
THE BRITISH COMMUNIST PARTY 
LEADS THE STRUGGLE AGAINST 

THE IMPERIALIST WAR 

(On the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the 
Communist Party of Great Britain in August, 1920.) 

BY R. PALME DUTT 

THE twentieth anniversary of the 
Communist Party of Great Brit

ain takes place in a situation which 
justifies all teachings of commu
nism and in which the salvation of 
humanity depends on the leader
ship of communism. The present is 
no time for idle commemorations. 
But this twentieth anniversary of 
the Communist Party is no idle 
commemoration: it is the sharpest 
reminder of the most urgent lessons 
and moods which go to the heart of 
the present situation, and of issues 
which hold in the scales the balance 
of Life or death for miUions of 
human beings and for the future of 
human society. 

In other times this twentieth an
niversary might have been cele
brated with greater freedom of 
pageantry and procession, with 
larger amplitude of unhindered 
demonstrations to testify the enthu
siasm of the working class for its 
political party, forged through two 
decades of struggle, and its daily 
paper maintained in the teeth of a 

thousand obstacles. But the storm 
and stress of the present period is 
in reality the best and truest setting 
for this twentieth anniversary. The 
Communist Party was born out of 
the deep crisis of the old society and 
the old labor movement which be
gan with the first imperialist war. 
It enters on its twentieth anniver
sary in the midst of the second im
perialist war, and a visibly develop
ing new world revolutionary wave 
which bears on its crest the issue 
of capitalism or socialism for the 
leading countries of the world. 

The Communist Party approaches 
its greatest task, for which all these 
twenty years have been a prepara
tion. To turn aside for a moment 
from comment on the current flux 
of events, in order to draw the les
son of these twenty years, is not in 
fact to draw aside from the current 
situation, but to draw closer to it. 
The completion of these twenty 
years affords the occasion, not for 
retrospect—there is no time for this 
—but for a mountain-top view of 
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the whole epoch through which we 
have traveled and are traveling in 
order to burn out all pettiness and 
weakness of vision and temper, and 
illuminate an6w with greater cer
tainty and confidence than ever be
fore our historic role. 

The Communist Party was the 
child of the general crisis of capi
talism which began with the war 
of 1914 and has developed contin
uously since. The war of 1914 not 
only demonstrated the bankruptcy 
of the old capitalist society, which 
was rotten ripe for destruction and 
for the transition to socialism. It 
also demonstrated the bankruptcy 
of the old labor movement, which 
was incapable of carrying through 
the necessary change. The present 
war of 1939 broke upon a world 
which had already lost all confi
dence in stability, was growing 
hardened to violence and catas
trophic change, and was profoundly 
conscious of the revolution matur
ing and advancing in its midst. The 
transition from the partial state of 
war preceding 1939 to the extended 
war which opened in 1939 and 
which only stage by stage unfolded 
its character and is now develop
ing toward world war, was not a 
sudden break, but a step in a con
tinuous process, and not an unex
pected step. 

But the war of 1914 was a 
real watershed dividing the 
old and the new. It broke upon a 
world in which all sections save the 
revolutionary Marxists were com
pletely unconscious of the character 
of the historical epoch in which they 
were living, were swimming in a 
sea of illusions, Eind for whom the 

outbreak of war and its conse
quences came like the end and the 
shattering of the whole world they 
had known. 

It is only necessary to survey the 
pre-1914 literature of the British 
labor movement, of the Fabians and 
Liberal-Socialists who dominated 
its ideology and guided its leader
ship, to realize the bland, compla
cent, self-satisfied blindness and 
fantastic inappropriateness of its 
world conceptions (or rather, ab
sence of any world conceptions save 
the Philistine assumption of the per
manence of the institutions within 
which its pretty schemes of reforms 
were elaborated) in contrast to the 
realities which followed. Only revo
lutionary Marxism correctly diag
nosed the epoch and—in the one 
country where it led the labor 
movement—rode the storm. In the 
other countries the war was a shat
tering blow which compelled a com
plete new facing of the problems of 
the labor movement. The outcome 
of this new awakening was 
the foundation of the Communist 
Party. 

The very conditions of the preced
ing epoch which had been correctly 
diagnosed by Marxism had, at the 
same time, corrupted and under
mined its influence in the labor 
movement. Therefore the first im
perialist war, which should have led 
—had the subjective conditions been 
ready—to the victory of the work
ing class revolution in all the coun
tries of Europe, could only lead to 
the first step, the reawakening and 
organizational separation of revo
lutionary Marxism in preparation 
for what was to follow. It remained 
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for the second imperialist war to 
complete the process in the realm 
of action. 

