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The history of Communism: 3 

The Second International 1889~1915(Part1) 

The development of capitalism 

Between 1870 and 1900 Europe's economy 
expanded rapidly. The United States 
economy also grew fast during this period. 
The working~ in Europe and the United 
States grew in number. Thousands of 
workers were brought together in huge 
factOrles. Workers began to form industrial 
unions. These unions be.came mass 
organisations. They succeeded in winning 
improvements for workers through militant 
mass action, such as . the London dock 
workers strike of 1888 and the Ruhr coal 
miners strike in Germany in the same year. 
. D~ring this Period workers. in some 

parts of Europe and the United States also 
won the vote. Workers now began to build 
political parties to fight for the vote for all 
and to lead the struggle for socialism. 

The rise of social democratic 
parties 

By 1874 workers in Germany had already 
formed. two working ·class parties, the 
General German Workers Union and the 
.Social Democratic Workers Party. These 
two parties united in 1875 to form The 
German Social Democratic Party (SPD). 
The SPD soon became a mass-based party. 
It was the oldest, Jargest and most suc.cessful 
workers party in Europe and the world. It 
had the suppon of the majority of the trade 
unions in Germany. Many newspapers, 
sporting associations and clubs were grouped 
around it. 

The SPD. played a leading role in the 
Second International. 
However, its leadership increasingly came 
to rely on parliament as a means of win
. ning gains for the working~. and avoided 
confrontation with the capitalist state. At 
times they even tried to prevent workers 
from taking militant action. 

The second most important socialist 
party in Europe was that formed by work
ers in France. But the working class in 
France was .Still small. 

· There were a number of political 
divisions within the French socialist move
ment. Firstly, there were the Anarchists, 
who believed in direct and violent action 
to overthrow capitalism. Secondly, there 
were the Marxists who believed in ~mild
ing up a mass workers party that would 
lead the revolution. A third important group 
were the Possibilists, who believed that 
'lhe best way to achieve socialism was by 
gradually reforming capitalism through 
participation in parliament. 
The Marxists ·formed the Party Ouvrier 
Francais (POF) and thePossibilists formed 
the Parti Ouvrier Socialiste Revolution
aire. There was also a smaller group, the 
Blanquists who believed that the best way 
to overthrow capitalism was by forming a 
small, secret group of disciplined, profes~ 
sional revolutionaries who would carry 

out a plan to take over the state by force. 
Although the French working class was 

small and its socialist movement divided, 
it had a tradition of revolutionary action. 
Revolution had shaken France in 1789 and 
in 1M8. In addition, socialists in France 

· hadsetupthefrrst workers' governmentin 
history, in 1871 - the Paris Commune. The 
French socialist movement played an 
important role in the Second International. 

Socialists in Austria, Switzerland and 
Belgium also built up socialist Me$ along 
the lines of the SPD. But the parties in 
these countries were small and did not 
have much influence. In Italy and Spain 
the working class was small and weak. In 
these countries the majority of the people 
were poor peasants. The Anarchist move
ment, which drew most of its support from 
peasants and artisans, had a strong influ
ence. 

Although Britain was the most indus
trially advanced country in the world at 
this time, it did not have a strong socialist 
movement. The ruling class had intro
duced important social reforms. The trade 
union movement in Britain was a well 
organised and powerful force. But its lead-. 
ership, made mainly of skilled workers, / 

was conservative. They did not want to 
overthrow capit.alism. Their main aim was 
to win higher wages and better working 
conditions. They believed that workers 
interests could .best be advanced through 
reforming capitalism. 

In 1883 a group Qf socialists in Eng
land formed the Fabian Society. In 1884 
another group . formed a rival Socialist 
League. But the British socialist .move
ment was more concerned with winning 
immediate improvements for workers than 
with worker internationalism and the 
struggle for socialism. 

In Russia socialists operated under very 
different conditions. The I Tsar (Russian 
king) was a dictator. He used the army and 
police to crush worker .resistance. Under 
these conditions it was difficult for work-

. ers in Russia to build a workers party. 
Workers organisations operated under
ground to avoid arrest. Many· Russian 
socialists were in exile in Switzerland. In 
1883 a small group of Russian. exiles in 
Switzerland formed the Emancipation of 
Labour group. 

it was only in 1898 that socialists in 
Russia succeeded in forming a socialist 
party, the Russian Social Democra~c 
Labour Party (RSDLP). It was a Manust 
party, based on the industrial working class, 
which was still small at this time. 

