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1
The War of Wars,  

the Revolution of Revolutions, 1917

aquí encaja la ejecución de mi oficio: deshacer tuertos y socorrer y 
acudir a los miserables [here fits the execution of my trade: to mend 
wrongs and help the miserable]

Don Quijote de la Mancha1

The war of wars (1914–18)

In 1914, England had an empire 114 times its size; Belgium, 80 times 
its size; The Netherlands, 60 times its size; France, 20 times its size; 
and Portugal, more than 20 times its size. In today’s Portugal, the older 
generation still remember being taught during the dictatorship with a 
famous map hanging on the walls of their primary schools that showed 
Portugal with its colonies projected over the entire European continent. 
‘Portugal is not a small country’, the caption said.

Between 1850 and 1911, the whole world was virtually conquered by 
the European empires. In Africa, only Liberia and Ethiopia were left 
out of division by the central powers. If we look at the map of Africa, 
we find the borders drawn by the great powers at the 1884–85 Berlin 
Congress with long straight lines, crossing rivers, cutting mountains 
and suppressing the livelihood of shepherds and farmers who were left 
without access to their means of production.2 In China and Indochina, 
the dispute began over spheres of influence, in a regime of protec-
torate and/or conquest.3 In these years, ‘the broad current of human 
history flowed through a narrow channel designed by a few European 
countries.’4

Central and Balkan Europe were under the boots of empires, Western 
Europe was fighting for colonies and markets. The European scenario 
was, therefore, of a crisis that would lead to ‘revolution or barbarism’; the 
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dichotomy was equated by the socialists at the beginning of the century.5 
The Austro-Hungarian Empire disputed territories with Serbia. And, 
on its way, it crushed several oppressed nationalities: Serbs, Croats, 
Slovenes, Czechs, Slovaks and Bulgarians. In 25 years, France had lost 
its population supremacy to Germany and demanded the fertile territo-
ries of Alsace and Lorraine, which had been lost in the Franco-Prussian 
War of 1871, the outcome of which had then propelled the first work-
ing-class government in history, the Paris Commune.6 British capitalism 
could not survive with a strong Germany that defeated France in the 
mainland. The bulk of the wealth in dispute between Austria-Hungary 
and the Russian Empire laid in Poland, Ukraine, the Baltic States and 
Finland. But, for Germany, a strong Russia was a threat.

Russia competed with the Austro-Hungarian Empire for its western 
territories, which were the most industrialised and the source of taxes 
for the empire. The Hermitage Palace would symbolically concentrate 
the spaces of war and revolution – there we find the rooms filled with 
semiprecious stones, gold, floors made of noble woods and chandeliers, 
all accumulated over 400 years of serfdom that, still in 1914, kept 40 per 
cent of the peasants on the edge of survival. Besides this, led by the Bol-
sheviks, Russian workers seized power in October 1917, storming the 
Winter Palace, a scene immortalised by the filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein 
in the film October (1928).

In one word, imperialism, that is, the phase of capitalist accumula-
tion in which no single capitalist entity could survive without trying to 
expand at the expense of others.7 We will see that during a short period of 
post-war 1945, the ‘golden years’ in Europe would allow for an unusual 
balance between imperialisms without wars in their territories (until the 
1992–95 Bosnian War and the Ukrainian war since 2014).

The nineteenth century begins with a crisis of colonialism – of the 
old empires – and ends with the ‘victory of colonial imperialism, which 
leads to a division of the world among the European powers – joined 
later by the United States and Japan – the intensification of interna-
tional tensions, and finally the First World War.’8 As the historian Eric 
Hobsbawm points out, ‘the most striking consequence ’ of the ‘dual 
revolution’ – the French Revolution of 1789 and the contemporaneous 
(British) Industrial Revolution – ‘was to establish a domination of the 
globe by a few western regimes (and especially by the British) which has 
no parallel in history.’9 We can relativise this statement if we think that 
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the rule of the Roman Empire was only over one part of the world, but 
it was the essential world at the time and it was more stable and lasting.

