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Abstract 

Anti-communist groups have often been misunderstood or treated superficially, even among 

scholars specialising in fields such as Cold War history, labour history, and the history of the 

anti-Stalinist Left.  A common misconception is that anti-communism was exclusively a 

movement of the political Right.  This thesis seeks to provide a deeper understanding of anti-

communism, and to correct a number of important misapprehensions, by surveying articles 

written for The New Leader, a social democratic periodical (located in New York) which 

published extensive commentary on communism and on events in the Soviet bloc.  Russian 

Menshevik exiles were at the core of The New Leader circle.  This research closely examines 

articles printed in The New Leader from 1946 to 1953 in order to see how these articles 

interpreted developments in the Soviet bloc in these years.   

Using the concept of an “immanent critique” as a theoretical framework, the central 

argument of this thesis is that New Leader writers relied on left-wing arguments in their 

attempts to discredit communism and Soviet-type regimes.  With very few exceptions, these 

writers remained true to their political origins, their attacks on communism remaining firmly 

within the bounds of left-wing discourse.  This thesis shows that, while New Leader writers 

were strong believers in totalitarianism theory, their thinking on the subject can be traced 

back to the ideas put forward by fellow left-wingers, most notably to the German socialist 

theoretician, Rudolf Hilferding.  Writers in The New Leader circle, this research demonstrates, 

were not at all sympathetic to right-wing versions of totalitarianism theory.  This study also 

shows that, in numerous articles, The New Leader assailed communist regimes for failing to 

uphold the rights of trade unions, for poor working conditions, and for the widespread use of 

forced labour.  Detailed attention is also given to The New Leader’s commentary on the issue 
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of antisemitism in the Soviet Union and the satellite states.  By repudiating Soviet-type 

regimes for their abuse of workers’ rights or for their antisemitism, The New Leader was 

appealing to traditional socialist sentiments and principles.  In examining themes such as 

these, and in viewing The New Leader’s writings on communism as an immanent critique, this 

thesis offers a new reading of the American anti-Stalinist Left in the early Cold War years. 
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General introduction 

One way of viewing the Cold War is as a contest between two rival economic and social 

systems.  Odd Arne Westad, a distinguished Cold War historian, certainly sees it that way, 

stating baldly in a recent history of the conflict that the Cold War was “a confrontation 

between capitalism and socialism.” 1  This economic understanding of the conflict was 

particularly popular in the years immediately following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 

years of “Cold War triumphalism,” when market economics seemed to have won a decisive 

and permanent victory over central planning.  This view may be right or wrong – certainly 

there is much to be said for this conceptualisation – but it was not always how those who 

took part in the intellectual debates of the early years of the Cold War saw the conflict.  Many 

members of the American anti-Stalinist Left – often referred to as the "New York intellectuals” 

– rejected this economic view of the conflict.  Rather than seeing the Cold War as a clash 

between communism and capitalism, they insisted that it was above all else a war between 

democracy and totalitarianism.  The New York intellectuals stated this position clearly in the 

various journals they created and wrote for.   

The journals created by the New York intellectuals have since become renowned (and 

sometimes notorious), at least in academic and intellectual circles: titles such as Partisan 

Review, Commentary, Politics, Dissent, The Public Interest, Modern Review, and The New 

Leader.  The New York Review of Books, which published its first issue in 1963, can also trace 

its descent from this group of intellectuals.  Daniel Bell, himself a member of the New York 

Intellectuals, said of the group: “In the 1940s, the anti-Stalinist Left became a major presence 

 
1 Odd Arne Westad, The Cold War: A World History (United Kingdom: Penguin Books, 2018), 1. 
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in American intellectual life.”2 Naturally enough, quite a number of books, including memoirs 

by members of the group, have been written about this “major presence,” especially from 

the 1980s onwards.3 The focus of this thesis is on one of those journals, The New Leader, and 

in particular how this journal interpreted events in the Soviet Union and other communist 

states.   

