probably thought
that unity would be achieved between Sweden (which then included
Norway) and Denmark. There was an active Young Scandinavian
movement, which was inspired by the Young Germans who sought
German unity. Clearly, though, the ‘degree of civilisation’ criterion
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had not been abandoned, but it was now more clearly attached to an
actual or potential nation-state, rather than to a specific ethnic group.
Engels wanted to distinguish between a non-nationality specific nation
and an ethnic nationality. He pointed to the existence of fragments of
peoples living beyond the political frontiers of their ethnic cousins.
Engels poured scorn on those reactionaries who wanted to apply a
pure ‘nationalities principle’ by attempting to incorporate all the
fragments of a particular people into one state. Perhaps, in retrospect,
he appreciated more clearly the damaging role of Romantic ethnic
German supremacism in the 1847-9 International Revolutionary
Wave. He now pointed out that, “The Germans of Switzerland and
Alsace do not desire to be reunited to Germany, any more than the
French in Belgium and Switzerland wish to become attached
politically to France”. 378
Engels opposed the ‘nation principle’ to the ‘nationalities principle’.
Therefore, he stated that in giving support to Polish independence he
was not supporting a ‘nationalities principle’. For, “Poland, like most
other European countries, is inhabited by people of different
nationalities”.379 He identified four nationalities within the Polish
nation - the Poles, Lithuanians, White Russians and Ukrainians.
Engels attributed the immediate use of the ‘nationalities principle’ to
Napoleon III. However, he was wrong in laying the ultimate blame
for this usage at the door of Tsarist Russia. The tsarist government
did not advocate a fragmentary ‘nationalities principle' at this time.
The Tsar had grander designs than just promoting Russian (or even
'Slav') nationality. The Prussian and Austrian monarchies had been
hostile to German nationalism for similar wider dynastic imperial
reasons in their multi-ethnic states.
After Tsarist Russia crushed the 1863 Polish Revolt, it also conceded
the use of the non-Slav Finnish language equal status in the
administration of Finland. This was to prevent the ‘Polish disease’
spreading to Finland.380 However, to win more Finnish support, the
Russian government also tried to show that only it had the influence

115

and power to bring about pan-Finnish unity. Agents were sent into
northern Norway to get Sami (Lapps) support for Tsarist protection.
The Sami are ethnically related to the Finns.
The promotion of a ‘nationalities principle’ and a ‘pan-nationality
principle’ are quite different in their political effects. A ‘nationalities
principle’ is designed to maximise the number of cultural differences
between groups - breaking up say, Southern (Yugo) Slavs into Serbs,
Croats, Macedonians, Montenegrins and Slovenes. This tends to
fragment any multi-ethnic nation or state. A ‘pan-nationality
principle’ tries to blur the distinction between certain ethnic groups to
bring about a more extensive state. (Southern) pan-Slavs tried to
create a Yugoslavian state, which included all these Slav-speaking
ethnic groups. Pan-nationalism still uses an ethnic/cultural criterion often language - but often invokes a mythical ‘race’ instead.
However, pan-nationalists try to minimise other cultural and political
differences the better to create a larger state.
A wide range of modern nationalists has resorted to pan-nationalism.
They have promoted pan-African,381 pan-Arab,382 pan-Celtic,383 panGerman,384 pan-Turkic385 and Yugo (Southern) Slav 386 states.
However, it was only later that a form of Pan-Slavism was used in the
Tsarist Empire. This was to defend its older pre-modern and prenationalist state form. Before this though, the promotion of a panOrthodox religious identity was more central to the Tsar's foreign
policy, particularly in the Balkans and the Caucasus. Engels’
tendency (along with Marx) to attribute political evils to Tsarist
Russia led to his confusion between the political implications of a
‘nationalities’ and a ‘pan-nationality principle’ in this case.
Yet, there was indeed a political connection between the ‘nationalities
principle’ and a more modern pan-Slavism in the person of the
Russian anarchist, Bakunin. He had made his appearance at the
Prague Slav Conference in 1848. He wanted to unite all the Slav
peoples into a Polish or Russian-led joint Slav federation. Unlike
Engels, who advocated national self-determination (if still largely
confined to ‘historic’ or ‘civilised’ nations), Bakunin promoted ethnic
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nationalism. He made no distinction between nations and ethnic
groups. “I demand only one thing: that to each people, to each large or
small tribe or race should be accorded the right to act according to its
wishes”.387

ii)

Political advances and political standstills over the issue of
nation and ethnic group

It was Engels who brought a new clarity on the Left about the
distinction between a territorial non-ethnic civic nation and a specific
ethnic, but not necessarily territorial group. Ethnic groups could be
found living on territory shared with others, particularly in cities.
Therefore, any promotion of exclusive ethnic territorialism (ethnic
nationalism) could only be at the cost of other ethnic groups, and was
hence inherently anti-democratic, and likely to promote ethnic
conflict.
Civic nation-states, however, by promoting political equality between
their constituent ethnic groups, could potentially act as bridge to a
future global society. However, when such a communist society is
finally attained, then specific nations would be de-statised and nationstate frontiers would be progressively abolished. The historical
parallels for such a development can be found in the ending of
established religions and the growing secularisation of states in
Europe (and the USA) in the transition from feudalism to
capitalism.388
Another political advance was made when Marx debated with the
‘non-nation’, ‘non-nationality’ (ethnic group) and ‘cosmopolitan
tendency' in the First International.
When “the question of
‘nationality’ in general and the attitude we should take towards it”,
was brought up, “... the representatives of Young France (nonworkers) came out with the argument that all nationalities and even
nations were ‘antiquated prejudices’... The English laughed very
much when I began my speech by saying that our friend Lafargue...
who had done away with nationalities, had spoken ‘French’ to us, i.e.
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a language which nine-tenths of the audience did not understand. I
also suggested that by the negation of nationalities he appeared, quite
unconsciously, to understand their absorption into the model French
nation”. 389
Dominant-nation chauvinism was to become a marked phenomenon
amongst Socialists, not only from France, but also from Germany,
Russia, China, and from a British Left advocating its own ‘British
road to socialism’.
Engels' own limitations were still demonstrated by his utter disbelief
in the potential of peoples lying completely outside of ‘civilisation’.
He criticised the Tsar’s pan-Finnic policy towards the Sami. In
relation to them, he was prepared to concede a progressive role to the
Norwegian nationality, then living within the Swedish imperial state.
He ridiculed the tsarist agents “trying to agitate among these nomadic
savages {the Sami} the idea of a ‘great Finnic nationality’... Indeed it
is a frightful oppression, to induce these poor Laplanders to learn the
civilised Norwegian or Swedish language, instead of confining
themselves to their own barbaric half-Eskimaux idiom".390 (Here is an
example of where Marx's encyclopaedic knowledge failed him. The
Sami language is related to Finnish, not Inuit -"Eskimaux").
Marx and Engels’ continued support for elements of the idea of
‘historic nations’, and ‘historyless peoples’, still held back a fuller
understanding of other possibilities of political, social and economic
development in the wider world. However, the clear distinction
Engels drew between nation and ethnic group (nationality) later
enabled them to develop more liberating conclusions, unencumbered
by the limiting, subjective and self-serving notion of ‘historic nations’
and ‘historyless peoples’. In the meantime, Marx’s exposure of the
dominant-nation chauvinism, lying behind the thinking of the
Proudhonist ‘cosmopolitans’, emphasised the key role of (civic)
nation-state development as the most likely form of political transition
to a future communist society.
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iii)

The impact of struggles in Ireland

New struggles in Ireland were to have an even bigger impact upon
Marx and Engels’ thinking. Ireland had been subdued for some time
since the failure of the attempted 1848 Irish Confederation/Young
Ireland Rising. Despite its name, Young Ireland had not been a
member of Mazzini’s Young Europe.391 Indeed, Mazzini thought that
Ireland would best be served by remaining part of a reformed Union
with Britain.392 Young Ireland had been a politically heterodox
organisation. By following the later political trajectories of a number
of their members, this can clearly be seen.
James Fintan Lalor,393 who had argued for a class struggle approach to
the repeal of the Union, based on the peasants’ demand for land, had
died in 1849. The ‘Land Question’ was to remain the key to Irish
struggles for the rest of the century. The Young Irelander, Charles
Gavan Duffy,394 had appreciated the significance of this issue, but
feared the consequences of linking it to active class struggle. His
Liberalism made him hostile to the Radicals’ republicanism during the
1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave.
Furthermore, the
devastating impact of the ‘Great Hunger’, and the defeat of the Young
Ireland Rising, closed off the possibility of any immediate militant
peasant fight back. Instead, the way was opened up for a Liberal
parliamentary-led campaign to achieve land reform. In 1850, Duffy
set up the Irish Tenants Rights League (TRL).395 This was the first
Irish organisation to raise the demand for the three F’s – fair rents,
fixity of tenure and free sale.
In the 1852 General Election, some 40 members of the TRL, both
Catholic and Protestant, were elected to Westminster. They formed
the Independent Irish Party (IIP).396 This political development
showed that the possibility of a ‘West British’ identity taking deeper
root in Ireland was receding. However, in a political context with few
ongoing extra-parliamentary struggles, and with a supremely
confident British ruling class, the TRL made little further headway
and the political initiative lay with others.
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The Vatican had also been frightened by the ‘republican menace’ of
1847-9, just as it had been in the 1789-1815 Revolutionary Wave. In
response, the Catholic Church was increasingly asserting itself in
ultramontane terms.397 Ultramontanism was a reactionary movement.
It grew in strength throughout the nineteenth century and tried to
reverse the influence of the secular Catholicism, which had developed
during the Enlightenment. In a revolutionary era, the Church
hierarchy felt the need for a consistently counter-revolutionary
ideology. It achieved its highpoint when the doctrine of ‘Papal
Infallibility’ was pronounced in 1869-70.
Ultramontanism in Ireland meant promoting antipathy towards any
joint campaigns with Liberals, and hostility towards Radical
secularism. This had a major impact on Irish politics. Two of the IIP
MPs formed the sectarian Catholic Defence Association (CDA)398 and
pushed the IIP into defending specifically Catholic interests. In the
process it came to be nicknamed the ‘Pope’s Brass Band’.
An Irish Catholic ethno-religious nationality, based on ‘Faith and
Mother Ireland’, was beginning to be aggressively promoted in
competition with the older idea of an Irish nation of Protestant,
Catholic and Dissenter, or ‘Milesian’ and ‘Cromwellians.399 The unity
of Protestant, Dissenter and Catholic had been the political aim of the
United Irishmen in the 1790’s, whilst the Irish Confederates, between
1845-9, had wanted to unite ‘Cromwellian’ (planters from England
and Scotland) and ‘Milesians (descendents of the original inhabitants
of Ireland). Now though, in the face of the CDA’s sectarianism, the
IIP and the TRL both petered out. From this time onwards, the
Catholic hierarchy tried to mobilise forces to counter any moves
towards secular Irish national unity.
Those IIP members, who were not prepared to go down the CDA’s
road, contributed instead to the formation of the new British Liberal
Party in 1859. An Irish-British identity still existed but mainly
confined to Protestants and some amongst the better-off Catholic
middle class. However, crushed between growing Irish Catholic
national exclusivity and continued British Liberal support for the
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sanctity of existing private property in land, the issues of land reform
and Irish self-determination had relatively little impact upon UK
politics during the next decade and a half. Meanwhile, those ‘lower
orders’ still excluded from the franchise were never won over to
acceptance of wider British nationhood (except amongst Protestants,
particularly in Ulster).
In despair, the former more moderate Young Irelander, Duffy, moved
to Victoria in Australia. Here he ended up as a prominent politician
and accepted a British knighthood. John Blake Dillon400 had been an
even more moderate Young Irelander than Duffy. He had joined the
Irish Confederation, although he opposed the attempted Young Ireland
Rising in 1848. Nevertheless, he was sentenced to transportation to
Australia, but managed to escape to France and the USA, before being
pardoned. He returned to Ireland, winning a seat at Westminster in
1865. He abandoned Irish independence and argued for a federal
union between Ireland and Britain.
A more Radical-influenced Young Irelander, who had participated in
the attempted rising, was Thomas D’Arcy McGee.401 He managed to
escape in disguise to North America and became involved in Canadian
politics. However, he went on to disown his insurrectionary past and
publicly opposed the Fenian invasion of Canada, launched from the
USA in 1866. Instead, he became centrally involved in the setting up
of the UK promoted Confederation of Canada in 1867. Having
abandoned his earlier Irish republicanism for Canadian Conservatism,
it is possible that McGee was seeking an imperial ‘Home Rule’
precedent in Canada, which could be applied to Ireland. The Fenians
assassinated him though in 1868.
Other members of the Radical wing of Young Ireland, who
participated in the ‘48 risings, included Peter Lalor, 402 Michael
Doheny,403 Thomas Francis Meagher, John Mitchel and John
O’Mahony.404 Lalor was a leader of the Eureka Stockade rebellion405
in Victoria (Australia), but was later elected to the state’s Legislative
Assembly, where he became a Government minister. The other four
went on to join the Fenian Brotherhood in the USA. Along with its
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clandestine parent body in the UK, the Irish Republican Brotherhood
(IRB) was an organisation which upheld the ‘98er and ‘48er nonsectarian traditions and the notion of a secular Irish nation. Doheny
soon died. O’Mahoney joined the Union’s Irish Brigade, whilst
Meagher became its Brigadier-General. However, as already shown
earlier, John Mitchel, though, joined the American Confederates.
The IRB had also been clandestinely organising in Great Britain and
Ireland. It made recruits amongst the Irish soldiers in the British
Army. The British government got its hands on the plans for an 1865
Rising, whilst the 1867 Rising was poorly coordinated and collapsed.
Several leaders were imprisoned in jails in England. An armed
attempt was made to rescue some prisoners, which led to the shooting
of a policeman in Manchester. This, in turn, led to the arrest, trial and
death penalty for the three ‘Manchester Martyrs’.406 Marx and Engels
ensured that the issue was taken up by the IWMA. This was an issue
which separated the IWMA from those Radicals who had followed the
Liberals, despite the latter’s betrayal of the campaign for universal
manhood franchise when they accepted the limited franchise offered
under 1867 Reform Act.
Marx, however, was still keen to maintain the support of those other
Radicals whom he felt had now had their eyes opened by the
Liberals.407 Therefore, he couched the IWMA’s protest letter in terms
that would appeal to their Radical ‘freeborn English’ sentiments.
“The execution of the Irish prisoners… will greatly impair the moral
influence of England on the European continent”.408 Although
unsuccessful in gaining a reprieve, a further campaign was launched
protesting at the jail conditions under which other Fenians were held.
Jenny Marx409 took a prominent part in the campaign on behalf of
O’Donovan Rossa.410
Marx was still careful not to break publicly with the English Radicals’
(and his own earlier) longstanding opposition to Irish independence.
This meant that the IWMA did not yet associate itself with the
Fenians’ own political demand for an independent Irish Republic.
However, Marx began to exchange letters with Engels. They
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developed new thinking on the issue. As a consequence, they
jettisoned the idea of the necessarily progressive role of capitalism
introduced by ‘historic’ or ‘civilised’ nations. “The {British} regime
since 1846, though less barbarian in form is, in effect, destructive,
leaving no alternative but Ireland’s voluntary emancipation or lifeand-death struggle”.411
As early as 1853, Marx had already shown how this social
retrogression occurred. “A class of absentee landlords has been
enabled to pocket not merely the labour but also the capital of whole
generations, each generation of Irish peasant sinking a grade lower in
the social scale ... If the tenant was industrious and enterprising, he
became taxed in consequence of his very industry and enterprise. If
on the contrary, he grew inert and negligent, he was reproached with
the ‘aboriginal faults of the Celtic race’”.412 This statement was
already pregnant with a new more general view trying to get out - the
regressive effect of externally imposed capitalist imperialism.
However, it took new struggles before a proper birth could be given to
a new anti-imperialist 'baby'.
The political impact of the Fenians, along with Marx and Engels’
consideration of earlier land struggles in Ireland, pushed them much
further. In his letter to Engels, dated November 30th, 1867, Marx
claimed that, “What the Irish need is, 1) self-government and
independence from England, 2) An agrarian revolution... 3) Protective
tariffs against England”.413 This very much challenges Marx and
Engels' previous ideas414 that progress could only be equated with
‘historic nations’ such as England/Britain, and that these nations’ role
was to bring ‘progress’ to their colonies. It also undercut Marx and
Engels’ earlier arguments about the need for large nations and free
trade. They now allowed for the possibility of a road of progressive
development in small nations and suggested that tariffs could be
beneficial after all.
The necessity for Irish independence was underscored in the letter
Engels wrote to Marx on January 19th, 1870. "The more I study the
subject, the clearer it is to me that Ireland has been stunted in her
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development by the English invasion and thrown centuries back".415
Indeed, Engels went on to make extensive notes for a history of
Ireland,416 which he unfortunately never got the time to finish.
Interestingly though, his researches led him to the old Irish bardic
tradition 417 and the blind harpist, Carolan, prompting him to begin a
Preface to a Collection of Irish Songs.418 Engels lived with two Irish
migrant sisters, first Mary, and then after her death, Lizzie Burns.
They may well have helped him to pursue this interest.419
Marx and Engels tried to prioritise Ireland's political struggle in the
IWMA. In 1872, Engels wrote that, "The Irish sections, therefore, not
only were justified, but even under the necessity to state in the
preamble to their rules that their first and most pressing duty, as
Irishmen, was to establish their own national independence".420
To further this aim, Marx and Engels encouraged the IWMA to forge
closer links with the IRB. They had identified “Fenianism...{as}
characterised as a socialistic tendency (in a negative sense, directed
against the appropriation of the soil) and by being a lower orders
movement”.421 “It is the task of the International everywhere to put
the conflict between England and Ireland in the foreground, and
everywhere to side openly with Ireland”.422
One significant political change was Marx and Engels’ growing
scepticism about the possible revolutionary role of the British working
class, whilst the UK state and British Empire remained in place.
Already in 1856, on an early visit to Ireland, Engels had "notice{d}...
that the so-called liberty of English citizens is based on the oppression
of the colonies".423 Marx highlighted the racism prevalent amongst
the British working class, which had arisen as a result of the colonial
relationship between Great Britain and Ireland. “The ordinary English
{British} worker hates the Irish worker as a competitor who lowers
his standard of life. In relation to the Irish worker he feels himself a
member of the ruling nation and so turns himself into a tool of the
aristocrats and capitalists of his country against Ireland, thus
strengthening their domination over himself. He cherishes religious,
social and national prejudices against the Irish worker”.424
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Marx then went on to make a connection between this particular antiIrish racism and the wider racism found wherever national oppression
existed. The British workers’ “attitude towards {the Irish worker} is
much the same as that of the ‘poor whites’ to the ‘niggers’ in the
former slave states of the USA”.425
Marx also used the case of Ireland to point out another consequence of
social chauvinism/imperialism. It elicited a social patriotic response
from the oppressed nation, which was in turn useful to potential
competing imperial powers. “The Irishman pays the English worker
back with interest in his own money. He sees in the English worker at
once the accomplice and the stupid tool of English rule in Ireland…
The antagonism between the English and the Irish is the hidden basis
of the conflict between the United States and England… It enables
the governments of both countries, whenever they see fit, to break the
edge off the social conflict by their mutual bullying, and, in the case
of need, by war with one another”.426
Marx now reversed the revolutionary relationship he had once
envisaged between England (Great Britain) and Ireland. In 1848, he
had looked to the English/British proletariat to emancipate the
oppressed people of Ireland. “Deeper study has now convinced me of
the opposite. The English working class will never accomplish
anything until it has got rid of Ireland”.427 It was also the Irish
democratic struggle that led Marx to make, perhaps, his most famous
general statement concerning the oppressor and oppressed. "Any
nation that oppresses another forges its own chains".428
Previously, Polish and Hungarian struggles for independence had won
Marx and Engels' support on politico-strategic grounds. These
struggles had taken place in areas where modern capitalism had hardly
yet brought modern ‘civilisation’, but which still held garrisons for
Russian Romanov or Austrian Hapsburg reaction, which the Polish
and Hungarian democratic struggles strongly opposed. Yet Ireland lay
firmly within the UK.
Marx and Engels had identified
England/Britain as the most economically developed society in the
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world.
Marx and Engels wavered over how Ireland could maintain whatever
benefits might still be gained from economic unity, whilst
simultaneously advocating a political path likely to lead to
independence. In a letter to Engels, dated November 2nd, 1867, Marx
stated that, "Previously I thought separation from England impossible.
Now I think it is inevitable, although after separation there may come
federation".429 A few years later, Marx favoured political unity but
not “the present forced union (i.e. the enslavement of Ireland)”, but
rather “equal and free confederation if possible.” However, to this
was added, and “complete separation if need be”.430 Politicodemocratic, rather than economic or politico-strategic, considerations
were beginning to form Marx and Engels’ general rule for deciding
upon the attitude to be taken towards particular national struggles.

iv)

Marx and Engels anticipate the political trajectory of
‘one state, one party’ advocates

Marx and Engels hoped that the application of "the right of every
people to dispose of itself" would eventually take the form of an
“equal and free confederation” between Britain and Ireland.
Furthermore, they believed that every nation (i.e. with or without a
state) and even, in some cases, ethnic minorities (nationalities), should
“have the right, common to all, to have an independent national
organisation within the {First} International”.431 Engels had to
challenge an early form of British Leftism or social chauvinism, just
as Marx had to deal with French Left chauvinists disguised as the
‘cosmopolitan tendency’ when discussing Poland.
The old British two-party system had been breaking up in Ireland,
ever since Daniel O’Connell’s election. This came about partly as a
result of the abandonment by most Irish people of any acceptance of
‘West British’ identity, and by their adoption of either a growing
Irish/British hybrid or an Irish national identity.
The
Tory/Conservative and Whig/Liberal parties were seen as too 'Anglo'
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or British. Cooperation with these parties was still sought, but
increasingly from a position of organisational independence. Initially,
O’Connell had considered working with the Chartists, but very soon
he had entered a permanent alliance with the Liberals. Fear of the
‘lower orders’ was also to be a distinguishing feature of subsequent
Irish nationalist parliamentary parties.
Gavin Duffy’s Irish Tenant League, formed after the defeat of the
1848 Risings, had successfully contested Westminster and formed the
Irish Independent Party in 1850, before it broke up later that decade.
In 1870, Isaac Butt432 formed another Irish group, the Home
Government Association, which went on to be the Home Rule
League,433 and soon became the largest Irish party in Westminster.434
Significantly, it too was formed after the defeat of a recent attempted
rising, that of the Fenians in 1867.
Butt felt that he could perhaps persuade now disillusioned Fenians to
give up their fight for an Irish republic and join him in a parliamentary
campaign for a ‘Siamese Union’435 between Ireland and Britain. To
show his sincerity, he defended IRB members in court. However, he
faced the same problem as Duffy before him. Neither land reform,
nor reform of the Union, had any chance in the Westminster
Parliament, with British aristocratic support in the House of Lords for
the Irish-British Ascendancy landlords’ veto on these issues. Only a
massive extra-parliamentary struggle could sufficiently frighten their
lordships.
The Irish parliamentary parties might be organisationally independent,
but without extra-parliamentary class struggles, they could only end
up as outriders in Westminster for the British parties, particularly the
Liberals.
Marx was beginning to appreciate that the old
Chartist/Young Ireland alliance needed to be reconstructed on a new
basis. This meant forming an IWMA/Fenian alliance. For this to
happen, there had to be an independent Irish section of the IWMA.
This put him in conflict with fellow IWMA member, John Hales,436
who had previously been his close ally in disputes with the
backsliding English Radical trade union officials.437
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Hales had loyally accepted Marx’s reasons for not forming an
English/British Federal Council of the IWMA.438 However, once the
immediate prospects for wider continental revolution had been
quashed, after the defeat of the Paris Commune, Hales had his way
and a British Federal Council was formed.439 With the French door to
revolution closed, Marx now looked increasingly to the Irish lever.440
Marx backed the ex-Fenian, Joseph Patrick McDonnell, as Secretary
for an Irish section of the IWMA. This set McDonnell against Hales,
who opposed a separate Irish section. The issue came up at the May
1872 General Council, which Hales, McDonnell and Engels attended.
Hales contended, “that the International had nothing to do with
liberating Ireland”.441 He tried to bring the Irish sections of the
International under the control of the London/British Federal Council.
In reply Engels stated that: “The position of Ireland with regard to England was not that of an
equal, but that of Poland with regard to Russia... What would be said
if the Council called upon Polish sections to acknowledge the
supremacy of a Council sitting in Petersburg, or upon Prussian Polish,
North Schleswig {Danish} and Alsatian sections to submit to a
Federal Council in Berlin... that was not Internationalism, but simply
preaching to them submission to the yoke... and attempting to justify
and perpetuate the dominion of the conqueror under the cloak of
Internationalism. It was sanctioning the belief, only too common
amongst English {British} working men, that they were superior
beings compared to the Irish, and as much an aristocracy as the mean
whites of the Slave States considered themselves to be with regard to
the Negroes.”
“In a case like the Irish, true Internationalism must necessarily be
based upon a distinctly national organization: the Irish, as well as
other oppressed nationalities, could enter the Association {the
IWMA} only as equals with members of the conquering nation, and
under protest at the conquest".442 There was a further reason for Marx
and Engels wanting to maintain independent Irish organisations.
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“They were more advanced, being placed in more favourable
circumstances, and the movement in Ireland could be propagated and
organised only though their instrumentality”.443
To test out Hale’s internationalism, Engels suggested that he “prove it
by removing the seat of the British Federal Council to Dublin, and to
submit to a Council of Irishmen”.444 But, Engels went further than
supporting the control of Dublin over the First International sections
in Ireland. He stated that the “Irish sections in England could not be
separated from the Irish sections in Ireland; it would not do to have
some Irish men dependent on the London Federal Council and others
on a Dublin Federal Council”.445
Hales countered that “The formation of Irish branches in England
could only keep alive that national antagonism which had
unfortunately so long existed between the people of the two
countries”.446 He was arguing from a position, which maintained that,
as far as advanced Radicals and Socialists were concerned, workers of
all nationalities had already achieved equality in their British
organisations. Hales thought that existing English/British trade
unionism and Socialism were the organisational models that the Irish
should aspire to.
Engels, in contrast, appreciated the different position of Irish migrant
workers and their descendants, who formed a significant part of the
unskilled working class in Britain. Many gave their support to the
Fenians. Engels’ political stance was linked to attempts to maintain
the unity of the politically advanced sections of the working class, and
to win the support of the unskilled, particularly Irish migrant workers,
in the face of the divisions promoted by Liberal-supporting trade
union leaders, in the aftermath of the 1867 Reform Act.
In other words, where ethnic minorities suffered from oppression
within the dominant nation, they had the right to form their own
independent organisation there too. This has continuing relevance
today, particularly for recent migrants and for communities consisting
mainly of former colonial residents, who still remain subject to
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various forms of discrimination within the imperialist heartlands.447
Marx and Engels’ organisational principles, of course, fly in the face
of later revolutionary Social Democratic and Bolshevik orthodoxy ‘one state, one party’. Luxemburg and Lenin were assiduous
collectors of Marx and Engels’ quotes since they wished above all else
to appear ultra-orthodox in debates with other Marxists. Yet, they
studiously ignored Marx and Engels’ writings and practice on this
matter. The later Marx and Engels championed what was, in effect,
internationalism from below as an organisational principle. This
was to be lost in both the Second and Third Internationals. Instead,
the principle of ‘one state, one party’ led to real political degeneracy.
In the hands of many Second Internationalists, it became a thinly
disguised cover for dominant nation chauvinism and imperialism.
Later, orthodox Communists, especially the Stalinists, Maoists, and
even some Trotskyists ended up duplicating the fascist principle - ‘one
state, one party, one leader’!
The majority of the orthodox, in both the Second and Third
Internationals, claimed the ‘one state, one party’ principle was the best
way to confront existing states by uniting the various ethnic groups
forming the working class within a particular state. Those who
adopted this principle in the Second International (sometimes allowing
for particular exceptions) usually ended up as apologists for the
actions of the dominant ethnic group in, or as subservient agents of,
the states they sought to reform.
Lenin, the Bolsheviks, and the Third International also adopted this
‘one state, one party’ principle (again with some exceptions). They
claimed that it centralised the political instrument needed for the
overthrow of existing states - the Party. Yet, the CPSU and the
Comintern still ended up as agents for the new Party-state with
Russian nationalism never lying far beneath a superficial
‘internationalism’. The Chinese Communist Party under Mao Tse
Tung, arguing from the same principle, developed an even stronger
nationalist character.
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Upholding the supremacy of the Party was common to both Second
and Third Internationals. The Party machines drew much of their
succour and reason to exist from their host states. This is why Parties
based on this principle so readily became transmission belts for the
dominant nation/ethnic chauvinism and imperialism. Even when
official Communist Parties were located in hostile states, their defence
of the ‘one state, one party’ principle often slid into a defence of, or
apologetics for, the one state, as the history of the British CP
sometimes showed with regard to Ireland, and the French CP with
regard to Algeria.
Dominant-nation social chauvinism had another damaging effect.
The refusal to deal with members of minority nations and ethnic
groups on the basis of equality, in such multi-nation and multi-ethnic
states as Tsarist Russia, Prussia/German Empire and the United
Kingdom, led to a corresponding subordinate nation social
patriotism. This social patriotism could form the left wing of a wider
patriotic populism, which sometimes sought sponsorship from
competing imperial powers.

C.

i)

CONSERVATIVE LED ‘REVOLUTIONS FROM
ABOVE’ AND THE FAILURE TO CREATE A
UNITED BRITISH NATION

The new nation-states – products of conservative-led
‘revolutions-from-above’

One thing about the new nation-states established in Europe between
1859 and 1871 is how much they differed from those fought for by the
’48 generation. During the 1848-9 International Revolutionary Wave,
the political lines had been relatively clear. The leaders of the old
dynastic and aristocratic states had opposed national democratic
revolutions. They wanted to retain their control over extensive and
nationally diverse empires, or over sub-national kingdoms,
principalities, duchies and palatinates. Revolutionary democrats,
however, had tried to create new or renewed nation-states as
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constituent parts of a new international federal order of social
republics.
What had clearly changed, by 1871, was the willingness of certain
monarchs and their advisers to adopt nationalism themselves – not as
democratic republicans, but as Conservative or Moderate Liberal
nationalists and advocates of ‘revolution from above’. This strategy
was designed to conserve the interests of the existing ruling classes.
The Prussian, Otto von Bismarck in Germany, and the Piedmontese,
Count Cavour in Italy, were the most prominent examples of this
trend. This new political development led others, such as Garibaldi in
Italy and Ferenc Deak 448 in Hungary, to compromise, or to abandon
earlier republican or anti-dynastic principles.
Three possible German ‘nation-states’ could have emerged in the
nineteenth century. Before 1814, there was the ‘Napoleonic’
Confederation of the Rhine, which excluded both Prussia and AustriaHungary.
The 1871 German unification took the form of
‘Kleindeutsche Lösung’ or the ‘Lesser Germany Solution’, since it
excluded the German-speaking Austrian Hapsburg territories. The
‘Grossdeutsche Lösung’, or ‘Greater Germany Solution’, would have
included German Austria, but the Hapsburgs were too concerned to
retain control over their wider Empire, with its Hungarians, Slavs,
Italians, Romanians and Romanians and others, to pursue this.
The unification of ‘Kleindeutsche Lösung’ proceeded in three
stages,449 each carefully planned by Bismarck, acting as the Prussian
Prime Minister. In 1864, he manoeuvred Denmark into a war with
Prussia and Austria over the future of Schleswig and Holstein.450
After Denmark’s defeat, Schleswig was annexed by Prussia, and
Holstein by Austria. Bismarck then turned on his Austrian ally,
pushing it into a war, in 1866, over the future of Holstein.451
Victorious Prussia annexed Holstein too. However, for Bismarck, the
marginalisation of the Hapsburg dynasty within the German
Confederation was the more important reason for this war. He wanted
to assert Prussia’s domination over Germany’s future without the
participation of Hapsburg Austria-Hungary. The Prussian dominated
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Zollverein was soon extended to cover the remaining German states
on the Baltic.452
Bismarck had cleverly managed to keep France out of the AustroPrussian War by allying with King Victor Emmanuel of Italy. This
allowed Italy to win Venetia from Austria. Victor Emmanuel, a longterm ally of Napoleon III, wanted France’s support for this
annexation. In return, Napoleon III was promised Nice and Savoy.
Therefore, Napoleon stayed out of the conflict awaiting his reward. In
1870, Bismarck then tricked an isolated Napoleon into declaring war
on Prussia.453
Prussia soon crushed France, leading first to
Napoleon’s abdication, and then the declaration, followed by the
capitulation of the Third French Republic.
In 1871, King Wilhelm of Prussia was made Kaiser Wilhelm of the
German Empire454 under the Treaties of Versailles and Frankfurt.
Twenty-five lesser German states and territories were absorbed into
this new Prussian/German Empire, including the still largely Germanspeaking area, Alsace-Lorraine, just seized from France. Bismarck
became the new German Imperial Chancellor.
The German ‘nation'-state, created by this ‘revolution-from-above’,
was an imperial monarchy not a democratic republic. The fact that it
was the Conservative Bismarck who had been able to realise the old
revolutionary slogan of a ‘United Germany’ was all the more galling.
This success gave the regime a wider credibility. It used this to
promote class unity behind the idea of an ethno-religious German
Lutheran ‘nation’-state.
The new imperial state soon enforced a policy of Germanisation upon
ethnic minorities, particularly the Poles and Danes. Bismarck also
launched a Kulturkampf,455 in 1871, to break the political influence of
the Catholic Church, which he believed undermined loyalty to the new
German state and its Lutheran emperor. Prussia’s Austrian Hapsburg
competitor as potential leader of Germany was officially a Catholic
state, as were a number of other states and territories absorbed into the
German Empire, e.g. Bavaria.
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In the face of strong Catholic opposition, he had to abandon this
policy by 1878. He then turned on the newly founded Social
Democratic Party, when he introduced the Anti-Socialist Laws, in the
same year.456 These laws were to be later abandoned too in 1890, in
the face of strong Social Democratic opposition. However, the
Catholic Centre Party’s and the Social Democrat Party’s apparent
successes in defeating Bismarck disguised the fact that, although now
free to pursue their own respective religious or economic and social
policies, their leaderships either openly or tacitly came to accept the
political constraints of the Prussian/German Imperial constitutional
order.
The Italian Risorgimento457 proceeded in a similar manner, but over
the longer period - from 1856-71. Whereas the 1863-71 struggles to
unify Germany were very much top-down affairs, the Risorgimento
had a more Radical but always subordinate element, influenced by
Mazzini, and led by Garibaldi. Victor Emmanuel II, King of
Piedmont, Sardinia and Savoy, played a similar role to Wilhelm of
Prussia, whilst his minister, the Moderate Liberal, Count Cavour, took
on Bismarck’s part. One big difference though, was that Piedmont
was much weaker than Prussia. Therefore, it had to win the active
support of first France, then Prussia, whilst ensuring that the UK was
diplomatically onside. As a first stage to win influential allies, Victor
Emmanuel offered to send Piedmontese soldiers to help France and
the UK in the Crimean War.
There were three main phases to this unification process, beginning
with the joint French/Piedmont war on Austria in 1859. Victory led to
Victor Emmanuel’s annexation of Lombardy, followed by the central
Italian states in 1860. Mazzini, remaining true to his earlier
republican convictions and to the spirit of 1848, opposed the
Napoleon III/Victor Emmanuel alliance.
Garibaldi, however,
followed Victor Emmanuel’s successes with his own unofficial
initiative. He led his famous one thousand red-shirted volunteers in an
invasion of Sicily. Following his triumph there, Naples was then
taken with the help of Victor Emmanuel’s royal army. Garibaldi, the
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republican hero, then retired from politics, but not before he
recognised Victor Emmanuel as the new King of Italy in 1861.
It was during this war that Marx and Engels became concerned about
the political effects of growing German chauvinism. Conservative
nationalists throughout Germany supported Austria, calling for the
defence of a wider strategic boundary on the Po. This would have
included a lot of Italian-speaking territory. This policy bore a
resemblance to French nationalist demands for a border on the Rhine.
Engels attacked such views in an anonymously written pamphlet, The
Po and the Rhine. He wrote a chapter entitled, “Real and natural
borders are determined by language and fellow-feeling”.458 This
represented an earlier contribution to Engels’ thinking on the
‘National Question’, which was further sharpened by the events in
Poland in 1863.
The second phase of Italian unification was achieved in the joint
Prussian and Italian war on Austria in 1866, after which Venetia was
joined to Italy. The third phase of unification came during the FrancoPrussian War. Napoleon had used his support for the Vatican to
maintain the domestic backing of French Catholic conservatives. His
troops had protected the Papal States, both from its subjects, and from
the wider Italian nationalist movement. These troops had to be
withdrawn to fight against Prussia. Italian troops quickly moved in on
Rome, leaving the Pope walled-up in the Vatican.
Ultramontanism had made Pope Pius IX a leading political upholder
of reaction. Only the Papal States had given recognition to the slaveholding American Confederacy.459 However, Pius was now forced to
swap his political absolutist rule over the former Papal States for
religious absolutist rule over the Catholic Church. The First Vatican
Council declared its dogma of ‘Papal Infallibility’ in 1870.460 Italy
did achieve unification in 1871, although the disillusioned Mazzini
still refused to recognise the new state, since it failed to embody the
ideals the republican ‘48ers had fought for.
Another country that took a large step forward to state independence
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was Hungary. The Hapsburg monarchy had been severely weakened
through its defeat by Prussia. As a consequence, Ferenc/Francis Deak
was able to achieve equal status for the Hungarian Diet with the
Reichsrat in Vienna in 1867. Hungary remained in a customs union
with Austria, but otherwise only shared a foreign and military policy
under the new Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy.461
Both imperial Austria and Hungary continued to incorporate
substantial ethnic minorities. In Hungary’s case these included Croats,
Romanians, Slovaks, Ruthenians (Ukrainians) and Jews.
Furthermore, the political leaders of the Magyar majority, now placed
in a dominant position within their own state, pursued their own
Magyarisation policy.462 Ethnic nationalism was a marked feature of
the new ‘revolutions-from-above’.