The foundation of the Communist 
Party was thus the answer of the 
militant working class to a historic 
bankruptcy, and the one positive 
outcome achieved by the working 
class in the capitalist world from 
the war of 1914 and the defeat of 
the revolutionary strivings which 
followed it. The Communist Party 
was founded in 1920. It was found
ed, that is to say, after the comple
tion of the first imperialist war, and 
after the revolutionary wave which 
followed the war had already 
reached its highest point and was 
approaching its end. 

The establishment of the Coun
cils of Action in August, 1920, 
which coincided with the foun
dation of the Communist Party, 
and which openly challenged 
the power of the British capitalist 
state and government and forced its 
temporary retreat from its war 
plans against the Russian workers' 
state, is the last high point of the 
revolutionary wave which followed 
the war. Thereafter followed the 
economic crisis and mass unemploy
ment which began in the winter of 
1920, and the low point of Black 
Friday in the spring of 1921. 
In the first number of Labor Month

ly which appeared in July, 1921, the 
lessons of Black Friday were still 
the center of discussion. The Com
munist Party thus came into exis
tence at the close of a revolutionary 
period, not at its beginning. It 
could not lead the revolutionary 
movement which followed the war. 

It could only draw and embody the 
lessons for the future. Hence the 
long period of upward struggle 
through which it had to pass before 
the situation began to open out 
anew. Hence the significance of the 
present anniversary which falls in 
the midst of the new cycle of wars 
and revolutions now developing. 

All the lessons of the preceding 
years were embodied in the founda
tion of the Communist Party. The 
war of 1914 had shattered the illu
sions of peaceful progress within 
capitalist society. It had proved in 
the eyes of all thoughtful workers 
the complete and unmitigated fail
ure of the old forms and leadership 
of the labor movement, which had 
neither been able to prevent the 
mutual slaughter of millions of 
workers, nor to utilize the result of 
the crisis to lead the rising anger 
and struggle of the workers against 
capitalism, but had actually become 
the bulwark of capitalism against 
the working class. It became clear 
that a new departure was necessary, 
that the problem of a political party 
of the working class capable of 
leading the struggle against capital
ism had not been solved by the 
foundation of the Labor Party, but 
had still to be solved. 

In the long preceding period of 
relatively peaceful legal conditions 
in the metropolitan centers of im
perialism (with the wars and open 
violence transferred to the colonial 
periphery, only later to return from 
thence with a hundredfold increased 
intensity), the whole routine, organ
ization, outlook and leadership of 
the traditional labor movements of 
the leading countries of imperialism 
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had become intertwined with the 
old corrupt dying society, and there
fore completely incapable of con
ducting a basic offensive against it 
when the mood arose. The war of 
1914 dealt a shattering blow (though 
not yet the tinal blow) to the illu
sions which had overgrown and per
meated the old labor movement. It 
laid bare the jungle-horrors of the 
dying capitalist regime dragging 
mankind into the abyss. It revealed 
with burning illumination (later to 
be reinforced by the example of the 
Russian revolution) the task of in
ternational socialism, of the working 
class revolution, as the only power 
to save mankind. 

But the shattering of the old illu
sions and the laying bare of the 
only path forward did not and 
could not of itself create the readi
ness and capacity of the working 
class to fulfil its historic role, where 
the working class had not evolved 
beforehand the requisite organiza
tion and leadership for the achieve
ment of its revolutionary task. Only 
in that country where, owing to a 
series of exceptional conditions (in
cluding the weakness of imperialism 
and the strength of revolutionary 
traditions), the working class had 
been able to evolve its revolutionary 
Marxist party and leadership, close
ly linked up with and leading the 
mass movement, only there was the 
working class able to conquer power 
and advance to socialism. In the 
other countries the experience of 
the war and of the years succeed
ing the war was an experience of 
defeat. The militant workers drew 
the lesson. 

In Britain and in every coun

try the militant workers in the 
post-war period set themselves the 
task of building their Communist 
Party. 

The significance of the foundation 
of the Communist Party in Britain 
in 1920, as the most important step 
of the militant workers since the 
days of Chartism to break decisively 
with the weaknesses of the inter
vening period of the labor move
ment, and lead the way forward to 
the working class revolution, will 
be finally proved, not by assertion, 
but by the only valid test—its his
torical outcome. Because the Com
munist Party was a living growth, 
a living expression and outcome of 
the whole preceding experience of 
the working class movement, there
fore the Communist Party did not 
come into being ready formed and 
complete, but grew out of the pre
ceding elements and groupings with 
all their weaknesses, which still only 
partly expressed the striving of the 
working class towards revolutionary 
policy and organization, and had to 
find its way forward through 
struggle, through mistakes, through 
trial and error, to forge the first 
nucleus of a revolutionary party of 
the working class. The history of 
this process, which is stiU going for
ward to its final conclusion, is the 
history of these two decades, which 
are rich in a thousand experiences 
of the forming and molding from 
the original heterogeneous elements 
of a disciplined and experienced po
litical vanguard of the working 
class. 