The New Leader (hereafter referred to as the NL) began publication as a weekly newspaper 

on January 19, 1924.4 The NL was created to represent the views of the Socialist Party of 

America, taking the place of defunct Socialist Party daily, the New York Call, and a very short-

lived newspaper which followed the Call, The New York Leader (from which the NL took its 

name).5 Beginning as a broadsheet, it became a tabloid-sized newspaper in 1944 – tabloid in 

size, not in style or content – and then, in May 1950, it became a magazine.6 It switched to 

being a fortnightly magazine in 1961.7 Due to financial constraints, it became a bi-monthly in 

the year 2000.8 Despite having very limited financial means, the NL remained in print for a 

remarkably long time: from 1924 to 2006, a total of 82 years.  The NL ceased publishing a 

 
2 Daniel Bell, “The Early Years,” The New Leader, January-April, 2006, 13. 
3 See Irving Howe, A Margin of Hope: An Intellectual Autobiography (San Diego, California: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich, 1982); Terry A. Cooney, The Rise of the New York Intellectuals: Partisan Review and Its Circle 
(Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1986); Alexander Bloom, Prodigal Sons: The New York 
Intellectuals and Their World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); Alan M. Wald, The New York 
Intellectuals: The Rise and Decline of the Anti-Stalinist Left From the 1930s to the 1980s (Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1987); Neill Jumonville, Critical Crossings: The New York 
Intellectuals and Postwar America (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1991); Hugh Wilford, The 
New York Intellectuals: From Vanguard to Institution (New York: Manchester University Press, 1995); Harvey 
M. Teres, Renewing the Left: Politics, Imagination, and the New York Intellectuals (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996); Joseph Doorman, Arguing the World: The New York Intellectuals in their Own Words (New York: 
The Free Press, 2000); David Laskin David, Partisans: Marriage, Politics, and Betrayal Among the New York 
Intellectuals (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000). 

4 Paul Kessler, “The New Leader and Its World” (master’s thesis, Columbia University, 1950), 20. 
5 Ibid., 16-17, 192. 
6 “‘Leader’ Weekly to Have New Dress,” The New York Times, April 30, 1950, 51; Charles McGrath, “A 

Liberal Beacon Burns Out,” The New York Times, January 23, 2006, E1; Myron Kolatch, “Between Issues,” The 
New Leader, May/June-July/August, 2010, 2. 

7 Daniel Bell, “The Moral Vision of ‘The New Leader,’” The New Leader, December 24, 1973, 9. 
8 Alex Kuczynski, “Socialist Realism Moves to the Web,” The New Leader, April 10, 2000, C19. 
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print edition in 2006, and continued with exactly the same layout as an online magazine until 

2010, when it wound up publication altogether.9 Circulation figures for the NL are difficult to 

pin down with any certainty, but in 1939 the paper proudly announced that it had “reached 

the greatest circulation in its history,” selling just above thirty-nine thousand copies of what 

it called its “Special Hunger Edition” (although the same article did note that 5,000 copies had 

been bought as a batch by one Socialist Party branch in Chicago).10 Daniel Bell recalled in 2006 

that the NL “had a small circulation of about 5,000 copies in 1940.”11 Hugh Wilford writes that 

it had “roughly twenty-eight thousand subscriptions in 1955, of which nineteen thousand 

were individual and the remainder bulk purchases by U.S. unions.”12 In April 2000, the last 

executive editor of the NL, Myron Kolatch, told The New York Times that the circulation of the 

magazine was approximately fifteen thousand.13  

Although the NL had a very long history for a small periodical – and all of that history is worthy 

of study – this thesis will concentrate on the immediate post-war years: from the beginning 

of 1946 until Stalin’s death in March 1953.  This thesis will occasionally stray outside this six-

year timespan, but only to explain something of the history of the NL and of American 

socialism, or to offer a basis for comparison with the period under review, that is, to weigh 

up how much, or how little, the NL changed in its political attitudes over the years.  There are 

three main reasons for selecting this relatively short period of the NL’s history: first, in order 

to study what was written in the NL in any detail – and therefore to add something of value 

to the scholarship on the subject – it became necessary to choose a fairly limited and 

 
9 Kolatch, “Between Issues.” 2-3. 
10 “The Biggest New Leader Ever Issued,” The New Leader, August 8, 1931, 4. 
11 Bell, “The Early Years,” 9. 
12 Hugh Wilford, “Playing the CIA’s Tune?  The New Leader and the Cultural Cold War,” Diplomatic History 

