
ri 
• 
I t I t Iii 

I I 1 

Trade unions 

The General Council of the International 
organised solidarity across countries and 
collected funds to support striking workers. 

But the affiliates of the International 
disagreed over what its relationship should 
be to trade unions. The Proudbonists 
condemned strikes and trade unions. They 
argued that workers should organise into 
co-operatives instead. The Marxists argued 
that workers could successfully challenge 
the power of the bosses by organising into 
trade unions. They also saw strikes as an 
important weapon in the struggle for 
workers' rights. For the Marxists, trade 
unions could play an important role in the 
struggle against capitalism. The Marxists 
succeeded in winning the majority of the 
International• s support for their position. 

Marx and his followers also proposed 
that the International take up a campaign 
in support of an eight-hour day. Once -
again, the Proudhonists opposed, arguing 
that there should be no state interference in 
the economy. Again, Marx and his follow
ers won majority support for this resolu-
tion. · 

Marx urged the International to begin 
organising unskilled workers into trade 
unions. However, in the life-time of the 
First International only one union of un
skilled workers affiliated. The failure to 
organise unskilled workers was a serious 
weakness of the First International. It meant 
that the International could not really develop 
a mass base amongst the working class. 

Struggles for national liberation 

Marx and his followers proposed that the 
International should support the struggles 
for national liberation taking place in Poland 
and other countries. They saw these struggles 
as part of the struggles of the working class 
to build _democracy. However, the 
~Proudhonists were.not prepared to support 
any political campaign. The opposition of 
the ProudhQnists prevented the International 
from taking up a campaign in support of 
the struggle for naticlnal liberation in Po1and 

War 

One of the most important issues debated 
in the congresses of the International was 
the question of how workers should respond 
to war. The International unanimously 
supported a resolution calling for the 
abolition of professional annies (armies of • 
paid soldiers, conriolled by capitalist ruling 
classes) ~~~,demanding that workers in 
every cotinWoo '1pled all4 tiught how to 

defend themselves. In this way, a people's iv) judges and magistrates mmt be elected 
army would replace the professional army. by the people. 
The International also passed a resolution v) education must be free. 
calling on workers to go on strike if their 
governments declared war on another 
country. Members of the International 

The collapse of the International 

realised that wars were caused by By 1871 the Anarchists were a powerful 
competition among capitalists from diffezent force within the International. They began 
countries, in their search for profits. But to challenge Marx's leadership. The 
the main victims in these wars were workers Anarchists clashed with the Marxists over 
and not capitalists. The only way to put an the question of the structure of the 
end to such wars was through international International. The Marxists wanted the 
action of the working class. powers of the General Council to be 

The International's r.esolution on war increased. They were in favour of a 
was put to the test wheh war broke out disciplined and centralised International. 
between France and Germany in 1869. In TheyrealisedthattheGeneralCouncilhad 
a true spirit. of worker internationalism, , no real power to ensure that affi~ carried 
the Gennan Social Democratic Workers out the decisions of the organisation. The 
Party (SPD) called on German workers tO Anarchists, on the other band, argued that 
protest in order to force their government the International should be decentralised. 
io make ix-ace with :France. However~ many -Th~yfeiitilitMarianaffiS supporters had 
worke!'S in Germany and Fnµice ignored . too much control over the International. In 
tlle,SPD?s call and fought in ~ewar., 1872 Marx and his supporters succeeded 

The Paris Commune 

Dne of the most important events thattook 
place during- the time of the First 
International was the fonnation of the Paris 
Commune. On 18 March 1871, workers in 
Paris overthrew the government, elected 
their own representatives and set up a 
workers' government, called the Paris 
Commune. 

The German. army. surrounded Paris. 
The workers put up a brave fight but were 
defeated. The Paris Commune only sur
vivedfortwomonths. Although the French 
section of the International was active in 
the Paris Commune, the rest of the Interna
tional failedto support the Commune. By 
the time Marx and his supporters realised· 
the importance of the Paris Commune, it 
had been defeated. 

Five days after the Commune had fallen 
Marx wrote a pamphlet arguing th~t the 
Commune was an example . of working 
class government He argued that the 
Commune showed the lesson of the way in 
which the workers state would replace the 
capitalist state. Marx carefully explained 
the important lessons that workers could 
learn from the Paris Commune. Some of 
those lessons were: 
i) when the working cla~ seized power 

it bad to smash the capitalist state 
and replace it with a new structure 
run by the working class. 

ii) the professional army must be 
replaced by a people's army. 

iii) representatives must be elected on 
the basis of one person one vote, 
and must be subject to recall. 

in expelling the Ariarchists from the 
International. 

The struggle between the Marxists and 
the Anarchists led to many splits within 
the International. These· splits weakened 
the International. The International de
cided to move its General Council to New 
York, to prevent an Anarchist take..;over. 
In New York the International was iso
lated from the affiliates in Europe and 
Britain. In 1876 the General Council for
mally disbanded the First International. 

The First International had a number of 
weaknesses. It held together a number of 
different political tendencies. At the same 
time, it was structured in a loose way and 

had no control over its affiliates. There 
was no way of ensuring that affiliates 
impl~mented its policies. It was unable to 
support the first workers' government, the 
Paris Commune. 

In spite of these weaknesses, the Inter
national made a powerful impact on the 
development of the organisational pro- · 
gramme and practices of working class 
movements throughout the world. It had 
taken up the struggle for an eight-hour 
working day and the struggle against war. 
The debates over the ideas of Marx, Bakunin, 
Blanqui, Proudhon and others helped work
ers to Clarify their ideas about socialism. 

Through the International many workers 
in Britain and Europe came to support the 
collective ownership of land, railways, 
forests and mines. 

The International had called for work
ers in every country to build up working 
class political parties to fight for social
ism. Within fifteen years of the collapse of 
the First International, working class par
ties had grown in almost every country in 
Europe and in other parts of the world. 

. These working class parties were the foun-
dation for the building of the Second Inter
national. 

The next two articles in the series will 
focus on the Second International. 

If you have questions or points yo~ ~ant 
to raise about these articles . please 
write to learning Nation and tell us 
about them. We would like .to encour
age readers to express their point of 
view. -

If you are interested in more information 
Lacom a project of Sached has produced a. 
booklet called Workers of the .World 
Unite, which is available from Distribu
tion, Sached. P.O. Box 11350, Jhb, 2000 a· 
a cost of 1R2.50 