ii)

The failure to create a united British nation

By the third quarter of the nineteenth century, it was becoming
increasingly clear that the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland was going to remain a union state and not going to be
transformed into a united British nation. The members of the British
ruling class, whether they had been born in, or whether they held
property in England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales or the colonies (and
often in several of these), had certainly long considered themselves to
be part of a shared ‘British nation’. For over a century, since the
ending of the dynastic Hanoverian/Jacobite conflicts, their political
competition had been conducted by constitutional means, under Whig
and Tory banners, within a UK state framework. Both ruling class
parties supported the existing constitutional monarchist order and the
British Union and Empire.
When the middle class won its place in official state politics, after the
1832 Reform Act, this had marked a cultural and political shift, which
led to the further development of the UK as a union-state.
‘Britishness’ was an overarching imperial identity, which
encompassed not only the ruling sectors of the UK, but many white
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colonial settlers overseas too. Middle class and other mainly white
subjects amongst the ‘lower orders’ in the UK and Empire tended to
have hybrid identities, e.g. Scottish-British and later Canadian-British.
The pull of the British pole of their national identity depended on the
strength of the Empire at the time, or the consequent success or failure
of those who pushed for a greater political self-determination. The
more successful they were in asserting their democratic rights, the
more they emphasised the national pole of their hybrid British unionist
and imperial identities.
Initially the middle classes in Ireland (if Protestant), Scotland or
Wales, were largely content to leave the first element of their hybrid
identities - Irish-British, Scottish-British, or Welsh-British – as
cultural or sentimental concerns. There was still economic, social and
political space room for a further deepening of a British national
identity. Furthermore, as long as the franchise was confined to the
ruling and the ‘respectable’ middle classes, the all-UK Whig/Liberal
and Tory/Conservative parties dominated official politics, with
Westminster as their main focus.
Only in Ireland had there been breaches in this political monopoly, but
even here the Tories/Conservatives and Whigs/Liberals still had
strong representation. In addition, ever since Daniel O’Connell’s
Lichfield House Compact,463 many nominally independent Irish MPs
had become, in effect, an external wing of the Liberal Party. This two
party domination of politics, throughout the UK, reflected the degree
to which a top-down ‘British nation’ had been achieved by the midnineteenth century.
The Liberal Party proved to be the best vehicle for politically
integrating the middle classes, particularly in Scotland and Wales, and
winning their acceptance of the UK state and of British imperialism.
The Presbyterian middle class in Ulster gave their support to the
Liberal Party until it adopted Irish Home Rule. Many from the middle
class in had first been drawn into official UK politics when their
political and economic disabilities as Dissenters/Nonconformists had
been removed. Free markets in capital, land, and labour and free trade
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were championed on moral as well as economic grounds. A
commitment to the abolition of chattel slavery also provided Liberals
with a worldwide moral crusade, which helped them come to terms
with the British Empire. They mounted campaigns for further all-UK
and British Empire reforms, which could be implemented by the
Westminster parliament. Westminster also remained the focus for the
passing of new laws, which were relevant only to particular
constituent nations of the UK, e.g. the ending of tithes and the
disestablishment of the Anglican Churches in Ireland and Wales, and
the legal recognition of the rights of the Free Church of Scotland.
Catholics and those of Jewish religion were also increasingly accepted
as being British too. Jews finally won the right to sit in the House of
Commons in 1858, and in the House of Lords in 1866. There was still
some resistance, mainly amongst Conservatives, when it came to
accepting the Catholic Irish. However, many Liberals, especially on
their Radical wing, believed that, if the UK state pursued economic
and social policies, which overcame past imposed disabilities, and
which brought material benefits to the Catholics in Ireland, they too
would eventually become full members of a British nation.
Many middle class Catholics in Ireland, though, were now insisting
that continued support for the UK state meant that the British
government should offer some political recognition of their Irishness.
Furthermore, in its support for a ‘Faith and Mother Ireland ’ view of
the ‘Irish nation’, the Catholic hierarchy increasingly provided this
middle class with a very definite view of what constituted Irishness.
As ultramontanism grew within the Church, an older more secularaccepting Catholicism went on the retreat.
Whilst the Irish middle class clearly wanted to improve its economic
position, it was wary about any Radical attempts to redistribute the
land. This could lead to a questioning of private property itself. Thus,
the Catholic middle class often looked to the church hierarchy to
provide moderate leadership in their campaigns for economic
improvement. In return, the bishops and priests demanded support for
measures, which would increase the political and social power of the
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Catholic Church.
The hierarchy campaigned vigorously to end the established status of
the Church of Ireland. This was certainly a popular demand amongst
Catholics (and some Presbyterians, albeit quite independently), since
this was the church of the Ascendancy. However, the hierarchy also
opposed attempts to set up secular education in Ireland, insisting that
the state should support denominational schools and universities, the
majority of which would, on demographic grounds, be Catholic. A
precedent for such an approach had already been established with UK
state backing for the Catholic seminary of Maynooth in 1795, to
encourage a conservative counterweight to Irish republicanism.
Nevertheless, the hierarchy still wanted to retain the British imperial
connection, not least for the opportunities it provided for the Church’s
expansion in such colonies as Australia, where large numbers of
Catholic Irish migrants had settled. The hierarchy thought that its
growing political power, within Ireland, would greatly enhance its
influence within the UK and the British Empire.
Quite clearly, whilst the British Empire remained powerful, few from
the Irish middle class were prepared to fight for Ireland’s political
independence. Irish newspapers, journals, literature and drama might
invoke a heroic Irish history, but these battles over a long-past
independent ‘Irish nation’ remained largely cultural clashes. The
recent memory of government negligence or worse, at the time of
‘The Great Hunger’, might be invoked, but the economic position of
many middle class Irish had improved since 1849. Furthermore, Irish
unionists still had enough confidence to utilise aspects of Irish history
for their own purposes, such as upholding the tradition of what they
saw as an ancient proto-Protestant, Celtic church against the later
imposed Roman Catholic Church.
Indeed, it was Isaac Butt, a Protestant barrister from Donegal, and a
recent member of the Conservative Party, who formed the Home
Government Association in 1870 464. The Home Government
Association became the Home Rule League (HRL) in 1873. HRL
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MPs elected to Westminster constituted themselves as the Independent
Irish Party (IIP). Support for some form of Home Rule still enjoyed
minority support amongst the Ascendancy. 465 However, this stance
became increasingly marginalised, when the franchise was extended
to Catholic Irish tenant farmers.
Conservative landlords felt
threatened by their tenants’ occasional resort to violence to settle
grievances, and by the electoral challenge emanating from the new
constitutional nationalist, Home Rule League MPs at Westminster,
especially after 1880 (when Parnellite candidates became dominant
during the first Irish Land War), and from the Irish National League,
formed in 1883. The INL benefitted greatly from the 1884 extension
of the franchise.466
Sections of the landlord Ascendancy and the growing industrial
capitalist class, in north-east Ulster, saw the need to widen their base
of support, when the franchise was extended in 1867. Protected by
influential Ascendancy figures, the Orange Order had managed to
maintain its existence despite the Party Processions Act,467 passed in
1850, which banned sectarian marches, after the killing of thirty
Catholics during an Orange parade at Dolly’s Brae, near Rathfriland
in County Down, the previous year. In his final years, Henry Cooke,
the Irish Presbyterian and Conservative,468 had taken part in the
campaign to have this Act repealed.469
Newer more populist Right forces were also emerging to defend a
Protestant British Union by force if called upon. In 1857, the Hugh
‘Roaring’ Hanna, a street corner, evangelical Presbyterian preacher,
with assistance from Orange Order members defying the Act,
provoked a riot in Belfast, which led to several deaths.470 Orange
Order leader, William Johnston of Ballykilbeg, who had been
imprisoned in the early 1860s for his defiance of the Party Processions
Act, took advantage of the extended franchise and linked up with
Hanna. He stood with the backing of the Protestant Working Men’s
Association of Ulster and was elected over the official Conservative
candidate as an MP for Belfast in 1868.471
By the nineteenth century Scotland, a Scottish-British identity had
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long been a feature of the local component of the British ruling class.
It had been given institutional support under the 1707 Act of Union.
This had left the Church of Scotland, law and education in Scottish
hands. However, as the Scottish middle class increased its economic,
social and political influence in the nineteenth century, its members
mounted campaigns, both within these distinct Scottish institutions
and at Westminster. This politicised what it meant to be Scottish and
British. The political battle over the ‘soul’ of the Church of Scotland,
which led to the Disruption in 1843,472 was the biggest of these
struggles.
The breakaway Free Church of Scotland quickly established its own
network of churches, training institutions and missions, whilst its
members soon figured prominently in the Liberal administrations
running Scottish local government. Like the Methodist Church in
England, set up by John Wesley, the Free Church of Scotland was set
up by a Tory supporter, Thomas Chalmers. However, both churches
drew most of their support from the liberal middle class. After the
threat represented by the Chartist challenge, the Free Church was keen
to bring Scottish workers under its moral sway. It also threw itself
into overseas missionary work, which provided a moral justification
for imperial expansion.
As in Ireland, the Tories in Scotland also resorted to aspects of the
country’s history for their own political purposes. Sir Walter Scott,473
who had died in 1832 opposing parliamentary reform, was both a
vigorous upholder of the UK constitutional order and a promoter of a
sentimental Scottish Jacobitism. Sentimental Jacobitism had also
been a feature of Young England. However, such thinking never
made any headway amongst Irish Conservatives, whose existence
depended upon the 1688 ‘Glorious Revolution’, hence their
anomalous celebration of the Whig hero, William of Orange. It was
amongst the anti-Tory, Catholic middle class that sentimental
Jacobitism was celebrated in Ireland.
Scott was a key figure in the Scottish Tory tradition. The National
Association for the Vindication of Scottish Rights, founded in 1853,
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was strongly, if not exclusively, tied to the Scottish Tories.474 Scottish
Liberals made use of their own version of Scottish history. However,
worried by the threat posed by the ‘lower orders’, particularly the
growing working class, their histories tended to airbrush out any class
conflict, whether it was in the Scottish Wars of Independence
(Wallace’s lesser landholders and burghers versus Bruce’s aristocrats),
or amongst the Covenanters (largely dismissing its ‘lower orders’
republican Cameronian wing as only being religious fanatics).
With the recent memory of the Chartist challenge still strong, both
Scottish Liberals and Conservatives, when contesting what some of
them saw as negligence of Scotland’s interests by Westminster, made
sure that they emphasised their Scottish historical heroes’ imagined
contributions to the British Union and Empire. A spate of William
Wallace memorials was erected, with financial backing from both
Tories/Conservatives and Whigs/Liberals.475 Wallace was usually
portrayed as an armour-clad, medieval knight, and never with the
schiltron formations of peasant footsoldiers who had supported him.
The Liberals and Conservatives’ ‘unionist nationalism’ was designed
by its Scottish-British advocates to gain better recognition of Scotland
within the Union, and to win them a greater share of British imperial
spoils.
If the Famine in Ireland (1845-9) formed part of the ‘folk memory’ of
Irish nationalists, The Disruption (1843) that of the Scottish Liberals,
then the ‘Treachery of the Blue Books’ (1847), with its attack on the
Welsh language, was the issue that stirred many Welsh Liberals.476
Until as late as the last decade of the nineteenth century, half the
population of Wales still spoke Welsh. The Liberals’ political base,
including its Radical wing, was particularly strong in Wales. With the
defeat of militant Chartism, this Radicalism had become increasingly
constitutionalist.
The ‘Blue Books’ had caused great offence to the Welsh-speaking
middle class. There was a vigorous campaign against them in both the
Welsh and English language press in Wales. Another important issue,
for Welsh Liberals, was their opposition to the established Church of
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Wales. The Nonconformist churches (which included their largest
component, the Calvinist Methodists) enjoyed the majority support of
the Welsh people, particularly amongst Welsh speakers. Henry
Richards,477 a Congregationalist minister, Cobdenite Liberal, and the
Secretary of the liberal international Peace Society, mocked English
stereotypes of the Welsh,478 in the run-up to the first post-1867
Reform election. He was elected as the Radical Liberal MP for
Merthyr Boroughs.
Thus, one effect of the staged widening of the franchise in nineteenth
century UK was to prevent a united ‘British nation’ from developing,
as the peoples with various hyphenated British identities became more
politicised. This helped to prevent any transition to a unitary ‘British
nation-state’, and meant that the unionist form of the state, with its
recognition of a subordinate Ireland, Scotland and Wales, was to
become further accentuated.

iii)

Ongoing struggles in the IWMA, the Land & Labour
League, and their implications for the ‘British nation’, the
UK state and independent working class politics

It was in the context of the existing UK constitution being contested in
Ireland, and the continued domination of Radical Liberal politics
amongst the working class, that the IWMA General Council members
met.
Radicalism had slowly changed its social basis over the nineteenth
century. It had begun as the ideology of the ‘lower orders’, either
resisting the imposition of a new industrial order, or seeking to mould
it in their own interests.479 Alongside this, developed a middle class
Philosophical Radicalism, which initially made only limited practical
challenges to the ‘Old Order’. Middle class Radicals later went on to
utilise the threat of ‘lower orders’ Radicalism to frighten the Tories.
However, they always attempted to make sure that the ‘lower orders’
were contained.
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Emboldened by their increased political power, particularly after the
1832 Reform Act, a middle class constitutional Radical Liberalism
emerged, which campaigned against the traditional Tories (soon to
become the Conservatives) for political hegemony in the UK. With
their successful abolition of the Corn Laws in 1845, the bourgeoisie
made its peace with the landowners. They were able to draw the
aristocratic Whigs and Peelite Conservatives into a reconstituted
Liberal Party in 1859. Radicalism now became the preserve of the
smaller bourgeoisie, artisans and the skilled workers. These Radicals
looked to a reformed capitalism and opposed any notions of
Socialism. This is one reason why Radicals joined the Liberal Party,
despite the political differences they still held with its more moderate
leaders.
After the collapse of Chartism, most leaders of the New Model unions
had begun to back Radical Liberal politics. This was linked to most
workers’ abandonment of the possibility of alternative social order to
capitalism, and their adoption of the notion of “a fair day’s pay for a
for fair day’s work”. Some of the Radical trade union leaders became
involved in the IWMA, alongside Socialists from the old O’Brienite
Chartist tradition. Indeed, its British membership the IWMA was, in
effect, a united front of Socialists and Radicals.
Between 1865-7, the IWMA had been involved, with other Radicals
and Liberals, in the Reform League’s campaign to win universal
manhood suffrage. After winning the much more limited 1867
Reform Act, its Liberal members ensured that the Reform League was
wound up in 1869, breaking up the Socialist/Radical/Liberal popular
front. This led to the division in Radical ranks, which Marx and
Engels were astutely able to utilise, as they advanced the cause of the
IWMA.
As a result of the split in Radical ranks, two new sets of political
organisations were created. The first of these, led by Liberal Party
members and supporters, wanted to concentrate mainly on
parliamentary lobbying to protect existing trade unions, and to bring
about compulsory state education. The main Liberal-led campaigns
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were the Labour Representation League (LRL)480 and the National
Education League (NEL).481
The second group, which involved many supporters of the IWMA,
continued to uphold the need for universal manhood suffrage. They
linked this demand with others calling for greater social and economic
change. Socialists and some Radicals in the IWMA concentrated their
attentions upon the Land and Labour League (L&LL)482 launched in
1869. This formed the ‘missing link’ in the struggle for an
independent working class party, between the Chartists in the 1830s
and ‘40s and the Scottish Labour Party in 1888, and then the
Independent Labour Party in 1893. The L&LL was supported by the
journals, the Republican and later, the International Herald. Radicals
tended to ‘ride two horses’, involving themselves in both the official
Liberal Party-backed and the independent campaigns.
The Liberal-led LRL had seen its immediate aim as getting trade
union leaders to Westminster as Lib-Lab MPs. The fruits of this
campaign were the election of two trade union officials, Thomas
Burt483 and Alexander Macdonald484 in 1874. They were to remain
devoted followers of Gladstone and the Liberal Party. Some
employers had begun to cultivate trade union leaders and to accept the
need for conciliation and arbitration. The Employers and Workmen
Act was passed in 1875,485 replacing the old draconian Masters and
Servants Act.486 The change in the wording to describe each of the
two contractual partners showed that “workmen” were no longer
considered to be legally subordinate “servants”. They had gained a
position of equality before the law. The working class, or at least its
skilled male section, had become part of the official ‘British nation’,
joining the upper and middle class as subjects to the Crown.
Nevertheless, most trade union leaders were well aware that the
working class still suffered considerable social disadvantages. These
prevented workers from making their political weight felt more
effectively within the institutions of the UK ‘nation-state’. Therefore,
they also backed the NEL, in its successful lobbying for publicly
funded primary education and popular elected school boards. Again,
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they had the backing of key employers, who wanted a more educated
workforce to help them face the new international economic
competition.
The NEL was less successful in winning such employer acceptance of
a secular approach to education. The Anglican Churches of England
(including Wales) and Ireland, the Roman Catholic Church and the
Presbyterians in Ireland, and the Presbyterian Church of Scotland
were left with considerable influence over education. The majority of
the British ruling class still saw Christian religion as a vital element of
social control. Denominational differences were still a source of
division, particularly between Anglicans/Episcopalians, Roman
Catholics, Presbyterians and Nonconformists. Yet the British ruling
class managed to come to an accommodation with these
denominational divisions. They recognised the value of different
churches, in the specific national contexts of England, Ireland,
Scotland and Wales, when it came to promoting respect for existing
authority and private property. This differentiated national approach
to religious organisations tended to further emphasise the unionist
aspect of the UK state, and militated against the creation of a united
British nation.
In Wales, the adherents of the Anglican Church of England were very
much a minority, largely confined to the English-speaking or AngloWelsh gentry and middle class. So, its privileged position did little to
win over the majority of Nonconformists and Welsh speakers to an
acceptance of their ‘Britishness’ – that came from elsewhere.
Nonconformists (the former Dissenters) in Ireland were in a similar
position to those in Wales. The UK state’s acceptance of an
educational role for the Anglican Church of Ireland and the Roman
Catholic Church (and to a lesser extent Presbyterians) in Ireland, and
for the Church of Scotland in Scotland, tended to buttress hybrid
national identities – Irish-British and Scottish-British – especially
amongst the middle classes. These loyalties had already taken deeper
root after the UK state increasingly opened up its offices to the middle
class. This encouraged both the Conservative and Liberal Parties to
promote their own versions of British or hybrid-British national
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identities.
The extension of the franchise to skilled workers, after 1867, also
helped to persuade many Radicals to accept the existing constitutional
basis of what they hoped would be an increasingly united British
‘nation’-state, with any remaining ‘national’ identities being relegated
to a personal matter. Originally, they had also hoped that the
introduction of church disestablishment, and a secular education
system, would render a person’s religious affiliations a purely
personal concern too. These Radicals were also keen to take up the
grievances of the Irish. They thought that a thoroughly reformed
British state, which met Irish economic and social needs, would help
them overcome the ‘outdated’ idea of an independent Ireland, and
allow the Irish, along with the Scots and Welsh, to become full
members of a progressive united ‘British nation’.
However, just as Marx noted that French cosmopolitans, such as Paul
Lafargue, tended to equate their ideal universal order with a
specifically French republicanism,487 which others should assimilate
to; so too, many British Radicals, either consciously or unconsciously,
tended to equate their ideal ‘British nation’ with an updated notion of
the ‘freeborn Englishman’, but which now allowed for Scots, Welsh
and Irish as junior partners in the UK. In the past, the notion of a
‘freeborn Englishman’ had not been tied to geographical England. It
had included, for example, the American colonies.488 This had helped
to contribute to a particular imperial vision and politics. Radicals
would soon be drawn into this way of thinking again, as the British
Empire rapidly expanded with the new white settler colonies, and as
new national challenges emerged within the UK.
These Radicals were not a politically coherent group. On their Left,
particularly amongst the old Chartists, they merged into the Socialists.
Marx and Engels’ closest Chartist ally, Julian Harney, no longer lived
in England, so had little influence. The National Reform League, 489
originally set up by Bronterre O’Brien in 1850, was the longest
standing and most influential Socialist organisation in the UK. It is
not to be confused with the later Liberal led organisation of the same
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name. However, other Socialists, like Ernest Jones, had given up
trying to build independent working class political organisation and
now advocated working with the Radicals in the Liberal Party.
The trade unionist grouping, which included Applegarth, Cremer and
Odger, supported Radical Liberalism. Their thinking oscillated
between the advanced Liberal individualism of the political Radicals,
and the need for certain state measures to protect or advance the
interests of the working class. This latter aspect of their politics
brought them into contact with the Socialists.
The political Radicals were divided into two main tendencies. The
most advanced were Positivists,490 such as Edward Spencer
Beesley.491 The Positivists were a grouping drawn from the Radical
intelligentsia. In some ways they were part of the tradition earlier
represented by the Philosophical Radicals, led by Bentham, who tried
to influence the liberals of his day, and the later Fabian Society, which
tried to persuade the Liberal Party to adopt a more statist and socially
reforming approach.
They were academics seeking to influence the wider Radical
movement of the day, not always by taking up membership in its
campaigns, but by acting as advisors who could be called upon when
needed. Marx befriended Beesley. Both recognised, however, that a
fundamental difference lay between them, with the Positivist support
for Liberal individualism, and Socialist support for a society based on
new forms of association. However, unlike most British Radicals, the
Positivists’ inspiration came not from the tradition of the ‘freeborn
Englishmen’ but from that of the French Radical philosopher, August
Comte,492 and the ‘48ers.
The other wing of the advanced Radicals, like the Positivists, was also
opposed to Socialism.
Charles Bradlaugh493 was its leading
representative. He advocated free thinking/secularism, birth control,
(non-socialist) trade unionism, women’s suffrage and political
republicanism. Unlike the majority of Positivists, he was unwilling to
work with organisations like the IWMA. The dominant wing of
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Radicalism he represented thought that Great Britain/England was the
most advanced nation in the world, which could, with further reforms,
act as a moral beacon for progress both domestically and
internationally.
Many Radical trade union leaders, such as Odger, held reservations
about such advanced Radicals, and what they saw as their ‘middle
class fads’. Marx held similar reservations. However, sometimes he
valued advanced Radicals, such as the Positivists, because they
provided a counterweight to the narrower, more economistic views of
British trade union leaders. Yet, when a choice had to be made, Marx
tended to side with the trade union leaders who provided him with
political access to the working class.
The passing of the 1867 Reform Act had led to the first split in the
Radicals’ ranks. Most Radical trade union leaders increasingly fell in
behind the Radical Liberal MPs, including the Lib-Lab MPs, when
they were elected after 1874. They acted as cheerleaders for William
Gladstone’s494 mainstream Liberalism. The ‘People’s William’ was
careful to emphasise his differences with the old aristocratic Whigs,
now that he had to appeal for working class votes. Nevertheless,
aristocratic Whig MPs remained an important part of Gladstone’s
Liberal coalition.
Marx had shown considerable skill in his ability to unite the disparate
political forces, Socialist and Radical, which constituted the IWMA,
since its foundation in 1864. The betrayal of the wider hopes of
parliamentary reform by the Liberals provided the impetus to set up
the Land and Labour League (L&LL). Marx managed to take
advantage of the conflict between the two different views of
Radicalism, represented by Beesley and Odger, to back Patrick
Hennessy,495 a former Fenian and now London-based trade unionist,
as President of the L&LL.
Interestingly, the inaugural Address of the Land and Labour League to
the Working Men and Women of Great Britain and Ireland, moved
from addressing its target audience in the state terms of its title –
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Great Britain and Ireland, to a call for workers to “unite, organise and
combine… throughout Ireland, Scotland, Wales and England” 496
This shift of focus recognised that the UK did not form a single
nation-state, but encompassed four distinct nations.
This address was perhaps the first significant political statement to
acknowledge the failure of the UK state to create a united ‘British
nation’ from above, and to recognise that many amongst the most
determined sections of the working class, living throughout the UK,
wanted to “unite, organise and combine” more on an ‘internationalism
from below’ basis. It also made the first specific reference to
“working women” in its title, showing perhaps that the Radical-led
women’s suffrage campaign had had some political impact, since the
setting up of the International Working Men’s Association, without its
specific mention of women. Although Marx and Engels were not
associated with the advanced women suffragists at the time, Eleanor
Marx was to become a prominent advocate, and made ‘votes for
women’ a central feature of her campaigning. Somewhat coyly, the
L&LL’s tenth and last demand included “equal electoral rights”.497
The L&LL’s first demand was for ‘land nationalisation’.498 This
followed the debate held a year earlier at the 1868 Brussels Congress
of the IWMA.499 It was adopted for a number of reasons. The first
was to break the economic and political power of the landlords, a
particularly reactionary class with disproportionate political influence.
This class was also often perceived, in Ireland, Scotland and Wales, as
an anti-national force. Land nationalisation could also allow nature’s
wealth to be used for the benefit of the whole nation. In the IWMA’s
and L&LL’s view, this was superior to peasant proprietorship, which
they thought would only create a new private property worshipping
and conservative political force.
Just as the L&LL was in political competition with the Lib-Lab
dominated Labour Representation League, so it also faced John Stuart
Mill’s new Radical Liberal-led Land Tenure Reform Association
(LTRA).500 Fearful of the impact of the more widely based L&LL,
Mill formed the LTRA at a private conference, also held in 1869. It
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sought an end to the traditional landlord backed restrictions on the sale
of land. Basically, it promoted the interests of the industrial
capitalists, wanting free trade in land to follow ‘free’ labour and free
trade in commodities.
Land nationalisation was linked to the L&LL’s second demand.501
This was for ‘home colonisation’. The ever-growing application of
machinery, in both industry and agriculture, had helped to create
considerable unemployment amongst the traditional artisans so there
were increased calls for ‘surplus labour’ to be sent for overseas
colonisation. In Queen Victoria’s day, the world was dominated by
British imperialism; so reactionary trade union leaders sometimes
advocated overseas colonisation; just as, in today’s world of British
imperial decline, their equivalents now propose restrictions on
immigrant workers. Edward Wakefield’s502 earlier support for white
settler colonies was finding a new audience, as more sections of the
ruling class could see possible benefits. Colonies could act as a social
‘safety valve’, and also as new markets for British goods. George
Troup, who became the editor of the labour weekly, Beehive, became
an early advocate of ‘Liberal Imperialism’ through overseas labour
migration.503
The L&LL countered such thinking with its demand to ‘reduce the
hours of labour’, and to provide meaningful work through ‘home
colonisation’ within the UK, on land to be nationalised by the state.
However, it was not until the labour upsurge of the late 1880s that the
original 1866 IWMA Conference demand for an ‘Eight Hour Day’
really took off amongst workers. Many urban workers were recent
migrants from agricultural areas, and still looked wistfully to the
possibility of working the land, so ‘home colonisation’ enjoyed a good
measure of support.
The L&LL’s linking of land and labour related not only to the massive
changes occurring in the rural and industrial areas of the UK, but also
to the USA and the white colonies, as the wider consequences of the
Industrial Revolution swept all before it. Furthermore, when workers
migrated from the agricultural areas of Wales, the Scottish Highlands
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and Ireland, they often brought their old traditions of struggle with
them. In England, Scotland and Wales, the coal industry employed
hundreds of thousands, with workers migrating inwards from many
depressed agricultural regions. Similarly, the Molly Maguires504 were
a clandestine organisation formed amongst the Irish coalminers of the
west Pennsylvanian anthracite coalfields. Coal fuelled the ongoing
Industrial Revolution.
Coalminers had been involved in an almost continuous struggle to
form viable trade unions since the Miners Association of Great Britain
and Ireland during the days of the Chartists in 1842,505 on to the
Miners National Association in 1863.506 The mine owners were brutal
in their attempts to suppress any independent miners’ organisations.
They often actively promoted racism or sectarianism, directed
particularly against the migrant Catholic Irish, to break the miners’
trade unions. As a result, unions often went down to defeat, surviving
only as regional or local organisations, where and when local market
conditions still permitted.
Unlike the New Model unions, the mining unions often sought to
encompass the whole workforce within the industry. They had to in
self-defence. Miners lived in close communities, where death,
disabling injury, or disease was a constant presence; where eviction
from tied houses was a continuing threat; and where the only shop
might be the company store. Not surprisingly alcoholism, domestic
and other violence were common problems.
In these communities, the political equivalent of New Model unionism
lay in the attempts of Liberal miners’ leaders to give their
communities a moral lift through friendly societies, cooperative stores,
teetotalism, and the chapel. These leaders attempted to overcome the
economic weakness of the existing trade unions by becoming early
advocates of political action and representation. The Lib-Lab MPs,
Burt and Macdonald, were both miners’ union leaders. Later Radical
miners’ leaders appreciated the importance of the demand for land
nationalisation and its extension to mineral royalties, as a political
weapon to break the despotic power of the hated coal owners.
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Socialists understood the link between the Fenians’ desire to break the
landlords’ control in Ireland, and the miners’ growing awareness of
the coal owners’ power over land, minerals and their housing. Many,
amongst the rapidly increasing mining workforce, had once been Irish
tenant farmers. Marx was determined to make Ireland an issue for
both the IWMA and L&LL. He wanted to win the support of these
Irish migrant workers. They represented the most oppressed, and
often the most militant, section of the working class. This led to
tensions with some of the British trade union leaders, but to begin
with these were largely contained within the IWMA and L&LL. It
was the events unfolding in Europe that blew that unity apart.