27, no. 1 (2003): 29. 
13 Kuczynski, “Socialist Realism Moves to the Web,” C19. 
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manageable period to review; secondly, the first years of the Cold War were arguably one of 

the “hottest” periods, if not the hottest period, of the Cold War, and holds an central place in 

Cold War historiography (a close study of the NL in the first years of the Cold War can certainly 

tell us much about the anti-Stalinist Left, and can give us a deeper understanding of other 

intellectual and political currents of the time, an important task for an historical period that 

seems to lend itself to caricature); thirdly, these years were the NL’s heyday, a period when 

it was at the peak of its influence, arguably the period when it was read with most interest 

and when it made its largest impact on the public. The NL maintained this level of influence 

throughout the 1950s.14   

Historians do, of course, sometimes dispute when the Cold War began.  This thesis will use 

what is the standard starting-point for the Cold War among scholars: the first months of 1946.  

Two speeches are often cited as marking the beginning of the Cold War.  One of those 

speeches, it almost goes without saying, was Winston Churchill’s famous “Iron Curtain” 

speech, given at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, on March 5, 1946.  Less well-known 

today was a speech given by Stalin less than a month earlier, a speech which was seen at the 

time, and by scholars afterwards, as a clear signal that Stalin wished to terminate his wartime 

alliance with the Western powers.15 Benjamin Pinkus wrote of this speech: 

In his election speech to the Supreme Soviet on 9 February 1946, Stalin warned Soviet citizens that 
as long as capitalism existed there would be wars, and that the Soviet Union must be prepared.  
The meaning of his words was clear: the easing of tension at home and abroad was at an end, and 
once again two hostile camps faced each other.16  

 
14 Wilford, “Playing the CIA’s Tune?,” 28. 
15 Joseph Stalin, “New Five-Year Plan for Russia,” Vital Speeches of the Day 12, no. 10 (1946): 300-04; John 

R. Deane, The Strange Alliance: The Story of Our Efforts at Wartime Co-operation with Russia (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1947), 320; William Hardy McNeill, America, Britain, and Russia: Their Co-Operation and Conflict 
191-1946 (London: Oxford University Press, 1953), 654-56; Dean Acheson, “The Parties and Foreign Policy,” 
Harper’s Magazine, November 1, 1955, 30; John Lewis Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold 
War 1941-1947 (New York: Columbia University Press), 299-301. 

16 Benjamin Pinkus, The Jews of the Soviet Union: The History of a National Minority (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 151. 
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In between these two speeches, there was also George F. Kennan’s “Long Telegram,” which 

reached Washington from Moscow on February 22, 1946.17 In this highly influential telegram 

(a policy memorandum, really), the deputy head of the American embassy in Moscow urged 

that the United States take up what would become known as a strategy of “containment” in 

regard to Soviet expansion abroad.18 As we shall see in the course of this thesis, however, the 

NL had been waging its own Cold War, its own campaign of containment, against the Soviet 

Union and the broader communist movement for a long time prior to 1946.  

The question may be asked: why is it worthwhile studying a defunct, small-circulation 

publication such as the NL?  There are a number of answers to that question.  In the first 

place, although the NL only ever had a small direct readership, it had, as Paul Kessler pointed 

out in 1950, a much wider influence than the size of this readership would suggest.19 Many 

articles written for NL, for example, were later reprinted in other publications.  Kessler 

observed:      

Though the paper’s influence cannot be measured, an indication of its extent may be obtained 
from the number of New Leader articles that have been quoted or referred to by other papers.  
New Leader articles have appeared in papers from Korea to Argentina and from France to 
Michigan.20     

Kessler went on to add: “The hundreds of New Leader articles that were republished by other 

editors indicate that they have value.  The large circulation that The New Leader has achieved 

in this fashion has brought it fame, but not fortune.”21 Kessler also suggested, however, that 

there was a financial reason for the recycling of NL articles.  He noted:   

 
17 John Lukas, George Kennan: A Study of Character (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2007), 

73. 
18 See George F. Kennan, Memoirs 1925-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1967), 271-297; Walter 

L. Hixon, George F. Kennan: Cold War Iconoclast (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 22, 30. 
19 Kessler, “New Leader and Its World,” 315. 
20 Ibid., 314. 
21 Ibid., 315. 
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The paper freely gives permission to reprint its material.  That explains to some extent the large 
number of republished articles.  American editors still find free material unusually attractive.  And 
when the material is almost always of the highest quality, why shouldn’t it be used?22 

Whatever the motivation, the editors of other periodicals clearly felt that what was written 

in the NL was worth repeating.   