John Reed, a journalist and revolutionary, author of the sublime book 
on the Russian Revolution, Ten Days that Shook the World,10 is also the 
writer of a series of reports on the Balkans, shortly before the revolu-
tion, in the midst of the First World War (1915). In one passage, chaos 
stands out when a Russian ‘captain Martinev’ describes the apocalyptic 
carnage. They are called to Poland, where they arrive five days later 
because of the lack of trains, supplies and organisation:

We went in at ten in the morning and stood particularly heavy fire all 
day so heavy that the cook-wagons couldn’t reach us until midnight, 
so there was nothing to eat. The Germans attacked twice in the night, 
so there was no sleep. Next morning heavy artillery bombarded us. 
The men reeled as if they were drunk, forgot to take any precau-
tions, and went to sleep while they were shooting. The officers, with 
blazing eyes, muttering things like men walking in their sleep, went 
up and down beating the soldiers with the flat of their swords … I 
forgot what I was doing, and so did everybody, I think; indeed, I can’t 
remember what followed at all but we were in there for four days and 
four nights. Once a night the cook-wagons brought soup and bread. 
At least three times a night the Germans attacked at the point of the 
bayonet. We retired from trench to trench, turning like beasts at bay 
though we were all out of our heads … Finally on the fifth morning 
they relieved us. Out of eight thousand men two thousand came back, 
and twelve hundred of those went to the hospital.11

On 2 January 1916, the revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg12 wrote:

Business thrives in the ruins. Cities become piles of ruins; villages 
become cemeteries; countries, deserts; populations are beggared; 
churches, horse stalls. International law, treaties and alliances, the 
most sacred words and the highest authority have been torn in shreds. 
Every sovereign ‘by the grace of God’ is called a rogue and lying 
scoundrel by his cousin on the other side. Every diplomat is a cunning 
rascal to his colleagues in the other party. Every government sees 
every other as dooming its own people and worthy only of universal 
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contempt. There are food riots in Venice, in Lisbon, Moscow, Singa-
pore. There is plague in Russia, and misery and despair everywhere.13

The First World War began on 28 July 1914. In that month of 1914, 
everyone was talking about a quick war: ‘It will all be over by Christ-
mas!’, people said.14 It was the most ‘popular’ of the imperialist wars.

Victor Serge was a revolutionary and a writer born in Belgium to a 
couple of Russian exiles; he was arrested in France at the beginning of 
the war and wrote:

Vehement Marseillaises were heard in prison, sung by crowds accom-
panying the convoys of soldiers. We also heard: ‘To Berlin! To Berlin!’ 
This delusion, incomprehensible to us, was the consummation of the 
height of the imminent social catastrophe.15

War was not that popular. The French socialists even hypothesised a 
general strike against a European war in July 1914;16 in Germany, 
strikers were sent to the front as punishment; historical sources show 
that the working class of the powerful Ruhr region – still today the 
strongest and most unionised region of the European industrial working 
class – was not keen on patriotic demonstrations.17 Across the Atlantic, 
in the USA, the government called for the voluntary recruitment of 1 
million troops – but in the first six weeks after the declaration of war, 
only 70,000 had been enlisted.18

Recruitment for the First World War was relatively easy, however, 
because the peasants lived in isolated villages and because the experience 
of such a war was hitherto unknown. There is a geographical and social 
isolation in the rural world, even in the already industrialised England, 
Germany and France, which makes organised resistance very difficult. 
In fact, the peasants become resistants, deserters, only after being incor-
porated into a collective organisation – the army, and at war.

Nationalism thrives rapidly as an ideology. Novelists such as H.G. 
Wells called for support to ‘a war to end war’, Anatole France made 
‘little speeches to the soldiers’.19 However, the main support came from 
the organised labour movement. The war was supported by the majority 
of German social democracy, Austrian social democracy, the English 
Labour Party, the French Socialists, the large unions, the Russian anar-
chist Peter Kropotkin and the Indian pacifist Mahatma Gandhi. The 
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‘unity of the nation’, the ‘sacred union’, the appeal of the national 
bourgeoisies to the leaders of the popular strata was magnetic – and cat-
astrophic: 10 million dead according to some sources,20 20–22 million 
dead including civilians according to different sources.