D. FROM THE SOCIAL REPUBLICANISM OF THE PARIS
COMMUNE TO THE RESURRECTION OF THE 'UNIVERSAL
REPUBLIC' AS GLOBAL COMMUNE AND THE
CONSOLIDATION OF A NEW ‘INTERNATIONALISM FROM
BELOW’ APPROACH

i)

The Third French Republic and the Paris Commune

Napoleon III resigned after his capture in the Franco-Prussian War.
The Third French Republic was declared under Adolphe Thiers507 in
July 1870. However, as in 1848, a social republicanism emerged,
which challenged the bourgeois based political republicanism of the
new regime. The Paris Commune set up on March 26 th, 1871508
represented the highpoint of the period of revolutionary activity
between 1857-77. Indeed, it went even further than this, raising once
more the prospect of the Universal Republic, which had first appeared
during the 1789-1795 International Revolutionary Wave, but now in
the form of a global commune. The wider socio-economic and
political situation had changed. For between 1848 and 1870, Europe
and the USA had become dominated by states claiming national
sovereignty - 'nation'-states - based on forms of parliamentary
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democracy, however qualified in practice.
However, "on the second day after the {Paris} Commune was
proclaimed, all foreigners were admitted to its ranks, because 'our flag
is the flag of the Universal Republic.'".509 When 7000 London
workers marched in solidarity with the Paris Commune in April 1871,
they carried a banner inscribed 'Long Live the Universal Republic'.510
The Paris Commune caused panic amongst the ruling classes of the
‘civilised world’. It only triggered a few short-lived attempts to
emulate its example in Marseille, Lyon, Saint-Étienne, Toulouse,
Narbonne, Grenoble, Limoges and Le Creusot.511 These all lay within
France itself. The Commune lasted until May 30th before being
drowned in blood. The failure of the Paris Commune to become the
epicentre of a wider international revolutionary wave contributed to
the increased domination of Conservative nationalism in Germany and
Italy and Liberal nationalism in the UK and France and this
contributed to the rise of the 'New Imperialism'.
Nevertheless, the very example of the Commune's existence, and the
tireless work of its surviving exiles, living as refugees, particularly in
the UK and Switzerland, provided a new and higher base from which
revolutionary social democrats, anarchists and communists would
develop their politics. The struggle for the Paris Commune led Marx
and Engels to their most developed considerations about how a future
communist society would be brought about. Marx wrote The Civil
War in France for the IWMA. This was published on the last day of
the Commune. In his Second Draft, he declared that “The working
class cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made State machinery and
wield it for its own purpose. The political instrument of their
enslavement cannot serve as the political instrument of their
emancipation”.512
Marx went on to write, “The first decree of the Commune, therefore,
was the suppression of the standing army, and the substitution of the
armed people. The Commune was formed of the municipal
councillors chosen by universal suffrage… responsible and revocable
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at short terms… The Commune was to be a working, not a
parliamentary body, executive and legislative at the same time… The
police was at once stripped of its political attributes, and turned into
the responsible and at all times revocable agents of the Commune. So
were all other branches of the Administration. From the members of
the Commune downwards, the public service had to be done at
workmen’s wages… The whole of the educational institutions were
opened to the people gratuitously, and at the same time cleared of all
interference of Church and State… Like the rest of public servants,
magistrates and judges were to be elective, responsible and
revocable”. 513
However, Marx went to some lengths to point out that it was only the
fact that Paris was surrounded by both Prussian and French armed
forces that gave the appearance of the Commune being a municipal
phenomenon. He wrote that, “The antagonism of the Commune
against State power has been mistaken for an exaggerated form of the
ancient struggle against over-centralisation”.514 There were indeed old
Republicans who viewed things in this manner. However, any wider
historical possibilities for the old independent urban communal
republics had finally died with the Venetian Republic in 1795.515
Marx had associated earlier communes with an outdated medievalism.
He had seen the development of “centralised State power” as
historically progressive, “with its ubiquitous organs of standing army,
police, bureaucracy, clergy and judicature… {which} originates from
the days of absolutist monarchy, serving nascent middle class society
as a mighty weapon in its struggle against feudalism”.516 This positive
assessment applied even more to “the gigantic broom of the French
Revolution {which} had swept away all these relics of bygone times,
thus simultaneously clearing the social soil of its last hindrances to the
superstructure of the modern {Jacobin and Napoleonic} State
edifice”.517
But in 1871, apparently out of nowhere, a new Commune appeared,
whereby “the merely repressive organs of the old governmental power
were to be wrested from an authority usurping pre-eminence over
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society itself and restored to the responsible agents of society”
organised under a national Communal Constitution.518
Marx’s attachment to a unilinear model of historical progress had led
him to dismiss such struggles as those of the old Italian, Flemish and
German urban communes, and the Swiss cantons.519 However, the
socio-economic function of the ‘lower orders’ changed over time, with
the appearance of new modes of production. In the process, people
drew upon earlier historical experiences and transformed their
meanings to meet new needs. Furthermore, as capitalist social
relations drew more and more of the world into a more extensive and
deeper network of connections, the narrower social and political
horizons of the earlier medieval communes were overcome.
Communes did not appear out of nowhere in 1871 though. They had
already appeared as a powerful force in the 1789 Revolution.520 The
Jacobins’ clampdown on the independence of the communes and the
urban revolutionary clubs, in 1794, was still remembered by the
‘lower orders’ in the nineteenth century revolutions. They were
determined to re-establish this earlier gain. In 1871, the Parisian
artisans and, in particular, the new working class also attempted once
more to give the communal form a social content – the social republic.
Marx also wrote that, “The Communal Constitution has been mistaken
for an attempt to break up into a federation of small States”.521 Here
he had a more contemporary target in mind - the Anarchists. Indeed,
the Anarchists were soon to draw precisely these conclusions, when
they joined with the bourgeois Republicans in the Spanish Uprising in
1873.522 Marx castigated the Anarchists’ attempts to break-up any
united revolutionary struggle.523 The Anarchists instigated a number
of local insurrections, with no wider purpose than taking control of
individual cities, which would thenceforth govern their own affairs.
The counter-revolutionary forces took advantage of the weakness
created by this division, and centralised their own actions, easily
suppressing each isolated ‘commune’, one after the other.
Instead, Marx pointed out that the real lesson of the Paris Commune
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was that “The unity of the nation was not to be broken, but, on the
contrary, to be organised by the Communal Constitution and to
become reality by the destruction of the State power which claimed to
be the embodiment of that unity”.524 “In a rough sketch of the
national organisation which the Commune had no time to develop, it
states clearly that the Commune was to be the form of even the
smallest country hamlet… The rural communes of every district were
to administer their common affairs by an assembly of delegates in the
central town, and these district assemblies were again to send deputies
to the National Delegation in Paris…”.525
“If the Commune was thus the true representative of all the healthy
elements in French society, and therefore the truly national
Government, it was, at the same time, as a working men’s
Government, as the bold champion of labour, emphatically
international… The Commune made a German workingman its
Minister of Labour… The Commune honoured the heroic sons of
Poland, by placing them at the head of the defenders of Paris… the
Commune pulled down that colossal symbol of {Napoleonic} martial
glory, the Vendome column”.526
Clearly, in contrast to the non-national universal republicanism of the
1789-95 International Revolutionary Wave, Marx now saw the
nations, which had been, or were in the process of being created, as
forming a transition to a possible new global communal order. Here,
Marx demonstrated the ‘internationalism from below’ approach to
society’s organisation in the revolutionary transition to communism.
However, after the defeat of the Paris Commune in 1871, and the final
collapse of the First International in 1876, the notion that freely
associated communes should form the organisational base of a future
communist society came to be dismissed or downplayed as an
Anarchist deviation, by the leaders of German and French Social
Democracy, and of the Second International.
It was only in 1917, in State and Revolution that Lenin was to return
to Marx’s particular insight, viewing the soviets as the updated and
modern form of the commune.527 Lenin envisaged a worldwide Soviet
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that would come about through the voluntary affiliation of local,
regional and national soviets. A similar idea had underpinned the
Paris Commune, seen as the building block of the 'Universal
Republic'. Lenin, however, was soon to give primacy to the Party
organisation to provide the ‘cement’ to unite the soviets. This
particular role for the party was absent in the Paris Commune's
supporters and Marx’s view of a new global communism.
As the 1916-21 International Revolutionary Wave ebbed, a growing
Party-state, increasingly took over those functions in the USSR, which
Marx had viewed as belonging to the commune, whilst a renewed
Russian promoted ‘internationalism from above’ displaced any
‘internationalism from below’ in the new ‘Soviet’-state.

ii)

Political or social republicanism, the split in the IWMA
and the seeds of a new ‘internationalism from below’

Radicals and Socialists throughout the world had offered their near
unanimous support to the Third French Republic. This support
included the followers of Mazzini and Garibaldi, who had attended the
League of Peace and Freedom Congress in Lausanne, and the Radicals
on the IWMA General Council. IWMA members in the leadership of
the Land & Labour League became involved with others, in the setting
up of the Anglo-French Intervention Committee,528 to provide
solidarity with the French Republic. The Positivists wanted the UK to
declare war upon dynastic Prussia/Germany, when it continued to
occupy France after it had been declared a republic.529 Marx was
wary about this campaign, and particularly its support for British
intervention, despite his clear support for France in the war, once it
had declared for a republic.
Although France was now a formally a political republic, Marx
thought that a lot still remained to be achieved before this advance
offered much hope of further progress to the French working class.
This would need the introduction of certain social republican
measures. However, once the Paris Commune was formed, the
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previous unity of political and social republicans soon broke down.
Predictably Mazzini, consistent in his opposition to class as opposed
to national struggle, denounced the Commune because it split national
republican unity.530 Garibaldi, though, gave the Commune his
support,531 although probably for sentimental reasons, rather than from
any deep commitment to the ideas of the social republic or socialism.
In the UK, the advanced Radical, Bradlaugh denounced the socialist
principles of the Commune.532
Following the brutal suppression of the Commune, with the slaughter
of at least 10,000 Communards, the IWMA was made illegal in
several European countries, following an international campaign of
vitriolic attacks on the Commune’s ‘horrific excesses’ and ‘immoral
principles’, after it had been brutally crushed. The Prussian German
and Austrian emperors overcame their recent quarrels and religious
differences and joined in a new ‘Holy Alliance’ with the Vatican to
suppress the IWMA.533 IWMA members were subjected to physical
attacks in Ireland orchestrated by the Catholic hierarchy. However,
despite a vicious press campaign, headed by The Times,534 the IWMA
remained legal in the UK. It was Liberal threats to sever any links
with those Radical trade unionists still supporting the IWMA, which
led to the organisation’s break-up in Britain. It began when Odger
resigned from its General Council.535
For a time, some Radicals remained committed to the idea of a
political republic. Political republican France had inspired them. Sir
Charles Dilke536 joined with Joseph Cowen, 537 both Radical Liberal
MPs, and organised a large republican rally in Newcastle-upon-Tyne
in November 1871.538 Cowen was also a sympathiser of Irish causes.
There was a large émigré Irish community on Tyneside, led by the
Fenian, John Barry, which exerted its political influence on the local
Radicals. The immediate issue was the high cost of maintaining the
extended British Royal Family.
However, when the British
Establishment launched a royalist counter-offensive, Dilke soon
retreated into a purely personal republicanism. Bradlaugh, however,
became President of the London Republican Club; whilst Odger went
on to publish his own paper, Odger’s Monthly.539
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The only advanced Radicals, who supported the Paris Commune, were
William Linton540 and the Positivists.541 However, they saw the Paris
Commune as the culmination of the earlier attempts to create a French
Republic, not as a harbinger of a future socialist order. Despite being
one of the few Radicals to side with the despised Communards, Linton
was still part of the ‘freeborn Englishman’ tradition. He designed the
political republicans’ tricolour for England, with its three horizontal
bands of blue, white and green.542
Linton remained strongly opposed to the Irish Fenians, believing that
Ireland was necessary for England’s continued greatness.543 Whilst
the final demise of the Paris Commune led to the growing splits in the
IWMA and L&LL, it was the ‘Irish Question’ that provided a
continued focus of dispute amongst their remaining British members.
Under the hammer blows of the Liberals’ condemnation of ‘Fenian
outrages’, and the rapid eclipse of the Irish section of the IWMA,
following the physical attacks orchestrated upon its members by the
Catholic hierarchy, it is perhaps not surprising that Radical trade
union members soon echoed some of this. They too wanted to bring
Irish Fenians under control. John Hales had opposed the appointment
of Marx’s supporter, the ex-Fenian, John McDonnell, as the Irish
Secretary on the IWMA’s General Council.544 As was shown earlier,
Hales wanted all affiliated bodies within the UK to form part of the
English/British Federal Council.545
Applegarth, another Radical trade union member of the IWMA,
became involved in the Emigration League (EL).546 It followed in the
‘Labour Imperialist’ tradition of Troup,547 the Scottish-British, onetime editor of Beehive. The EL’s platform was to “remove by
emigration the superfluous hands from the labour market in England,
and by that means to mitigate the distress at home, and to strengthen
the British empire through the extension of prosperous colonies
abroad”.548
As nearly all the leading Liberals increasingly bowed before a soon to
be greatly reinvigorated British imperialism, it is perhaps not
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surprising that some Radical, trade union leader, IWMA members
followed them. Meanwhile, amongst the older Radical Liberals, only
a small number of pacifist Free Traders like Bright, and amongst the
new Radicals only the Positivists and Linton, opposed this new British
imperialism, but not, of course, British unionism.
Many
English/British Radicals had unconsciously absorbed the older
chauvinist tradition of the ‘freeborn Englishmen’.549
Cowen
supported a British imperial policy, on the grounds that a reformed
British Empire could act as a beacon of progress for the world.
Radical Liberals, including Sir Charles Dilke and Joseph
Chamberlain,550 were to become some of the most vehement
advocates of British imperialism and unionism.
As the split developing in the IWMA and the L&LL began to weaken
and undermine both these bodies, social republicans formed other
organisations to try to advance their aims. However, the social
republicans were also divided amongst themselves. There was a
growing alliance within the IWMA to oppose Marx’s counterproductive political manoeuvring designed to keep his supporters in
control, after the crushing of the Paris Commune. He wanted to
maintain the old political basis of the General Council in very changed
political circumstances. The opposition now included Marx’s former
Socialist trade union allies, such as Eccarius and Hales,551 as well as
the American Radicals, and the rising new Anarchist current, the
International Alliance of Social Democracy, led by Bakunin. 552
A major and, as it turned out, fatal clash occurred at the IWMA’s
Hague Congress in 1872. After all the recent defeats and retreats,
Marx feared the opposition might take over the IWMA. He proposed
that the General Council be removed to the USA. He held some small
hope that the growing American workers’ movement, and his friend
Sorge, might hold out till political prospects improved, but failing
that, he clearly knew that the move would lead to the IWMA’s
demise. Marx succeeded in this particular political manoeuvre, with
the help of his dubious new English ally, Maltman Barry.553 It turned
out to be a ‘pyrrhic victory’.
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The defeated opposition, to whom were now added his long time
French political republican oppositionists and the German
Lassalleans,554 tried to create an alternative IWMA leadership in the
Universal Federal Council.555 Marx still had his ally, Charles Keen, as
Secretary for the IWMA’s English/British Federal Council.556
However, the L&LL leadership had fallen to the oppositionists, and
Marx’s ally, Patrick Hennessy, was no its longer President. The new
L&LL leadership contributed to its political collapse as it fell under
the sway of the political Radicals and Mill’s Land Tenure Reform
Association. 557
Countering this, Keen and Hennessy still managed to leave behind a
legacy, which contributed to the political upsurge of the late 1880s.
Keen helped to organise the Kent Agricultural Labourers’ Union.558
This occurred at the same time as Joseph Arch 559 helped to form the
National Agricultural Workers Union in what Marx called “the
wakening of the agricultural workers”.560 Hennessey quickly took up
the new demand for Irish Home Rule being put forward by Isaac
Butt’s Irish Parliamentary Party. Hennessy became involved with the
Metropolitan Home Rule Association in London in 1871.561
Keen and Hennessy also worked together in the Labour Protection
League,562 which began to organise the unskilled workers of London,
including many migrant workers, before the rise of the later and
better-known New Unions in 1889. The LPL grew from 1200 to
30,000 members between May and October 1872.
Meanwhile, in Scotland, John Murdoch,563 launched The Highlander
in 1873. Murdoch was raised in the Highlands - in Nairnshire,
Perthshire and Islay. He became a spiritual Christian, opposed to
organised denominations – an advocate of ‘anarchism’ in religion.564
Initially he worked as an exciseman in Lancashire, Ireland and the
Highlands. He was strongly influenced by the Chartists and the
Young Irelanders. He appreciated the link between the ‘Land’ and
‘Labour Questions’, and between the struggles of tenant farmers and
trade unionists. The Highlander made the connection between the
“ejected country population” and “their brethren in the towns {forced
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to compete} for employment in the factories, foundries and other
scenes of urban overtoil”.565 The journal campaigned for an end to
landlordism, and for solidarity with the struggles of the Irish land
campaigners and trade unionists. Murdoch was strongly opposed to
landlord sponsored attempts to promote emigration.566
When rural migrants moved to mines and factories in England,
Scotland’s Central Belt, or the USA, remaining family attachments to
the ‘old country’, and their émigré social organisations, ensured that
their Irish, Scottish or Gaelic identities remained strong. Murdoch,
like earlier leaders in the United Irishmen, defended the Gaelic
language. He was a major contributor to the setting up of the Gaelic
Society in 1871, not in Edinburgh, nor Glasgow, but in Inverness.567
He promoted the use of Gaelic in the new state schools in the
Highlands and Islands.
Murdoch was not taken in by the notion of the ‘world civilising
mission’ of the white ‘race’, or of the ‘British nation’. Although a
strong admirer of republican USA, he had written, “The dying wail of
the cheated redman of the woods rings in our ears across the
Atlantic”.568 After the British invasion of Afghanistan he asked, “And
what glory is to be had from fighting semi-civilised but brave and
patriotic highlanders. Noble Afghan highlanders our sympathies lie
with you”, and “Our Indian conquests were a series of crimes”.569
Murdoch had already anticipated the later ‘internationalism from
below’ approach, when he wrote an article in the influential Irish
paper The Nation in 1856/7. “The people of England and Scotland are
in a great measure as much victims of iniquitous land laws as the
people of Ireland. The great mass of the rural population of England –
all the bombast of ‘merry England’ notwithstanding – have the mark
of the heel of the landlord oppressor on their forehead, and in their
inmost soul, as deep deadly as it is in Ireland”.570 Whilst placing
strong emphasis upon Scottish and Irish solidarity, he also saw the
downtrodden English working class as allies. The 1707 Act of Union
was not an English imposition upon Scotland, but “an arrangement by
which the people of both countries could be made more perfect slaves
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of the one {British} ruling class”.571
It was to be a number of years before all this agitation resulted in
successful struggles, but the earlier organisation undertaken by the
Labour Protection League in England, and the propaganda work done
by The Highlander, both contributed to the next UK-wide upsurge in
class struggle the 1880s, originally initiated by the Irish National Land
League, soon after it formed in 1879.
The continued affects of the defeat of the Paris Commune, and the
growing confidence of Liberal-supporting trade unionists, made the
political work of social republicans an uphill task. In addition, the
1873 Crash opened up the period known as the Long Depression.572
This undermined the social republicans’ work amongst agricultural
labourers and unskilled urban workers.
Nevertheless, the seeds were sown. The decline of the Fenians
produced a new crop of land and labour organisers in Ireland,
England, Scotland and the USA. The L&LL’s political programme,
with its emphasis on land nationalisation, provided the link between
agricultural and industrial labourers, especially the coalminers. The
Highlander developed other links.
Meanwhile, the continued
migration of the Irish and Highlanders, who took up a wide variety of
unskilled jobs, particularly in the mines, on the docks and in haulage,
ensured that when the next upsurge arrived, it would have a strong
‘internationalism from below’ component. The IWMA’s original
demand for an ‘8 Hour Day’ was to produce one of the most
determined international working class struggles ever launched.

E. A SUMMARY OF MARX’S AND ENGELS’ POSITIONS BY
THE 1870s
The defeat of the Paris Commune, the creation of the triumphant
Prussian/German Empire of Kaiser Wilhelm I and Bismarck, and the
resentful French Third Republic (and Empire) of Adolphe Thiers,
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were to set the pattern for both new and reformed nation-states.
Whether these states were monarchical or republican in form,
Conservative and Liberal nationalism, which both drew more and
more upon the latest racist ideology, and which promoted ‘national
grandeur’ and the ‘imperial mission’, were to have a much greater
immediate political impact than the defeated Paris Commune, which
continued to be celebrated by smaller and smaller numbers of
Socialists and Anarchists.
Those political tendencies, which belonged to the earlier tradition of
French republicanism and the social republic, such as the followers of
Proudhon and Blanqui, were soon to largely disappear. The defeat of
the Commune ushered in a period when an industrial working class
increasingly replaced the still substantial artisan class in France. The
Radical Positivists in England also fell out with each other. The
manner in which the ‘historic nations’ of Germany and Italy had
become ‘nation’-states also ended most illusions on the Left in
Mazzinian radical internationalism.
Trying to hold on to his Radical supporters, Mazzini argued against
the defectors from his cause. They were being increasingly won over
to the Socialist and Anarchist camps.573 However, Mazzini also lost
most of his Liberal supporters, who now threw their lot in with the
new Italian monarchist regime. He died in 1872. His death marked
the end of the illusion of an international federal republic within a
capitalist framework.
Marx’s ideas were to rise to greater prominence in the wider working
class movement and particularly in the newly created Social Democrat
parties. The first of these, the German Socialist Workers’ Party 574 was
formed in 1875, after adopting the Gotha Programme (390).575 The
impact of the various revolutionary struggles between 1857 and 1877
had led both Marx and Engels to question some of their earlier
thinking. The following points summarise these changes.

a)

Under the influence of the Indian Mutiny and the Taiping
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Rebellion, Marx and Engels reassessed the positive role they had
earlier seen for capitalism in undermining what they had
considered ‘historyless’ societies, such as India and China. They
still largely adhered to a unilinear model of nation-state
development, found in Western Europe (and the USA), which they
believed all national democratic movements would need to follow.
However, there was a growing recognition that an externally
imposed capitalism might hold back genuine progress.
b) Arguments used by Marx and Engels, in relation to Ireland,
paralleled Marx’s recognition of the conservative path of
development outlined in Capital. This argument could be
generalised to show the retrogressive role of imperialism, when it
imposed its own version of economic and social development,
tying the countries concerned into a subordinate role.
c) Successful national democratic struggles would lead first to
the creation of new nation-states. Some ancient states in the East
had fairly clear frontiers (e.g. China) whilst the British colonial
power was creating new state boundaries in India. These
boundaries would likely represent the borders of any new
liberated nation-states.
d) There still remained considerable areas of the world where
the history of struggle did not effectively register with Marx and
Engels. Neither Marx, nor Engels, analysed the viability of
alternative non-nation state roads of progress, such as had been
originally attempted in the anti-Spanish Empire Revolutions (e.g.
by Simon Bolivar) in South and Central America.
e) Marx and Engels continued to underestimate the significance
of struggles on the slave plantations of the Caribbean and the
American South, which had long been subordinated to European
capitalism. They failed to chronicle the development of the
Abolitionist Movement in the USA over a number of decades.
Whilst contemptuous of ‘poor white’ racism towards African
Americans in the USA, Marx and Engels missed the political
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significance of the ‘General Strike’ of black workers in the
Confederate South, the counter-revolutionary end to the
Reconstruction, and the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica.
Although Marx and Engels took a keen interest in developments
in North America, they failed to appreciate the wider significance
of the anti-slavery and the anti-peonage struggles, which did
develop in the USA, Mexico and Cuba.
f)
When it came to the ‘Woman Question’, Marx and Engels
still remained trapped in their earlier ‘capitalism is already
solving the problem’ approach, which they held about the
‘National Question’ before the 1847-9 Revolutions. They initially
saw the new campaigns for women’s suffrage as largely middle
class concerns and failed to develop a satisfactory political
strategy to draw in women workers.
g) After the 1863 Polish insurrection, Engels made a
breakthrough in his understanding of the clear difference between
nations and nationalities. The nation is a territorial concept that
usually includes several nationalities within its borders. A
nationality is an ethnic or a ‘racial’ group (the distinction did not
clearly emerge until the twentieth century), whose members
usually lives on territory shared with others. This shared 'living
space' is particularly a feature of cities. Industrialisation, with its
consequent rapid urbanisation, is a major feature of capitalism
and is responsible for drawing together people of many
nationalities.
h) When championing the formation of new nation-states, it is
the ‘nation’, not the ‘nationality’, principle that Marx and Engels
advocated. The ‘civic nation’ principle can be seen as the
transitional stage to a higher form of internationalism. It
attempts to overcome the divisions promoted by racism and
ethnicism and is the highest democratic form of unity that can be
achieved, as long as capitalism still exists. A higher international
stage is only achievable in a classless communist society.
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i)
Marx and Engels abandoned their earlier ‘degree of
civilisation’ argument about the viability of a particular nation
state in favour of support for 'the right to national selfdetermination' (or, its earlier, less clear formulation - 'the right of
every people to dispose of itself'). Democratic principles replaced
economic (e.g. advanced industrial Britain) and strategic
considerations (e.g. Polish and Hungarian opposition to Tsarist
Russia) when it came to support for national struggles.
j)
Large states were still preferred for their ability to develop
the productive forces more rapidly. The greater productive
wealth, encouraged by capitalism, still provided the best, but no
longer the only, basis for future progress. However, it was now
permissible to advocate the break-up of larger, fully
developed
capitalist states, if this advanced the cause of democracy, as in the
case of Ireland and Britain. The economic gains from large-scale
production could still yet be achieved by a future (con)federation.
However, these federations were to be voluntarily formed by
politically equal partners after the political break-up of the
existing undemocratic state.
k) Using the example of Ireland, Marx and Engels now
supported the promotion of industrial development by resort to
tariffs. However, it is unlikely that Marx and Engels abandoned
their earlier critical support for free trade in general. Instead,
they pointed out that Britain, the main contemporary proponent
of international free trade, had initially developed its agriculture
and industry behind a tariff barrier. It was now permissible for
new nation-states to phase their entry to a tariff-free international
trade when they were better able to successfully participate to
their benefit. Marx and Engels still valued the wider international
division of labour the world market encouraged and saw this
forming the economic basis for a new global communist order.
l)
Marx and Engels were aware of the role of racism in
dividing the working class. They pointed towards the dangers of
the social chauvinist/social patriotic division. This resulted from a
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failure to apply ‘internationalism from below’ principles to
relations between peoples. They showed the problems of social
chauvinism arising from British workers’ prejudices against the
Irish. This led to a social patriotic response amongst the
oppressed nations and nationalities, which could be utilised by
other states for their own divisive or predatory purposes.
However, Marx and Engels paid little attention to the rise of
‘scientific racism’, which was increasingly displacing earlier
Biblical justifications for racism and colonial conquests.
m) Marx and Engels took a sophisticated and flexible approach
to the organisational issue. They began to advocate
‘internationalism from below’ organisational principles. Their
main concern was that parties should always be internationalist in
practice and preferably in form too. They took a leading part in
the formation of the International Working Men’s Association
(IWMA). They also highlighted the importance of political action
directed against existing capitalist states, particularly when
combatting the Anarchists.
n) However, they did not equate this political action with
support for organising on an existing-state basis and indeed
specifically opposed this. They resisted the 'one-state/one party'
organisational principle. They argued that each nation in multination states had the right to have its own section in the IWMA.
This was made explicit in Ireland's case but was only implicit in
Poland's. They specifically defended the right of the Irish, as an
oppressed national minority in England, to organise
independently of the British Federal Council of the IWMA.
o) The 1871 Paris Commune resurrected the idea of the social
republic, which had first appeared in the 1789-95 International
Revolutionary Wave. It also raised the spectre of a new global
commune based on the self-organisation of the working class, and
a socialist republican strategy to acheive this. The Commune led
Marx and Engels to a new understanding of the role of the state in
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the transition to communism.
Emphasis was placed on
democratic communes in any new revolutionary transition. Marx
and Engels saw these communes as forming the base of a radically
new national semi-state. As yet, it was not made clear how any
wider international organisation would come about. However,
Marx and Engels already pointed to the diminution of certain
national features in the Paris Commune with the election of nonnationals to posts of responsibility. This pointed the way to the
eventual ‘withering away’ of specifically national characteristics
in the administrative bodies of a future global communist society.
p) New developments in Ireland, Scotland and England,
initiated in the IWMA-sponsored, Land and Labour League,
contributed to the renewal of an ‘internationalism from below’
approach in the UK and British Empire. The defeat of the Fenian
Movement and the Paris Commune, and the impact of the post1873 Long Depression and the rise of New Imperialism were to
push this approach to the political margins for nearly a decade.
q) Thus, by the mid-1870s Marx and Engels had largely
abandoned their earlier support for progress based on the role of
‘historic nations’, in favour of a more ‘internationalism from
below’ approach based on the defence of democratic principles.
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3.

A.

i)

MARX AND ENGELS IN THE AGE OF
THE ‘NEW IMPERIALISM’
MARX AND ENGELS' RESPONSE TO
THE RISE OF THE ‘NEW IMPERIALISM’

The beginnings of the ‘New Imperialism’

Many orthodox Marxists, following Lenin, date the beginning of
Imperialism - the increasing worldwide domination of those states
now dominated by competing national monopoly capitals - to the
1890s. However, a good case can be made for seeing the defeat of the
Paris Commune in 1871, the beginning of the Long Depression 576
from 1873, and the ending of Reconstruction in 1877, as together
forming a decisive series of events, which allowed a ‘New
Imperialism’577 to emerge. The top-down and conservative manner in
which the latest phase of nation-state formation in Western Europe
developed by 1871 (and in the USA by 1877) also contributed to this
‘New Imperialism’.
Many of the features of ‘New Imperialism’ had already been
established within the British Empire. Some upholders of the earlier
Liberal free trade and Nonconformist tradition had once considered
the possibility that British rule over its colonies might only be
necessary for a limited period of time. The native populations could
eventually be granted self-government once they had become
sufficiently ‘civilised’. The settler colonies, where Whites already
formed the majority, and had their own assemblies, formed a possible
precedent for such self-government. This prospect, however, had
been largely abandoned in the racist clamour that followed the Indian
Mutiny and the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica. Crown rule had
replaced both East India Company indirect rule in India and the
minority white controlled assembly in Jamaica.
The period before the rise of ‘New Imperialism’ has been
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characterised by some apologists as one when the British Empire
expanded in a fit of absent-mindedness - not by the conscious actions
of government, but through the private activities of explorers,
missionaries, Abolitionists, traders and individual colonists seeking
land. Bibles and trade goods, not threats and guns, were seen to be the
principal agents in this Christian promoted ‘free trade’ world.
However, as Palmerston had realised, and as others soon concluded, a
little gunboat diplomacy, and the acquisition of certain useful
territories could, nevertheless, provide greater security for British
commerce. The judicious state promotion of jingoism, buttressed by
an increasingly racist clamour, could also help to unite the ‘lower
orders’ behind the ruling class.
After defeat in the Crimean War, Tsarist Russia had recommenced its
own policy of landward expansion, but now towards the southeast and
east, into the Caucasus and Central Asia. In the process, the Russian
Empire’s longstanding competition with the British Empire in the East
intensified as ‘The Great Game’ was played out.578 The AngloPersian War of 1856-7579 had represented the first move in this
renewed competition. Both the UK and Russia continued their
competitive territorial expansion towards Persia, Turkestan,
Afghanistan, Tibet and China throughout the rest of the century.
However, what was new about the ‘New Imperialism’, which
developed from the 1870s, was the greater number of European states,
including France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain and Portugal,
making more systematic attempts to extend existing colonial
territories or establish new ones around the world. This increasingly
destabilised the international order. These new colonies required
military and naval protection. The new Prussian German state, Meiji
Japan, the USA and Italy also joined this imperial scramble.
An arrogant jingoism initially directed against the ‘uncivilised races’
developed a more paranoid and militaristic colouring, as it became
directed against the peoples of the other imperialist powers too. By
the end of the century a new ‘arms race’ had commenced. Already, by
the late 1880s, Engels recognised the possibility that a worldwide

172

inter-imperialist war was in the making.580
After the crushing of the Paris Commune, the French state, now the
Third Republic, recently humiliated in Mexico and in Europe in the
Franco-Prussian War, turned to Africa, Indo-China and the Pacific
with greater determination, in order to pursue its imperial ambitions.
The newly united Prussian/German state demonstrated its rising
international importance, when it hosted the 1878 Congress of
Berlin.581 This was held to determine the future of the Ottoman
Empire in the Balkans, and to contain Russian ambitions in that area.
Six years later, Berlin was the venue for another Conference,582 which
launched the ‘Scramble for Africa’.583 As a reward for its services,
the German Empire was awarded some colonial territories. At this
Conference, France and the UK made provisional arrangements to
deal with areas of the world where they might clash. King Leopold of
Belgium acquired the Congo as a personal fiefdom. Along with
Portugal and Italy, he was awarded territory in Africa to create
barriers between the stronger imperial powers.
William DuBois, in his pioneering work, highlighted the significant
historical turn marked by the final defeat of Reconstruction in the
USA. This defeat made its own contribution to the rapid expansion of
the ‘New Imperialism’, or what some Marxists would later call
‘Monopoly Capitalist Imperialism’. Imperialism soon transformed
society and politics within the USA. “There began to rise in America
in 1876 a new capitalism and a new enslavement of labour... The
immense profit from this new exploitation and worldwide commerce
enabled a guild of millionaires to engage the greatest engineers, the
wisest men of science, as well as to pay the more intelligent labour
and at the same time to have enough surplus to make more thorough
the dictatorship of capital over the state and over the popular vote”.584
Some of the key wider features of the ‘New Imperialist’ era were to be
found within the USA. "The antecedent... was the subjugation of the
Plains Indians in the aftermath of the Civil War. A portion of their
confiscated lands ended up in the hands of white workers seeking to
be self-employed producers, who benefited from the booty of the

173

domestic imperial project".585 Thus, in the West, the dispossession of
the Plains Indians was accelerated after the end of the Civil War.
More US troops, both battle-hardened and better armed, could now be
deployed against them. The 1871 Indian Appropriations Act repealed
any prior recognition of Native Americans as recognised political
entities to be negotiated with through treaties, however one-sided and
duplicitous they has been in practice. In effect, the taking of Native
American-held land was purely on the basis of the right of conquest of
‘savages’ by ‘civilised’ people. The US government promoted a
policy of the mass extermination of the Plains-dwelling buffalo to
starve the Native Americans into submission and force the survivors
on to reservations.
Native American tribes put up a strong resistance, highlighted by the
Sioux/Cheyenne victory at Little Big Horn 586 in 1876, and by the
guerilla resistance put up by the Apaches under Geronimo until
1886.587 Many of these tribes had previously been able to ignore the
existence of the state boundaries between Canada, the USA and
Mexico. The massacre of the Sioux at Wounded Knee,588 in 1890,
marked the end of Native American armed resistance. Their
confinement to reservations ended long-range hunting and raiding.
The creation of new state and provincial administrations in the USA
and Canada secured these states’ borders more effectively.
In the South, the combination of Ku Klux Klan terrorism,589 followed
by Jim Crow laws,590 allowed a new form of unfree labour to take
root. Many African Americans were reduced to sharecropping,591
effectively tied to the land through debt peonage. They were forced to
hand over a major portion of their crop to their white landlords. This
occurred at the same time as the numbers of native white and
immigrant waged workers increased dramatically as a result of a new
wave of industrialisation, particularly in the North. This period was
marked by the rapid rise of major banking, industrial and transport
corporations. The age of the big business tycoons, or the new ‘robber
barons’, had arrived.
State-promoted or state-supported violence, which led to much US
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federal expansion in the West, at the cost of thr Native Americans and
the attempts to control black labour in the South, soon became part of
the armoury directed against white labour too. State administrations,
in the pockets of the tycoons, along with private detective agencies
such as Pinkertons, resorted to armed force to break the Great South
West Railroad Strike in 1886,592 and the Pennsylvanian steelworkers’
Homestead Strike of 1892.593
As the ‘New Imperialism’ expanded worldwide, it took two longestablished forms of oppression to new levels. First, there was large
scale ethnic cleansing for the benefit of white settlers. Secondly, there
was the suppression of indigenous people’s way-of life, the better to
exploit them through various forms of unfree labour - e.g. corvee and
indentured.
“The abolition of American slavery started the transportation of
capital from white to black countries where slavery 594 prevailed...
When raw material could not be raised in a country like the United
States, it could be raised in the tropics and semi-tropics under a
dictatorship of industry, commerce and manufacture with no free
farming class”.595 In this manner, DuBois linked the overthrow of
black chattel slavery in the USA to the extension of plantation
agriculture, with its own forms of unfree labour, to other parts of the
world. As the USA developed its industries, it made greater domestic
use of its own primary producing areas. Manufacturers in the UK
began to look to new areas of the world for raw materials and
foodstuffs. The British Empire was extended to new regions of
Africa, and to Malaysia and the Pacific.
The Long Depression, from 1873-96, coincided with the development
of this ‘New Imperialism’. It was triggered by a traditional economic
crisis, which began on the Vienna stock exchange.596 However, this
particular stock market crash was not the reason why this depression
lasted so long. The Long Depression adis npt mount to a full-blown
crisis affecting all economic sectors throughout the whole world.
Rather it represented a period of economic adjustment under the
conditions of the ‘New Imperialism’. Therefore, its geographical and
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economic impact was uneven.
The British Liberal model of championing free trade and nonannexationist policies had previously held ideological sway amongst
its would-be emulators around the world, even if such beliefs were not
always upheld in practice. However, the increased desire of
capitalists, in countries such as the USA and Germany, to develop
their own industries and markets, led them to promote different
economic approaches. They remembered Henry Clay’s597 and
Freidrich List’s598 support for protective tariffs to protect domestic
industries. The formation of trusts and cartels in the USA, along with
merging of banking and industrial capital in Germany, greatly
increased these bodies’ economic strength and power. They used this
to buy political influence and to persuade politicians to bow to their
demands for greater measures of economic protection.
New
competitors, no longer prepared to accept British ‘free trade’ rules,
now confronted British imperialism.
Bismarck’s government moved to greater economic protection for
Germany in 1879. France, faced with the additional cost of war
reparations, after defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, began its retreat
from a ‘free trade’ commitment in 1881.599 President Harrison was
elected in the USA on a protectionist ticket in 1888, leading to the
McKinley Tariff of 1890.600 These rising capitalist powers promoted
new industries, such as chemicals, petroleum and electronics, and used
more modern production techniques. This put increased economic
pressure upon the older, longer-established British industries.
After eventually winning the First Boer War of 1880-1,601 the British
left the Transvaal. The territory was still nothing but a poor, partly
subsistence, agricultural backwater, and home to prickly Boer settlers
and 'Kaffirs'. Another reason why Gladstone probably brought the
First Boer War to a conclusion was because the Liberal Government
was faced with the more pressing problem of the Irish Land War.602
This was, perhaps, the last example of British imperial ‘abstinence’.
The post-1885 ‘Scramble for Africa’, and for parts of Asia and
Oceania, led to an imperial frenzy for new lands to provide raw