Indeed, of more significance than the reprinting of articles was the fact that the NL was well 

respected by journalists who held jobs at mass-circulation publications.  “The paper has been 

praised,” Kessler noted, “by Life and the Saturday Evening Post as well as other periodicals.”23  

The editorial staff of The New York Times seemed particularly fond of the NL: the Times 

warmly congratulated the NL, and wished it well for the future, in editorials marking the NL’s 

thirty-first and fiftieth anniversaries.24 The Times also noted, in its editorial columns, the 

passing of the NL’s executive editor, Samuel M. Levitas, who died in January 1961 

(incidentally, Levitas’ son, Mitchel, would later have a long career in various editorial positions 

at the Times).25 One of those editorials spoke of the NL as “this estimable biweekly of news 

and opinion.”26 The NL was held in especially high esteem in the first years of the Cold War, 

when journalists had a pressing need for information on the Soviet Union and its nascent 

satellite states.  Kessler wrote of the NL in this period: “It became the authoritative source for 

anti-Communist information.  As never before it became a newspaper man’s newspaper.”27 

Kessler added: “The battle against the Communists was a major service that the paper 

performed for the community.  It served as a guide for much of the press.”28 This reputation 

 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 314. 
24 “The New Leader’s Birthday,” The New York Times, October 9, 1954, 16; “The New Leader at 50,” The 

New York Times, November 14, 1973, 44. 
25 “Samuel F. Levitas,” The New York Times, January 5, 1961, 30; “Levitas and Schanberg Are Named to New 

Posts as Editors at The Times,” The New York Times, May 20, 1977, 17. 
26 “The New Leader at 50,” 44; “Times Is Planning Op-Ed Changes,” The New York Times, June 13, 1990, 

C17. 
27 Kessler, “New Leader and Its World,” 223. 
28 Ibid., 224-25. 
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had been established, to some degree at least, prior to the beginning of the Cold War.  As 

Kessler pointed out, the NL first began to be seen as “a useful guide through the labyrinth of 

Russian [foreign] policy” after the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was signed.29 (Justifiably, the 

editors of the NL were, as Hugh Wilford writes, “proud of their record of predicting the Nazi-

Soviet Pact in early 1939.”)30 As the Cold War got underway, the NL was regarded as being 

particularly helpful for the insights its writers could offer on the machinations of the senior 

leadership of the Soviet Union.31 Wilford credits an important figure in the NL circle, Boris 

Nicolaevsky, with “pioneering the new discipline of ‘Kremlinology.’”32 According to Anatole 

Shub, Nicolaevsky “was recognized as the grand master of Kremlinology.”33   

More generally, the NL also gained an appreciative audience for its coverage of international 

events outside the Soviet bloc.  Anatole Shub wrote in the last print edition of the NL that “it 

was the many-sided international coverage that commended the magazine to policymakers 

and distinguished it from mainstream newsweeklies and from competitive journals of 

opinion.”34  For such a small, cash-strapped publication, the NL managed to assemble an 

impressive list of contributors from around the world.  In the last issue for the period under 

review (March 2, 1953), the NL listed sixteen foreign correspondents on its masthead.  