Those who were against the war were only a few: the Bolsheviks and 
the Serbian socialists. And there were many individual heroes – Jean 
Jaurès, the French socialist leader who opposed the war, was assassi-
nated by a French nationalist on 31 July 1914.

War has revolved the bowels of society: women have entered the 
labour market en masse. It was this shift from isolated housework to 
concentrated factory work, from unpaid housework to wage labour, and 
the Russian Revolution – the achievement of broad social rights – that 
allowed for the first breath of gender equality in contemporary history. 
Although female suffrage was on the agenda in the early twentieth 
century, having already been conquered in Australia in 1902 and Finland 
in 1906, for example, only the First World War would break down the 
first major barrier to gender equality in England and Germany.21 And, 
in the case of Italy and France, this would only happen after the Second 
World War. In the southern countries, which became urbanised in the 
1960s, the major change in gender relations occurred only with the Por-
tuguese revolution of 1974 and 1975.

An economic cataclysm, the war and a social revolution, the Russian 
Revolution, are the factors that drove one of the most important social 
changes of the twentieth century – the increasing of gender equality 
and the gradual path to free union.22 Later, with the rise of fascism and 
Stalinism, many of these rights would be reversed until the victory of 
the resistance, both socialist and democratic, post-1945.

The middle classes join the ranks of those discontent with govern-
ments; there is hunger, deprivation and a shortage of supplies because 
production is aimed at serving war, and because many workers leave the 
factories and join the belligerent armies. Production turns to weapons 
of destruction. There is no bread because there are no bakers. There 
are soldiers. In Germany, only two-thirds of the calories needed to stay 
alive were guaranteed and there were 750,000 deaths due to malnutri-
tion.23 Vienna was probably the hardest hit city: ‘by 1917, a quarter of 
million people stood daily in one of 800 food lines spread throughout 
the city.’24 The black market expands, fuelled by inflation.
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This was the irrational but predictable conclusion of the first total war 
in history. The war wasn’t over by Christmas and it was devastating. It 
spread to Mesopotamia, Greece and Turkey with the break-up of the 
Ottoman Empire and North Africa.

Although the number of cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants in 
Northern and Western Europe increased from 22 to 120 between 1800 
and 1900,25 the massification of urban life, the exponential growth of the 
population, is a phenomenon that changes Europe only in the twentieth 
century. It is the century of population increase. Europe went from 279 
million people in 1850 to 408 million in 1900 and then to 740 million in 
2012. This would become one of the most important features of the last 
100 years: the consolidation, even in southern countries, of the tran-
sition from rural to urban societies. This event radically changed life 
in society. Family unity was definitely swept away by industrialisation 
and war (though different, the family has nonetheless held a high place 
to this day, as Therborn has shown in his monumental global family 
history).26 

Next to it, two other units evolve, which will play a central role in 
the European twentieth century: the political, conscious and organ-
ised collective; and the masses.27 Gramsci, the intellectual leader of the 
Italian Communist Party, reflects on the masses and parties, in the first 
case about the 1919–20 Italian workers’ uprising in the light of the Bol-
shevik socialist victory of 1917, and in the second about the Spanish 
historical defeat. In both cases, the relationships between leadership / 
consciousness / party and movement / spontaneity / masses are histor-
ically approached from a political horizon whose strategic focus is the 
constitution of a collective subject of social transformation.28 The expe-
rience of bureaucratisation (of separation between base and leadership) 
was also (more pessimistically) analysed by Robert Michels.29 It remains 
today as one of the most challenging aspects of society: how to avoid the 
bureaucratisation of the structures of social organisation?

Let’s get back to war. At the time, even with villages separated by 
only a few miles, the peasants had little contact with one another – the 
absence of roads, transport and communications could mean that what 
is today a small journey would then take hours. Far more distant was 
the contact with central power – with the state – which they only met in 
the form of the tax collector, or forced recruitment for wars, or looting 
during conflicts. During the storm of war, these peasants would expe-
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rience the first sense of belonging to a larger collective of their lives. 
Moreover, in 1917, they would defect en masse in many of the belliger-
ent armies, and support the revolution in Russia – because they wanted 
to return to their plot, because their families could not survive without 
their work.