176

materials for industry and commodities for commerce, but also to
assert imperial prestige and to deny access to potential competitors.
UK manufacturers turned to the growing British colonies and the
American West for cheap foodstuffs to help undercut the labour costs
of their rivals. As a result, agriculture was the worst affected
economic sector within the UK during the Long Depression. In
contrast, Australia underwent a Great Land Boom in the 1880s603 as
sheep farms rapidly expanded, pushing many Aborigines further into
the desert, and curtailing the activities of the earlier white squatters.
Areas, such as the American Great Plains, after being brutally cleared
of Native Americans, underwent major capitalist transformations,604 as
wheat and beef production, both for the domestic and European
markets, expanded rapidly. However, many of the incoming small
homesteaders were violently cast aside by the owners of the cattle
ranches. These richer, large-scale farm owners were in a better
position to take advantage of the world market.
Economic indices, which showed a locally buoyant economy, did not
necessarily translate into improved standards of living for all those
directly concerned. The displaced, or sometimes massacred, native
populations certainly did not experience the benefits of this new
economic growth. Those who survived faced enforced labour, or new
punitive taxes to make them take the low paid and arduous jobs,
which white settlers were unwilling to do.
Other areas of the world also experienced economic expansion during
this period. New ports were developed in the colonies for the
increased international commercial steamship traffic. New railways
were constructed to link these ports to mines and plantations in the
interior. New telegraph lines greatly speeded up both commercial and
colonial administrative communication. There was also another Gold
Rush, precipitated by the discovery of the rich deposits in The Rand,
in the Boers’ ‘White Republic’ of Transvaal in 1886.605 Transvaal
was no longer left to its own devices, but faced continued
encroachments by British backed ‘Uitlanders’, leading to the failed
Jameson Raid of 1895.606
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Although British capital now faced increased economic competition,
the powerful City of London still had a strong interest in maintaining
global free trade, so forces demanding economic protectionism in the
UK remained weak. However, the policy of no colonial annexations,
the other main plank of the old ‘Free Trade Imperialism’, began to be
abandoned as an ideology, even by its previous Liberal supporters. In
practice it had often been quietly jettisoned before, whenever
commercial advantage could be obtained.
Perhaps the key event, which signalled the complete collapse of the
old Liberal thinking in the UK, was William Gladstone’s decision to
invade Egypt in 1882.607 Just three years earlier, in his celebrated
Midlothian Campaign, Gladstone had strongly attacked the Tories for
their jingoism over Afghanistan, the Zulus and the Transvaal, as well
as criticising their takeover of the Egyptian administration.
However, since the American Civil War, Egypt had become a major
source of cotton for British industry, whilst the Suez Canal, completed
in 1869, had become a vital link on the route to India. In 1875, the
Conservative Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli, personally
authorised the purchase of the khedive of Egypt’s shares in the canal
to give the British government a controlling interest. The khedive still
faced mounting debts, so, despite a famine killing thousands of his
subjects, he heavily taxed the fellahin (peasantry), in order to pay the
extortionate interest payments to British bondholders.
Now that the City of London was directly affected, it became
permissible, to the Liberal conscience, for Egypt to be annexed. This
would ensure debt repayments. These faced a possible threat from the
new Egyptian nationalist movement, led by Colonel Ahmed Urabi.608
He challenged the khedive’s British/French-backed stooge
government. Gladstone sent in British troops to crush this resistance,
first by shelling Alexandria, and then by defeating an Egyptian army
at Tel-el-Kebir in 1882. Bright, the last of the Liberal ‘free traders’,
reluctantly resigned his government office. However, by this time, a
much wider Liberal/Tory consensus had been cemented over the need
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to defend the British Empire.

ii)

The rise to dominance of gung-ho imperialist ideology
and ‘scientific racism’

By the last decade of the nineteenth century, most of the political
running was being made by the open pro-imperialists. A new
thoroughly jingoist and racist Right appeared. It gained much of its
training in the colonies. Developing General Gallifet’s609 earlier
political trajectory further, 610 General Boulanger,611 a former officer in
Cochin-China, planned a Rightist military coup in France in 1889. He
failed, but a generation later, an ominous new Far Right force –
Fascism - developed out of this tradition. This later Fascism was able
to build on the political soil already developed by more mainstream
Conservative and Liberal, and thoroughly chauvinist and racist forces,
which had triumphed in the dominant imperialist countries by the turn
of the century.
In the UK, the Conservative Prime Minister, Disraeli, took a leaf from
Palmerston’s book, and built upon his imperialist populism. 612 He
had Queen Victoria made Empress of India in 1877, using the
accompanying imperial pageantry to promote his brand of
Conservative politics. Disraeli’s second government, formed in 1874,
had also introduced a number of reform measures, which benefitted
workers. In this, he followed the kind of national and imperial politics
pursued by that other Conservative, Bismarck, in Prussia/Germany.
Workers were meant to abandon any independent political activity in
return for paternalist economic and social concessions.
Just as Liberals, in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, had
been able to win over most Whigs and some Tories to a shared
consensus on ‘free trade’ and limited parliamentary reform, so now, in
the century’s last quarter, Conservatives began to pull most of the
Liberal Party in its wake, behind the pursuit of Empire. Under the
political pressures of the ‘New Imperialism’, a Liberal Unionist
alliance was formed from the old Whigs, led by Lord Harcourt; and
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the leader of the Radicals, Joseph Chamberlain.613 Originally set up in
1886, in opposition to the Liberal government’s newly adopted policy
of Irish Home Rule, most Liberal Unionists moved closer and closer
to the Conservatives’ championing of a gung-ho British imperialism,
and eventually merged with them.
Following the political trajectory of long-time free traders like
Gladstone, the Liberals abandoned their former non-annexationist
foreign policies. Nevertheless, Conservative gung-ho imperialists
were still not satisfied and piled on the pressure when Gladstone’s
government failed to save that colonial adventurer, General Gordon, at
Khartoum.614 By the end of the nineteenth century, mainstream
Liberalism had made its peace with the ‘New Imperialist’ order, just
as New Labour accommodated to corporate global order. In this
atmosphere, racism, directed against overseas peoples, domestic
minorities and migrants, reached new heights.
The ‘counter-revolution within the revolution’, which marked the
defeat of Reconstruction in the USA, led to the creation of the ‘New
South’.615 The vicious offensive, directed against freed slaves to
reimpose unfree labour, with its debt peonage and prison chain gangs,
was conducted under Southern Democratic-run state government
auspices. Official Jim Crow Laws removed African American voters
from the electoral registers, from many jobs, and from shared public
space with white Americans. ‘Unofficial’ lynchings helped to create a
permanent regime of officially sanctioned terror.616
Whilst racism directed against ‘Third World’ peoples had been a
continuous feature of society in the nineteenth century, a new form of
racism emerged in Europe. This was directed, though, at an old target
– Jews. Throughout the late eighteenth century and most of the
nineteenth century, as revolutionary democracy, Radicalism and
Liberalism spread, earlier religiously-inspired, medieval, anti-Judaic
laws and practices were either abolised or allowed to lapse. Jews had
played an important and recognised part in both the political struggles
and economic transformations that marked this process. Just as antiProtestantism or anti-Catholicism617 had greatly diminished as

180

political mobilising forces in Europe, many people thought that antiJudaism would eventually disappear in a similar manner, as
democracy and education made further advances.
However, after the stock market crash hit Vienna and Berlin, in 1873,
a new racist anti-Semitism appeared, first in central Europe. In
Vienna, Karl Leuger,618 drew attention to the role of Jewish financiers
and set up the Anti-Semitic League. He was elected as a city
councillor in 1875. Later, Leuger went on to create the influential
Christian Social Party in Hapsburg Austria. In 1879, Wilhelm Marr619
formed the Anti-Semitic Party in Germany and published The Way to
Victory of Germanicism over Judaism. This book changed the terms
of earlier anti-Jewish thinking, by condemning Jews as a race, rather
than as adherents of a particular religion. Whereas Jews in the past
had been able to escape persecution by becoming Christians, Marr
now denied any possibility that the Jewish ‘race’ could ever assimilate
as Germans.
In 1886, Edouard Drumont brought the same argument to republican
France when he published Jewish France.620 A year before Engels’
death in 1895, the notorious Dreyfus Affair621 broke out in France.
The French army’s persecution of a Jewish junior officer, with the
backing of the Right, badly shook many European Jews’ belief in the
possibility of assimilation or integration and helped to create the
political conditions for the foundation of the World Zionist
Organisation in 1897.622
Anti-Semitic racism also grew as a response to refugees fleeing
persecution and pogroms in Tsarist Russia and Poland. Here, refugees
were still the victims of the medieval Christian anti-Judaism,
promoted by the regime to maintain the loyalty of the Russian
peasantry and townspeople, whenever it needed scapegoats for its
failures. In 1881, major pogroms were launched with the support of
the new Tsar and the landlords, after Jews were wrongly accused of
the assassination of Tsar Alexander II.623 One consequence of the
persecution of these Jews was to change many from being an
oppressed minority within the Tsarist Empire, to becoming asylum
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seekers in Western Europe. However, no sooner had many Jewish
refugees escaped from the old anti-Judaism of the Tsarist Empire, than
they faced the latest anti-Semitism found in western and central
Europe. Here, the Right was quick to take up this new antiSemitism.624
Labour organisations, in the USA and Australia, also began to
campaign against new Asian immigrants. Whilst the relatively limited
numbers of settled, ‘coloured’ Chinese and Lascars625 had already
drawn some hostile attention in the UK; the rising domestic racism
came to be focused mainly upon Jewish political and economic
refugees. This had considerable consequences for the more open
borders and the previous integrationist and assimilatory possibilities
found in many European states.
Christian theology had linked Jews and Christians in Roman Palestine
whether positively through the inclusion of the Jewish Old Testament
into the Christian Bible; or negatively by viewing the Jewish King
Herod as the persecutor of Jesus and his followers. Jews had also
been recognised as part of Europe, despite the discriminatory edicts
directed against ghetto-dwellers of Europe. The new racist antiSemitism, however, broke this troubled link between Christian and
Jew altogether. It relegated the latter to a wider ‘barbaric’ Orient
beyond the understanding of ‘civilised’ Europeans. This was later to
have fateful consequences.
However, this resort to a racist ideology to attack Jews was just part of
the wider generalisation of the new ‘scientific racism’, first directed
against non-Whites, particularly in the growing colonial world. This
had its origins in the work of such mid-century figures as the ScottishBritish Knox, the French Gobineau, and the American Agassiz.626
Now, Darwin’s new theory of biological evolution made a major
impact. It provided new scientific evidence, which showed that the
‘survival of the fittest’, in the animal kingdom, produced a hierarchy
of species. Through a process of natural selection, ‘higher’ or ‘better
adapted’ forms replaced the ‘lower’ or less ‘well-adapted’ creatures.
The advocates of ‘scientific racism’ transferred this notion to the
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human world. With an earlier ‘creationist’ Christianity ousted from
the field of science, Social Darwinism increasingly became the main
buttress for racist thinking.
Francis Galton, Herbert Spencer, Henrick von Treitschke627 took up
these new ideas. These provided a convenient justification for the
imperialist conquests by the ‘fittest races’. Mass extinctions could
now be excused, and even promoted, as an essential part of the natural
process of evolution. In 1893, Alexander Tille, a German lecturer at
Glasgow University, took this a step further in his Volksdienst
(Service to the people). “All historical rights are invalid against the
rights of the stronger… It is the right of the stronger race to annihilate
the lower… when that race does not maintain its ability to resist then
it has no right to exist”.628
Although European Jews were to be subjected to increasing prejudice,
discrimination and occasional pogroms (especially in the Tsarist
Empire), along with Chinese in the USA; and whilst thousands of
African Americans were to be killed under Jim Crow rule, the
situation was even worse for non-Whites in the colonies. Here
millions were uprooted, coerced into forced labour, left to starve, or
simply massacred. The first of several ‘New Imperialist’ holocausts
took place in King Leopold’s Congo Free State, where millions of
Africans died, whilst others were brutally mutilated as a punishment
for infringements of the draconian labour codes and practices.629
Furthermore, in an ominous anticipation of increased violence in the
imperial heartlands, the Alldeutsche Blatter, the paper of the
ultranationalist Pan-German League630 in 1894 “stated that the
conditions of life for the German race could only be assured through
‘elbow room’ stretching from the Baltic to the Bosphorus. In that
process one should not allow oneself to be hindered by the fact that
inferior peoples such as Czechs, Slovenes and Slovaks would lose
their existence, anyhow worthless to civilization. Only ‘peoples of
higher culture’ have the right to a nationality of their own”.631 The
logic of enslavement and extermination was now extended to the
‘lesser white races’, as new lower rungs were added to the racial
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hierarchy, pushing Slavs, Celts and others further down the
‘evolutionary ladder’.
Migrant refugees, both political and economic, became subject to
increased racist attacks as ‘New Imperialism’ took root. Ironically, it
was amongst recent migrant white workers in the USA, that this
ideology had first developed. In the Civil War, Northern Democrats
had been able to mobilise the latest white immigrants, including a
considerable section of the Irish, against the war.632 These white
workers were fearful of the consequences that free black labour would
have upon their jobs and livelihoods.
After the defeat of
Reconstruction, racism began to take greater root within workers’ own
organisations. It was also directed against non-white immigrant
workers. Dan Kearney’s San Francisco-based Workingman’s Party
campaigned for the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882,633 a significant
move against free entry of immigrants into the USA. This was to a
background of widespread persecution, attacks and murders directed
against Chinese migrants in the West.
In Australia, immigrant British workers pushed for their own version
of the ‘White Republic’, not this time for farmer-settlers, like those
old Jeffersonians and Jacksonians and the contemporary Boer
colonists, but for white workers. They transformed the old British
Right-wing policy of promoting emigration to create independent
colonial farmers.634 Now white workers wanted to remain workers but
limit any competition for jobs in the colonial labour market.
Australian trade unions successfully pushed for a ‘White Australia’
policy. This policy was designed to exclude Chinese,635 Indian and
Japanese workers.636 Only the worst types of agricultural labour,
which few Whites were prepared to do, were left, but only for
Aborigines, or for short-term indentured ‘Kanaka’ workers from
Polynesia.
Following Galton, the new ‘science’ of eugenics637 was developed. It
provided the bridge between imperialist ruling class desire to control
‘inferior’ races, immigrants and sections of the domestic working
class. Policies of enforced sterilisation and incarceration in mental
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hospitals were developed in Australia to deal with Aborigines; in the
USA to deal with southern and eastern European immigrants; and in
the UK to deal with ‘morally suspect’ women.

B. MARX AND ENGELS MAKE FURTHER PROGRESS IN
THE LAST QUARTER OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

i)

Key writings drawing on the immediate experience of
revolutionary upheaval

Despite Marx and Engels’ inability to anticipate the full significance
of the defeats of the Paris Commune and Reconstruction, they sensed
the changes being brought about by the rise of the ‘New Imperialism’.
In 1881, Engels noted the transformation in the capitalist organisation
of industry and trade. “‘Floating’ – transforming large private
concerns into limited companies – has been the order of the day for
the last ten yours and more… This then is the result: the economical
development of our actual society tends more and more to
concentrate, to socialise production into immense establishments
which cannot any longer be managed by single capitalists.”638
In the same year, Engels also questioned the role of free trade as an
inevitable force for progress. French, German and American
capitalists “did not see the beauty of a system by which the
momentary industrial advantages possessed by England should be
turned into means to secure to her the monopoly of manufacture all
the world over, and for ever to reduce all other nations to mere
agricultural dependencies of England – in other words to the very
enviable condition of Ireland.” 639
Marx, writing at the same time, resorted to the very similar argument
he had already made with regard to Ireland in 1853, when he now
noted the negative effect of British imperial control of India. “What
the English take from them annually in the form of rent, dividends for
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railways useless to the Hindus, pensions for military and civil
servicemen, for Afghanistan and other wars, etc., etc. – what they take
without any equivalent and quite apart from what they appropriate to
themselves annually within India -… it amounts to more than the total
sum of income of the millions of agricultural and industrial labourers
of India! This is a bleeding process with a vengeance!” 640
Later, in 1894, Engels also highlighted a new wave of colonial
annexations. However, unlike future Second International theorists,
Engels did not link this ‘New Imperialism’ to a new phase of
monopoly capitalism. He saw it as “purely a subsidiary of the stock
exchange, in whose interests the European powers divided Africa a
few years ago {the 1884-5 Berlin Conference} and the French
conquered Tunis and Tonkin. Africa leased directly to companies
(Nigeria, South Africa, German South-West and German East Africa),
and Mashonaland and Natal seized by Rhodes for the stock
exchange”.641
Engels also developed an early version of the theory, which linked the
growth of a ‘labour aristocracy’ with the development of imperialism.
“The truth is this: during the period of England’s industrial monopoly
the English working class have to a certain extent shared in the
benefits of the monopoly. These benefits were very unequally
parcelled out amongst them: the privileged minority pocketed most,
but even the great mass had at least a temporary share now and then.
And this explains why… there has been no Socialism in England”.642
Engels, developing his and Marx’s earlier observations on the role of
anti-Irish prejudice, pointed out the negative effects of the ‘New
Imperialism’ upon workers in Britain. “You ask me what the English
workers think about colonial policy. Well exactly the same as they
think about politics in general: the same as the bourgeois think… the
workers gaily share the feast of England’s monopoly of the world
market and the colonies… There is no workers’ party here, you see,
there are only Conservatives and Liberal-Radicals”.643
Marx and Engels cannot be criticised for their failure to identify the
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full significance of this new phase of capitalism - ‘New Imperialism at such an embryonic stage. Nevertheless, they still showed their
ability to point out many of its emerging characteristics.
Many of Marx and Engels’ most interesting writings, at this time, take
the form of personal notebooks and private letters. Yet, both took a
keen interest in wider global developments, and looked for any signs
that workers were beginning to organise independently. Marx and
Engels’ thinking also continued to develop in their correspondence
with Social Democrats, and in contributions to some of these
organisations’ journals.
It has already been shown that Marx made major breakthroughs in his
understanding of communism, when he wrote The Civil War in
France644 in May 1871, the revolutionary highpoint between 1857-77.
This followed the other much earlier breakthrough, which Marx and
Engels had made immediately after the ending of the 1848-9
International Revolutionary Wave. In their Address to Central
Committee of the Communist League,645 they had outlined the theory
of ‘Permanent Revolution’. In 1875, Marx further developed his
understanding of a future communist order in The Critique of the
Gotha Programme.646 However, this was not published until 1891.
The Critique was an attack on the programme that formed the
opportunist basis for unity in the new Socialist Workers Party of
Germany (SADP).647 The formation of this party, in 1875, had been
spurred on by the creation of the unified German state in 1871.
However, the union of the two major groups, the pro-Marx Social
Democratic Workers Party of Germany (the Eisenachers), led by
August Bebel648 and Wilhelm Liebknecht,649 and the larger General
German Workers Union, who were followers of the late Ferdinand
Lassalle,650 led to political retreats.
Lassalleans tended to be pro-Prussian and sought deals with the royal
regime. Lassalle, with his theory of the ‘Iron Law of Wages’, had also
dismissed workers’ strike actions to win higher pay as futile, since
their still remaining mutual competition would soon undermine any
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real gains. Instead, he had argued that Socialists should look to the
Prussian state to finance workers’ cooperatives. By the time of the
formation of the new SADP, some Socialists were beginning to see
the new unified Prussian/German state as a means to promote their
economic and social reforms. These would supplement the wages
workers received from their employers with a social wage provided by
the state.
Marx criticised the Gotha Programme’s tacit acceptance of the new
German imperial monarchist state, as well as some of its proposed
policies, in the light of the theoretical gains he had made concerning
the measures needed for a successful transition to communism, after
the Paris Commune. Marx once more had cause to emphasise
Communist opposition to the wages system or wage slavery.651 “The
system of wage labor is a system of slavery, and indeed of a slavery
which becomes more severe in proportion as the social productive
forces of labor develop, whether the worker receives better or worse
payment.”652 Furthermore, he returned to the example provided by
chattel slavery to show the necessity to lift workers’ sights higher than
the limitations offered by capitalism. “It is as if… a slave still in thrall
to obsolete notions were to inscribe on the program of the rebellion:
Slavery must be abolished because the feeding of slaves in the system
of slavery cannot exceed a certain low maximum!” 653
After workers’ earlier acceptance of a ‘fair day’s wage for a fair day’s
work’, following the defeat of the social republic in the 1847-9
International Revolutionary Wave, new chains were being forged
which linked workers’ support for their own nation-state with their
acceptance of future economic and social reforms circumscribed by
the political representatives of ‘New Imperialism’. In accepting wage
slavery as a given, they sought ‘house slave’ status. The ‘field slaves’
were to be confined to the poorest unskilled labourers at home, or to
‘lower races’ in the colonies.
Over their last couple of decades, Marx and Engels made further
contributions to an ‘internationalism from below’ understanding of the
world. This modified and developed the earlier points concerning
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nationality (ethnicity), nation and nation-state, outlined at the end of
the last chapter.654 These modifications are in addition to the revisions
Marx and Engels had already made publicly in response to earlier
events.

ii)

The Ethnological Notebooks

Anthropology was a subject that greatly interested Marx in his last
years. He wrote his extensive Ethnological Notebooks, which were
commentaries on several authors’ works, particularly Lewis Morgan’s
Ancient Society.655 Marx had earlier defined his ‘Asiatic mode of
production’ in order to write the East out from any independent
progressive history. Now he saw forms of 'Asiatic' property
everywhere - but this time as survivals of the common feature of
communal societies found throughout the archaic world – Asiatic,
Classical, German and Slav.656
The discovery of primitive communism by anthropologists also
greatly inspired Engels’ much better known The Origin of the Family,
Private Property and the State, published in 1884. Here Engels,
quoting Morgan, called for “a revival, in a higher form, of the liberty,
equality and fraternity of the ancient gentes” (clans).657 Engels also
wrote a new footnote to the 1888 English edition of The Communist
Manifesto, pointing to the contribution of “Haxthausen {who}
discovered the common ownership of land in Russia {and} Maurer
{who} proved it to be the social foundation from which all Teutonic
races started history, and by and by village communities were to be
found in the primitive form of society from India to Ireland”.658 The
realisation that all societies shared similar, primitive communist,
social origins led both Marx and Engels to try and better comprehend
the political consequences of different paths of development, not only
the western European and American capitalist roads. Others, such as
James Connolly in Ireland and John Maclean in Scotland were later to
adopt a similar approach and viewed the socialist/communist future as
the establishment of ‘primitive communism’ on a new higher level.
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Marx also developed a greater understanding of what passed for
‘progress’, when it was externally imposed on ‘uncivilised’,
‘historyless’ and ‘primitive’ peoples. He was particularly impressed
by the social organisation of the Iroquois Indians. Appeals to the
necessity of ‘progress’ had sometimes been used to justify
extermination of those indigenous peoples who stood in the way. This
could lead to significant loss, not just for the people directly
concerned, but also for the rest of humanity.
Marx reassessed his earlier dismissal of communal agriculture as the
conservative, obsolete practice of ‘historyless’ societies, doomed to
despotism. “As regards East India… everyone, except Sir Henry
Maine and his like is aware that the suppression of the communal
landownership was nothing but an act of English vandalism which
drove the indigenous population backward rather than forward”.659
Sir Henry Maine was a Victorian administrator and anthropologist.
Marx had held similar opinions to Maine over this issue, in the 1850s.
He only began to seriously question these during the Indian Mutiny.660
Franklin Rosemont and Raya Dunayevskaya have gone so far as to
claim that Marx’s Ethnological Notebooks added "a whole new
dimension",661 and created "a new vantage point from which to view
Marx's oeuvres as a totality ”.662 Rosemont states that, “In the last
couple of years of {Marx’s} life... he focused his attention on people
of colour, the colonialised, peasants and ‘primitives’".663 "Above all,
his introduction to... tribal societies sharpened his sense of the living
presence of indigenous peoples of the world, and their possible role in
future revolutions”.664
Marx, however, failed to recognise Lewis Morgan’s racist
formulations, such as, “The Aryan family represents the central stream
of human progress, because it produced the highest type of mankind,
and because it has proved its intrinsic superiority by gradually
assuming the control of the earth”.665 This was the same Morgan who,
in 1850, had expressed his opposition to the expansion of slavery in
the USA, but hardly on very enlightened grounds. “The black
population has no independent vitality amongst us. In the south while
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the blacks are property, there can be no assignable limit to their
reproduction. It is too thin a race intellectually to be fit to propagate...
We {in the north} have no respect for them whatever”.666
Morgan did mourn the ending of the traditional life of the Native
American tribes. However, even in relation to this ongoing loss, he
aspired no higher than to “appeal strongly to Americans to enter this
rich field and gather its abundant harvest”667 - in other words fill the
anthropological field notebooks and the museums with the last records
and artifacts from a rapidly disappearing world. When Morgan called
for “a revival, in a higher form, of the liberty, equality and fraternity
of the ancient gentes”, he perhaps unconsciously viewed this future
world as a greater ‘White Republic’.
Neither Marx, nor Engels, who were both greatly inspired by the
scientific advance represented by Darwin’s evolutionary theory, ever
publicly challenged the reactionary Social Darwinist thinking it also
helped to produce. Their failure, in this regard, is in marked contrast
to the critical stance they took towards the theories of classical
Political Economy. Here, they recognised both their scientific value,
which they further built their own critique upon; and their
shortcomings, which had led to the development of capitalist
apologetics in others’ hands. In the mid-1860s, Marx was trying to
take on board the full implications of Darwin’s new revelations on
evolution. Engels did manage to steer him away from Tremaux’s
theory, which attributed the formation of the various human ‘races’ to
the differential environmental impact of soil types on human beings
over time!668
Nevertheless, Engels, who lived twelve years longer than Marx, was
still unable to see the wider impact of Social Darwinism and did not
fully escape from some of its thinking. Engels wrote to Karl Kautsky
in 1883, drawing on the evidence of a racist anthropologist. “Those
primitive tribes you adduce, with a loose form of monogamy, are, in
my view degenerate, as Bancroft has shown of the Californian
{Indians}”. 669
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However, we can still make good use of the new thinking found in
Marx’s notebooks today, especially with the worldwide revival of
indigenous movements. Indeed, it was the Zapatista Rising in
Mexico,670 which began in 1994, against the imposition of the North
American Free Trade Agreement, which effectively heralded the antiglobalisation and anti-capitalist movements preceding the Seattle
Anti-World Trade Organisation protests by five years.

iii)

A breakthrough over Russia and the wider significance of
communal production

The other area, where both Marx and Engels made a huge
breakthrough, was in their new understanding of Russia. Marx came
to realise that his previous economic and social developmental
perspective was not applicable to Russia and the East. Even as late as
1867, when the first edition of Capital was published, Marx had
written that. “The country that is more developed industrially only
shows, to the less developed, the image of their own future”.671 This
unilinear model, already outlined in The Communist Manifesto, still
strongly influenced Marx’s analysis of the development of capitalism.
Up until the mid-1870s, Marx and Engels had tended to see the
triumph of industrial capitalism throughout the world as inevitable.
The reified categories of political economy - capital and labour - took
on a life of their own. Eventually there would only be two
fundamental classes in the world - bourgeois and proletarian confronting each other.
Marx and Engels’ earlier hopes, that the defeat of Tsarist Russia in the
Crimean War in 1853 would be a spur to revolution in Tsarist Russia,
were now replaced by a belief that the 1861 Edict, emancipating of the
serfs,672 would lead to a capitalist undermining of the tsarist social
order. In Russia itself, a new Liberal group, including Boris
Chicherin,673 attacked the earlier Slavophiles,674 who had wanted to
defend the peasant commune. The Slavophiles shared a belief that
Russia would follow its own distinct path of development. Although
founded by anti-western, Rightist thinkers such as Alexei
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Khamyokov, Marx also included the Leftist, Alexander Herzen
amongst their ranks. However, Chicherin advocated a ‘Legal
Capitalist’ strategy, which could be implemented by the tsarist regime,
and thus place Russia on a ‘capitalist road to progress’. Whilst Marx
was no doubt pleased that growing numbers had abandoned the
Slavophiles’ old-style ‘Russian road to socialism’, he was less than
pleased that some also rejected the need for the revolutionary
overthrow of the tsarist regime.
Revolutionary emancipation meant the peasants directly seized the
land for their own use and ended all financial or labour obligations to
the landlord. This was the path taken in revolutionary France but
scorned by liberals because of the wider threat to property. Earlier
Liberal-inspired, peasant emancipation decrees, in other parts of
Europe, had usually ended compulsory labour obligations, but left the
peasants without their own land. Thus, peasants were forced to seek
work in nearby towns, the more distant cities, or emigrate to the
colonies.
After the events of 1848, the Tsar feared the social and political
consequences of having a large, rootless proletariat within his Empire.
The Tsar’s Emancipation Edict anticipated later moderate and
conservative attempts to bring about a form of peasant proprietorship,
but which still left them with long-term debts. The Edict left the
peasants with enough land to work, but which still had to be paid for.
This meant that the peasants still had to labour for their former
masters. A new revolutionary Populism (the Narodniks) 675 arose in
response to this limited emancipation. These Populists sought the
overthrow of the tsarist regime and defended the mir.676 They pushed
for the take-over of the landlords’ lands, and the establishment of
democratic rule based on the peasant commune.
In the light of Marx’s own theory, so recently outlined in his Capital,
it might be thought that he would have dismissed both the Tsar’s and
the Populists’ Canute-like attempts to hold back the inevitable
advance of the capitalist tide. However, Marx’s thinking took a new
turn. He was influenced by recent events, including the unanticipated
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Bismarckian ‘revolution-from-above’, which preserved much of the
old political order in Germany, and the Paris Commune ‘revolutionfrom-below’, which prefigured a communist future.
Perhaps, there was nothing inevitable about the relentless advance of
‘English’ industrial capitalism after all. Maybe other factors,
including the concerted use of force by existing regimes on the one
hand, or popular struggles by the ‘lower orders’ on the other, could
lead to other possible futures. Engels was to write a manuscript
entitled, The Role of Force in History – A Study of Bismarck’s policy
of blood and iron,677 which described the first course, whilst Marx’s
The Civil War in France678 provided hints of the second.679
Significantly, Marx’s piece was published within days of the events it
covered, whilst Engels’ writings were delayed until 1887-8 and was
not published until 1896. Political priorities determined both Marx
and Engels’ commitment to particular pieces of work.
From 1868, Marx had begun to study the works of revolutionary
Populists, like Nikolai Chernyshevskii.680 Chernyshevskii defended
communal land in Russia. “When certain social phenomena in a
certain nation reach an advanced state of development, the evolution
of phenomena up to this stage in other backward nations can be
achieved much faster than in the advanced nation… This acceleration
consists of the fact that the development of certain social phenomena
in backward nations, thanks to the influences of the advanced nation,
skips an intermediary stage and jumps directly from a low stage to a
higher stage”.681 Marx and Engels were to take this argument on
board. Chernychevskii’s thinking also anticipates aspects of Leon
Trotsky’s theory of ‘Combined and Uneven Development’. 682
Marx also became friendly with revolutionary Populist members of
the Russian section of First International in 1870.683 Although
Russian Populists had developed an early version of ‘socialism in one
country’ - Russia - they, like the most advanced members of the
Fenians, took a profound interest in international affairs. Indeed, the
Populists were responsible for getting Capital translated and published
in Russian before any translation into another language had been made
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elsewhere.684
Due to the ongoing political struggles in the First International, Marx
was unable to return to his considerations on the Russian path of
development until 1872. However, in the second edition of Capital,
he deleted his earlier attack on Herzen, added a glowing tribute to
Chernyshevskii, and rewrote a section to show that his own previous
analysis was now only confined to Western Europe.685 Significantly,
in 1875, Marx amended the French edition of Capital as follows. “The
country that is more developed industrially only shows, to those who
follow on the industrial path, the image of its own future.” He had
deleted, to the less developed, which had been in the 1867 edition.686
In 1877, Marx became enthused once more, when Tsarist Russia
appeared to be losing its war against the Ottoman Empire.687 He
thought that defeat would precipitate a revolution, which would have
important knock-on effects in the rest of Europe, not least in
Bismarck’s Germany. However, Tsarist Russia regained the initiative,
and inflicted a decisive defeat upon the Ottoman Empire. Russia’s
victory led to a round of inter-imperial squabbling, resulting in the
1878 Treaty of Berlin. Russia then had to make concessions in the
Balkans, whilst the Hapsburgs gained Bosnia-Herzegovina. The UK
had already secretly annexed Cyprus. Russia, Turkey and Bulgaria
were all left dissatisfied, stoking up trouble for the future. However,
Marx and Engels both thought that the political situation in Russia
continued to be unstable. They maintained their contacts with the
revolutionary Populists.
After the regime’s clampdown, during and after the Russo-Turkish
War, Russian Populism was to split into two wings – Narodnaya
Volya, the People’s Will,688 largely organised clandestinely in Russia,
and Chernyi Peredel, Black Redistribution,689 exiled in Switzerland.
The People’s Will still defended the Russian mir and advocated a
campaign of terror against the tsarist regime. Leading figures in Black
Redistribution, such as the veteran revolutionary Populist, Vera
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Zasulich 690 and Georgi Plekhanov,691 however, began to argue for the
necessity instead of ‘a capitalist road to socialism’.
In 1881, Zasulich wrote to Marx, explaining there were two views in
the Russian revolutionary movement on the future of communal
property. Marx did not give comfort to those who sought to build a
movement by insisting that the elimination of communal by capitalist
property was inevitable. He replied that, "The 'historical inevitability'
of the course {outlined in Capital} is therefore expressly restricted to
the countries of Western Europe"692 and did not necessarily show the
way forward for other areas of the world.
So far, this new thinking was confined to personal correspondence or
unpublished articles. Marx and Engels, however, went public when
writing a Preface for the Russian edition of The Communist Manifesto
published in 1882. They asked, “Can the Russian obshchina, 693 a
form, albeit heavily eroded, of the primitive communal ownership of
the land, pass directly to the higher, communist form of communal
ownership? Or must it go first through the same process of
dissolution which marks the West’s historical development?"694 They
went on to answer that, “Today there is only one possible answer. If
the Russian revolution becomes the signal for proletarian revolution in
the West, so the two complement each other, then Russian peasant
communal land-ownership may serve as a point of departure for
communist development”.695
In 1892, Engels even questioned the unilinear model of capitalist
progress, which Marx had originally outlined for Western Europe, in
the first edition of Capital, Volume 1. Previously, Marx and Engels
had pointed to England (Britain) as showing the most radical form of
transition to capitalism, precisely because enclosures (and clearances)
had more thoroughly prepared the ground for the creation of an
industrial proletariat.
Engels now turned to the history of the mark, a communal form of
agrarian production, remnants of which had survived in Germany until
the middle of the nineteenth century. The mark had finally been
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replaced by a combination of large estates and individual peasant
proprietors. However, the peasants were often mortgaged up to the
hilt. Following Marx and Engels’ earlier logic, they should have
supported the migration of the poverty-stricken peasants to the towns
and cities, where, in order to make a living, they would be forced to
join the industrial proletariat.
Engels, partly under the influence of the later work he had been doing
with Marx on the ancient communal systems of production, took a
different approach though. He called for “reviving the mark, not in its
old outdated form, but in a rejuvenated form; by rejuvenating
communal land ownership under which the latter would not only
provide the small-peasant commune with all the prerogatives of big
farming and the use of agricultural machinery, but it would also give
them the means to organise, along with agriculture, major industries
using steam and water power, and to organise them without capitalists
by the community itself”.696
In other words, capitalism had not necessarily done a historical service
through its break-up of communal agricultural property, and its
replacement by individual ownership. Instead, where small peasant
proprietors still formed significant numbers, they should
recommunalise their agricultural production, and with the help of
those displaced by the application of farm machinery, develop new
local industries.
By 1894 though, Engels was to suggest that the time might now have
passed for further communally based economic development in
Russia.
The “considerable disintegration of Russian common
property… has since advanced significantly”, since the time when he
and Marx had last examined the issue.697 However, the early 1890s
represented a low point in revolutionary struggle in Russia. People’s
Will had been crushed by the regime through executions,
imprisonment and exile. ‘Legal Populism’ was now in the ascendancy
amongst the opposition in Russia.698 Russia had also just suffered a
devastating famine from 1891-2.699 A decade later, the independent
actions of the peasants from 1902, which prefigured the wider 1905
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Revolution, reopened the question of communal organisation once
more, and not just for Russia, but also for the whole wider East.
Whilst expressing doubts, in 1894, about the continued possibility of
preserving communally based agriculture in Russia, because of the
new capitalist undermining of the obschina, Engels, nevertheless,
generalised his principle of complementary ‘East-West’ revolutions to
cover the rest of the world. “It is not only possible, but certain, that,
after the victory of the proletariat and after the transfer of the means of
production into common ownership amongst the peoples of Western
Europe, those countries which have only just fallen under the
capitalist mode of production, and have still preserved gentile
{communal clan} arrangements or remnants of them, are given in
these remnants of common ownership and in the corresponding
popular habits a powerful means by which to significantly shorten the
process of their development to socialist society and to spare
themselves the greater part of the suffering and struggles which we in
Western Europe have to labour through. But the example and the
active assistance of the hitherto capitalist West is an indispensable
condition for this. Only when the capitalist economy is defeated in its
homeland and in the countries of its greatest development, and only
when the remaining countries see in this example ‘how it is done’ –
how the modern forces of production are placed at the service of the
community as collective property – only then can they make a start on
this abridged process of development. But then also with certainty of
victory. And this applies to all countries at the pre-capitalist stage, not
only Russia”.700
This insight proved to be remarkably far-sighted. As the main locus
of revolution moved towards the East - Russia (later to be followed by
China and elsewhere) - the significance of the defence of communal
land became apparent.
Engels pointed out the contradictory
possibilities inherent in primitive communism.
“Primitive
communism… {in the Dutch East Indies} as well as in India and
Russia {is} the finest and broadest basis of exploitation and
despotism”. However, he then went on to qualify this assessment,
adding, “so long as it is not aroused by some element of modern
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communism”.701 A new dialectic, which highlighted the potentially
contradictory nature of the ‘Asian mode of production’, replaced Marx
and Engels’ earlier view, which saw only undifferentiated reaction.702
When complementary revolution in the West failed to materialise, the
eastern revolutions of the twentieth century were indeed forced back
on their own domestic resources and old state traditions. Their
economies were unable to overtake those of the capitalist West. The
negative features of the old ‘Asiatic mode’ reemerged in a new guise,
with all its “exploitation and despotism”. The outwardly modern,
twentieth century, Party-states seemed to mask updated forms of the
states ruled by Tsar, Emperor, Mandarin or Priest-King found in old
Russia, China, Korea, Vietnam and Kampuchea.
By the 1880s, Marx and Engels were confident about the possibility of
the long-term victory of socialist revolution, even if initially only
confined to western states. The legacy bequeathed by capitalist
development had proven its economic and military superiority over all
other economic systems in the world. Marx and Engels no longer
feared socialist revolution in Europe would be swamped by rising
bourgeois forces in the rest of the world.703 In 1882, Engels even
envisaged a situation whereby the working class could win state
power in the West and thereby ‘inherit’ their former ruling class’s
imperial possessions.
“India, Algeria, the Dutch, Portuguese and Spanish possessions – must
be taken over for the time being by the proletariat and led as rapidly as
possible towards independence”.704 He hoped that India, Algeria and
Egypt would then make their own revolutions, but these would
initially be separate bourgeois revolutions since, “We shall have
enough to do at home.” These other countries will pass through their
own “social and political phases… before they likewise arrive at
socialist organisation”.705
However, as if anticipating and countering the social imperialist
politics of later Right-wing Social Democracy, Engels also
emphasised, “One thing alone is certain: the victorious proletariat can
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force no blessings of any kind upon any foreign nation without
undermining its own victory by so doing”.706

iv)