Practically every region of the globe was covered at one time or another by its regular foreign 

correspondents: Europe, the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent, the eastern parts of Asia, 

Australasia, and Latin America.  The one region not represented in the period under review, 

at least as far as regular correspondents go, was sub-Saharan Africa, though the NL would pay 

 
29 Ibid., 250. 
30 Wilford, “Playing the CIA’s Tune?,” 21. 
31 Anatole Shub, “The Cold War Fifties,” The New Leader, January-April, 2006, 14-15. 
32 Wilford, “Playing the CIA’s Tune?,” 20. 
33 Shub, “Cold War Fifties,” 14. 
34 Ibid. 
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greater attention to African affairs as time went on.  The NL did not have correspondents 

within the Soviet bloc or Communist China, but these areas were, of course, the focus of its 

attention.  Besides its regular foreign correspondents, it also gathered articles from 

contributors around the world.  One of those contributors was George Orwell, who wrote 

several pieces for the NL’s literary section, including one of his more important essays, 

“Burnham’s View of the Contemporary World Struggle.”35 Oddly, although Orwell wrote for 

the NL, as well as for three other publications of the New York Intellectuals (Commentary, 

Partisan Review, and Politics), the influence of these publications on Orwell’s political thinking 

appears – at least as far as this author is able to judge – to have been overlooked in the many 

studies and biographies written on Orwell. Certainly, it has not received the attention it 

deserves.  Another notable international contributor to the NL was Bertrand Russell.  Russell 

was not only a long-time contributor to the NL, but was also one of its active supporters, 

helping the publication financially by being one of the speakers at the NL’s twentieth 

anniversary dinner, a fundraising event that the NL said was attended by “1,000 persons.”36  

In addition, important European political figures (chiefly socialists) had links with the NL in the 

period under review.  Five articles by the former French Socialist premier, Leon Blum, were 

printed in the NL at this time, among which was a series of four articles detailing his 

experiences under Nazi occupation, including his time at Dachau concentration camp.37 The 

 
35 George Orwell, “Burnham’s View of the Contemporary World Struggle,” The New Leader, March 29, 

1947, 12-14; George Orwell, “Writers and Leviathan,” The New Leader, June 19, 1948, 10-11 (“Writers and 
Leviathan” first appeared in Politics and Letters in Britain and was published in the NL soon after); George 
Orwell, “Orwell on Churchill: A Critic Views a Statesman,” review of Their Finest Hour by Winston S. Churchill.  
The New Leader, May 14, 1949, 10. 

36 “New Leader Feted on 20th Anniversary,” The New Leader, April 17, 1943, 1. 
37 Leon Blum, “Flight Into Terror: My Last Days as a Prisoner in a Nazi Concentration Camp,” The New 

Leader, March 2, 1946, 7; Leon Blum, “Flight Into Terror: 2. My Last Days as a Prisoner in a Nazi Concentration 
Camp,” The New Leader, March 23, 1946, 3; Leon Blum, “Flight Into Terror: 3. My Last Days as a Prisoner of the 
Nazis in Germany,” The New Leader, March 30, 1946, 9; Leon Blum, “Flight From Terror: 3. From Dachau to 
Freedom: Rescued by the American Army,” The New Leader, May 25, 1946, 8, 14; Leon Blum, “De Gaulle and 
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leader of the German Social Democratic Party, Kurt Schumacher, also a victim of Nazi 

persecution, wrote two articles for the NL in this period, as well as granting an interview to 

the NL’s David J. Dallin.38 Like Bertrand Russell, Herbert Morrison, Deputy Prime Minister and 

(briefly) Foreign Secretary in the Attlee Labour Government, assisted the NL financially by 

agreeing to be the “guest of honor” at a number of the NL’s anniversary fundraising dinners.39     

Perhaps surprisingly, given the political climate in the United States during the first period of 

the Cold War (especially in the early 1950s), American political figures were also willing to 

associate themselves with the NL.  This was a period, we should recall, when the slightest 

connection to socialism was suspect in the United States, a time when red-baiting politicians 

often did not bother to distinguish between the communist and non-communist Left.  The 

NL’s strong anti-communism, however, meant that it was a reasonably safe publication for 

liberal politicians and government officials.  Paul H. Douglas, liberal senator from Illinois, 

contributed articles to the NL in the period under review (and after).40 Adolph A. Berle Jr., one 

of the brains in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “brains trust” and a former Assistant Secretary of State, 

had a particularly strong and long-lasting association with the NL, writing numerous opinion 

articles and book reviews for the NL from the early 1940s until the mid-1960s.41 As Hugh 

Wilford points out, even Allen Dulles, director of the Central Intelligence Agency from 1953 

 
the Communists,” The New Leader, December 4, 1948, 9; Leon Blum, “France’s Perennial Crisis,” The New 
Leader, February 18, 1950, 7.  