The masses and the factory: the twentieth century would be the 
century of Fordism.30 There is an extraordinary expansion of the 
company/factory over these 120 years – including the service sector 
after the privatisation of the social functions of the state started in the 
1980s, which created the ‘service industry’, with the transfer to hospi-
tals, schools and public services of the working methods, time control, 
wages, etc. practised in the big factories.31 Gramsci writes in 1934 that: 

Taylor expresses with brutal cynicism the purpose of American 
society – developing in the worker to the highest degree automatic 
and mechanical attitudes, breaking up the old psycho-physical nexus 
of qualified professional work, which demands a certain active partic-
ipation of intelligence, fantasy and initiative on the part of the worker, 
and reducing productive operations to the mechanical physical 
aspect.32

And on the other side of the ‘masses’, there is the anonymous society,33 
whose origins date back to the seventeenth century. Not by chance, this 
is the name par excellence of the contemporary commercial society. But 
the name is not the thing. Companies might be anonymous societies, 
but they have an ID card, a bank account. Property, the supreme value 
of capitalist societies after the French Revolution, remains neverthe-
less a limited right (there is no unlimited right to property); although 
it is the most important right of Western legal systems, superposed to 
the right to life, since the right to the remuneration of capital overlaps 
with the right to employment on various occasions during the twentieth 
century.34 Access to property – land, communications, food, factories, 
machinery, raw materials – has been at the centre of Europe ’s most 
important conflicts ever since. Men mediated by stock titles that hide 
their social relationship, which do not appear as a relationship of dispute 
over what essential items are produced (and surplus, which allows them 
to expand the accumulation, the ‘investment’), but have appeared as a 
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relationship mediated by abstract titles on distant stock exchanges since 
the modern age.

Work appears today to many as an abstraction – but it is not. This is 
impossible in peasant societies, where the sense of collective production 
is concrete – ‘food does not fall on anyone’s table ’. It is produced there, 
in front of the house. In village life, it is impossible not to understand 
that maintaining society depends on work and that if it is not fulfilled, 
vital needs will not be met. The same is not true in the city where the 
centrality of work is overshadowed by a complexification of social rela-
tions in which various forms of non-work such as rents, profits, family 
and state welfare (family or state aid via taxes) play a central role in 
European societies.

Devalued in this way, labour only becomes central when, by virtue of 
its political and trade union organisations, this centrality is disputed in 
the field of political awareness – the awareness that nothing is as import-
ant to ensure the existence of humanity as labour. Everything is born 
and perishes from labour as man’s activity of mastery over nature, of 
creation35 – and from labour as a social relationship.

This awareness – that workers have a decisive role to play in history 
– acquired an unusual dimension in Europe between the late nineteenth 
century and the first three decades of the twentieth century. If the rev-
olutions of 1848 had already set in motion the workers of France and 
Germany, if the Paris Commune had shown the way for a non-propri-
etary class to seize power, at the dawn of the twentieth century, ‘working 
men and (to a much lesser extent) women made their presence felt in the 
public arena of most European countries’:36 in the first Russian Revolu-
tion of 1905; in the anarchist revolt of Barcelona in 1909, which became 
known as the ‘tragic week’; in Italy’s ‘red week’ in June 1914; and in 
the widespread strikes in France, Germany and England (there were 
500 industrial conflicts in France between 1900 and 1915). In England, 
there was an unprecedented wave of strikes in 1911, and in Germany, 
1 million workers took part in strikes in 1912. In 1914, the English and 
German unions had more than 2 million members, which would then 
correspond to 30 per cent of the male working force.37 In Portugal, the 
vigour of the workers’ press at the end of the monarchy and the begin-
ning of the republic is unique in the country’s history, with hundreds of 
regular worker’s newspapers and magazines being published throughout 
this period. The French Socialist Party, first constituted as the French 
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Section of the Worker’s International to highlight the party’s interna-
tionalism, had 1.5 million votes in 1914.