A turning point for ‘inevitable’ Jewish assimilation under
imperialist development is not recognised

Marx and Engels’ organisational flexibility had been shown in their
support for the activist revolutionary populist organisation, People’s
Will, rather than the seemingly more orthodox Marxist influenced, but
mainly propagandist organisation, The Black Redistribution. Yet,
there was a downside to this support for People’s Will. 1881
witnessed the launching of major pogroms against Jews, with the
support of the Tsar and the landlords.707 Most Jews in the Russian
Empire lived within the Jewish Pale of Settlement. This area was
located in territory that had been taken from Poland.
In the later days of Polish state control, Catholic theological thinking
had only permitted Jews to participate in the wider economy in the
role of merchants and financiers. This was due to early restrictions
upon Christians practicing usury, by charging interest on loans.
However, under Tsarist Russian rule, backed by the Orthodox Church,
Jews faced even harsher legal restrictions. Yet, they still remained
more strongly represented in money lending and trading than the rest
of the population. Due to this role, they were often the target of hatred
from peasants and artisans in particular, despite the fact that the
majority of Jews in the Pale were, themselves, poor artisans or
pedlars.
People’s Will held to a longstanding view, which, by championing the
primacy of the peasants and of labour on the land, saw Jewish
merchants and financiers not only as ‘parasitic', but as the vanguard of
the capitalist undermining of the ‘mir’. Therefore, People’s Will saw
the murderous attacks, launched against Jews, as the first signs of an
uprising against capitalism.708 Prejudice against Jews had long been
found amongst sections of the Left. It was to have a continuing
influence on parts of the Left.
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Marx, who was from an assimilated Jewish background, believed that
the rise of capitalism would lead to the ending of the social and
political exclusion of Jews from wider society. Hence Jews would
become fully assimilated members of the dominant nationality in the
nation-state where they lived, with their religion becoming a merely a
personal matter.709 They would follow a similar path to members of
the many non-established Christian denominations which had suffered
earlier social and political discrimination, but whose adherents were
now full members of their nation.
Marx’s own personal experience, living in the German Rhineland and
England, tended to buttress this view. Marx and Engels thought that
hostility to Jews would be confined to those countries where capitalist
development was still in its infancy, and where antiquated semi-feudal
ruling classes were prepared to descend to the gutter to hold on to
power.
Neither Marx nor Engels recognised the real significance of the new
racist anti-Semitism, which was beginning to develop in central and
Western Europe. Although Jews had achieved legal emancipation in
Austria in 1867, and in Germany in 1871, this did not lead to the
inevitable path of Jewish assimilation that Marx and Engels’ theory
envisaged. The aftermath of the defeat of the Paris Commune, in
1871, seems to have marked a political watershed, which allowed the
emergence of a new imperialist politics, along with the spread of
‘scientific’ racism. Anti-Semitic populism developed first in central
Europe, following the German and Austrian stock market crashes, in
1873. This anti-Semitism began to move away from its earlier
Lutheran (north German) and Catholic (Austrian), religiously based
precedents, as it adopted a modern racist form. A new type of
virulently, anti-international socialist reaction was on the rise.
Marx and Engels, who championed Jewish emancipation, can hardly
be blamed for not understanding the wider significance of the sharp
turn in Jewish fortunes. Marx died in 1883 before the more obvious
manifestations of anti-Semitism developed in Austria, Germany and
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France, with the rise of Karl Leuger, after 1885, and then his Social
Christian Party in Vienna; the success of the anti-Semitic party in the
1893 German Reichstag election; and the Dreyfus Affair from 1894.
Engels, however, lived on to witness all these events, without getting
fully to grips with what this signified for Social Democracy, the wider
working class, or what was meant by progress under the ‘New
Imperialism’.
The new Marxist, Social Democratic Parties in Germany (formed in
1875) and in Austria (formed in 1889) drew upon Marx and Engels’
earlier writings on the ‘Jewish Question’ to downplay the rising antiSemitism they could see growing around them.710 August Bebel, very
prominent in the SPD, characterised anti-Semitism as “the socialism
of fools”, and that it would “necessarily and against its own will, be
transformed into a revolutionary movement, working thus for our
interests, the interests of the Social Democratic party”.711
Victor Adler, himself Jewish, and an early theoretician of the Social
Democratic Party of Austria (SPO), only saw anti-Semitism and its
challengers as representing two strands in an intra-bourgeois
struggle.712 Engels, however, became uneasy at the political drift he
found in the SPO’s politics and wrote an article, in 1890, in the their
daily paper, Arbeiterzeitung, condemning anti-Semitism.713 Engels
also “began to take an interest in the first workers’ circles created in
London’s East End by Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe,. In
1891, according to the testimony of American Jewish socialist leader,
Abraham Cahan, he planned to write the preface to a Yiddish edition
of The Communist Manifesto”.714 Meanwhile, Marx’s daughter,
Eleanor’s response to the Dreyfus Affair, was to declare, “I am a
Jewess”.715 Since 1889, she had worked with Jewish migrant workers
in the new upsurge of labour unrest.

C.

THE AMBIGUOUS LEGACY PROVIDED BY
ENGELS’ LATER WRITINGS
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i)

The SPD, the ‘German road’ and Engels’ adoption of
gradualist tactics provides a basis for Second International
Revisionism and orthodox Marxism

Engels’ last years saw the re-emergence of workers’ struggles in
Europe, and more widespread moves towards the creation of Social
Democratic and Labour parties, culminating in the formation of the
Second International in 1889.716 However, these events also occurred
at a time when capitalists in Western Europe were developing a new
politics. They no longer concentrated their attentions on just
suppressing the economic, social and political organisations of the
working class. Some now attempted to subordinate these organisations
for their own Imperialist ends.
The Second International was launched within the context of the
developing ‘New Imperialism’. Although set up at a time of great
labour enthusiasm, over the struggle for the ‘Eight Hour Day’, and the
declaration of May Day as international workers’ day, nevertheless,
this was the only International not to be associated with a major
revolutionary upheaval (other than in 1905, when it’s international
leadership played little active part). In countries such as the USA, the
struggle for the ‘Eight Hour Day’ led to massive confrontations; in
others, both to growing support for a reduced working day through
parliamentary reform, or to piecemeal achievements negotiated by
individual trade unions.
In 1890, Bismarck’s (anti-) Socialist Laws were repealed, and the
Social-Democratic Party of Germany (SPD) rapidly grew in influence.
The SPD became the model Social Democratic Party, and the
‘German road’ became the way forward to be pursued by other
member parties of the Second International. Engels believed that the
changed political situation meant adopting a more gradualist
approach. He maintained contact with prominent Social Democratic
leaders mainly by means of correspondence. Nevertheless, he
continued to believe that gradualism was only a temporary and tactical
phase in the overall revolutionary struggle. It was a question of
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patiently building forces, until the Social Democratic movement had
the strength to force a successful revolutionary transition.
Engels’ resort to a modified Darwinian approach, in many of his
writings, provided an ambiguous legacy. In these writings, long
periods of evolutionary development were punctuated by short
revolutionary upheavals.
One of Engels’ followers, Eduard
717
Bernstein,
developed a Revisionist politics, which ditched the
revolutionary breaks and concentrated purely on evolutionary
gradualism - or winning reforms through parliament and improving
living standards through trade unionism. However, another of Marx’s
followers, Karl Kautsky,718 still held some attachment to future
revolution. In this respect, he claimed to be defending orthodox
Marxism, whilst, in practice, he also increasingly pursued an
accomodationist political strategy for Social Democrats, in the run-up
to the First World War, when dealing with the Kaiser’s
Prussian/German state.
The philosophical underpinning for much of this new Marxist
orthodoxy was mainly provided by Engels’ Socialism, Utopian and
Scientific, first published in 1880, but later republished in 1892, with a
much greater political impact.719 This pamphlet, along with Engels’
posthumously published, The Dialectics of Nature, had a considerable
influence in developing a more Positivist approach to understanding
the world amongst Social Democrats.720
Engels went to some lengths to try and maintain a dialectical
approach, which drew upon the Hegelian tradition. However, later
prominent theoreticians of the Second International, both Revisionist
and Orthodox, such as Bernstein and Kautsky, abandoned this. Other
Orthodox Marxists, such as Georgi Plekhanov sometimes resorted to
the Dialectical Materialist ‘laws’ first outlined by Engels.721
However, these laws were usually invoked to appear ‘orthodox’, and
to provide a post-hoc adornment to propositions and theories, which
were themselves still heavily influenced by Positivist thinking.
The clearest political justification for gradualist tactics was provided
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by Engel’s new Introduction722 to the Class Struggles in France,
published shortly before his death in 1895. However, against Engels’
wishes, Wilhelm Liebknecht edited this Introduction, to remove
references to possible future revolutionary action.723

ii)

Engels on nation-state formation

Engels, like Marx, also made use of new anthropological and
historical research, particularly in his The Origins of the Family,
Private Property and the State, written in 1884.724 This represented
an attempt to extend the Darwinian theory of biological evolution to
the social and historical arena. Once again, the long prehistoric and
historic periods covered had the unintended effect of placing the
emphasis on the slow build-up of change. Later, reformist Social
Democrats could take some comfort, either from the long periods
without any revolution, or from the ‘inevitable’ qualitative transition
brought about by cumulative quantitative change.
Engels also adopted a similar, long-term, more gradualist approach in
his unpublished notes, On the Decline of Feudalism and the
Emergence of National States, written in 1884.725 In Engels’ view, the
historical and geographical development of nation-states, in Western
Europe, was largely based on ethnic, particularly linguistic
boundaries. This development had been going on from the earliest
Middle Ages.
Separate nationalities (ethnic groups), based on the use of the
Romance and Germanic languages, had been created between the fall
of the Roman Empire, in the fifth century, and the reign of Emperor
Charlemagne, in the ninth century. “New nationalities gradually
developed from the confusion of peoples… The modern nationalities
are … also a product of the oppressed classes” – the peasant and the
townsman (burgher)”.726 “Furthermore, the burgherdom has money –
a powerful weapon against feudalism”.727 The burghers were backed
by “the rising Estates of jurists…{who} applied {what} was
essentially anti-feudal {Roman} law”.728 New military techniques and
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technologies were developed and “a war-worthy infantry took shape
in the towns and amongst the free peasantry”.729 “The cumulative
effect of all these causes, which increased from year to year… secured
the victory over feudalism in the latter half of the fifteenth century, if
as not yet for the burgherdom, then for the monarchy”.730
“From the fifteenth century feudalism was… in complete decay
throughout Western Europe”.731 “In this general chaos, royal power
was the progressive element. It represented order in confusion, and
the budding nation as opposed to dismemberment into rebellious
vassal states. All the revolutionary elements taking shape under the
feudalistic surface gravitated just as much towards royalty as the latter
gravitated towards them”.732 By the sixteenth century, “the decay of
feudalism and the development of towns are two (processes)
furthering decentralisation, whence the direct requirement of absolute
monarchy as a power would cement nationalities”.733
Here Engels is tending to retreat back towards his and Marx’s earlier
unilinear capitalist road of ‘progressive’ human development.734
Second International Social Democrats took this tendency
considerably further. Engels saw the emergence of nation-states as
the only possible progressive outcome to the prolonged struggles
taking place as Europe’s feudal order declined. Even the complete
failure of a united nations to emerge in Germany (and Italy) was seen
as something of an extended historical ‘hiccup’. They had been held
back by the Roman Imperial pretensions of the medieval ‘German’
royal dynasty, the reaction to the Peasants’ War in Germany in 1525,
the shift in world trade routes,735 and political impositions demanded
by the Congress of Vienna in 1815.736
Engels exaggerated the link between the emerging more centralised
medieval monarchical states and particular ethnic groups; and between
the later absolute monarchies and the development of new nations,
based on the use of one language. Ruling families, able to impose
more effective monarchical order, frequently came from other ethnic
groups than those they ruled over. One of the more successful early
medieval monarchist states was established by the Norman-French
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over England. It took several centuries before English became the
official language. When a new Spanish state was formed in the
fifteenth century, it incorporated Catalonia, which linguistically was
as close to the Occitan languages of what eventually became France
(which also later annexed to itself one specifically Catalan province –
Perpinya/Perpignan). In contrast, the Portuguese state (where another
language related to Spanish was spoken) managed to assert its own
independence, but failed to incorporate Galiza/Galicia, which became
part of Spain, despite it being closer linguistically to Portuguese.
Later still, when the Dutch Confederation won its independence from
Spain, it split the Low German/Dutch speaking communities in two,
with the division being mainly related to religion - Protestantism and
Catholicism - and not to language. Switzerland emerged as a
multilingual, republican confederation. There had also been other
divisions in Western Europe, leading to profound class conflicts, with
different political dynamics to that of nation building, especially in the
economically advanced Flemish and northern Italian cities of the
Middle Ages.
Furthermore, neither the earlier centralised monarchies, nor the later
absolutist monarchies, were able to move beyond feudalism. Feudal
social relations were preserved on a new basis. Benno Teschke has
shown that, even by 1648, sovereign nation-states had not triumphed
in Western Europe. The Treaty of Westphalia was essentially
dominated by dynastic concerns.737
Merchants also pursued a number of political paths, other than
alliances with kings seeking political centralisation. They made
attempts to set-up independent city-states (northern Italy and
Flanders), to form mercantile empires (Venice and Genoa) and
alliances (the Hanseatic League), or even confederal republics (Dutch
Netherlands). Jewish merchants had, in the early Middle Ages, been
one of the most commercially advanced groups, promoting extensive
cross state borders trade. They were eventually expelled from the
German statelets, as non-Jewish merchant capitalists took over their
role. Jewish urban dwellers moved on, taking their mercantile and
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financial skills with them, mainly to Poland/Lithuania, precisely the
state where an absolute monarchy failed to develop. Peasants and
burghers managed to set up their own non-monarchical state in
Switzerland, with a number of progressive ramifications. Indeed, it
was this key role of the peasantry here, which broke the earlier
ideological association of republicanism with merchant oligarchs and
linked it instead with labour.
Although Engels’ writings on the emergence of nation-states initially
took the form of unpublished notes, he corresponded with the
prominent SPD members, Bernstein and Kautsky. Therefore, his
views probably contributed much to the thinking, particularly of the
SPD (and also indirectly, later of the RSDLP), which informed the
theoreticians of the Second International.
Advocates of
‘internationalism from below’ had later to challenge these new Social
Democratic theories, and the new orthodox Marxism, which claimed
Engels as its authority.

iii)

Engels returns to the issue of Poland to highlight national
democratic principles

Engels remained a committed revolutionary until the end of his life,738
despite his advocacy of more gradualist tactics, and his alliances with
forces,739 which later emerged as the Right (Revisionist) and the
Centre (orthodox Marxist) of Social Democracy. Engels challenged
the continued slippage to reformist gradualism by significant numbers
of Social Democrats, including his political allies, during this period.
He was still able to make pointed criticisms based on lessons already
learned.
In particular, the attitude to be taken towards Polish (and Irish)740 selfdetermination resurfaced as political issues. Many social democrats
now saw Marx and Engels’ support for Polish as being historically
outdated in the new circumstances prevailing. Those, who opposed
such support, often resorted to an updated version of Marx and Engels'
pre-1860s position on Ireland, which they had both moved on from.
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Certainly, Marx and Engels no longer felt that Tsarist Russia
represented as much of a reactionary threat to any form of progress in
Europe, that it had so obviously represented in the 1847-9
International Revolutionary Wave, and which both Marx and Engels
thought it continued to represent, at least up to Bismarck’s successful
unification of Germany, in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870. Of
course, they both continued to see the tsarist regime as a very
reactionary regime, but an increasingly fragile one. In 1882, Engels
rejected the notion of a European War, which both he and Marx would
earlier have supported to overthrow the Tsar. “All the work of
revolutionaries in Russia would be rendered useless and destroyed”.741
Marx and Engels looked increasingly to the revolutionary forces
within Tsarist Russia to bring about the regime’s demise.
Some, like the new Proletariat group in Poland, followed later by Rosa
Luxemburg, also understood that they faced a considerably changed
political situation. Rownosc (Equality), the paper of the Proletariat
group, believed the demand Polish independence was now historically
redundant.742 Engels attacked this viewpoint, upholding the cause of
Polish independence on general democratic principles. “So long as
Poland is partitioned and subjugated, therefore neither a strong
socialist party can develop in the country itself... Polish socialists who
do not place the liberation of their country at the head of their
programme appear to me as would German socialists who do not
demand first and foremost repeal of the {anti-} socialist law, freedom
of the press, association and assembly. In order to be able to fight one
needs first a soil to stand on, air, light and space. Otherwise all is idle
chatter”.743 Here Engels was returning to the stance, which he first
took in the dispute over the Irish section of the First International.744
Furthermore, as Engels became more confident about the tsarist
regime’s demise, he began to contemplate a national role for those
peoples he had so contemptuously dismissed in 1849, especially the
Southern Slavs.745 “Once Tsarism is overthrown… Austria will
disintegrate as it will have lost the only justification for its existence,
namely to prevent Tsarism from incorporating the nations of the
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Carpathians and the Balkans; Poland will come to life again: Little
Russia {Ukraine} will be able to choose its political connections
freely; the Romanians, Hungarians and Southern Slavs will be able to
regulate their affairs and their border questions free from foreign
interference’.746 This was outlined in a public letter Engels wrote to
the Romanian, Ion Nadjde, in 1888, upon the publication of a new
Social Democrat paper, Contemporanul.747
Engels also found himself in dispute with Zasulich and Plekhanov,
this time over the future of non-Russian nationalities in the tsarist
state. Zasulich and Plekhanov had had already wanted to claim Marx
as a supporter for their view that a capitalist future was now inevitable
in Russia, a stance he had declined to take.748 Zasukich and
Plekhanov had moved beyond Russian Populism and considered
themselves to be orthodox Marxists. They formed the Russian
Emancipation of Labour749 group, in Geneva, in 1883. They thought
that the tsarist state had performed a progressive role by ‘absorbing’
Little Russians (Ukrainians) and White Russians into the Russian
Empire.
In contrast, Engels pointed out that Ukraine and White Russia
remained homelands to non-Russian ethnic groups, which had been
annexed forcibly by the Tsar. In an article written, in 1890, in the
Emancipation of Labour paper, Le Democrate-Socialiste, Engels
opposed Plekhanov’s Russian chauvinist view, stating, “All I can say
is that in my opinion, the people in question {the Ukrainians} have to
decide their fate themselves just as the Alsatians 750 themselves must
choose between Germany and France”.751 In the absence of a more
widely supported Ukrainian national movement (which did not
emerge until the early twentieth century) Engels was not arguing for
Ukraine’s independence. He thought that the people of Ukraine (and
White Russia) should be offered a choice between whether they
wished to remain part of the Russian Empire, or to join an
independent Poland. Perhaps Plekhanov and Zasulich’s future support
for Russia, during the First World War, could already be anticipated in
their earlier Russian chauvinist attitudes.
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A year after Engels’ death, the Second International declared its
support for the “the full right to self-determination of all nations”
(170)752 at its 1896 Congress in London. This turned out to be a
politically ambiguous slogan, which could be misused by social
chauvinists, social imperialists and social patriots. Nevertheless,
when seen within the context of an ‘internationalism from below’
approach to the ‘National Question’, this ‘right of self-determination’
can be a useful in the struggle for human emancipation, liberation and
self-determination in its broadest sense.

D.

A SUMMARY OF MARX AND ENGELS’
UNDERSTANDING TOWARDS THE
END OF THEIR LIVES

By the 1880s, both Marx and Engels had clearly long abandoned their
earlier 1850s method of deciding to whom to give their political
support in a national struggle. Then a largely socio-economic ‘degree
of civilisation’ argument had been used to decide the issue. This was
qualified when their great bugbear, Tsarist Russia, was one of the
antagonists. However, from the 1860s, Marx and Engels, largely
inspired by the most recent experience of Poland and Ireland, moved
towards generalising political, that is democratic considerations, when
making such decisions. Later events in Russia also widened their
understanding. This was followed by closer investigations into
developments in the colonies, and to the continuing role of agrarian
communes in the world.
By applying the theoretical and practical gains, which Marx and
Engels made towards the end of their lives, it is possible to come to a
new understanding of the role of nations, nationalities and nationstates. This would supersede the 10 points, outlined at the end of
Section 2, which represented their understanding in the 1850s:

a) After the defeat of the Paris Commune, and the ending of
Reconstruction in the USA, the era of ‘New Imperialism’ began to
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develop. This was marked by changes in the capitalist economy,
with the development of corporations and trusts, new technologies
such as electricity and oil power, and major improvements in
communications through long distance railways, transoceanic
steamships and undersea and overland telegraph cables.
Increased international competition soon led to a scramble for
colonies. Heightened tensions between the imperial powers
produced a new arms drive, which threatened to bring about
major wars. Marx and Engels chronicled some of these events in
their earlier stages. Although, they did not characterise the
period as a new and distinct phase of capitalism, they identified
many of ‘New Imperialism’s features. Engels, who lived longer
than Marx, could already see the slide towards a major interimperialist war.
b) Marx and Engels moved away from their earlier unilinear
view of progressive human development by way of the capitalist
road. Their studies of the still remaining communal forms of
production and association found in Russia and Asia, led them to
a major reassessment of possible roads to socialism. They
contemplated the possibility of socialism being established directly
in the East, without a prior period of capitalist transformation, if
an alliance could be formed with a successful socialist/communist
revolution in the West.
c) Marx and Engels also discovered remnants of communal
forms of production in more economically developed countries
such as Germany. They began to reconsider their earlier view
that the ‘English road’, with its rapid industrialisation based on
the almost complete uprooting of the peasantry, was necessarily
the most progressive. Instead of welcoming the continued
dispossession of the poorer peasantry, they began to offer an
alternative road of development for rural areas based on
cooperative production.
d) Towards the end of his life, Engels, however, was heavily
influenced by Darwin’s evolutionary theory, and by the

212

increasingly dominant Positivist philosophy. This had an effect on
his still developing theory of nation formation. Nations were seen
to be the product of certain medieval European feudal monarchs’
abilities to unite previously disparate peoples, whilst consolidating
their own centralised power. This was taken a step further with
the growth of absolutist monarchies, which helped overcome
remaining local and regional feudal interests in a further stage of
nation-state formation. These developments were associated with
the growing economic power of the bourgeoisie. In their quest for
unified markets, they pushed for new national laws, which would
promote commerce and economic development, and a common
language for business transactions. The bourgeoisie’s greatest
success came in revolutionary France, where first the Jacobins,
followed by Napoleon, had been able to take nation-state
formation to its most advanced stage.
This view, however, represented a retreat back to Marx and
Engels’ earlier unilinear view of development. It disregarded
several other paths of development, such as the growth of
Flemish and Italian city-states, Italian merchant city-state
empires, the Hanseatic League, the Swiss confederal republic; and
the division, not the unification of the Netherlands, which
occurred as mercantile capitalism developed there. A more
dialectical approach would have identified competing paths of
possible progress, tied up with different visions of a new social
order.
e) Engels did note the negative effect of the later British
imperialism on workers’ attitudes towards the colonies. A distinct
‘social imperialism’ was to arise within the new Social Democratic
and Labour Parties, and within the Second International. Its
proponents resorted increasingly to the prevailing Social
Darwinian ideas. A Lefter version returned to the type of
cosmopolitan arguments, once put forward by an earlier Marx
and Engels, as well as by Anarchists like Proudhon, to champion
their support of the most ‘progressive’ nation-states.
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f)
Marx and Engels were largely unaware of the significance of
the new ‘scientific racism’, which was strongly associated with the
‘New Imperialism’. This was popularised and gained wider
acceptance, particularly after the vicious counter-revolution in the
USA, and the defeats of anti-colonial struggles in the British
Empire. ‘Scientific racism’ largely displaced the biblically
inspired racism of the earlier period of colonial history. This
thinking began to infect Labour and Social Democratic circles too.
g) Marx and Engels also missed the wider political significance
of the pogroms directed against the Jews in the Tsarist Empire.
This heralded a much wider anti-Semitism, also based on the new
‘scientific racist’ thinking, which displaced earlier biblically
inspired anti-Judaism. This anti-Semitism was partly designed as
a reactionary defence against encroaching capitalism, but also to
break the new rising international socialist challenge.
h) However, Engels was able to detect the re-emergence of
social chauvinist ideas, which he and Marx first had to oppose,
when they sought support for Polish and
Irish
national
democratic struggles. He challenged those British socialists and
the Russian Social Democrat, Plekhanov, who thought their states
had performed a progressive role in forcing various nations and
nationalities to live under the rule of the British and Russian
Empires. He also attacked the naivety of those cosmopolitans
found in the leadership of the new Polish Social Democracy, who
did not champion self-determination for Poland.
i)
The Second International, partially under the influence of
Marx and Engels’ political legacy, codified the attitude to be taken
to national struggles. It moved beyond the old First International
principle, made in 1865, which supported the 'the right of every
people to dispose of itself'. Soon after Engels’ death, the 1896
London Congress, proclaimed “the full right to self-determination
of all nations”.
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4.

THE FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF
THE BRITISH UNIONIST AND
IMPERIAL STATE IN THE FACE OF A NEW
‘INTERNATIONALISM FROM BELOW’
CHALLENGE
i)

The failure to create a united British nation and the growing
conflict between ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative unionism’

By the end of Engels’ life in 1895, the reality of the actually existing
‘nation’-states contrasted markedly with the ideals many had hoped to
realise during the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave. Back
then, revolutionary France, the various Mazzinian ‘Young Nations’, or
the USA, had provided models for many Radicals; and a reformed
Britain/UK, the model for many Liberals. The failures or limitations
of the risings and struggles, between 1857-77, and the emergence of
Conservative and Moderate Liberal nationalism, helped contribute to
the creation of very different ‘nation’-states compared to those many
people had originally envisaged. Certainly, the future prospect of a
scandal-ridden French Third Republic, a dynastic Prussian led
German Empire, and a racist post-Reconstruction USA, had not been
part of the visions which had inspired the ‘48ers.
The ageing Engels still corresponded with close friends and allies in
Europe and the USA. One of his major concerns was to see an
independent Labour party created in Britain. He awarded this a higher
priority than establishing a separate Socialist party, although he
undoubtedly thought that Socialists should strive to lead any new
Labour party. Two of his closest allies were Eleanor Marx753 and her
partner, Edward Aveling.754 Together they formed what was, in
effect, the ‘Marx Party’. They threw themselves into the new
Socialist and Labour organisations, first the Social Democratic
Federation (SDF)755 in 1884, the Socialist League (SL)756 in 1885, and
then the New Unions 757 from 1889, and the Independent Labour Party
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(ILP)758 in 1893. However, the ILP did not live up to their
expectations and they rejoined the SDF, the SL having ceased to exist.
If events in Europe and the USA had not turned out as revolutionaries
or Radicals had hoped, then those who had banked on a new reformed,
Great Britain/UK were to be disappointed too. The Left wing of the
Chartists had wanted revolutionary change in Britain, and an end to
the enforced union with Ireland. The more moderate wing of the
Chartists and the Liberals had looked forward to a reformed United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. Neither were to see the
completion of a united British nation. Instead, as the nineteenth
century drew to a close, there was a further entrenchment of the UK as
a union-state, with Ireland remaining politically detached from Great
Britain in name, and increasingly in reality too.
Engels continued to observe and comment upon affairs in Ireland.
Irish politics were frequently dealt with at Westminster and in the
British press, whilst Irish migrants and their families formed a
significant, and often, vocal part of England’s working class.
However, the impact of important developments in Scotland and
Wales took longer to register with Engels, and some of these passed
him by altogether. Therefore, it is necessary to outline the various
class and national struggles that emerged within the four nations
constituting the UK. These conflicts led to the reorganisation of the
UK state, and to a new recognition by Engels of the existence of the
English, Irish, Scottish and Welsh nations, and of the inherently
conservative nature of the existing union state.
Over the first seven decades of the nineteenth century, the middle
classes of Ireland (particularly its Protestant members), Scotland and
Wales had largely been content to leave the first element of their
hybrid identities - Irish-British, Scottish-British, or Welsh-British - as
cultural or sentimental concerns. Therefore, as long as the electoral
franchise was confined to the ruling and the ‘respectable’ middle
classes, the all-UK Whig/Liberal and Tory/Conservative parties
dominated official politics, with Westminster as their focus.
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Furthermore, Scottish, Welsh and Irish-British (until Gladstone’s 1886
Irish Home Rule Bill) middle class Liberals retained confidence in the
ability of a Liberal-run Westminster government to achieve their
political aims, particularly when their hero, the ‘People’s William’,759
became leader in 1868. The 1867 Reform Act,760 though, marked the
beginnings of a wider challenge to the existing economic, social and
political set-up in the UK. The newly enfranchised sections of the
working class and the better-off tenant farmers upheld the Irish,
Scottish and Welsh poles of their hybrid national identities more
strongly than the middle classes. They often celebrated different
versions of their nation’s history, remembering the struggles of the
‘lower orders’ and popular champions.
Not surprisingly, it was in Ireland that the desire for greater national
self-determination was expressed most strongly. ‘West Briton’ was
already a term of contempt, even amongst the Catholic middle class.
Conflict had been growing within the Home Rule League (HRL),761
between its more moderate landlord leadership, under Isaac Butt, and
the newer members, with their closer Fenian Brotherhood
connections, led by Charles Stuart Parnell.762 He represented a rising
Irish middle class. The prospect of Home Rule offered the Irish
middle class the immediate benefits of protected careers within
Ireland, whilst retaining the ability to advance their economic interests
within the wider UK state and British Empire.763 Some still held to a
more sentimental long-term desire to create their own Irish state.
The HRL had been pushing for Home Rule for Ireland since its
formation, but it took the impact of the 1879-82 Irish Revolution,764
and Charles Parnell’s creation of the National League (NL) in 1882, to
place the issue firmly on the UK political agenda. After losing
government office to the Conservatives in 1885, the Liberal leader,
Gladstone, came to adopt Irish Home Rule. Back in government, later
the same year, Gladstone put forward the first Irish Home Rule Bill in
1886, with Parnell and the NLs’ support. As well as retaining overall
imperial control, Westminster would have retained other key powers,
including those over the Royal Irish Constabulary.
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The effect of this would have been to place Ireland outside of the
Westminster parliamentary union, making it another colony with its
own assembly, in a similar manner to the Canadian Confederation.
This would have met the earlier Irish national demand to break the
1801 parliamentary Union. The former Irish Confederates, Thomas
D’Arcy McGee and Gavin Duffy, had already been heavily involved
in increasing the powers of the colonial assemblies in Canada and
Victoria respectively.765 Gladstone's proposal could be considered an
anti-unionist measure, although of course, he never intended any
threat to the British Crown or Empire. Those who opposed this Home
Rule Bill became known as Unionists, and they drew support from
both the Conservative and Liberal Parties. In the latter case, this led
to a split and to a separate Liberal Unionist Party, which contested the
1886 General Election and formed an alliance with the Conservatives.
However, the failure of Gladstone’s first Home Rule Bill led to a
political realignment. The majority of the Liberal Party reverted to
upholding Ireland’s parliamentary union with Westminster – but now
with the addition of support for a form of Irish Home Rule within the
UK. This involved the devolution of selected powers to a subordinate
Irish assembly, whilst retaining Irish representation, albeit diminished,
at the imperial parliament in Westminster.
Gladstone's new policy won wider support from the Liberal wing of
the British ruling class, as well as from Parnell’s constitutional
nationalist Irish NL. However, there were still major divisions
amongst Home Rule supporters. Some saw Ireland as a special case,
needing a unique solution; others saw Irish Home Rule as part of a
larger political devolutionary settlement, which would include
Scotland and Wales - ‘Home Rule-all-round’. Furthermore, there
were Imperial Federalists amongst the Liberals, who wanted
Westminster representation extended to include MPs from the British
white colonies when dealing with imperial concerns; whilst each of
the four nations constituting the UK, as well as the colonies, would
have their own assemblies to deal with domestic affairs.
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With the Liberal Party turning to support for Home Rule within the
Union after 1886, there were now two distinct unionist approaches,
represented by the two main parties and their allies. The division
between the ‘conservative’ and ‘liberal unionist’ strategies represented
two different ways over how best to preserve the United Kingdom and
British Empire. Those supporting a ‘liberal unionist’ approach were
found amongst the British Liberal Party. However, after 1886. a
significant section of the Liberal Party rejected Irish Home Rule and
constituted themselves as the Liberal Unionist Party, attracting the
overwhelming majority fo memberd in north east Ireland. Weakened
by the loss of the Liberal Unionists, the Liberal Party became more
dependent on the Irish NL for Wetsminster support, ftom 1886 to
1895 (after which they failed to form a government until 1905) .
However, only the Conservative Party acquired the Unionist political
label. Therefore ‘liberal unionist’ and ‘conservative unionist’, in
inverted commas, will be used to describe the two broad approaches
adopted – support or opposition to Home Rule. Liberal Unionist and
Conservative & Unionist, withouot inverted commas, will be used to
describe the two parties, which adopted the ‘conservative unionist’
approach. The terminological ambiguity was not overcome until
1912, when the Liberal Unionists were effectively absorbed into the
Conservative and Unionist Party. However, the two organisations had
already merged in many areas. They became strongly associated with
jingoism and racism.
The ‘conservative unionists’, however, did not push for the removal of
the remaining constitutional distinctions between Ireland and Scotland
(or Wales, when this became a political issue too) within the UK, in
order to bring about a united British nation-state. Instead, they
demanded the retention of centralised Westminster control over
England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales and the colonies. ‘Conservative
unionists’ made their own contributions, which further emphasised the
UK as a union state, rather than as a united British state. They
sometimes passed measures at Westminster, which were specific to
the particular constituent nations, thereby accepting and extending
administrative home rule. Examples of these measures included the
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Conservative Irish Land Reform Acts of 1885 and 1902. These were
designed to bring about peasant proprietorship. Once the Ascendancy
landlord class had lost its dominant economic position, they sought
immediate financial compensation from the UK government instead.
Ireland continued to remain administratively separate after the Act of
Union in 1801, with UK governments ruling through their Irish
Secretaries of State and Dublin Castle. A Scottish Secretary of State
and Scottish Office were established in 1885.
In the gung-ho, jingoist climate created by ‘New Imperialism’, from
the mid-1870s onwards, the demand for political Home Rule was to be
violently opposed not only by Irish Unionist landlords but also, from
the mid-1880s, by important commercial and industrial leaders,
particularly in north east Ulster. The Ulster Unionists organised on
the basis of the nine counties Irish province, whilst also considering
themselves the vanguard of the wider Irish Unionist Party. 766
‘Conservative unionists’ tried to make the very notion of ‘Home Rule’
as unacceptable as today’s American neo-conservatives and national
populists try to make the word ‘Liberal’.
The new ‘conservative unionism’ made its influence felt ‘across the
water’ too. In the wake of the strong economic links, forged in the
Industrial Revolution, between Scotland’s Clyde Valley and Ireland’s
Lagan Valley, an alternative British Conservative, Protestant and
Orange way of thinking began to displace an older Scottish Tory
tradition.767 In the process, the prospect of Scottish Home Rule came
to be treated with nearly as much hostility by the new Scottish
Conservatives, as that held by Irish Conservatives towards Irish Home
Rule, when it became a political issue after 1886.
However, various ‘lower orders’ organisations, in Ireland, Scotland
and Wales, invoked their own popular histories, sometimes based on
oral and ballad traditions, in opposition to the Conservative and
Liberal press and cultural institutions. Therefore, as well as pressing
for more trade union rights and economic reforms at a Westminster
level, many Irish, Scottish and Welsh workers’ organisations began to
give their support to political measures that recognised these particular
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national aspects of their identities too. This was seen to be a
democratic issue. Working class and wider plebian support for some
political recognition of their particular nation was largely confined to
Scotland, Wales and Catholic Ireland. Amongst the majority of Irish
Protestants, the fear that political recognition of Ireland within the
Union would enhance the position of Catholics ensured that when the
Liberal Party opted for Irish Home Rule, its middle and working class
support in Ulster was largely lost.
The further extension of the franchise, in 1884,768 gave the vote to
many more male workers, including agricultural labourers, further
contributing to the pressures for democratic reform of the UK. Key
economic and social conflicts were tied in with the constitutional
struggles that developed, first around the issue of Home Rule. These
helped to overturn the existing British and Irish party set-up, and to
create political instability within the UK.