38 Kurt Schumacher, “The Moscow Conference: Dismemberment of the Reich and Security,” The New 
Leader, March 8, 1947, 10, 19; Kurt Schumacher, “Will Germany Go Communist?  A Possible Key to the Destiny 
of Europe,” The New Leader, December 13, 1947, 10, 19; David J. Dallin, “Interview with Kurt Schumacher: 
‘Defend Europe on the Elbe,’” The New Leader, July 23, 1951, 9-10. 

39 “Mr. Morrison Rises,” The New Leader, March 26, 1951, 30; Herbert Morrison, “British Labor Must Face 
Facts,” The New Leader, November 10, 1952, 4. 

40 Paul H. Douglas, “The United States Senate: Minority Rule Must Go,” The New Leader, May 7, 1949, 7, 
14; Paul H. Douglas, “Keep Reds Out of UN, Off Formosa – Douglas,” The New Leader, April 23, 1951, 3; Paul H. 
Douglas, “What to Do about China,” The New Leader, July 9, 1951, 2-4. 

41 Berle was an ardent anti-communist and wrote on both economics and foreign policy in the NL.  For an 
example of his writing on foreign policy in the NL the period under review, see Adolf A. Berle, “The President 
and Foreign Policy,” The New Leader, July 28, 1952, 11-13.   
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to 1962, had an article published the NL (in May, 1949), an article entitled “Security without 

Witch Hunts.”42 Wilford also notes that Dulles praised the NL in 1956.43 Wilford notes, too, 

that the aforementioned George F. Kennan sought the counsel of Boris Nicolaevsky on 

questions of policy.44 “So significant has The New Leader become,” Paul Kessler stated in 

1950, “that the Federal government regularly consults its editors about the loyalty of 

prominent prospective appointees to public office.”45  Once more, the point needs to be 

emphasised that it was not so much the size of the NL’s circulation that mattered, but who 

was reading it.  As Kessler noted (again in 1950): “Now it [the NL] is hoping to accomplish its 

goals through influencing a relatively small group of union leaders, intellectuals, government 

administrators, politicians, and journalists.  Mass circulation is hardly among its hopes for the 

future.”46  

Prominent American scholars and literary figures were also associated with the NL, as either 

writers or contributing editors (or sometimes both).  The philosopher John Dewey had a 

notably strong connection to the NL.  As the NL put it on his ninetieth birthday in 1949, “for 

many years, [Dewey] has been an active colleague of ours, both as a Contributing Editor and 

as an associate in various non-journalistic undertakings.” 47  Another philosopher, Sidney 

Hook, was also a contributing editor, in addition to providing the NL with many articles and 

essays from 1939 until the late-1960s.48 (Both Dewey and Hook, it is interesting to note, 

subscribed to the philosophy of pragmatism.)  The sociologist Daniel Bell also had a deep 

 
42 Wilford, “Playing the CIA’s Tune?,” 27; Allen W. Dulles, “Security without Witch Hunts,” The New Leader, 
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involvement with the NL.  According to Bell’s own account, he first became a reader of NL in 

1932, as a thirteen-year-old socialist.49 In 1938, when Bell was nineteen, he progressed from 

being a reader of the NL to writing for it, and he would then go on to be an important member 

of its staff, working as a staff writer and later as managing editor in the years 1940 to 1944.50 