The Russian delegates played 
an important role in the International. They 
brought their experience of revolutionary 
struggle in Russia to the debates within the 
International Congresses. 

Like the First International, the Second 
International was made up mainly of so
cialist organisations from Europe. The only 
representatives from outside Europe were 
those from organisations in the United 
States, Australia, South Africa, Japan, 
Armenia, Argentina and Uruguay. Social
ist organisations from Europe dominated 
the International. 

The birth of the Second 
International 

By tile late 1880s socialist parties and 
trade unions in different parts of Europe 
were building mass organisations. Leaders 
in the unions and SC>Cialist partj~~ began to 
see the need to build links with the working 
cJa&c;es in otha counlrics. By 1887 socialists 
in Germany and France as well as trade 
unionists in Britain had called for an 
international-congress. But they disagreed 
over what kind of congress it should be. 
The. SPD in Germ-any was in favour of an 
all-embracing congress that would include 
representatives from. trade unions as well 
as socialist parties. The Trade Union 
Congress in Britain argued that it should 
be a congress of trade union representatives 
only. 

On 11 March 1889 the Possibilists in 
France sent out an invitation for. a socialist 
congress to be held in Paris in July 1889 
(on the hundredth anniversary of the French 
Revolution of 1789). The POF decided to 
hold a rival congress. 

Members of the SPD were concerned 
that if two rival socialist congresses were 
held this would show the capitalist world 
that socialists were divided. They called a 
meeting to try to unite the Possibilists and 
the PO F. However, thePossibilists refused 
to attend the meeting and continued to 
prepare for their international congress. 

The Paris Congresses 

The Possibilists and the POF held separate 
international congresses in Paris on 14 
July 1889. The majority of Marxist parties 
sent representatives to the POF congress. 
As a result it became known as the Marxist 
Congress. Some delegates drifted from 
one congress to the other. Anarchists arrived 
at both · congresses and tried to disrupt 
them. Many of the delegates who went to 
the Possibilist congress later decided to 
join the Marxist Congress instead. 

Nearly 400 delegates from twenty coun
tries attended the Marxist Congress. This 
congress represented . organised socialist 
parties from all over Europe and from the 
United States. The Marxist Congress 
founded the Labour and Socialist Interna- . 
tional which· was known as the Second 
International. 

It was only later that socialist organ
isations from other countries began to send 
representatives to the International con- · 
gresses~ . 

The· Second International lasted from 
1889 to 1915. It was more solidly organi
sed than the First International. The affili-

ates of the First International had included 
political organisations, trade unions, co
operatives and even individuals. The Sec~ 
ond International was based on socialist 
parties. The majority of these parties fol
lowed the ideas of Marx. The first political 
challenge the Second International had to 
face was the attacks from the AnarchistS. 

The struggle against the 
· Anarchists 

A struggle between Anarchists and Marxists 
had led · to the collapse of the First 
International in 1872. From the tmt congress 
of the Second International the AnarchistS 
tried to challenge Marxist control of the 
organisation. They argued that political 
action was a waste of time and that only 
direct action by the working class, outside 
parliament, could achieve revolution. They 
also claimed that the Marxists were not 
true socialists because they were trying to 
reform capitalism. 

The third congress of the International 
held at Zurich in Switzerland in 1893 
decided to limit mem~rship of the Inter
national to organisations that accepted 
political action. In this way they success
fully excluded the Anarchists from con
gresses of the Second International. 

Although the Second International !as 
made up mainly of Marxist socialist par
ties, there were still many political divi
. sions within the organisation. The divi
sions within the socialist movements in the 
different countries were also reflected in 
the membership of the Second Interna
tional. The main divisions were those be
tween socialists who believed that social
ism would be achieve.cl through class struggle 
and revolution and those who believed that 
it could be achieved through winning elec
tions to parliament and gaining reforms 
from capitalism over a long time. Most of 
the struggles that the Second International 
fought and the campaigns that it took up 
were shaped by the debates and struggles 
between these two political groups. In the 
next article we will focus on these struggles 
and campaigns. 
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