The Communist Party was at once 
a reassertion of all that was best 
and strongest in the tradition of the 
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old working class movement, and a 
decisive break with all the enemy 
influences, imperialist corruption 
and political and organizational 
vices which were strangling the old 
movement. 

It was a reassertion of the 
revolutionary traditions and as
pirations which in the days of 
Chartism had placed the British 
working class in the vanguard of 
the international working class and 
had helped to form the theory of 
Marx and Engels, and which in the 
subsequent period had been tem
porarily suffocated by the corrup
tion of the capitalist world 
monopoly. 

It was a reassertion of the aims 
and strivings of the early Socialist 
pioneers, of whom the best and 
truest representative, Tom Mann, 
carried forward the banner to his 
honored place on the Central Com
mittee of the Communist Party. It 
was a reassertion of the program of 
Marxism, which had been thrust 
aside by the miserable tenth-rate 
substitutes of Fabianism, MacDon-
aldism and similar milk-and-water 
rehashes of liberal capitalist hum
bug. 

It was a reassertion of the 
militancy and class-conscious awak
ening which had been expressed in 
the pre-1914 labor unrest and in 
the shop stewards movement during 
the war. It was a break with the 
Liberal-Labor corruption, the parlia
mentary cretinism, the narrow craft 
trade unionism and sectionalism, the 
jingoism, white chauvinism and 
national insularity, the snobbery 
and tailing after the capitalist class, 
which had disgraced the dominant 

section of the old labor movement 
and brought it to impotence and 
disaster. 

The founders and early builders 
of the Communist Party were in
spired by the now basic conception 
which their whole experience of the 
preceding years had taught them. 
They understood that the epoch 
which had opened with the war of 
1914 was a revolutionary epoch; 
that imperialism could offer nothing 
but chronic decay, deepening crisis, 
wars and catastrophe to mankind; 
but the task before the working 
class was the task of destroying cap
italism and establishing their own 
revolutionary dictatorship in order 
to build socialism with the mini
mum of delay and suffering; and 
that every phase and aspect of the 
working class struggle, and every 
section of the working class army 
needed to be subordinated to this 
supreme aim. Had that understand
ing been shared by the whole work
ing class movement two decades 
ago, had the lying deceptions of 
capitalist revival and reconstruc
tion, stabilization. Fordism, Mond-
ism, organized capitalism, and the 
inevitability of gradualness and all 
the rest of the infamous frauds 
and quackery to conceal the real 
decay had been thrust aside, there 
would be a different situation 
today. 

Second, they understood that the 
working class could only unite its 
ranks, conquer capitalism, win and 
maintain power, and construct so
cialism by means of and under the 
leadership of a centralized revolu
tionary political party of the work
ing class, based on the theory of 
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Marxism, drawing into its ranks all 
the most resolute, courageous and 
politically enlightened class-con
scious workers, building and train
ing the vanguard, rooted in the 
factories and the mass organizations 
of the working class, linked with 
the mass movement and with all 
sections of the working people in 
every phase of the struggle, capable 
of defending the everyday interests 
of the working people and advanc
ing to the defeat of capitalism and 
the final victory of socialism. 

They understood that the ques
tion of building such a party is in 
the present epoch a life and death 
question of the labor movement. 
They understood that the old, loose 
"trinity" of the sectional trade 
unions with their narrow economist 
outlook, of the federal Labor Party 
based on the trade unions, and with 
its theoretical anarchy at the mercy 
of every capitalist influence, and of 
the cooperatives dominated by 
capitalist "business" conceptions, 
was incapable of standing up to the 
powerful centralized machine of 
modern monopoly capital and its 
state; and that all these sections of 
the working class could only realize 
their role and become part of an 
integrated working class movement 
through the leadership of a Marxist 
party of the working class able to 
draw together every section in a 
common aim and strategy. 

The whole history of these 
twenty years, of the parliamen
tary Labor Party, of the two 
Labor governments, of the be
trayal of the General Strike, 
of the record of the General Coun
cil, of the economic and political 

defeats and strengthening of capi
talist reaction, have proved the 
truth of this. 