However, the entire labour movement was not all socialist. On the 
eve of the war, there was a battle in Europe between a reformist way, 
based on parliamentary institutions and the state, and the revolutionary 
way, driven by parties strongly influenced by Marxism, with the defence 
of the insurrectionary way based on organisations independent from 
the state.38 

Resistance to war

On 4 August 1914, Hugo Haase, the representative of the Social Dem-
ocratic Party of Germany (SPD) – which just two months earlier, in 
June, had paraded in anti-war rallies – bowing to party discipline, spoke 
in parliament on behalf of the SPD, defending his party’s vote for the 
war loans. ‘We won’t abandon the Fatherland in the hour of danger’,39 
he said, putting his party in the shadow of the Kaiser. It was the moral 
collapse of the socialists.

The psychological impact of this action on millions of workers and 
the party that had grown uninterruptedly over 50 years, and its effect 
across Europe is devastating. Karl Liebknecht, a labour lawyer and rev-
olutionary militant, is the only SPD MP to vote against the war loans. 
In the wake of the party’s crisis, he founded the Spartacist League with 
Rosa Luxemburg, which would later merge with the Independent Social 
Democratic Party of Germany (USPD). Later, they would found the 
Communist Party of Germany (KPD).

The declaration of war is in stark contrast to the internationalist 
and solidary determination that had given rise to the first attempt to 
overcome nationalist pressures and organise workers internationally: 
the International Workingmen’s Association (IWA), known as the First 
International, founded in 1864; and whose main promoter was Karl 
Marx, author of its inaugural speech: 

If the emancipation of the working classes requires their fraternal 
concurrence, how are they to fulfil that great mission with a foreign 
policy in pursuit of criminal designs, playing upon national prejudices, 
and squandering in piratical wars the people ’s blood and treasure? … 
the immense and unresisted encroachments of that barbarous power 
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… have taught the working classes the duty to master themselves the 
mysteries of international politics; to watch the diplomatic acts of 
their respective governments; to counteract them, if necessary, by all 
means in their power; when unable to prevent, to combine in simulta-
neous denunciations, and to vindicate the simple laws or morals and 
justice, which ought to govern the relations of private individuals, as 
the rules paramount of the intercourse of nations.

The fight for such a foreign policy forms part of the general 
struggle for the emancipation of the working classes.

Proletarians of all countries unite!40

The First International would fail only a few years later, in the 1870s, 
mainly because of the divisions regarding the strategy to be devel-
oped in relation to political power and the state,41 in a struggle between 
anarchism and socialism starring Bakunin and Marx. The Second Inter-
national, also known as the Socialist International, follows this, and its 
most prominent driver would be Marx’s intellectual companion and 
comrade in arms, Friedrich Engels, the ‘general’. It would be founded 
– now that the proletariat objectively has grown – based on labour and 
socialist parties.

The German SPD would be its strongest party at the dawn of the 
twentieth century. The adherence of the SPD and most socialist parties 
to First World War and national patriotism would crush the socialist 
world. It is the collapse of a giant.

However, if war accelerates barbarism, it also boosts resistance. 
Almost all revolutions in the twentieth century (but not all)42 originated 
directly or indirectly in war – because they mobilise the whole of society 
and raises class tensions to the maximum.

Therefore, if the Second International had yielded to nationalist and 
militaristic pressures, the same war generated, under the aegis of Bol-
shevik Russia, a leadership, a hope, with a worldwide vigour that did 
not exist until then in history. Countries were torn apart, but the labour 
movement had strengthened, among other reasons already mentioned, 
because millions of peasants at the front (where sometimes, by way of 
recruitment by village, whole regiments died!) became transformed 
from isolated farmers into a collective force, the army.