ii)

Michael Davitt, the Irish Revolution and the emergence of
an ‘internationalism from below’ alliance

Left unionist historians tend to assume that the continued development
of the UK state, and what they sometimes describe as the ‘British
nation’, created a wider, more united, British working class, marked
by the creation of all-British (occasionally all-UK) trade unions and
the eventual emergence of the Independent Labour Party, the Labour
Representation Committee and the British Labour Party.
However, the UK state framework only provided an organisational
template, which could be replicated by oppositional forces as a basis
for their organisations, at considerable political cost. The all-Britain
and all-UK political, trade union and other bodies, which attempted to
adopt this approach, became strongly tainted by British unionism and
increasingly by British imperialism. The continued rise of ‘New
Imperialism’ shifted the mainstream political centre of gravity sharply
to the Right. Ultra-unionism and ‘gung-ho’ imperialism produced
‘liberal unionist’ and ‘ethical’ imperial responses, not only amongst
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Liberals and Radicals, but also within both Social
Democratic/Socialist and independent Labour organisations, when
they developed from the 1880s.
The constant changes in the class composition of the ‘lower orders’,
leading to the fall or rise in the fortunes of particular occupational
groups, added to this problem, especially where the employers
deliberately promoted ethnic or sectarian divisions amongst their
workforces. In the UK this divide was strongest in northeast Ulster,
Clydeside and Merseyside, where the Orange Order helped employers
promote such division. Of course, there were much deeper divisions
in the colonies, where trade unions also promoted a white skilled
labour policy and social segregation, directed against the non-white
population. Migrant labour also brought its ready-made traditions of
struggle, imported from their countries and regions of origin. These
were drawn upon and modified in the course of struggle. These
struggles contributed to the political awareness and fighting capability
of a new ethnically mixed working class.
Some of those struggles, which began within a distinct national (Irish,
Scottish, Welsh or particular English) arena, based on their own
vernacular traditions and organisations, were able to extend beyond
their initial locales, without falling under the moderate Liberal or the
Conservative sway of existing all-Britain or all-UK bodies.
Sometimes these struggles then lifted the political tempo in their
original national locales, bringing other class forces into play, which
had previously been weaker there. The infant Socialist and Labour
movements, in the UK and beyond, were all profoundly affected by
the spreading waves of class conflict originally centred upon Ireland.
Those adopting what was, in effect, an 'internationalism from below'
approach were informed by a sharper awareness of the problems
brought about by ‘New Imperialism’ and the rise of ‘conservative
unionism’. Struggles launched on an ‘internationalism from below’
basis were better able to avoid the restraints enforced upon those
‘wearing’ an all-Britain, or an all-UK, organisational straitjacket.
They were also able to produce wider alliances, which in turn brought
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about cross-national struggles.
It was the Irish Land War, or the ‘Irish Revolution’ of 1879-82,769
which initiated this wider wave of class struggles. These helped to
bring new groups into independent action throughout the UK. First in
action were the Irish tenant farmers and their allies. However, as their
struggles developed, tenant farmers and the landless from Scotland
and Wales, as well agricultural and industrial workers from England,
Scotland, Wales and Ireland, were all drawn into a growing economic,
social and political maelstrom.
In effect, the Land and Labour League, associated with the
International Working Men’s Association (First International),770 took
on a wider new land and labour form in Ireland, Scotland, Wales and
England. This link was specifically recognised in the form of the
name adopted by first the Social Democratic Federation (1884) and
then the Socialist League (1885) in Scotland – the Scottish Land and
Labour League. Furthermore, these struggles enjoyed considerable
support from American and Australian social republican (particularly
Fenian), radical and labour figures. Migrant labour again played a
key role.
A key political figure to emerge within this period was Michael
Davitt.771 Davitt, perhaps to a greater extent than any other figure
amongst leading labour leaders in the UK, demonstrated the keenest
political awareness and the most advanced strategic thinking. Davitt,
as much as Keir Hardie,772 considered the whole of England, Ireland,
Scotland and Wales to be his theatre of struggle, whilst showing a
strong interest in political developments within the British Empire, the
USA and elsewhere too. The social republicanism and Radicalism,
which informed Davitt’s politics, provided him with a way of thinking
that placed him ahead of most of his contemporaries in the 1880s,
until the limitations of his politics became more apparent after 1889.
Davitt’s family had been forced to migrate from County Mayo to
Lancashire because of the 'Great Hunger'. His experiences as a young
millworker contributed to one side of his politics - Radicalism. His
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remaining strong links with Ireland contributed to the other side of his
politics – social republicanism. He joined the Irish Republican
Brotherhood (IRB) in 1865. He was jailed for seven years between
1870-77. Soon after his release from prison, he developed what Marx
had called a “socialistic”,773 although it could more accurately be
termed a social republican tendency. This Davitt had inherited from
his Fenianism. In an alliance with the social republicans in the
American Clan-na-Gael,774 Davitt developed the ‘New Departure’.775
This revived the strategy of class struggle, which had originally been
advocated by the Irish Confederate leader, James Fintan Lalor,776 in
1847, in order to establish an Irish Republic.
The ‘New Departure’ was designed to involve tenant farmers and their
allies in militant action to break the power of the landlords. However,
this action was to be supplemented by a political campaign, led by a
strengthened and more radical Home Rule League/Independent Irish
Party (IIP) presence in Westminster. In turn, military action was
meant to back this up. Clan-na-Gael would ship arms across to
Ireland clandestinely. These would be made available to those who
resisted the inevitable UK state and landlord clampdown. IIP MPs
would then put forward a Bill in Westminster to end the Union, which,
when refused, would lead to their walkout, and their summonsing of a
National Convention in Ireland.777
The role of leading the political strand of the ‘New Departure’ largely
fell to Charles Parnell. He had been elected as a HRL MP for Meath
in 1875. He opposed the conciliatory tactics advocated by the then
HRL and IIP leader, Isaac Butt.778 Parnell built up an advanced
nationalist wing amongst the HRL MPs by utilising the tactic of
obstructing the government’s bills in Westminster. Despite being a
Protestant landowner, Parnell was an advanced nationalist, with IRB
connections. He was aided in his attempt to radicalise the HRL by
middle class supporters, such as Joseph Biggar779 from Belfast, John
Ferguson780 from Glasgow, and John Barry from Newcastle-uponTyne.781 Building their support initially amongst the migrant Irish in
Scotland and England, they eventually helped Parnell to marginalise
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the old landlord element in the IIP in Ireland itself, and to rally
support behind the ‘New Departure’.
Parnell became the new leader of the HRL/IIP, after many of the
earlier landlord MPs were deselected as parliamentary candidates for
the 1880 General Election. This occurred in the middle of the Irish
Land War, which had been launched by the new Irish National Land
League (INLL) the year before. This paved the way for an increased
and radicalised IIP presence at Westminster.
As Engels appreciated at the time, “Violent insurrection had no
prospect of success for many years… Hence a legal movement
remained the only possibility, and such a movement was undertaken
under the banner of the Home Rulers”.782 For Davitt and others,
Home Rule was but a stage on the road to the Irish Republic. It was
Parnell who, later in 1885, best expressed this view of Home Rule “No man has the right to fix the boundary of a march of a nation”.783
This thinking, however, went beyond the understanding of Home Rule
held by the majority of the Irish middle class, who still saw such a
policy as compatible with remaining part of the UK and British
Empire.
Davitt, though, sought to win a new mass base of support amongst the
tenant farmers, the landless, and the agricultural and industrial
workers. The road to a future Irish Republic lay through an
immediate campaign of ‘Land for the People’. This was to be the
main, and the most successful, strand of the ‘New Departure’. A
leaflet was issued on the 20th April 1879, under the heading, The West
Awake. The West Awake also signalled the entry of the West to the
Irish national struggle. This area had previously been marginal
compared to Dublin, or the North (Ulster), and South (Munster). The
West continued to be the focus of land struggles long after the issue
had died down elsewhere in Ireland. The organisers’ strong antiimperialist sentiments were demonstrated in its text. “From the China
towers of Pekin to the round towers of Ireland, from the cabins of
Connemara to the kraals of Kaffirland, from the wattled homes of the
isles of Polynesia to the wigwams of North America the cry is ‘Down
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with the invaders! Down with tyrants! Every man to have his own
land – every man to have his own home”.784 The Land League was
officially launched at Westport, in County Mayo, on the 16th
August.785 The Irish National National Land League (INLL)786 was
set up in Dublin on the 21st, October.787
The INLL put forward the immediate demand of lowering rents, and
the long-term aim of replacing landlord ownership with peasant
proprietorship. Davitt, and his principal lieutenants, Patrick Egan788
and Thomas Brennan,789 were the League’s key organisers.790 It was
Brennan who first pointed out the hollowness of national liberation
without social emancipation. “As long as the tillers of the soil are
forced to support a useless and indolent aristocracy your federal
parliament would be a bauble and your Irish republic but a fraud. 791
Brennan’s reference to a federal parliament was a dig at the demand
put forward by Isaac Butt’s moderate HRL, whilst his mention of the
Irish republic was a dig targeted at those physical force Fenians, who
opposed social republicanism in the name of ‘pure’ Irish nationalism
won by armed struggle only. This also anticipated James Connolly’s
more famous statement, “If you remove the English army tomorrow
and hoist the green flag over Dublin Castle, unless you set about the
organisation of the Socialist Republic your efforts would be in vain.
England would still rule you. She would rule you through her
capitalists, through her landlords, through her financiers, through the
whole array of commercial and individualist institutions she has
planted in this country.”792
The ongoing Long Depression, and An Gorta Beag 793 (the ‘Little
Famine’) in the West (36),794 meant that many tenants had been
unable to pay their rents and, as a result, were being evicted by the
landlords and their agents, with the aid of the courts and the Royal
Irish Constabulary (RIC). Davitt developed the tactic soon to be
known as boycotting, named after Captain Boycott, whose estate in
County Mayo was to witness the most celebrated instance of the use
of this tactic. It was directed against anyone attempting to buy evicted
tenants’ land. Here, Davitt made use of his knowledge of the tactics
used in industrial struggles in Lancashire against blacklegs and
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directed them against land-grabbers and their agents.795
Soon boycott action was extended to anyone who offered any help
whatsoever to the landlords. This proved to be very effective, but
where landlords were more obdurate, some tenants went beyond the
methods advocated by the League. They adopted violent tactics
directed against the landlords’ property, their agents, and occasionally
the landlords themselves. These actions were attributed to ‘Captain
Moonlight’. The methods of ‘Captain Moonlight’ formed part of a
long tradition of rural resistance in Ireland, going back to the
Whiteboys, Defenders and Ribbonmen.796
After his key role in organising the INLL, Davitt’s most important
contribution was his promotion of an ‘internationalism from below’
strategy. Davitt reinvented this approach, originally pursued by the
United Irishmen, United Scotsmen, London Corresponding Society
and the American Society of United Irishmen in the 1790s and early
1800s;797 and by the Radical Chartists and the Irish Confederates in
the 1840s.798
With Davitt’s support, and the help of his overseas allies, the INLL
was extended to cover England and Scotland, and also the USA,
Canada and Australia. Here, organisations of Irish migrants provided
both moral support and financial help, supplementing that which
arrived clandestinely from Fenian sources. In Scotland, close allies
such as John Ferguson, Edward McHugh799 and Richard McGhee800
were to provide a bridge to the next stage of the land struggle, and
also became organisers of labour and cross-nation political campaigns.
Things began to stir in Scotland. Glasgow had its own branch of the
INLL, led by Ferguson. The Highland-born teacher, Angus
Sutherland, became a member of the Glasgow branch of the INLL, as
well as taking part in the Skye Vigilance Committee, formed in
1881.801 Skye crofter-fishermen had made contact with Land League
members at Kinsale, in County Cork. They began discussions about
action to be taken against the ongoing Clearances, and land shortages
in the Highlands and Islands.802 John Murdoch’s803 pro-crofter, pro-
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Irish land reform, and pro-Gaelic language newspaper, The
Highlander,804 already received a subsidy from Clan-na-Gael.805
Murdoch was also invited to attend the INLL’s Central Committee.806
By early 1881, the INLL “had about a thousand branches in Ireland
comprising fully 200,000 members, another 200,000 in the United
States and Canada, and branches springing up in all the principal cities
in Australasia which would bring the total membership of the
extended league to about half a million”.807 Boycott and other actions
had rendered the landlords’ traditional control of the Irish countryside
untenable. Furthermore, the British government was involved in a
war against the Boers in South Africa, which was not going well.808
Engels, who had previously thought that the adoption of the Home
Rule political banner was the correct tactic, sensed that the
revolutionary upheaval in Ireland now needed more advanced political
aims. “While in the social field the Land League pursues more
revolutionary aims (which are achievable in Ireland) — the total
removal of the intruder landlords — it acts rather tamely in political
respects and demands only Home Rule, that is, an Irish local
Parliament side by side with the British Parliament and subordinated
to it”.809
Davitt had originally hoped that the Land League’s mass organisation
could form an alternative ‘second power’ in Ireland to that constituted
by the UK state is support of the ‘Anglo-Irish’ Ascendancy. This
would provide the launching pad to give new life to the Fenians’
struggle for an Irish Republic. That situation had already arrived. The
INLL “was, in truth, nothing more nor less than a provisional Irish
Government, stronger because based on popular suffrage, than the
Government of the Castle”.810 Furthermore, the now pro-INLL Irish
Home Rule League held 63 seats in Ireland after the 1880 General
Election, compared to the pro-Dublin Castle, Conservative and
Liberals’ combined total of 44. And even this favourable political
balance massively under-represented the ‘lower orders’, many of
whom, as poor male tenant farmers or agricultural workers, were not
to get the vote until 1884.
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Some of Davitt’s supporters, particularly Egan, were already raising
the demand for “general strike against rent on the precedent of
industrial strikes in England".811 Such a course of action would have
led to a decisive battle between the ‘second power’ against the ‘first
power’ – the UK state. “A no-rent movement coinciding with the
British disaster at Majuba Hill {in the First Boer War} would
probably have won for Ireland a land act fulfilling the proposals of the
(Land League’s} conference of 29th April, and a home rule bill
anticipating that of 1886 with much more likelihood of becoming
law”.812
Davitt, however, procrastinated. He saw his job as being first to try
and persuade Parnell of the necessity for such a course of action.
Although Parnell had moved politically since 1879, he was not going
to sanction an immediate social and political revolution. A different
strategy was already forming in his mind – a slow transition to peasant
proprietorship and to Irish Home Rule. He was planning his own
‘counter-revolution within the revolution’ – the ‘revolution’ being
“The Fall of Feudalism”,813 or the breaking of landlord power; the
‘counter-revolution’ being the cementing of bourgeois economic and
social power in Ireland, with the backing of the larger tenant farmers,
at the political expense of the poorer tenants, landless labourers and
workers.
The Liberal government had taken office, in 1880, after Gladstone’s
famous ‘Midlothian Campaign’814 and its attacks on Tory jingoism.
This led to high expectations that it would seriously address the
problems of Ireland, so mismanaged by the Tories and their landlord
backers. However, the Liberals were also not going to countenance a
social revolution, and that was what they were facing in Ireland.
Indeed, the new Irish Secretary, William Forster, 815 introduced a new
Coercion Act, and authorised the use of more ‘humanitarian’
buckshot, rather than cartridges, to deal with those resisting evictions.
In 1881, at Grawhill in County Mayo, a widowed woman was shot
dead, whilst a young girl was bayonetted.816 As a result of this
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incident, William Forster came to be known as ‘Buckshot Forster’ in
Ireland.
When Gladstone’s government finally passed its Land Act,817 in
August 1881, Parnell abstained in the vote. It was a landlord/tenant
not a peasant proprietor settlement. Davitt’s ally, John Dillon,818
clearly stated that, “Fixity of tenure meant fixity of landlordism”.819
He expressed the view of most Land League activists. They saw the
government as being on the retreat in the face of a massive and still
growing campaign. They wanted to declare a ‘No Rents Manifesto’.
Parnell did not go along with this clear-cut opposition. He realised
that, “The large farmers, who had been late in joining the movement
and whom alone the bill might be expected to benefit, were preparing
to support {the new land act} and leave their impoverished brethren to
their fate”.820 The jailing of Davitt and key local INLL activists, by
the British government, and the divisive effects of Gladstone’s Land
Act, began to have their effect. Eventually Parnell was jailed too,
finally leading the INLL to declare its delayed ‘No Rents Manifesto’.
Although the rent strike action was not at the level hoped for, small
tenants attacked property, livestock, landlords and their agents, as
evictions were stepped up. ‘Captain Moonlight’ had taken over from
the INLL.821

iii)

Davitt builds an ‘internationalism from below’ alliance in
response to Parnell’s attempted top down INL and Liberal
Party alliance with Gladstone

The government put all this mayhem down, not to landlord
intransigence, but to local Land League leaders and the INLL
leadership’s declaration of war in their ‘No Rents Manifesto’. Parnell
came to see how he could take advantage of the situation. Perhaps the
‘No Rents Manifesto’ could be useful after all, but not as a strategy for
overthrowing landlord rule, but as a bargaining chip to force the
government to come to a deal with himself. He came to an
arrangement with Gladstone, known as the ‘Kilmainham Treaty’,822
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on May 2nd, 1882, which ensured the release of the jailed INLL MPs
and Davitt (albeit still on a ticket-of-leave basis). Furthermore,
tenants’ rent arrears were to be annulled.
However, there was another clause in the ‘Kilmainham Treaty’.
Parnell would “cooperate cordially for the future with the liberal party
in forwarding liberal principles”.823 Thus, the ‘Kilmainham Treaty’
represented a renewal of O’Connell’s old 1835 Lichfield House
Compact, between Nationalists and Liberals. 824 Furthermore, those
“liberal principles” would soon be modified to fit the Liberal Party’s
increased acceptance of imperial realities, and many Irish nationalists’
acceptance of the Catholic hierarchy’s political interventions to
enhance its role in a new ‘nation’ based on ‘Faith and Mother Ireland’.
Davitt could see that Parnell was in an increasingly strong position in
Ireland, now that he had received Gladstone’s ‘blessing’. The larger
tenant farmers, and their supporters in the Catholic hierarchy and the
press, also wanted an end to mass campaigning. They were looking to
build a new purely political movement. Parnell’s main concern now
was to create a constitutional nationalist party. Its principal job would
be to advance Irish business and better-off tenant farmer interests.
The prime political aim was to win Irish Home Rule. Therefore,
Parnell had to create a party that could become acceptable enough to
Gladstone that he would make Irish Home Rule a Liberal Party cause
too. Any links such a demand might have had with Fenian social
republicanism would have to be buried to make it compatible with a
new political settlement for the UK. The INLL had to be killed off.
Instead, Parnell was beginning to organise the launch of his new
constitutional nationalist party, the National League (NL), at a
meeting in Dublin on October 18th. Davitt decided to make his stand
on the creation of democratic structures for the NL. However, he
suddenly found himself confronted by Parnell’s new clique of
acolytes. They attacked Davitt for not believing in the leader. Parnell
was able to get his way, and the effective control of the new party
rested with him and a small group of his parliamentary supporters.825
This parliamentary group soon constituted itself as the Irish
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Parliamentary Party (IPP),826 and Parnell took responsibility for
ensuring his favoured candidates were approved. 827 To help him in
this task, Catholic priests were given automatic positions on local
selection committees.828
Later, Davitt was to come to the following verdict on the Conference.
It represented “the complete eclipse, by a purely parliamentary
substitute, of what had been a semi-revolutionary organisation. It
was, in a sense, the overthrow of a movement and the enthronement of
a man”.829 The era of the ‘Uncrowned King of Ireland’ and his clique
of court sycophants had arrived.
Davitt was to remain a member of the NL and its principal successor
organisations. However, his main work was now directed to trying to
build a wider movement in the UK on ‘internationalism from below’
principles. Davitt switched his attention to the new movements across
the Irish Sea. With his allies, he threw his support behind the Land
Reform Union, formed in 1882, but reconstituted as the English Land
Restoration League (ELRL) in 1883.830 With Davitt’s assistance,
another tour, headed by Henry George, was organised in early 1884,
covering England, Scotland and Wales.
Davitt realised that Parnell, now committed solely to constitutional
action, within the limits set by the Crown, would disregard the
concerns of the smaller tenants, the landless, and the rural and urban
workers. Davitt passionately believed that the better-off tenant
farmers, and their urban business allies, should not be the sole
beneficiaries of the Irish Revolution. He was aware of his own
growing political marginalisation, now that the semi-revolutionary
INLL had been ditched. Therefore, Davitt looked to reinforce and
develop the all-UK Radical alliance from below.
However, there were problems with this approach. Radical Liberals
represented an ever more heterogeneous grouping, stretching from the
old anti-Corn Law League ‘Free Traders’, like Bright; through the
newer, more social Radicals, like Joseph Chamberlain and Sir Charles
Dilke; to advanced Radicals like Charles Bradlaugh. All but the most
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advanced Radicals were deeply entrenched in the Liberal Party. Some
of these Radical Liberals were even represented in Gladstone’s
Cabinet, and thus shared responsibility for the Liberals’ coercion of
Ireland, and for their latest imperial exploits in Egypt.
In opposition to these betrayals, a section of the advanced Radicals
declared themselves ‘Real Radicals’ and campaigned against coercion.
Along with a small number of Tory Democrats,831 including Henry
Hyndman,832 some went on to form the Democratic Federation (DF) 833
on June 7th, 1881. The DF campaigned for a demonstration on June
11th, 1882, in London, soon after the Invincibles, a political (as
opposed to social) Fenian splinter group, assassinated the new Liberal
Irish Secretary of State, Lord Frederick Cavendish, and the
Undersecretary of State, Thomas Burke, on May 6th, 1882 at Phoenix
Park in Dublin.834 This was a brave act by the DF in the face of the
public hysteria whipped up by the British press.
Davitt realised that any ‘internationalism from below’ strategy
required the building of independent Land League-type national
bodies in Scotland, England (and later in Wales) too. These could join
together to mount wider campaigns, which would not be confined to
the activities of MPs. Nevertheless, he still put forward an advanced
programme to unite the increased number of Radical and Irish
nationalist MPs that he anticipated would win seats in the next
General Election, due to the extension of the franchise in 1884.835 He
argued for the NL to reserve a seat for “Mr. Dabadhai Naoroji 836, so
that India’s voice might for the first time be directly heard in the
assembly, and the solidarity of the two races 837 strikingly
manifested”.838 Parnell, of course, turned this down. It was Gladstone
and the mainstream Liberals he was wanting to court.
Davitt, though, went beyond appealing to MPs. Well before the 1885
General Election, Davitt had already made a tour of Britain headed by
radical American land campaigner, Henry George.839
Davitt,
previously a supporter of peasant proprietorship, had been very much
influenced by George, on an earlier campaigning trip to the USA.
George, although a supporter of a Single Tax upon ground rents, gave
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a huge impetus to the campaign for land nationalisation in the UK, an
issue that had been raised in the First International and its associated
Land & Labour League.840 George’s own version of Radicalism
provided a bridge for many to Socialism. His campaign commenced
in Glasgow on March 17th, 1882,841 took in other places, including
Liverpool on June 6th,842 and finished successfully in Dublin, on June
10th.843
On April 19th, Skye crofters, physically resisted the Glasgow police
sent to impose eviction notices, in the Battle of the Braes and later at
Glendale.844 Furthermore, John Murdoch, the veteran campaigner and
close INLL sympathiser, campaigned amongst the Skye crofters,
alongside Edward McHugh, an INLL organiser.845
The opportunity was also taken to launch the Scottish Land
Restoration League (SLRL)846 in Glasgow. The meeting was chaired
by John Murdoch and addressed by Henry George. Davitt’s ally,
Edward McHugh, formerly of the INLL, and an executive member of
the Glasgow (Irish) Home Rule Association, became its Secretary.847
Soon local branches on the model of the Irish Land League were
operating. They later became known as the Highland Land League.
Davitt and his supporters had opened up a second front in the struggle.
A worried Gladstone government had set up the Napier Commission
in 1883 to look into the crofters’ grievances.848 Although meant to
dampen down their direct action, many crofters saw the Commission
as legitimising their grievances and their hostility to the landlords.
Their actions continued. In 1884, the Napier Commission reported,
but its recommendations were not immediately implemented.
Furthermore, Napier’s proposals did not begin to address the problem
of land shortage, caused by the previous expansion of sheep farming
and deer forests during the Clearances. The acreage of land given to
deer forests in Scotland had expanded dramatically since the 1870s.
This development also very visibly highlighted, for the crofters, the
increasingly parasitic nature of the new industrial ‘aristocracy’, as
more of their number used their great wealth to ape the behaviour of
the traditional landed aristocrats.
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The delay in taking any action led to what has been called the
Crofters’ War.849 A Highland Land League conference850 was held in
Portree, on the Isle of Skye, in September 1885. The Conference took
the momentous decision to contest the Highlands and Islands crofting
constituencies in the forthcoming General Election. They could take
advantage of the recent extension of the franchise to the majority of
the male rural population. The independent Crofters Party won four
of the seats they contested.851 Donald MacFarlane, recently an Irish
MP for County Carlow, became the first Catholic MP from Scotland
at Westminster. He was elected in overwhelmingly Protestant Argyll,
whilst Dr. G. B. Clark, former member of the First International and
the Democratic Federation (DF), was elected in Caithness.852
Davitt also used this General Election to further extend his Radical
alliance. He spoke in London on behalf of Helen Taylor, a DF
member, who was put forward by Camberwell Radicals as an
unofficial candidate to make the case for women’s suffrage. Taylor
was a leading feminist and Radical who joined the Democratic
Federation. She had helped John Stuart Mill draft a women’s suffrage
amendment to the 1867 Parliamentary Reform Act. She worked with
the Irish Women's Land League and became an executive member of
the Social Democratic Federation, when it formed in 1885. During
the General Election she faced the disruption of her meetings and
physical attacks before being prevented from standing officially.853
Meanwhile, Davitt’s ally, Ferguson, campaigned on behalf of leading
SLRL candidate, J. Shaw Maxwell, in Glasgow Bridgeton.854 Both
the Radical Englishwoman, Taylor, and the Radical Scotsman,
Maxwell, had been prominent in support of the Irish Land League
struggle. The social and geographical bases of Davitt’s Radical
alliance were widening.