Third, they understood that the 
struggle of the working class is to
day in the fullest and most practical 
sense international: that "Socialism 
in Europe has outlived that com
paratively peaceful stage when it 
was confined within the narrow 
boundaries of nationality" (Lenin); 
that only the unity of the working 
class in all the capitalist countries, 
together with the colonial peoples, 
can defeat the power of imperial
ism; and that the party of the work
ing class requires to be an interna
tional party, not a loose, federal 
association of autonomous units tied 
to their different capitalist masters 
and flying asunder at the first touch 
of crisis, but a centralized, interna
tional party under a single central
ized leadership. The truth of this 
has been abundantly demonstrated 
through these twenty years, and is 
most powerfully demonstrated to
day in the present war. The phan
tom of a reconstructed Second 
International which dragged along 
a tenuous ghostly existence during 
these two decades has not merely 
collapsed with the present war; it 
has gone right out of business, and 
lost even the show of a basis of 
organization, now that the French 
partner has joined up with fascism 
(the entry of Bolin, Assistant Sec
retary of the C.G.T. [Confederation 
Generate du Travail] into the P6-
tain government). The Communist 
International not only goes forward 
united and strong, and with in
creased strength in the storm of the 
war, it is today the only interna-

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



THE BRITISH COMMUNIST PARTY 933 

tional organization in the world, 
with sections in every country and 
corner of the globe following a sin
gle leadership and a single policy; 
the sole unifying force of the hu
man race in triumphant demonstra
tion of working class internation
alism in the midst of the chaos of 
world anarchy: the hope of man
kind. 

All these basic conceptions of the 
Communist Party have had to battle 
a long and steadily winning battle 
against the myriad, deadly ingrained 
illusions, confusions and distortions 
of the old labor movement. All have 
been justified and vindicated by the 
whole history of these two decades. 
An enormous and now antiquated 
controversy followed the first 
foundation of the Communist Party. 
Revolution or gradual reform; 
working class dictatorship or evo
lutionary socialism; civil war or 
peaceful progress: these were the 
themes propounded by the pundits 
of the Labor Party and the Inde
pendent Labor Party, the MacDon-
alds and Snowdens (whose second-
rate progeny now occupy the 
seats of leadership of the Labor 
Par ty) . 

With sanctimonious superiority the 
champions of capitalist influence in 
the labor movement, before finally 
joining up with the Conservative 
Party, denounced communism and 
the Communist Party; they derided 
the revolutionary romanticism of 
the Communists, and proclaimed 
that the ebb of the revolutionary 
tide proved that revolution was an 
obsolete anachronism; they painted 
glowing pictures of the glorious fu
ture opening out before capitalism 

on the basis of the new technical 
advance and higher organized de
velopment; they demonstrated how 
capitalism was becoming daily 
more democratic and how all prog
ress must be gradual; with odd rem
iniscences of student courses in 
biology they disproved Marxism; 
they inveighed against the horrors 
of bloodshed and civil war, and 
when Lenin warned the British 
workers to prepare for a perspec
tive, not of easy parliamentary vic
tories, but of heavy civil war, they 
licked their lips and felt that their 
case was proved, and that in the 
eyes of all sober, intelligent, God
fearing citizens communism was re
vealed as a nightmare. 

Today these controversies are 
dead: capitalism itself has killed 
them. The authors of the "British 
school of socialism" went to their 
last home in the House of Lords, 
and ended up as protagonists of a 
Tory government imposing the 
Means Test on the workers in order 
to hold together the shattered fabric 
of capitalism in crisis. Their idyllic 
vision of the peaceful progress of 
democratic capitalism has vanished 
into limbo, as democracy has given 
place to fascism in country after 
country, and capitalism leads the 
world in a devil's dance of barbar
ism and mass murder. Who dares 
now paint the horrors of working 
class revolution, which could have 
long ago won peace and freedom for 
all peoples, when capitalism soaks 
the earth with the bloodshed of a 
new world war, and the sober, in
telligent. God-fearing citizens scur
ry to their non-existent shelters 
from the rain of death from the 
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bombing planes? Who dares now 
rattle the specter of civil war when 
even the sorry apologists of impe
rialist war seek to glorify their 
hideous holocaust for the profit of 
the millionaires with the lying ap
pellation of an "international civil 
war"? 

In the wake of carnage, the 
shadow of famine descends over 
western Europe. Only in eastern 
Europe communism has brought 
peace, stability and abundance. The 
wheel has come full circle. The 
task of revolution was not avoided 
by evading it. It returns with all 
the greater insistence the longer it 
is postponed. Every prophecy, pre
diction and warning of communism 
has been fulfilled. In the midst of 
the storm of war and the break-up 
of the old capitalist order commu
nism comes into its own, and is 
revealed as the only path of free
dom, peace and sanity for the 
world. 