Though his contributions eventually tapered off over the years, Bell continued to write the 

occasional article for the NL throughout his life, his final piece being published in the last print 

issue in 2006.51 As for American literary figures, the novelist Upton Sinclair had an association 

with the NL which stretched back to its first year of publication in 1924, and he wrote a 

number of pieces for the NL in the period under study and afterwards.  Saul Bellow wrote 

book reviews for the NL in the period under review.52 Black writers had links with the NL, too: 

to take one of the most notable examples, James Baldwin, just starting out on his writing 

career, wrote twelve book reviews and one article for the NL in the period being studied (they 

appeared in the NL from May 1947 to October 1948).53 This listing of those who wrote for, 

worked for, or assisted the NL only really scratches the surface of all those who were involved 

with the publication in some way, even for the relatively short period under review.  Any list 

of those who wrote for the NL becomes more impressive still when it is noted – as it was in 

several articles written about the NL for other publications – that those who wrote for the NL 
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wrote for it for free (the exception being regular columnists, who were, it seems, paid 

modestly for their efforts).54  

Despite the fact that some of the twentieth century’s leading writers and thinkers wrote for 

the NL, the publication has, however, attracted very little scholarly attention.  Hugh Wilford 

has observed that the NL has tended to be used by scholars for the light it can shed on other 

topics, but rarely studied for its own sake.  He notes, also, that the NL has not received 

anything like the scholarly interest that another publication of the New York intellectuals, 

Partisan Review, has received, writing that “the scholarly literature on the New Leader (NL), 

at least compared with that on the Partisan Review (PR), remains miniscule, confined to 

passing references in books on other subjects.”55  Ben Yagoda has likewise noted that the NL 

is barely alluded to in books on the New York intellectuals.  Yagoda remarked: “The New 

Leader tended to be mentioned glancingly, if at all, and its existence after, say, 1960 was 

almost never acknowledged.”56   

The first scholarly work to examine the NL as a subject in its own right was a master’s thesis 

published by Paul Kessler in 1950, entitled “The New Leader and Its World.”57 It took over fifty 

years for the NL to again become the sole focus of a scholarly examination, the long drought 

finally being broken with Hugh Wilford’s excellent 2003 academic article, “Playing the CIA’s 

Tune? The New Leader and the Cultural Cold War.”58 Wilford also referred to the NL a few 
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years later (in 2008) in his book The Mighty Wurlitzer: How the CIA Played America.59 The NL 

featured in a chapter of Earl Latham’s 1966 book, The Communist Controversy in Washington: 

From the New Deal to McCarthy, although this is a prime example of a scholar drawing upon 

the NL in order to illuminate another topic (in this case, McCarthyism).60 The NL also received 

some attention in the 1979 book, Crisis on the Left: Cold War Politics and American Liberals, 

1947-1954, by Mary Sperling McAuliffe (McAuliffe wrote of the polemical battles that took 

place between the NL and another left-of-centre American journal, The Nation, in the early 

years of the Cold War).61 The NL was accorded a degree of prominence in André Liebich’s 

1995 academic article, “Mensheviks Wage the Cold War.”62 Also, as Wilford points out, the 

NL was mentioned in the book, Who Paid the Piper? The CIA and the Cultural Cold War, by 

Francis Stonor Saunders (which was published in the United Kingdom in 1999 and appeared 

the following year in the United States under the title The Cultural Cold War: The CIA and the 

World of Arts and Letters).63   

As was just mentioned, Wilford has made the important point that the NL has been largely 

left out of the historiography of the New York intellectuals, passed over in favour of Partisan 

Review.  Citing both Daniel Bell and Sidney Hook, Wilford argues – quite rightly, in this writer’s 

view – that this is a distortion of the historical record.64 He quotes Sidney Hook’s memoirs, 
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Out of Step, on the question of the NL’s place among the New York intellectuals, which is 

reproduced at greater length here:                                  

The notion that Partisan Review was the political center of radical and socialist anti-Stalinist activity 
in the United States is false.  As a quarterly, then a monthly, periodical it could serve no such 
function.  The real center of political anti-Communist thought and activity was The New Leader, 
whose editor, Sol Levitas was, until his death, the central figure.  His life and work await their 
scholarly historian.  Every major campaign against Stalinist influence that rallied public support, 
whether at the time of the Moscow Trials or the Communist Peace Crusade, was begun either at 
the offices of The New Leader or the home of Sol Levitas.65  

Endorsing Hook’s viewpoint, Daniel Bell (in a letter to The New York Times, cited by Wilford) 

listed the various anti-Stalinist activities of the NL, noting, for instance, that the NL “presented 

the first comprehensive picture of the Gulags and forced labor in the Soviet Union.”66 It was 