The ‘sack of potatoes’, a metaphor used by Marx in a famous passage 
from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, in which he charac-
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terised the peasants as being together ‘much as potatoes in a sack of 
potatoes’, unable to assume a unified, prominent role in revolution, had 
been transformed into cohesive ‘mashed potatoes’ – the most interde-
pendent collective in history, an army at war – where the life of each one 
depends on their collective action. To this, a number of leading cadres 
was added, organised in the strongest Socialist Party known to history, 
the Bolshevik Party: ‘for the first time in party history, one of them 
would be victorious.’43 

The most profound and coherent historian of the Bolshevik Party, 
Pierre Broué, a Frenchman who died in 2005, insisted in his work that, 
in what concerns the Russian Revolution, we have to come out of a 
‘historiography whose feelings oscillate between blind admiration and 
systematic slander.’44 He reminds us of the vitality, the dissension, the 
controversy, the democracy within the Party and also the individual 
role of its men, a number of rare and brilliant characters in contempo-
rary political life who, although headed by Lenin, cannot be reduced 
to Lenin; Broué also reminds us of a party exceptionally rooted in the 
masses – the Pravda, created shortly before the war, which published 
in just one year 11,114 letters from workers’ correspondents. Out of a 
total of 2,770 issues in the daily, 110 will be the subject of legal pro-
ceedings; in total, its writers are sentenced to 472 months in prison and 
the fines amount to double the funds collected by the newspaper.45 This 
happened before the war, under the tsarist dictatorship.

It was already a mass party, and the relationship with the avant-garde 
– later discredited by Stalinist ‘cult of personality’ – was only that of 
the inseparable and necessary relationship between intellectuals and 
workers,46 not the replacement of the basic social force by an enlight-
ened leader, as it will be after 1927–28.

In 1915, in the small village of Zimmerwald, Switzerland, a group of 
leaders who oppose the war gather and try to make communism into an 
international movement. On 5–8 September 1915, 36 delegates from 19 
countries declared their readiness to fight for social revolution against 
war, for the defeat of their own countries and against pacifism. They 
could fit in four taxis. The manifesto is written by Leon Trotsky and 
defines the basis of the struggle against the ‘Sacred Union’.

Another prominent leader, Christian Rakovsky, speaks at the end of 
the conference in favour of a Third International, assuming the death of 
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the Second International, for having led the parties of its sister countries 
to take up arms against each other.

The idea of a new International was initially unwelcome. Rakovsky 
would be slandered as a German agent, however, just two years later, 
the war fronts internationalise with the mass riots raised in the armies.

The historian William Pelz argues that even using technology, the 
First World War may not have been the deadliest, but what ‘might not 
have been matched was the level of collective opposition to it.’47 

In the USA, Eugene Debbs, one of the founders of America’s most 
egalitarian union, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), affec-
tionately known as the Wobblies, with miners, farm wage earners, 
dockworkers, sailors who founded an internationalist union on 27 June 
1905, speaks at his trial against the war. The IWW were at the origin 
of the song ‘Solidarity Forever’, the best-known working-class music 
after ‘The International’. Arrested, accused of violating the Espionage 
Act, which prohibited any public demonstration against the war, Debbs 
refuses to defend himself or have witnesses at the trial:

I have been accused of obstructing the war. I admit it. Gentlemen, I 
abhor war. I would oppose war if I stood alone … I have sympathy 
with the suffering, struggling people everywhere. It does not make 
any difference under what flag they were born, or where they live…48 

At Christmas 1914, French and German troops fraternise in the 
trenches, and are penalised. But it was not until April 1917 that the first 
mass ‘farewell to arms’49 of the First World War – 68 divisions, no less 
than half of the French army, refused to return to the front: death, agony, 
lice, tuberculosis – workers, peasants (now soldiers) were burying them-
selves alive in the mud and blood of the trenches. The response of the 
state was overwhelming: 500 death sentences and 49 executions. Some 
units rose with the red flag singing ‘The International’. They wanted 
to march on Paris, they shouted, ‘Long live the Revolution’, ‘Long live 
the Russians!’ They sang ‘The Song of Craonne’: ‘It’ll be your turn, 
you fat cats, / To go up onto the plateau. / ’Cause if you want to make 
war, / Then pay for it with your own skins.’50 Near Boulogne-sur-Mer, 
in Étaples, a rebellion of 100,000 English soldiers lasts five days. British 
officers used the ‘carrot-and-stick’ policy: they made concessions and 
executed the leaders to end the rebellion.