Today in consequence we draw 
the lessons of this anniversary, not 
in dwelling on the past, but in look
ing to the present and the future. 
All these twenty years have only 
been preparation for the greate.st 
tasks and responsibilities that now 
fall to the working class and the 
Communist Party in this deepest 
crisis of tlie capitalist order which 
is tearing the world to pieces in the 
present war. Will the working class 
of Britain, of France, of Germany 
be ready and able in time to accom
plish their task before the deepest 
abyss of destruction, misery and en
slavement has been reached? Will 
they prevail to win the way from 
this war to the victory of the work

ing class and socialism? This is the 
one question which matters today, 
which dominates every other. This 
we know: there is no other way out; 
every delay only brings greater suf
fering and makes more urgent and 
insistent the task. Every develop
ment of the crisis of capitalism 
makes more emphatic the need of 
a powerful Communist Party lead
ing the mass movement as the 
vital need of the whole labor 
movement. 

We have already had to pay dear 
for the absence of such a mass 
Communist Party leading the labor 
movement in this country. It has . 
already cost two wars; and this is 
not the end, till the lesson be 
learned. In the midst of the condi
tions of war we need more than 
ever to build up the strength of 
the Communist Party. We need to 
awaken the whole working class 
movement to independence and re
newed struggle. Widely and still 
more widely our agitation on all 
the burning issues, great and small, 
whidi face the people today needs 
to reach out to all sections and 
build up the united movement 
of the people led by the work
ing class. 

In the conditions of war, cour
ageous struggle, initiative, limitless 
energy and sacrifice, confidence in 
the strength of the workers, the 
spirit that gives way before no ob
stacles—these are the conditions of 
victory. 

The Communists need to be 
able to guide the mass movement 
stage by stage, from the first be
ginnings of confused awakening 
and groping, to understand the feel-
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ings of the people, to express their 
real deepest aspirations against the 
lies and distortions of the official 
propaganda, to advance those slo
gans which carry forward the 
movement at the given stage of de
velopment, which awaken the con
sciousness of the people, tear down 
illusions, lay bare the gulf between 
the interests of the people and the 
ruling class, and build up the unity 

and solidarity of the working peo
ple to defend their own interests 
and advance to take their fate into 
their own hands. The unity of the 
mass movement and communism: 
herein lies the urgent need of the 
labor movement, the one way for
ward, the solution of all the prob
lems which today more than ever 
before carry with them the issues 
of life or death for the people. 
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LENIN AT THE SECOND WORLD CONGRESS 
OF THE COMMUNIST INTERNATIONAL 

BY A. ACKERMANN 

JULY of this year marked the 
twentieth anniversary of the 

opening of the Second World 
Congress of the Communist 
International. On July 19, 1920, 
Lenin delivered his historic 
speech on the world situation 
and the fundamental tasks of 
the Communist International. The 
days on which the Second Congress 
was held are among the most mo
mentous in the history of the Com
munist International, and the reso
lutions adopted at that Congress 
among the most important of the 
world Party of Communism. 

The Special Role and Significance 
of the Second Congress 

The Second Congress of the Com
munist International met at the 
time when capitalism was passing 
through the first period of its gen
eral crisis, the period of acute post
war crisis of capitalism and of di
rect revolutionary action on the 
part of the proletariat. 

In Soviet Russia the workers' 
and peasants' power, which had 
smashed the forces of Kolchak, 
Yudenich and Denikin, was gain
ing in strength and becoming sta

bilized. In the weeks during which 
the Congress was in session the Red 
Army was advancing in Poland, 
while in the south Wrangel was 
marshalling his bands and prepar
ing to launch a new offensive 
against the Soviet Republic. At the 
time of the Second Congress the 
civil war and foreign intervention 
had not yet been brought to an end, 
but the efforts of the counter
revolution were obviously petering 
out, and the consolidation of the 
Soviet rule became an undeniable 
fact. 

The sympathy of the masses for 
the Soviet Republic was manifest
ing itself on an ever-larger scale 
in every country of the world. In a 
number of countries this sympathy 
expressed itself in active struggle 
to hinder further military inter
vention. As Lenin said at the time: 
"The international bourgeoisie has 
only to raise its hand against 
us to have it seized by its own 
workers." 

The working class in the capital
ist countries drew strength from the 
example provided by Russia, where 
the workers, in alliance with the 
peasant masses, had overthrown the 
rule of the bourgeoisie and estab-
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