iv) The victory of the conservative over the liberal unionist
strategy to maintain the UK and British Empire and Davitt’s
building of a wider Radical Home Rule alliance
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Before the 1885 General Election, Parnell decided to launch the NL
on a new political course. This involved a break with the Liberal
Party. He could see that continuing coercion and evictions made
public support for the Liberal government near impossible in Ireland.
After Gladstone’s Liberal government had been forced to resign,
Parnell began to make overtures to the Conservatives.
Lord
Salisbury’s new administration suspended coercion and put in place
the first stage of what was later to become peasant proprietorship – the
Ashbourne Purchase of Land Act.855 Landlords feared that any
possible future Irish Home Rule administration might not give them
full compensation, so many backed this Westminster guaranteed
measure.
However, this opening of the road to individual
proprietorship also cemented the moderate middle class and better-off
peasant alliance that Parnell desired.
Buoyed by this small victory, Parnell now argued that Irish voters in
Britain should switch their support to the Conservatives in the
forthcoming General Election, whilst standing against Conservative,
Liberal and renegade former HRL/IIP candidates in Ireland. He hoped
to influence any possible future minority government.
When the results of the 1885 General Election came in November, it
looked as if Parnell’s ‘balance of power’ tactic had paid off. There
were 335 Liberals and supporters and 249 Conservatives and
supporters elected – a difference of 86, exactly the number of NL MPs
elected.856 Parnell and the NL’s intervention amongst the Irish
communities in Britain made a difference in the outcome of many
marginal constituencies,857 increasing Conservative representation at
Westminster. Gladstone’s Liberals still emerged as the largest party,
but Parnell’s IPP continued to prop up Lord Salisbury’s minority
Conservative administration.
Once out of office, Gladstone became persuaded that the best way to
defend the unity of the UK was by means of Irish Home Rule. He let
his new support for Irish Home Rule be known by a calculated press
leak - the ‘Hawarden Kite’.858 He hoped that Lord Salisbury’s
government would give such a measure cross-party support. This
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could overcome the opposition of the reactionary landlord-dominated
House of Lords. In earlier more liberal days, before the rise of New
Imperialism, Gladstone had been able, in 1869, to get such
Conservative support in the House of Commons to overcome the
hostility of the House of Lords to the disestablishment of the Church
of Ireland.
However, under the impact of the ‘New Imperialism’, the class base
of opposition to Liberal constitutional reforms was widening. There
were now also growing business interests, particularly in northeast
Ulster, who feared any Home Rule parliament in Dublin. It might
levy extra taxes and impose selected tariffs. Old sectarian fears were
also stirred up in an attempt to extend the oppositional alliance further.
Meanwhile, the Orange Order told Protestant workers that ‘Home
Rule’ meant ‘Rome Rule’.
The Conservatives saw the opportunity to divide the Liberals, so they
opposed Irish Home Rule vehemently, none more so than Randolph
Churchill.859 Randolph was a Tory Democrat and ardent supporter of
the Union and Empire. During the Conservatives’ short spell in
office, between June 1885 and February 1886, he became the
Secretary of State for India. Soon after ordering the latest imperial
conquest in Burma,860 he visited Belfast in a pretty gung-ho mood, at
the invitation of the newly formed Ulster Loyalist Anti-Repeal
Union.861 He invoked “the Orange card”.862 Just as the formation of
Parnell’s National League represented the triumph of Irish business
and better-off farmer interests over the older landlord-led Home
Rulers, so the formation of a distinctive Ulster Loyalist Anti-Repeal
Union marked the rise of northern Protestant business interests
amongst Irish Unionists.
With Gladstone’s change of heart, Parnell now switched back to
supporting the Liberals. The IPP helped the Liberals turf the
Conservatives out of office, returning Gladstone in February 1886.
Gladstone then revealed his ill thought-out First Home Rule Bill,
which placed Ireland outside the Union, but firmly within the Empire.
There was now no chance of Conservative support.
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The Conservatives built up their ultra-Unionist oppositional alliance,
uniting with the darkest forces of reaction. Churchill attended another
anti-Home Rule rally in the city and gave the reactionary Unionists a
free hand – “Ulster will fight, and Ulster will be right.”863 The
previously sidelined Orange Order and its leaders, Colonel
Saunderson,864 and William Johnston,865 newly elected Irish
Conservative MPs for North Armagh and South Belfast, were brought
into the centre of politics. Saunderson helped to found a new Irish
Unionist Party in Dublin in 1886. In public, this party put forward a
respectable face. It was dominated by the Irish Conservatives, and
also drew support from the breakaway Irish Liberal Unionists.
When it came to a vote on the Home Rule Bill, Gladstone found that
those Radical Liberals, led by Joseph Chamberlain,866 and those
aristocratic Whigs, led by Lord Hartington, had defected. Nor was
Lord Hartington’s support mere landlord class solidarity for he held
extensive lands in County Waterford. A Conservative and Liberal
Unionist alliance defeated the Bill in the House of Commons.
Chamberlain now revealed the flaw in many Radicals’ thinking,867
when he said, “I have cared for the honour and the influence and the
integrity of the Empire”.868 Such Radicals saw both the Union and the
Empire as progressive gains within which to pursue their reforms.
They were often contemptuous of those who questioned the motives
of ‘freeborn Englishmen’, the ‘Great British’, or the Teutonic race.
With the support of many Lowland Scots and Protestant Ulstermen,
the tradition of the ‘freeborn Englishmen’869 gave way before these
notions of the ‘Great British’ or Teutonic races, the better to share in
the spoils of the British Empire.
Chamberlain and Hartington joined together to form the Liberal
Unionists and voted with the Conservatives to defeat Irish Home Rule.
The Conservative leader, Lord Salisbury, showed that he had taken on
board the new ‘scientific racist’ thinking. “You would not confide
free representative institutions to the Hottentots for instance… self
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government… works admirably when it is confided to people who are
of the Teutonic race”.870
The ugly new mood created was highlighted in the Belfast anti-Home
Rule Riots, which occurred after the Bill was defeated in August.
Over 50 people were killed. Hugh ‘Roaring’ Hanna, the evangelical
Presbyterian street corner preacher, and close ally of Orange Order
leader and Conservative MP, William Johnston, helped to stir up the
sectarian hatred.871
However, before the Liberal government was swept away, it rushed
through the 1886 Crofters’ Holdings Act,872 to try and stem the
challenge represented by the crofters’ continued direct action, and the
emergence of independent Radical MPs outside its own ranks. With
the defeat of the Irish Home Rule Bill, another General Election was
looming. It was now clear to all that Conservative reaction would be a
real factor. This had the effect of pulling Davitt and his allies in the
NL behind Parnell. The NLGB, the Highland Land League and the
Crofter Party MPs were drawn back into the Liberals’ ranks for the
General Election of 1886.
After the election, the Liberal Party only held 192 seats, whilst the
Conservative and Liberal Unionist alliance held 393. Of these, the
Conservatives held 316 seats and the Liberal Unionists 77.873 In
Ireland and the Highlands, the NL and Liberal Party undoubtedly put
up a better show due political effect of the continued actions taken by
tenant farmers, and their organisations’ strong concern about their
future prospects under a Conservative government.
However, the extent of the Conservative and Liberal Unionist victory,
in August 1886, highlighted the increased domination of politics by
‘New Imperialism’. This made its effect felt on the remnant Liberal
Party, the Radicals, and even upon the nascent Socialists. Gladstone’s
Liberals had seen Irish Home Rule as part of a new political
settlement, which left the running of the British Empire largely
untouched. Radicals were divided. Many Socialists were confused.
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When it came to ‘conservative unionists’ led Conservative Party, and
the ‘liberal unionists’ led by Gladstone's Liberal Party - the
‘conservative unionist’ alliance was far more solid and hence
coherent. In contrast, the Liberals, frightened of independent
movements from below, had continually compromised and pursued
policies, such as coercion in Ireland and intervention in Egypt, which
had more benefited their Conservative political opponents.
The Conservatives further developed their all-UK reactionary block.
This now consisted of the House of Lords (with its veto on new Bills),
the Liberal Unionist Party, the Irish Unionist Party, the Orange Order,
army officers, local magistrates, Protestant church leaders and street
corner preachers, all under the jingoistic, racist and sectarian banners
of Union and Empire. From now on, it was clear that the demand for
Home Rule would lead to a major political confrontation, and hence a
constitutional crisis.
The new Conservative government was quick to clamp down on any
opposition. Arthur Balfour874 became the Secretary of State for
Scotland. He sent the police and marines to the Highlands and Islands
to deal with the continued crofters and cottars’ struggles. Then, in
1887, his ‘skills’ were turned to coercion in Ireland, when he was
made Secretary of State there. He soon earned the nickname ‘Bloody
Balfour’.875 The road forward for Gladstone’s ‘liberal unionist’ and
Parnell’s constitutional nationalist politics was now blocked. The
only possible road forward lay in social republican and antiimperialist politics.
In response to this rapidly changing situation, Davitt further developed
his ‘internationalism from below’ strategy. He brought Wales into the
alliance. The South Wales valleys had undergone hothouse industrial
and urban development, based on the coalmining and iron industries,
and upon a major influx of labour. The new workforce had been
sucked in from all over the UK, including from both England and
Ireland. However, the western valleys and the northern fringes,
particularly around Merthyr Tydfil, had taken in many Welsh speakers
from Mid Wales, where the old woollen industry had declined, and
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where agricultural depression now hit the tenant farmers and farm
labourers. Furthermore, even in what superficially appeared to be
rural North and Mid Wales, the impact of the Industrial Revolution
was also felt. Here, slate quarrying employed many workers, some of
whom held smallholdings.876 Therefore, the links between land and
labour soon became apparent.
Davitt was invited by Michael Jones 877 and Dr. Evan Pan Jones878 to
speak at Flint, Blaenau Ffestiniog and Llandudno, in February 1886.
Michael Jones had been the founder of the Welsh ‘Zionist’ colony in
the Chubut Valley in Patagonia.879 In 1883, Pan Jones had founded
the Cymdeithas y Ddaear i’r Bobl, which was the Welsh version of the
Land Nationalisation Society.880 He had assistance from Helen
Taylor881 in his campaign.882 Pan Jones was also editor of Y Celt,
which he used to advocate the land nationalisation cause.883
Furthermore, both Pan Jones and Michael Jones attended the Highland
Land League conference in Bonar Bridge, Sutherland, in 1886, where
a motion for ‘Home Rule-all-round’ was passed.884
Pan Jones finally met Davitt at Chester and they agreed to organise the
aforementioned series of meetings.885 Dr. G. B. Clark, now the
Crofter MP for Caithness, also addressed the Flint meeting, where
many Irish were in attendance. The Blaenau meeting was attended
mainly by slate quarrymen. It was here that a certain David Lloyd
George also made his first public speech.886
Davitt and Parnell also campaigned in Wales, in May 1886, on behalf
of the Liberal Party, ousted from office after the defeat of the Irish
Home Rule Bill.887 They spoke for the Liberal/NL alliance in the July
1886 General Election. In most of the UK, the Liberal Party had
made a poor showing, in the face of the Conservative and Liberal
Unionist alliance. However, only two defecting Liberal Unionists
were returned in Wales, one an unopposed sitting MP.888
Although the overwhelming majority of Liberals in Wales stayed with
the official Party, this did not mean they were necessarily keen
supporters of Irish Home Rule, nor the methods that had been used by
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the Irish Land League. Thomas Gee,889 who held ‘conservative
unionist’ constitutional sentiments, whilst remaining in the Liberal
Party, set up the Welsh Land League in Rhyl, largely in order to head
off the growing protest.890
Gee was a thoroughly constitutional Radical Liberal. He opposed
‘Irish methods’ and used his influence to concentrate rural discontent
in Wales upon the tithes issue. The majority of Welsh were
Nonconformists, but still had to pay tithes to the (Anglican) Church of
Wales. Nevertheless, ‘Irish methods’ soon appeared in a full-scale
anti-tithes riot at Mochdre, Flint, in June 1886, where 50 civilians and
34 policemen were injured.891 This threat had to be contained too, so
Gee formed an Anti-Tithe League in September.892
In May 1887, the Welsh Land and Anti-Tithe Leagues were merged as
the Welsh Land, Commercial and Labour League (WLC&LL). This
organisation also included amongst its aims, “limitation of mining
royalties893… the abolition of all game laws and the throwing open of
rivers to all fishermen”.894 Gee was working hard to try to contain all
the new challenges. However, it took until 1890, before the
WLC&LL was finally absorbed into the North Wales Liberal
Federation.895
In the meantime, Pan Evans took his land
nationalisation campaign into South Wales.896
In 1887, Davitt visited Scotland again. He spoke to a St. Patrick’s
Day meeting in Glasgow, in March, where he said that the “triumph in
Ireland over landlordism and Castle Rule would herald a victory for
the crofters of Scotland and the artisans of Great Britain”.897 Davitt
could see his land and labour alliance, implicitly based on social
republican, ‘internationalism from below’ principles, taking form.
Angus Sutherland, the recently elected Crofter Radical Liberal MP for
Sutherland, had just toured Ireland over the winter of 1886/7, lecturing
on Home Rule for Ireland and Scotland.898 In May, Davitt returned
the compliment and visited the crofting areas for the first time.
Speaking in Bonar Bridge, Sutherland. Davitt claimed that the “Celts
of Scotland, Ireland and Wales will soon succeed in completing the
overthrow of landlordism”.899 He then addressed a large meeting in
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Portree. The crowds carried banners in English and Gaelic calling for
‘Land for the People’. Angus Sutherland and John Murdoch also
addressed this meeting. 900
Just as the Catholic Davitt had earlier demonstrated his ability to win
over Protestant, including some Orange, tenant farmers in Ulster, so
now he showed his ability to win over crofter and cottar members of
the Free Church. Davitt then went south to speak to miners in
Kirkintilloch, linking the issue of rents and mining royalties.901
‘Internationalism from below’ was beginning to overcome older
religious and ethnic prejudices, and to link rural and urban labour.

v)

The shortcomings of British Socialism in the face of the
growth of independent Labour and the requirements of the
‘internationalism from below’ alliance

Two major things held back the further development of this promising
‘internationalism from below’ alliance. Davitt remained a loyal
member of the NL, hoping to copy the tactics adopted by the Lib-Labs
in Britain in getting Labour candidates adopted in Ireland, only as
Nat-Labs. Furthermore, Davitt remained concerned that he should not
break the unity of the NL, particularly in the face of continued UK
state and Conservative attacks. The Times launched a new offensive
in March 1887. It published a forged document, alleging Parnell’s
support for the murder of Thomas Burke, in Phoenix Park, by the
Invincibles, in 1882.902 These pressures continued to tie Davitt to
Parnell’s NL/Liberal Party alliance.
Indeed, Davitt, at Parnell’s prompting, was slow to give his support to
the new ‘Plan of Campaign’903 launched in October 1886 by Dillon,
Harrington, Healy and O’Brien, after the defeat of Parnell’s Tenants
Relief Bill by the incoming Conservative government. Parnell did not
want to upset Gladstone and the Liberal Party.
The ‘Plan of
Campaign’ involved another rent strike by tenants when their rents
were considered excessive. A fair rent was established and paid into a
campaign fund instead.904 This was supplemented by boycott actions.
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Unlike the earlier Land League campaign, the ‘Plan of Campaign’
gained the support of the majority of the Irish Catholic hierarchy and
clergy, although it was still strongly opposed by the Vatican.
At first, the incoming Conservative government made concessions
with a new Land Act, which introduced the judicial review of rents,
and brought a further 100,000 tenants within the scope of Gladstone’s
1881 Land Act.905 However, with Balfour installed as Irish Secretary,
a new draconian Criminal Law and Procedure (Ireland) Act, popularly
known in Ireland as the ‘1887 Jubilee Coercion Act’ was
introduced.906 This soon led to evictions, and the jailing of many,
including 25 MPs.907 These attacks, which included the Bodyke
Evictions in County Clare908 in 1887, and a papal statement of
opposition to the ‘Plan of Campaign’ in 1888, belatedly brought
Davitt out in support.909
A second factor, which held back the four nations alliance, was the
political shortcomings of the British Left of the day. Plebian
Radicalism had arisen from the late eighteenth century in opposition
to industrial capitalism when it first developed. Once industrial
capitalism was victorious, working class Radicalism became mainly
associated with setting limits upon, or establishing a ‘fairer’
capitalism, with employers and employees working together, and
giving their support to the Liberal Party.
However, when this capitalism did not bring the promised progress for
all, a new ‘scientific socialist’ alternative developed. By 1885, the
previously advanced Radical-led Democratic Federation had become
the Social Democratic Federation (SDF).910 Under Henry Hyndman’s
influence, the SDF was the first ostensibly Marxist party in the UK.
Yet, it still carried the political baggage inherited from both its former
Real Radical and Tory Democrat members.
Whilst Hyndman invoked Marx’s Capital, much to Engels’
annoyance,911 he was probably more influenced in his politics by
Lassalle’s state socialism912 and by the ‘freeborn Englishman’
tradition.913 “He was still motivated by a conception of imperialism
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whereby the English speaking… peoples would lead the way to
Socialism”.914 He retained his earlier hostility to Chinese labour
immigration and showed anti-Semitic prejudice.915 Hyndman came
from a Tory Democratic background, but many anti-Tory Radicals
also shared an undeclared British unionism and imperialism. Like
many Real Radicals, Hyndman still wanted certain reforms, for
example, in Ireland and India. Hyndman’s very English/British
Socialism, which he hoped would supersede Radicalism, was not able
to effectively challenge the ultra-unionism and jingoism that was the
product of the ‘New Imperialism’.
Nevertheless, the SDF attracted more people to the idea of Socialism,
in the early 1880s, than any other organisation in the UK.916
Furthermore, the SDF fought valiantly for the right to hold public
meetings. The SDF was thus the next stage, beyond Henry George’s
land reform campaigns, in helping many people move beyond
Radicalism to Socialism.
However, within a year of its foundation, the SDF had already split,
with prominent members, William Morris,917 Eleanor Marx, Edward
Aveling, Ernest Belfort Bax 918 and Andreas Scheu forming the
Socialist League (SL).919 Scheu was a founder member of the
Austrian Social Democratic Workers Party and an early mentor to
Karl Kautsky. He was forced to leave Austria. When the Democratic
Federation became the Social Democratic Federation in 1883, he
joined, but soon left in protest at Hyndman’s authoritarianism and
chauvinism. Along with William Morris, Eleanor Marx and Edward
Aveling, he formed the Socialist League in 1885 (the Scottish Land
and Labour League in Scotland). He was later involved with the
Scottish Socialist Federation with the young James Connolly.
The SL was scornful about the SDF’s concern with ‘palliatives’ and
participating in the parliamentary system. They upheld the tradition
of the Paris Commune, but had less idea of how to bring such an order
into being.920 Whereas the French Commune came out of a communal
and republican club tradition found in the French Republic from 17935, the equivalent tradition in the UK came from the earlier United
Irishmen, Friends of the People and Chartist Conventions. The SL
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was unable to revive this tradition and became largely a socialist
propagandist organisation, producing its own quite influential journal,
Commonweal.
Despite their differences, the SDF and SL still joined forces, on
November 13th, 1887, with the London Radical Clubs, to protest at
continued Conservative government coercion in Ireland. The police
and army were well prepared. ‘Bloody Sunday’ led to the death of
one protestor, the hospitalisation of 200, with 150 arrested.921 In the
aftermath of this setback, the SDF fell back upon Socialist
propaganda, but now coupled this to contesting elections. The SL
soon retreated into internal disputes, with Anarchists gaining the upper
hand.
When it came to the ‘Irish Question’, there was a range of opinions
held by British Socialists. Some continued in the old Radical
tradition, which believed that, if social and economic problems were
seriously addressed, the ‘National Question’ would then be rendered
obsolete. Amongst their number were those against raising the
‘National Question’ at all, seeing it as diversionary and reactionary.
However, others upheld another Radical tradition, which
acknowledged that the Irish had the right to self-determination, and if
that meant they desired Home Rule, this should be supported.
The most advanced thinking, in this respect, was found in the SL.
Belfort Bax looked at the issue of Irish Home Rule through antiimperialist spectacles. He clearly stated that, “Everything which
makes for the disruption and disintegration of the empire to which he
belongs must be welcomed by the socialist as an ally”.922 However,
given SL’s hostility towards parliaments, there was still an air of
British Left condescension in this. It was as if the Irish would have to
experience their own parliament first, before they could see the error
of their ways, and then rise to the ‘true socialist’ politics advocated by
the SL.
Just as the SL would not call upon Socialists to join trade unions to
assist workers’ political development in the course of their own
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struggles, so it was unable to call on Socialists to take a consistent
political lead in democratic (including national democratic) struggles,
involving workers and others. Adopting such a stance could have put
Socialists in a leading position, ready to push further, whenever
Liberals and Radicals retreated in the face of ‘New Imperialist’
reaction.
This was the time when conservative Lib-Lab trade unionism still
dominated, so the SDF and SLs' shared hostility to trade unions was
more understandable. Individual members of both parties did involve
themselves in trade unions, particularly when strike action occurred.
The SDF did see the need for political struggle, but understood this
mainly in electoral terms, i.e. putting forward candidates in elections
at all levels, from Westminster to School Boards and Boards of
Guardians.
However, economic developments and various struggles in Scotland
paved the way for the next big leap forward - the creation of an
independent Labour party. Some of the most advanced industrial
production in the British Empire, in steelmaking, heavy engineering,
railway locomotive and ship building, was located in Scotland’s
Central Belt, particularly the Clyde Valley. The modernised Port of
Glasgow was taking traffic away from the antiquated Port of
London.923 These rapid changes had helped to create a large working
class.
This Clyde Valley industrial colossus lay very close to the Highlands
and Islands and to Ireland, where, in contrast, some of the most
primitive agricultural conditions in northern Europe still prevailed. A
link was provided by migrant workers, who formed a substantial part
of the industrial workforce, living either in company mining towns
and villages, or in high-density tenements in the cities. As in
northeast Ulster, some employers deliberately cultivated
‘racial’/sectarian divisions, particularly through the Orange Order.
Yet some of these divisions were being overcome.
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One indication that neither the old SDF, nor possibly the new SL, was
adequately relating to the opportunities provided by the ongoing
struggles in Ireland and Scotland, was the decision taken John Mahon
and Andreas Sheu to form the Scottish Land and Labour League
(SLLL) as an autonomous part of the SDF.924 Sheu felt that the SDF
had “neglect{ed} local sympathy for crofter agitation and the Irish
Land League”.925 This autonomy was continued in relation to the SL,
when it was formed.
From the middle of 1885, William Small, an SLLL member, was
urging Lanarkshire miners to imitate Highland crofters and run their
own candidate in the forthcoming general election.926 In the 1886
General Election, Robert Cunninghame-Graham927 had been adopted
by the Liberal Party and won the North West Lanarkshire seat on a
Socialist manifesto.928 This included the nationalisation not only of
the land, but also of mines and other industries. It also included the
demand for an eight-hour day, free school meals, universal adult
suffrage, the abolition of House of Lords and Scottish Home Rule.929
Small was influential in weaning Kier Hardie, an Ayrshire miners’
leader,930 away from Gladstonian Liberalism. Hardie was invited to
SLLL meetings in Edinburgh. He was persuaded of the need for
independent labour political organisation.931 In 1888, a vacant seat
occurred in Mid-Lanark. Hardie, still under the influence of LibLabism, offered himself as a working man and official Liberal Party
nominee. He “described himself as ‘a Radical of a somewhat
advanced type’, and a supporter of Scottish and Irish Home Rule,
votes for women, the regulation of the mining industry, and the eight
hours day”.932 He was rejected as the official candidate and stood
independently.
Hardie came third and last gaining 617 votes.933 However, it is
doubtful whether such a small percentage vote (8%) has ever had such
a wide political resonance in politics in the UK. Within months the
decision was taken to form the Scottish Labour Party (SLP).934 John
Murdoch, the veteran Highlands and Irish campaigner chaired the
preparatory meeting, held on May 19th, 1888. Hardie was elected
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interim Secretary. When the inaugural conference was held on
August 25th, the first president was socialist Liberal MP,
Cunninghame- Graham.935 The two vice-presidents were Dr. Clark,
Crofter MP, and Davitt’s ally, Ferguson.936 Richard McGhee also
joined.937 Davitt sent his apologies.938
Six branches of the SLLL affiliated, providing much of the SLP’s
initial membership.939 The SDF also participated, sending seven
branch delegations to the Conference.940 Glasgow Trades Council
recommended that its affiliated trade union branches should in turn
affiliate to the new SLP.941 Later, the Glasgow Jewish Tailors Union
was to affiliate, showing the SLP’s support amongst another, more
recent, section of migrant workers.942
The Conference decided upon seventeen demands, including “Adult
suffrage… home rule for each separate nationality or country in the
British Empire, with an Imperial Parliament for Imperial Affairs…
Abolition of the House of Lords and the hereditary system…
Nationalisation of Land and Minerals… 8 hour day, state insurance,
arbitration courts and minimum wage… Disestablishment… {and}
Nationalisation of railways, waterways and tramways”.943
These demands highlight the SLP’s political location at the point of
transition from advanced Radicalism to Socialism. The political
demands did not go beyond those of the most advanced Radicals.
There was no explicit call to end the British Empire. Indeed, the
Imperial Parliament was accepted as a focus for activity, albeit with
the demand for Home Rule for each constituent nation. A declaration
for a republic was not specifically mentioned, although there was a
call for the ending of the hereditary system. The call for the
disestablishment of the Church of Scotland reflected a combination of
secular and Nonconformist influences upon the SLP. The emphasis
placed on arbitration courts showed the continued influence of Liberal
influenced New Model trade unionism (or ‘Old Unionism’ as it was
soon to be called).
However, the SLRL’s championing of the linked demands for
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nationalisation of land and minerals were also taken up. This was
acceptable to some of the most advanced Radicals from a social
republican tradition. Yet, the demand for state ownership was taken a
stage further with the call for the nationalisation of railways,
waterways and tramways. Here the SLP was taking up contemporary
Socialist demands. The standard Liberal attack on nationalisation,
that it buttressed traditional authoritarian state rule, was countered by
Socialists of the day with the demand for the fullest democratisation
of the state, to permit popular control.
Having participated in the setting up of the SLP, both the SL/SLLL
and SDF in Scotland realised that a new political pole of attraction
was required to counter the continuing influence of Lib-Labism and
Radicalism and to “imbue {the SLP} with socialist principles”.944
The Scottish Socialist Federation was formed in December 1888.
This involved members from the SDF and SL/SLLL.945 John
Leslie,946 a member of the SDF, was the main person involved in
forging this new unity. He became the SSF’s first Secretary.947 John
Leslie was of mixed Scottish and Irish background and lived in
Edinburgh. Later, he was to write the first Marxist analysis of The
Irish Question and involve himself in gun running to Russian
revolutionaries. He had considerable influence on the young James
Connolly also from Edinburgh.948
So, by 1889, there was an independent Labour party, and a reunited
Socialist organisation in Scotland, just at the time two key events were
about to occur. The first was the foundation of the Second
International in Paris; the second was the birth of ‘New (Trade)
Unionism’. The SDF, under Henry Hyndman, played a reactionary,
anti-internationalist role over the setting up of the Second
International. He forged an unprincipled alliance with the Possibilists,
the right wing of the Socialist movement in France, and ensured that
15 SDF branches were sent to their alternative Conference in Paris.949
In contrast, the SLP sent John Ogilvy to represent it at the founding
conference of the Second International.950 Ogilvy was the one-time
Secretary of Dundee Radical Association. He became converted to
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socialism when William Morris visited the city. SLP members, Hardie
and Cunninghame-Graham went too.951 Meanwhile Eleanor Marx,
Edward Aveling and William Morris also attended from England, and
the latter was elected as British representative on to the Executive.952
The most significant decision taken was to back an international
campaign for an ‘Eight Hour Day’, to be launched by worldwide May
Day demonstrations in 1890. This demand was central to the wave of
strikes that marked the birth of the New Unionism.
“The American Federation of Labor,953 meeting in St Louis in
December 1888, set May 1, 1890 as the day that American workers
should work no more than eight hours. The… Second International,
meeting in Paris in 1889, endorsed this date for international
demonstrations, thus starting the international tradition of May
Day”.954
Therefore, when the series of strikes, which gave birth to ‘New
Unionism’ in the UK, broke out in 1889, it was in the wider context of
the formation of the Second International, and the growing
international campaign for the ‘Eight Hour Day’. However, this ‘New
Unionism’ also developed within the context of the political
confrontation over the future of the multi-nation UK and the British
Empire.
Whenever the Conservatives’ vision for the future of the UK and
Empire clashed with that of the Liberals in narrowly party terms, it
was usually the Conservatives who emerged as the victor. The
Liberals either lost out to the Conservative-dominated Unionist
alliance; or they further accommodated themselves to the dominant
politics of ‘New Imperialism’, despite the desertion of the Liberal
Unionists from their ranks. The days of the old Cobden and Bright
Radical Liberal, free trade, pacifism, were long past.
Several influential Liberals had schemes in mind, which were every
bit as grandiose as those of the Conservatives, when it came to the
future of the Union and Empire. The gung-ho imperialist, Cecil
Rhodes,955 was a Liberal supporter of Imperial Federation. He
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opposed the Conservatives because of their promotion of overcentralised imperial control of the ‘White Man’s Empire’ by
Westminster.
Liberal Imperial Federalists envisaged the British Empire as a future
English/Scottish/Irish/Welsh British Imperial ‘joint-stock holding
company’, with ‘share issues’ also reserved for the white British
colonies. The various colonial assemblies found in Canada, Australia
and New Zealand probably also informed these Liberals’ thinking
about the possible Home Rule arrangements they wanted in the UK,
just as they inspired some Irish constitutional nationalists.
The Liberal Party, though, officially stuck to its more limited policy of
Irish Home Rule or, sometimes, ‘Home Rule-all-round’ (including
Scotland and Wales) for the UK only. Like the Imperial Federalists,
the Liberal Home Rulers still wanted to maintain the over-arching
British Imperial Parliament at Westminster but were not so keen on
the complications that direct white colonial representation at
Westminster would bring. Both wings of ‘Liberal unionism’,
however, shared the idea of a division of labour between a strong
Imperial Parliament and subordinate assemblies.
In contrast, the Conservative and Liberal Unionists remained focused
on the defence of a unitary Westminster, with only administrative
mechanisms permitted to deal with distinctive national issues in
Ireland, Scotland and Wales. ‘Conservative unionism’ was not very
keen about greater self-determination for the white colonies. When it
came to the non-white parts of the Empire, they promoted either direct
rule for the Crown Colonies, or indirect rule through suitably chosen
traditional princes and tribal chieftains in the Protectorates.
Conservative and Liberal Unionists saw Irish Home Rule as a ‘Trojan
Horse’, which would lead to the break-up of the Union and British
Empire. Therefore, just as the UK had not been transformed into a
unitary British state in the earlier nineteenth century, so neither was
the British Empire to be politically reformed into an Imperial
Federation in the later nineteenth or early twentieth centuries.
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Davitt and his closest allies realised that the issue of Irish Home Rule
had produced a faultline through British politics. They decided to
open this up further, by giving their support to Home Rule for
Scotland and Wales too. However, in order to ensure that the issue
was not completely dominated by hostile class and political forces,
such as those now increasingly backing Parnell in Ireland, the issue of
Home Rule was linked to land nationalisation and to labour struggles
in Scotland and Wales.
In effect, Davitt widened Engels’ earlier insight that Home Rule was
the best political banner, under which to initiate a wider political
struggle, when less heady political conditions prevailed. This fitted
the situation Davitt found himself in, after the Gladstone-Parnell pact
had successfully derailed the earlier revolutionary challenge
represented by the Irish National Land League in 1882, and after the
defeat of the first Home Rule Bill in 1886.
The Scottish Home Rule Association (SHRA) had been formed in
1886.956 Its membership included the Crofter MP, Dr. G. B. Clark, the
socialist Liberal MP, Robert Cunninghame-Graham, the veteran land
campaigner and SLRL member, John Murdoch, and the miners’
leaders, Keir Hardie and Robert Smillie. Davitt’s close ally, John
Ferguson, gave his support too.957
Ferguson outlined the new Radical understanding of the wider
significance of Home Rule. “Give England, Scotland, Ireland and
Wales national Parliaments for purely ‘national’ purposes. Call into
existence an Imperial Parliament for purely ‘Imperial’ purposes”.958
Thus, even Ferguson, a former IRB member, was being drawn away
from Fenianism’s anti-imperialist legacy, by his growing adherence to
‘mainland’ Radical Liberalism. With the old social republicanism
unable to move beyond its limitations towards a new socialist
republicanism, its political weaknesses would become more apparent.
John Morrison Davidson held perhaps the most advanced conception
of the relationship between Home Rule-all-round and future society.
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Although a Scot, J. Morrison Davidson’s earlier Radicalism drew
heavily upon the ‘freeborn Englishman’ tradition. Later he drew more
inspiration from the legacy of the communism of the Celtic clans. It
was only in 1890, that William Skene’s three volumes history, Celtic
Scotland, was completed. Morrison had walked out of the first
Democratic Federation meeting in protest at Hyndman’s opposition to
republicanism.959 He had been an organiser of the first anti-coercion
demonstration in Hyde Park; and an SLRL candidate for Greenock in
1885.960 He was one of those advanced Radicals who made the leap
to Socialism.
In arguing for a British Federal Republic,961 consisting of England,
Ireland, Scotland and Wales, Davidson wrote, “Nay, I go further, and
affirm that the day is approaching when the commune, township or
parishes cooperatively organised for the purpose of production and
distribution, will be recognised as of more consequence in the social
and political world than the nation itself. In the ‘process of the suns’
the nation may wither, but the commune will be more and more”.962
Yet, in the early SHRA, Radical Liberal rather than social or socialist
republican politics dominated. Scottish Home Rule, along with Irish
Home Rule, won support from the infant Scottish Labour Party, when
it was formed within 1888. However, neither the SDF nor the
SL/SLLL, nor even the united Scottish Socialist Federation, were able
to push beyond the political limitations of advanced Radicalism.
Their best members appreciated that Irish Home Rule might weaken
the British Empire but did not see the need for Socialists to take the
lead in the democratic struggles for self-determination in Ireland,
Scotland and Wales. Such a strategy could have formed part of ‘a
break-up of the British Union and Empire’ perspective, the better to
prepare the grounds for socialism itself. Thus, the continued influence
of political Radicalism often led Socialists into tail ending Irish
constitutional nationalist, or Scottish and Welsh Liberal versions of
Home Rule instead.
This tendency was accentuated because the SHRA also involved a
number of Liberals, once Gladstone gave his support to Scottish
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Home Rule. As a consequence, the SHRA leadership soon fell under
the sway of more moderate ‘liberal unionists’. Support for Home
Rule was seen in the context of maintaining the over-arching Imperial
Parliament at Westminster.
Keir Hardie was much influenced by Radical thinking and settled for a
‘liberal unionist’ version of Home Rule within the UK and Empire.
He held to his own Left vision of Imperial Federation, which was
based on the advances he saw being made by white workers in
Australia, Canada and South Africa. In contrast to the principal
advocates of Imperial Federation, Hardie also went on to support
Home Rule for India. Thus, he did distinguish himself from the
Anglo-Saxon/Teutonic supremacist politics of the Liberal Imperial
Federalists. In a sense, Hardie was taking up the mantle of those
much earlier Radicals, James Mill, John Stuart Mill, and Thomas
Macaulay, which had been cast off by most Radicals, after the shock
of the 1857 Indian Rebellion.963 It was from the Nonconformists that
Hardie also inherited his pacifism, now being jettisoned by many free
trade supporting Liberals.
The hold of the politics of Radical Liberalism on the Welsh Home
Rule movement was strong. After Cymru Fydd (Young Wales) 964 had
been formed in 1886, it remained an organisation within the Liberal
Party. Initially it was mainly confined to the new group of Welsh
Liberal MPs in London, along with the party officials and office
bearers in their constituencies. Tom Ellis,965 the recently elected MP
for Merionydd/Merioneth, was its principal spokesperson, whilst the
young Lloyd George was also a supporter.
When Cymru Fydd members looked towards Ireland, it was not the
political demand for Home Rule that provided most with their main
inspiration, but Parnell’s creation of a disciplined Irish Parliamentary
Party. In effect, Cymru Fydd wanted a Welsh Parliamentary Party,
not to challenge the UK state as such, but to achieve ‘Welsh home
rule’ within the Liberal Party. The formation of such a Welsh
parliamentary grouping would make the party more effective in
promoting the concerns of those Welsh recently enfranchised by the
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1884 Act.
The new plebian electors were often much more consciously Welsh
than those members of the Welsh middle class who already had the
vote. Many of the new MPs were the product of a Welsh-speaking,
Nonconformist, rural and small-town society of tenant farmers,
agricultural labourers, shopkeepers and artisans. In contrast, a
growing Welsh-speaking working class was found, not only amongst
the slate quarriers of North and Mid Wales, but amongst the miners in
the north and west of the South Wales coalfield. As a consequence of
these economic and social developments, the Welsh speaking
intelligentsia had also become more confident. Its members addressed
a wider range of political, social and economic issues in a vibrant
national and local Welsh language secular and religious press.
The new post-1885 wave of Welsh Liberal MPs expressed this
Welshness in much more overt political terms than their Radical
middle class predecessors. When they opposed the Anglican Church’s
control over education, they were more likely to highlight its ‘alien’
English nature, and its links with the Anglicised landlord class. They
thought that the Welsh language had a great future, not just a noble
past.966 The National Eisteddfod Association had been formed in
1880.967 The Society for the Utilisation of the Welsh Language was
founded in 1885.968 Furthermore, this new generation of Welsh
Liberal MPs believed that Westminster should step in and set fair
rents for tenant farmers, something very much against the grain of old
Liberal laissez-faire economics.
Nevertheless, Cymru Fydd’s immediate practical concerns were more
economic and cultural than political nationalist. The political situation
in Wales contrasted with that in Ireland, where Gladstone was forced
to put forward the first Irish Home Rule Bill; or in Scotland, where he
conceded a greater measure of administrative devolution, through the
appointment of a Scottish Secretary, sitting in the Cabinet.969 The
disregard for Welsh political reform came about because the demand
for Welsh Home Rule was initially more muted. Most members of
Cymru Fydd believed that as long as Gladstone’s Liberal Party
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controlled Westminster, this was enough to ensure their economic and
cultural demands would be met.
Therefore, a major political weakness of the ‘Home Rule-all-round’
demand, which Davitt and his Radical allies used to front his
‘internationalism from below’ land and labour alliance, was its
inability to break free from the limitations imposed by dependence on
Parnell’s National League and Gladstone’s Liberal Party. Certainly,
the pressure of new class forces from below was a vital component of
any ‘internationalism from below’ alliance, but this needed to be
complemented by political demands, which went beyond the
constitutional nationalism of Parnell, and the Liberalism of
Gladstone’s admirers. It also needed to go beyond the still dominant
Lib-Labism found in England, Wales and Scotland, and beyond the
Nat-Labism that Davitt wanted to promote in Ireland.
Furthermore, the British Socialism, which Davitt came into contact
with, did not offer a political perspective for the UK beyond that of
Radical Liberalism – Irish Home Rule or Home Rule-all-round. The
SDF largely accepted the UK state (whilst pushing for certain
reforms) as the framework for campaigning. Most SL members saw
little need to conduct political work within the existing representative
bodies. The SL began with a pro-Commune, anti-Parliamentary
stance, before collapsing into Anarchism.
Just at a time when the major section of the British ruling class was
resorting to the full panoply of the anti-democratic powers of the UK
state - the House of Lords, the judiciary and certain military officers as well as building up their own reactionary extra-parliamentary force,
in order to face down the new challenge represented by the national
democratic movement in Ireland, a clear socialist republican politics
failed to develop.
vi) The thwarting of the ‘New (Trade) Unionism’ and renewed
Home Rule movements under the impact of the ‘New
Imperialism’
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The events of 1889 provided a huge opportunity to advance socialist
republican politics. This ‘annus mirabilis’ had been preceded by
significant events. Scotland had seen the formation of a Scottish
Miners Federation in 1886, and the widely supported Broxburn Shale
Miners’ Strike of 1887,970 followed by the formation of the Scottish
Labour Party and Scottish Socialist Federation in 1888.
In England, the successful London Matchgirls’ Strike,971 led by SDF
member, Annie Besant,972 had also taken place in 1888. Besant was
from an Irish background, was a consistent supporter of Irish (and
later Indian) self-rule.973 Eleanor Marx, active in the Women's Trade
Union League, also gave her support. Strike action, organised by
Joseph Havelock Wilson,974 led to the formation of the National
Amalgamated Sailors’ and Firemen’s Union (NAS&FU).975 Despite
the NAS&FU’s militant reputation, Havelock Wilson, after standing
as an independent labour candidate, in 1892, took the Liberal whip,
and henceforth strongly opposed independent labour representation.
The NAS&FU’s main base soon became Glasgow, as successful
secondary action by dockers led to a victory for union recognition in
the ‘Second City of the Empire’.
The NAS&FU then proceeded to extend its organisation to both sides
of the Irish Sea, in Scotland, England, Wales and Ireland. The
dockers’ support action soon led to the formation of the National
Union of Dock Labourers (NUDL),976 initiated on Clydeside, and led
by James Sexton.977 Brought up in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, he had a
Fenian family background. Like Havelock Ellis, once the heroic
militant phase of ‘New Unionism’ was over, he too emerged as one of
the first of the new generation of trade union bureaucrats, who marked
the acceptance and consolidation of the new general unions within the
existing British political order. The two biggest sections in the NUDL
were Irish Catholics followed by Highland Protestants. The union
rapidly extended to Ireland and England. So successful was their
recruiting on Merseyside, that the union headquarters were moved to
Liverpool in September 1891.978
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A strike was launched on Merseyside, from December 20 th 1888 to
February 18th, 1889, and again from June 6th to July 13th, 1889, over
union control of labour.979 It involved both Protestant and Catholic
workers.980 The organisation of the NUDL, initiated in Scotland and
then spread south to England and Ireland, contributed to the wave of
action that launched what first became known as ‘New Unionism’ in
London. This in its turn spread back to Scotland, Wales and Ireland.
The two key disputes, which made many more people aware that
something wider was stirring, were the London Gasworkers’ Strike981
for ‘the Eight Hour Day’ in May 1889, soon followed by the London
Dockers’ Strike in August982 for ‘the Dockers’ Tanner’ - or six pence
per hour.
The Gasworkers’ Strike was led Will Thorne983 and by Ben TiIlet.984
They were both members of the SDF. They also received strong
backing from two other SDF members, John Burns985 and Tom
Mann.986 Mann was also a member of the craft union, the
Amalgamated Society of Engineers. He was part of a group of new
younger members who contested the ‘Old Unionism’ principles and
pro-Liberal sympathies of its long-established leadership. Former SL
member, Eleanor Marx also provided much support. The immediate
effect of the Gasworkers’ Strike was the formation of the National
Union of Gasworkers and General Labourers (NUG&GL).987
The Dockers’ Strike had an even wider impact. It involved thousands
of casually employed dock labourers and other workers who struck in
solidarity. It led to rent strike action by the dockers’ partners, and to
large-scale international financial support, particularly from Australia.
Many of the individual organisers in the Gasworkers’ Strike became
involved in the Dockers’ Strike. The Port, Wharf, Riverside and
General Labourers' Union was formed (PWR&GLU).988
In Wales, the PWR&GLU was able to extend beyond Cardiff docks to
include metalworkers badly hit by the effect of McKinley Tariffs
introduced in the USA.989 The national protectionism associated with
the rise of New Imperialism was making its effect felt. It was also in
Wales that the impact of ‘New Unionism’ helped to reactivate the
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demand for land nationalisation. Elsewhere in Wales, Helen Taylor,
inspired by the London Dockers’ Strike, addressed a meeting of
Cymdeithas y Ddaear i’r Bobl in Blaenau Ffestiniog.990
In Ireland, ‘New (Trade) Unionism’ developed in a situation where
the socio-economic and political conditions were different from the
rest of the UK, and where the ongoing political struggle over Home
Rule was much more fraught. Unlike England, Scotland and Wales,
where the majority of the population had direct experience of the
Industrial Revolution, in Ireland, this was only true of the Lagan
Valley in northeast Ulster.
Yet, it was precisely in this area that industrialisation failed to create
long-term favourable conditions for ‘New Unionism’. Its main
advocates were too associated with Socialists and Irish social
republicans for it to be able to take deep root amongst the Protestant
workers. Most of these workers were politically tied to a cross-class
UK Unionism and mainly supported the Conservatives or Liberal
Unionists. Although there were no major industrial centres in the rest
of Ireland, there were railways, docks and, in Dublin, activities such
as building, gaswork labouring and carting, which employed large
numbers of workers. In these areas ‘New Unionism’ had an impact
and led to spin-offs, such as growing support for an eight-hour
working day, and the demand for the political organisation of labour.
The first Dublin May Day parade in 1890 was a considerable success.
In 1890, ‘New Unionism’ was still advancing strongly in Ireland. The
key NUG&GL organisers, Shields and Canty, gave their support to the
strike, launched in March, by the Dublin United Building Labourers'
Trade Union.991 After facing continued employer intransigence,
Davitt was appointed as arbitrator.992 The supporters of ‘New
Unionism’ increasingly resented Davitt’s adherence to the older trade
union traditions of conciliation and arbitration.
Davitt refused to chair a mass meeting, initiated by the NUG&GL, of
between 8-10,000 in Phoenix Park in Dublin, on March 30th.993 At
this meeting, Shields claimed that Irish workers “had as much claim
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upon Mr. Davitt as the labourers of England, Scotland and Wales”.994
There was some truth in this dig, since Davitt was preparing to launch
his Labour World in London. This was primarily targetted at what he
saw as the more advanced labour consciousness of workers in England
and Scotland.995
Davitt also attacked the lack of ‘home rule’, or autonomy, to be found
in the new general unions. He feared that an unconsidered extension
of British based general unions might lead “to a strike or similar
action because it may seem expedient or necessary to men
unacquainted with the peculiar economic conditions of Ireland to
order a resort to such proceeding in Ireland.”996 Here, Davitt, in
looking to the past, was acting as a brake on the further development
of an ‘internationalism from below’ alliance, he had done so much
earlier to promote. However, some of Davitt’s long-time supporters,
such as McHugh and McGhee, and others, such as Canty, were
politically ahead of him in their recognition of the importance of ‘New
Unionism’.997
Engels was also well aware of the importance of Davitt in recent
struggles. He praised Davitt and his allies’ response to the “impetus
{given} to the labour movement in Ireland. Many of their branches
consist of agricultural labourers”.998 This was a recognition of
Davitt’s role in founding the Irish Democratic and Trade and Labour
Federation (IDTLF) in Cork in January,1890.999 It consisted mainly
of agricultural labourers and country town workers. Engels claimed
that “Davitt, too, who had at first wanted independent Irish Trade
Unions, has learned from them {the New Unions}: their constitution
secures them perfectly free home rule”. This was too optimistic an
appraisal, as events were soon to show. When the employers began
their retaliatory counter-offensive, the new general trade union leaders
usually responded by centralising control in the union HQ, rendering
redundant any autonomy, or the sovereignty of the members in their
workplaces and branches.
In December 1890, in the middle of the surge of ‘New Unionism’,
Davitt’s political bearings were shattered by Parnell’s involvement in
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the Kitty O’Shea divorce scandal.1000 Davitt was the first to publicly
break with Parnell over this betrayal of political trust. The Irish NL
leadership was still prepared to back Parnell, however, and even the
Catholic hierarchy initially remained aloof. It was the strong
Nonconformist element in Gladstone’s Liberal Party that changed the
political balance. They made it known that they could no longer
uphold their party’s alliance with the NL. It was then that the majority
of the NL leaders and the Catholic Church turned on Parnell.1001
For, if there was one thing that Parnell had drummed into their heads,
over the past five years, it was the need to maintain the NL/Liberal
alliance, at all costs. Now, only jettisoning Parnell himself could do
that. Thus, the majority of the NL leadership unceremoniously
dumped Parnell, although he retained enough support in Dublin to
hold on to the party apparatus and paper.1002
Davitt joined those who split to form a breakaway party - the Irish
National Federation (INF).1003 He still remained convinced of the
need for a national party yet was helping to create one led by his class
enemies, backed by the Catholic hierarchy. They had been prepared
to go along with Parnell, so long as the NL could advance their own
interests under his umbrella. Now, though, the hierarchy took the
opportunity to break with any need for a Protestant front man, so that
it could remould the existing national party on the basis of ‘Faith and
Mother Ireland ‘ to better meet its needs.
Therefore, instead of the previous NL-Liberal alliance with the
Catholic hierarchy’s support, a much closer INF-Catholic hierarchy
alliance was forged, which would look to whatever British party could
best serve its interests. The INF became the political depository for
those Catholic businessmen and better-off farmers, who had
previously mainly given their support to Parnell and the NL. These
were the people who had largely abandoned the poorer tenants, the
landless and agricultural labourers, whom Davitt and his allies had
represented within the Land League.
Furthermore, one effect of the split in the NL was to kill off the ‘Plan
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of Campaign’. This had been smouldering on, ever since Balfour
continued his harsh line, which had led to the Mitchelstown Massacre,
in September 1887, when three tenants were shot by the RIC in this
town in County Cork.1004 Both sides were preparing for a showdown.
The Irish Tenants’ Defence Association was formed in October 1889,
to give more effective NL backing to the Campaign.1005 The
Conservatives introduced the Congested Districts Board1006 to
alleviate the worst poverty in the West. Having done this, Balfour
then made further preparations to break any resistance. However, the
split in the NL achieved this particular aim for him, since it now
proved impossible to raise money from demoralised supporters,
particularly in the USA.1007 In 1891, the new INF leaders took the
opportunity to quietly drop the ‘Plan of Campaign’.1008
In September 1891, Engels briefly visited Dublin.1009 Very much
influenced by recent events throughout the UK, he had just written a
private memo to the leaders of the German Social Democrats, in
support of a federal republic of England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales,
“where the two islands are peopled by four nations”.1010 This was the
first time that Engels recognised the existence of these distinct nations
in his own writings, thus clearly distinguishing between
Britain/England and England, Scotland and Wales. Davitt and his
allies’ ‘internationalism from below’ approach had obviously made its
mark.
Engels also further developed his earlier support for Irish Home Rule
for non-revolutionary periods, when he took up the demand for a
federal republic. By mid-1891, a politically astute Engels could see
the weaker position the Irish national movement found itself in, after
its recent and ongoing acrimonious split. The Parnellites led one
section of the Irish Labour movement, and the Davitt anti-Parnellites
the other. The political situation did not allow for the public
campaigning for an independent Irish Republic, which he and Marx
had earlier contemplated, in response to the Fenian struggle, and
which Engels again hinted at, at the height of the Land League
struggle.
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Whereas the 1892 General Election in Scotland saw two noncompeting independent Labour slates with seven candidates put
forward, and another nine independent Labour candidates in England;
Ireland only had Parnellite and anti-Parnellite Nat-Lab candidates.
The split amongst the Irish nationalists led to an overall drop in the
number of their MPs at Westminster from 85 to 81, despite the
election, for the first time, of three Nat-Lab MPs, and of Davitt
himself. 1011
The Irish Unionist Party was the main beneficiary in Ireland of the
nationalists’ setbacks. In 1892, Ireland was the only nation in the UK
that saw advances by both Liberal and Conservative Unionists.
However, in England, Scotland and Wales, the Irish nationalists’
Liberal allies made major gains, with an increase from 192 to 272
MPs.1012 This was at the expense of both the Conservative and Liberal
Unionists.
From the working class point of view, the real electoral breakthrough
occurred in England, where the average vote for the nine independent
labour candidates was 2355. ‘New Unionism’ had made a dramatic
impact. James Havelock Wilson and John Burns were elected at
Middlesborough and Battersea respectively, whilst Keir Hardie was
elected in West Ham.1013 Clearly, the recent major labour struggles in
London and beyond had created a wider stir.
Despite the impact of ‘New Unionism’, Henry Hyndman still insisted
on pushing an SDF anti-trade union line.1014 Therefore, many trade
unionists and Socialists became more attracted to the new Independent
Labour Party (ILP), when it was formed in Bradford between January
14th and 16th, 1893. However, under the rapidly changing conditions
of economic and political retreat, and of British Social Democratic
Federation and Socialist League political confusion, the ILP soon
adopted a very British Socialism, more influenced by Radicalism,
Christian Socialism1015 and Fabianism,1016 than by socialist
republicanism or contemporary European Social Democracy.
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Hardie was very influential in this respect. In 1894, he asked Sir
Charles Dilke, a leading Liberal Federal Imperialist, if he would chair
the second ILP Conference. Dilke declined, since he was looking to a
possible alliance with the Conservatives at the time, in preparation for
an imperial war with Russia! 1017 Hardie’s open acceptance of British
imperialism was also highlighted by his view that Home Rule was
only permissible “provided the supremacy of the Imperial parliament
be maintained unimpaired”.1018
The loose structure of the ILP meant that it reflected local traditions in
those parts of England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland where it was
established. Despite some very different national and local traditions,
the ILP, due to its regionally based federal organisation, could
encompass the Nonconformist traditions of Scotland, Wales, and
Northern England, the Radical secular traditions of London and the
East Midlands, and even the Protestant loyalism of Belfast and Irish
Catholicism of Glasgow. However, the ILP was unable to provide
effective leadership to the wider national democratic movements.
This contributed to the further undermining of the ‘internationalism
from below’ alliance, already weakened by Davitt’s own political
shortcomings.
One consequence of the formation of the ILP was the Scottish Labour
Party’s decision, at its final conference in 1894, to dissolve itself into
the new party. This no doubt reflected a desire for wider class unity,
following the success of independent Labour candidates in England in
1892.
Furthermore, the ILP itself retained the earlier SLP
commitment to Home Rule. Nevertheless, the narrowness of the vote
of SLP delegates - 28 to 22 - against the setting up of a specifically
Scottish Council1019 within the new ILP, showed that a substantial
minority held the same reservations that had led Scottish members of
the SDF, then the SL, to form the Scottish Land & Labour League in
1884; and Scottish members of the SDF and SLLL to form the
Scottish Labour Party and Scottish Socialist Federation in 1888. The
vote to dissolve the SLP into the ILP, in 1894, followed the next year
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by the SSF’s decision to fully join the SDF,1020 contributed to
Socialists in Scotland’s secession from the ‘internationalism from
below’ alliance, and their subsequent adherence to the British Left and
its ‘British road to socialism’.
vii) The collapse of the ‘internationalism from below’ alliance as
‘High Imperialism’ triumphs, and the first seeds of James
Connolly’s perspective for the future
In a sense, the 1892 General Election results represented the furthest
advance of the incoming swash brought in by the waves of New
Unionism and the Home Rule movement. However, like the breaking
surf found at the highest point on a beach, the energy was already
spent, and the backwash was soon in retreat.
The late 1880s and early 1890s had seen boom in industry and
commerce, which soon peaked. The employers mounted a counteroffensive. However, in the past, whenever the unskilled and semiskilled had taken successful industrial action during periods of boom,
both their economic gains and their short-lived union organisations
usually quickly fell away, as boom turned to recession and the
employers once more held the whip hand.
What was new about the situation in the 1890s was that most of the
new general unions did survive, but only by falling back on the
methods of ‘Old Unionism’ – cautiousness in defending pay and
conditions, calls for recognised conciliation and arbitration
procedures, and the provision of services for members. Furthermore,
the elementary mass participation associated with ‘New Unionism’
when it surged forward, soon gave way to bureaucratic centralised
control by general secretaries, opposed to any real independence
shown by the branches,1021 which might lead to costly and unwanted
labour disputes.1022
Workers’ retreats on the industrial front were matched by setbacks on
the political front. Although elected in opposition to the official
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Liberal candidates, both Wilson and Burns took the Liberal whip
when they entered parliament.1023 Thus, they collapsed into the LibLabism that had formed part of Westminster politics since 1874.
The Liberals’ manifesto, for the 1892 General Election, had
recognised the challenge represented by ‘New Unionism’. It adopted
the minimum necessary policies the leadership thought were needed to
contain it. Nevertheless, the Liberals’ priority was the achievement of
a measure of Irish Home Rule. The disestablishment of the Churches
of Scotland and Wales were also seen to be important policies to
retain the support of the middle class led Scottish Free Church and
Welsh Nonconformist churches. However, Ireland was to be the real
political cockpit, as Westminster became the focus for a new Home
Rule Bill.
But, as the General Election results highlighted, it was in Ireland that
the forces of Home Rule were most damaged, and where the forces of
‘conservative unionism’ were best prepared. Even before the 1892
General Election, the Irish Unionists had begun preparing a
convention,1024 in their stronghold of northeast Ulster, encouraged by
Lord Salisbury1025 and Joseph Chamberlain.1026
The Ulster Unionist Convention, which met on June 17th in Belfast,
drew together the forces of Ulster Conservative and Liberal Unionism,
the Orange Order, and all the main Protestant denominations.1027 A
real attempt was made to broaden the social base, beyond the usual
Conservative landlords and their plebian Orange Order followers, by
bringing in Liberal Unionist businessmen and tenant farmers.1028
Attempts were made to restrain the grosser anti-Catholic diatribes at
the Conference.1029 The street preacher and Orange Order provoked
riots of 1886 were not the image these Unionists wanted to convey.
They were trying to persuade the wider British public of their
respectable loyal, Protestant, Empire-supporting credentials in the runup to the second parliamentary Home Rule bill.
Therefore, above the Convention’s platform were displayed a Royal
Arms and the verse, “One with Britain heart and soul. One life, one
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flag, one fleet, one throne”.1030 A majority vote in the House of
Commons held no validity for the Convention delegates. This was a
time when resort to the anti-democratic Crown powers was required.
The Unionists knew they could rely on the reactionary House of Lords
and the jingoist British Conservative Party. They also had the partisan
backing of most of the local judiciary, and many army officers.
Various Loyalist organisations could also be depended upon to disrupt
any public presentation of the Home Rule case.
Gladstone did manage to get a majority of House of Commons votes 301 to 267 - for the second Irish Home Rule Bill on September 1st,
1893.1031 The bill was then predictably voted down in the House of
Lords.
After this, there was no longer any necessity for
Unionist/Loyalist moderation. The annual conference of the TUC was
being held in Belfast at the time. A large Labour demonstration was
organised to follow this. Speakers, including Keir Hardie, were
severely heckled, whilst 500 men armed with sticks attacked John
Burns’ horse-drawn brake.1032 The old reactionary slogan, ‘Croppies
lie down’1033 was, in effect, no longer confined to attacks on United
Irishmen or Catholics, but was extended to any workers’
representatives who might deign to show any support for Irish selfdetermination.
Just as the advance of ‘New (trade) Unionism’ had been largely
contained, so now the Home Rule movement had been brought to a
standstill. Davitt’s ‘internationalism from below’ alliance, already
badly mauled, broke apart. Not surprisingly, it was not long before
the ‘internationalism from above’ alliance, represented by the rather
weak official Liberal support for Home Rule, backed by the divided
Irish nationalist parties, fell apart too. Gladstone retired, and the
Liberal Federal Imperialist, Lord Roseberry, became Prime Minister
in his stead.
The demand for Irish Home Rule had originally been seen by its social
republican exponents, as part of a strategy to achieve an Irish
Republic. However, the vast majority of English, Scottish and Welsh
supporters of Irish Home Rule ended up giving their support to the
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specific measures advocated by the Liberal Party. The heroic days of
the Irish struggle, associated most strongly with the Land League, had
given way, under Parnell’s National League, to political wheeler
dealing. The concessions made in the various Land Acts in Ireland
and Scotland, coupled to the calculated use of coercion, had also
narrowed the base for effective resistance. As a consequence, those
Scottish and Welsh Radicals, and later Socialists, who first drew their
inspiration from Ireland, tended to fall in behind Liberal formulations
of Irish, Scottish and Welsh Home Rule.
The SHRA came increasingly under moderate Liberal influence. This
could already be seen in an SHRA document published in 1890, when
a criticism was made of the greater attention given by the UK state to
Ireland - It “appears to set a premium upon disorder”.1034 Meanwhile,
in Wales, Thomas Ellis, the Cymru Fydd leader, accepted the post of
second Government Whip in the new 1892 Gladstone government.1035
He felt that his earlier support for Welsh Home Rule was now
unnecessary, since there was a sympathetic Gladstonian Liberal
government in power at the all-UK level. Ellis was a social
imperialist and admirer of Cecil Rhodes. He had friends amongst the
Fabians.1036 In reality, Ellis’s notion of Welsh nationalism was more
cultural than political.1037
The new Liberal government did appoint a Royal Commission on
Land, which the land nationalism supporter, Evan Pan Jones,
condemned as irrelevant because it ignored leaseholder
enfranchisement, taxation of ground values and mining royalties.1038
The disappointment felt at the inability of the Liberal government to
address the main social and religious issues facing rural and
Nonconformist Wales led to the setting up of a renewed, more
political, Cymru Fydd League (CFL) under the leadership of Lloyd
George and Beriah Gwynfe Evans 1039 who had been one of the
founders of the Society for the Utilisation of Welsh. He was a Liberal
Federal Imperialist. (He later gave his support to the Boer War.)
Thomas Gee, former Welsh Land League President,1040 chaired the
CFL. Yet George’s immediate concern was still ‘Welsh home rule’
within the Liberal Party in order to advance the social issues that most
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concerned Liberal supporters in Wales. His support for Welsh Home
Rule within the UK was superficial.
In 1895, just before the fall of the Lord Roseberry-led Liberal
government, the Cymru Fydd League merged with the North Wales
Liberal Federation (NWLF). 1041 This followed the trajectory of the
Welsh Land, Commercial and Labour League, which had merged with
the NWLF in 1890.1042
When a new Conservative and Liberal
Unionist government was elected, Lloyd George tried to unite the
North and South Wales Liberal Federations (SWLF) on what was
effectively the Cymru Fydd League programme. However, this
programme addressed neither the needs of the capitalist coal and steel
owners, nor the industrial workers of the South Wales valleys, where
the majority of the population in Wales now lived. A Newport
meeting of the SWLF, held in 1896, completely rejected this
merger.1043 “The gulf between north and mid-Wales on one hand, and
mercantile and industrial South Wales on the other, seemed alarming
and gaping, and the Liberals strove to patch it up by dropping the
entire campaign for home rule ”.1044
In the 1895 General Election, the Conservatives won 341 seats whilst
their Liberal Unionist allies won 70 seats, between them a net gain of
98.1045 The Liberal Party lost 95 seats, and although their previous
Irish nationalist allies gained one seat, the issue of Irish Home Rule
had already been buried under Roseberry, and the new parliamentary
arithmetic ensured that Irish nationalists had no remaining political
purchase upon Westminster.
In Scotland, the Conservative and Liberal Unionists made
considerable gains, nowhere more so than in the Glasgow and the
Clyde Valley. To maintain their profits made through selling goods
throughout the British Empire, business leaders depended upon British
imperial armed might and a workforce divided on sectarian lines.
Therefore, a new Liberal Unionist and Orange Order alliance was
cemented. The hostility shown by Conservative landlords, the Orange
Order and Liberal Unionist businessmen towards the Irish peasant was
extended further by leading Glasgow Liberal Unionist, Thomas
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Sinclair, in a speech he made against Home Rule in 1895. “It is just
as if it were proposed to transfer the interests of shipbuilders and
manufacturers of Glasgow from the Imperial Parliament to the control
of a legislature swamped by the crofters of the Highlands”.1046
However, these Highland crofters, Sinclair poured his scorn upon,
were also in retreat. The annual conventions of the Highland Land
League declined in attendance. Crofters had made enough gains
under the 1886 Crofters Holdings Act to take the steam out of the
movement, although the issue of land shortage would simmer on.
Meanwhile in Wales, with the Conservatives returned to government
at Westminster, nothing came of the Royal Commission on Land.
Here, it was the issue of the disestablishment of the Church of Wales
that continued to concern Nonconformist Wales, especially in the rural
areas. Now, demographic factors were working strongly against the
land movements in both Scotland and Wales, as the population of the
rural counties continued to fall, with ongoing migration both to the
urban areas of the UK and overseas to the USA and British Empire.
In Wales, it was the Conservatives who made the biggest gains in the
1895 General Election, winning six new seats, including significantly
both Cardiff and Swansea.1047 South Wales, like the Clyde Valley in
Scotland, and the Lagan Valley in Ireland, had an economy largely
dependent on the overseas British Empire.
The only remaining independent Labour representative in
Westminster, ILP member, Hardie, lost his seat in the General
Election too. The ILP had fielded 29 candidates, but all were
defeated.1048 The previous two years had seen attempts to promote
Socialist unity between the ILP and the SDF.1049 These had been
unsuccessful, due to opportunist worries of most ILP leaders about the
wider appeal of socialism, and to the sectarian Socialist propagandist
approach of the SDF leaders.
The 1895 General Election heralded the arrival of ‘High Imperialism’.
The Conservative and Liberal Unionists were to remain in power until
1906. The retreats of ‘New Unionism’ and the collapse of the Home
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Rule movement opened the door for further employer attacks on the
trade union movement, and for the imperialist triumphalism,
highlighted by Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee celebrations in
1897.
The new Liberal Unionist, Colonial Secretary, Joseph
Chamberlain, proposed that the Jubilee be made a festival for the
entire British Empire.1050
However, it was precisely in this period of retreat and despair that a
remarkable individual came to the fore, who began the process by
which the limitations of Davitt’s earlier ‘internationalism from below’
alliance of Irish social republicans and British Radicals could be
transcended. That individual was James Connolly. He had been a
member of both the Scottish Socialist Federation and the Scottish
Labour Party in Edinburgh, and he was a member of the SDF and ILP.
Connolly moved to Dublin in 1896. He soon set about founding the
Irish Socialist Republican Party (ISRP). The new party’s programme
called for the “Establishment of AN IRISH SOCIALIST
REPUBLIC”.1051 Edward Aveling formally joined the ISRP, whilst
Eleanor Marx expressed her support.1052
Connolly prepared the theoretical grounding, which could shift late
nineteenth and early twentieth century working class politics in the
UK beyond the almost defunct social republicanism found in Ireland,
and the still influential Radical Liberalism found in Britain. He
developed the first outlines of an alternative history of Ireland.
Influenced, by the studies of Irish historians examining Ireland’s
Celtic pre-feudal past, Connolly outlined the role of what he
considered to be primitive communism in Ireland up to the
seventeenth century,1053 and opened up the prospect of Socialists
being able to re-establish a future communist society but one based on
a higher level of economic and social cooperation.
Connolly placed anti-imperialism at the centre of his politics. He
advocated ‘a break-up of the British Union and Empire’ strategy to
achieve this. He stated that, “No Irish revolutionist worth his salt
would refuse to lend a hand to the Social Democracy of England in
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the effort to uproot the social system of which the British Empire is
the crown and apex, and in like manner, no English Social Democrat
fails to recognise clearly that the crash which would betoken the fall
of the ruling classes in Ireland would sound the tocsin for the revolt of
the disinherited in England”.1054 He was over sanguine in his
judgement of English/British Social Democrats.
Connolly took a keen interest in India, and published an article,
British Rule in India, which attacked “extravagant ideas about the
‘wealth of India’. In reality India was one of the poorest countries in
the world, if not the poorest, her population (200 million) in a state of
chronic misery. Yet the tribute exacted by the Imperial government
amounted to 20 to 27 million pounds sterling”.1055
However, Connolly was also an organiser and he soon threw himself
into the preparations for an outdoor meeting in Dublin to protest
against the Diamond Jubilee. The Rank & File 98 Club held a mass
meeting, attended by about 6000, under the slogan, “Down with the
Monarchy: Long live the Republic!”1056 1898 was the centenary of
the United Irish rebellion. The Rank & File 98 Club was a united
front between the IRSP and advanced Irish nationalists. On Jubilee
Day itself, the IRSP organised a demonstration, at the front of which
was a black coffin marked ‘British Empire’. When Connolly reached
the River Liffey, he threw the coffin over the bridge, declaring, “Here
goes the coffin of the British Empire. To Hell with the British
Empire!”1057
Connolly very much appreciated the limitations placed upon the selfdetermination of nations within an imperialist dominated world. The
struggle for political liberation had to be linked to social struggle for
emancipation. “If you remove the English army tomorrow and hoist
the green flag over Dublin Castle, unless you set about the
organisation of the Socialist Republic your efforts would be in vain.
England would still rule you. She would rule you through her
capitalists, through her landlords, through her financiers, through the
whole array of commercial and individualist institutions she has
planted in this country”.1058
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Davitt had run with the ‘internationalism from below’ baton for the
decade from 1879-89, before fumbling with it in 1890, and finally
dropping it in 1892. In the darkest days of political and industrial
defeats, during the heyday of ‘High Imperialism’, Connolly was
preparing to pick this baton up in order to run for a new
‘internationalism from below’ alliance in the UK and British Empire,
built on the politics of republican socialism. Connolly did this, shortly
after Engels died in 1895. The days of the ‘Marx Party’ were also
about to come to an end. Eleanor Marx committed suicide in 1897,
whilst her former partner, Aveling died a year later. Whilst personal
relationships and medical problems were the immediate causes of
their deaths, their demise can be taken as a sign of the times.
Yet, the ‘Marx Party’ left a political legacy – ‘internationalism from
below’ - which would be further developed by Connolly and later,
others in the Second International. That tradition of 'internationalism
from below' did become marginalised within the Second International.
Social chauvinism and social imperialism increasingly held sway in a
world of ‘High Imperialism’. Those adhering to such politics tended
to resort to Marx and Engels’ earlier writings to try and buttress
arguments moulded by the thinking of the imperial ruling classes.
It took new anti-imperial struggles before a new generation of
revolutionary Social Democrats and Communists began to appreciate
the 'internationalism from below' approach.
The International
Revolutionary Wave from 1904-7 announced the presence of an antiimperialist revolutionary social democracy. This once more brought
‘internationalism from below’ into the political arena. Over the first
two decades of the twentieth century, a truly global opposition
developed to capitalist imperialism. Those advocating this approach
came to have a real influence upon those struggling for human
emancipation, liberation and self-determination (in its widest
sense)1059 (280) in the International Revolutionary Wave of 1916-21.
The 1916 Easter Rising heralded this wave. Marx and Engels would
probably have been wildly enthusiastic about this event in which
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Connolly played a leading role. Internationalism from below was to
become a key component of the new Communist challenge.

275

SUMMARY OF ‘INTERNATIONALISM FROM
BELOW’ CHALLENGE TO THE UK STATE
BETWEEN 1879-95
a) The United Kingdom never developed into a British nationstate. ‘Britishness’ remained a unionist and imperial identity.
Throughout the nineteenth (and twentieth) century, many people
throughout the British Empire adhered to hybrid identities, e.g.
Irish-British, Scottish-British, Canadian-British, or among the
elites, e.g. Anglo-Irish and Anglo-Indian. The national poles of
these hybrid identities were upheld most strongly by the ‘lower
orders’, whilst the British or Anglo poles were most strongly
upheld by the ruling class, and by sections of the middle class.
Democratic struggles for national self-determination, however,
tended to lead to the downgrading, then ditching of a British
identity.
b) The main purpose of the monarchist and unionist state of the
UK was to support the British ruling class’s imperial interests.
The highpoint of British rule occurred in the middle of the
nineteenth century, when the UK was the most powerful state in
the world. However, even as the UK economy was reaching the
height of its global economic domination, the political effects of
the ‘Great Hunger’ highlighted the insecure foundations of the
‘British nation’. From then on, the possibility, which Daniel
O’Connell had earlier considered, of the Irish becoming ‘West
Britons’, became a decreasing historical possibility.
c) Throughout the nineteenth century, continued British imperial
successes provided economic and political cement for the UK
union state and the bolstering of ‘Britishness’. Sections of the
middle classes of (Catholic) Ireland, Scotland and Wales,
however, began to demand Home Rule for their nations. They
pushed for protected careers in their particular nations, which
still allowed for the further advancement of their economic
interests at the all-UK and imperial levels.
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d) In the period of ‘New Imperialism’, from the mid-1870s, the
British Empire found itself facing strong imperialist competition.
The rise of ‘New Imperialism’ moved the centre of political
gravity in the UK to the Right. It influenced not only the
Conservative and Liberal parties, but also the Radical, Labour
and Socialist movements.
e) Divisions emerged within the British ruling class over the best
way to preserve their Union and Empire. The ‘liberal unionist’
strategy was to extend Home Rule to Ireland, Scotland and Wales,
whilst the Liberal Imperial Federalists wanted to go further and
have the white colonies directly represented at Westminster. The
‘conservative unionist’ strategy strongly opposed Home Rule and
Imperial Federation. It used imperial privilege as a weapon to
extend support for Union and Empire amongst the middle and
working class, by promoting sectarianism, racism, and jingoism,
and by utilsing reactionary and counter-revolutionary
organisations such as the Orange Order.
f)
The ‘New Departure’ represented a social republican
challenge to both landlord power and to British rule in Ireland. It
began as a ‘lower orders’ movement, which initiated the ‘Irish
Revolution’ between 1879-82. The Irish National Land League
(INLL) built the widest ‘lower order’s movement seen in
nineteenth century UK. Michael Davitt was a key figure in this
movement.
g) Charles Parnell led the ‘counter-revolution within the Irish
Revolution’. This sharply curtailed the mass movement, in order
to consolidate the power of Irish business and better-off farmer
interests. The revolutionary INLL was closed down and the
constitutional nationalist, National League put in its place.
h) The INLL had already begun to extend its support on an
‘internationalism from below’ basis. Davitt’s ‘internationalism
from below’ alliance had been originally built by uniting social
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republicanism and Radicalism.
Davitt extended this by
advocating an international Radical alliance, by building
independent Land League-type organisations in England,
Scotland and Wales, pushing for a more Radical vision of Home
Rule linked to the land and labour movements, forming links with
national movements in the colonies, and by advocating universal
suffrage.
i) However, the Home Rule movements in Ireland, Scotland and
Wales came to be dominated by the Liberal Party/National
League alliance. Neither Davitt’s hoped for Radical alliance, nor
the newborn Socialist movement, was able to break through this
stranglehold.
The politics of the social republic became
marginalised, first under Parnell, and then further still, after the
defeat of the First Irish Home Rule Bill in 1886. The limitations of
Radicalism and constitutional Irish nationalism, and of British
Socialism, prevented the emergence of an effective updated
'internationalism from below' alliance at this time.
j) The success of independent Crofter candidates in Scotland, in
the 1885 General Election, provided an example, which led to the
formation of the independent Scottish Labour Party in 1888. The
SLP broke from the old Lib-Lab tradition. The Scottish Socialist
Federation was formed to combat the limitations of the old
Radicalism, still found in the SLP, and to push it in a consistently
Socialist direction.
k) The rise of ‘New (Trade) Unionism’, in 1889, was very much
influenced by the previous economic, social and political
movements, which had been originally inspired by the Irish
Revolution.
‘New Unionism’ spread to all four nations
constituting the UK, with variable effects in each.
l)
The high hopes entertained when the Conservative and
Liberal Unionists were ousted in the 1892 General Election were
not to be met. The Second Irish Home Rule was defeated, and the
‘New Unionism’ movement also went into retreat.
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m) The 1895 General Election saw the victory of the sectarian,
racist and jingoist Conservative Party. It was to rule for over a
decade. The era of ‘High Imperialism’ had arrived.
n)
In 1896, James Connolly began to outline a republican
socialist, anti-unionist and anti-imperialist strategy, which was
able to move beyond Davitt’s older social republican and Radical
alliance.
Connolly followed Marx and Engels’ legacy of
‘internationalism from below’. Others were to take this forward
as they contested the growing social imperialism which began to
overwhelm the Second International.
o) This was to bear fruit first in the short 1903-7 International
Revolutionary Wave, which proved to be a dress rehearsal for the
great 1916-21 International Revolutionary Wave.
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