Bell’s view that Samuel M. Levitas’ “passionate contributions to these [anti-Stalinist] efforts 

have been slighted” (we will look at the significant contribution made by Levitas, the NL’s 

long-serving executive editor, in the first chapter of this thesis).67 It should be noted that Hook 

and Bell, though heavily involved with the NL, also wrote for Partisan Review, and thus had 

no particular reason to promote the claims of one publication over the other (although Hook 

did have a generally low opinion of Partisan Review’s editors).68 The fact that the NL began 

publication ten years before Partisan Review – Partisan Review printed its first issue in 1934, 

and initially was pro-communist – surely gives the NL a just claim to being considered the 

progenitor of all the other journals of the New York intellectuals.         

A number of explanations can be given for the lack of interest shown by scholars in the NL.     

Wilford puts the eclipse of the NL by Partisan Review down to the following:            

The probable reason for this relative neglect is the failure of the publication to capture the political 
imagination of leftist intellectual historians searching for a usable radical past.  Compared with the 
PR’s eye-catching blend of independent Marxism and literary Modernism, the NL’s characteristic 
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stance of hard-line anti-communism combined with liberal reformism appears to offer little in the 
way of theoretical or practical inspiration to the Left of today.69 

Even so, Wilford was quick to add that we should not entirely discount the possibility that the 

NL could provide left-wingers with a usable radical past, arguing that “such a project should 

not be written off out of hand, given the publication’s consistent support for industrial 

unionism, antifascism, and anti-anti-Semitism and its advocacy of the civil-rights 

movement.”70  

Wilford wrote those words twenty years ago, when the prospects for reform in a socialist 

direction were particularly dim.  Considering the following that Bernie Sanders has been able 

to attract among the young, and the growth of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), 

reformism of the type favoured by the NL does not seem quite the lost cause it once appeared 

to be to socialists, even in the United States.  One of the purposes of this thesis, therefore, is 

to show that the writings which were published in the NL do, in fact, offer many insights and 

a rich usable past to the contemporary Left.  It is right to point to the many examples of left-

wing intellectuals who acted as apologists for the crimes of Stalin and his accomplices, and 

yet it is surely just as important to acknowledge those left-wing intellectuals who responded 

to what was happening under Stalin with intellectual honesty.  This is not to say, however, 

that there are not legitimate grounds for feeling uneasy about certain aspects of the NL’s 

history.  Though generally sympathetic to the basic positions taken by the NL, this thesis is by 

no means intended to be an uncritical account of the publication.   

One cause of discomfort is the fact that the NL entered into a surreptitious alliance with the 

CIA during the period being studied here.  The relationship between the NL and the CIA has 

been explored in the aforementioned The Cultural Cold War: The CIA and the World of Arts 
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and Letters by Francis Stonor Saunders as well as in Wilford’s book The Mighty Wurlitzer and 

his journal article “Playing the CIA’s Tune? The New Leader and the Cultural Cold War” (also 

mentioned above).  In what was a surprisingly flexible and sophisticated strategy, the CIA gave 

assistance to what Wilford calls “the left wing of the Cold War consensus.”71 That is, left-wing 

journals such as the NL were given financial support by the CIA in order that intellectuals – 

both in the United States and, more importantly, in Western Europe – would be won over to 

the side of anti-communism in America’s propaganda war with the Soviet Union.  Wilford 

writes that in official circles the NL was “valued as a propaganda counterweight to 

McCarthyism, its mere existence giving lie to European perceptions that American 

anticommunism was necessarily uninformed and reactionary.”72 To that end, the CIA paid for 

thousands of subscriptions for the journal in Europe.73 Wilford reports that less circuitous 

funding procedures were also used, such as, on various occasions, simply “handing sums of 

about $10,000” to the NL’s editor, Sol Levitas. 74  As well, foundations (such as the Ford 

Foundation) were used to funnel money from the CIA to the NL.75  Furthermore, the NL 

became enmeshed in America’s Cold War propaganda efforts in other ways.  For example, Sol 

Levitas was a member of the board of the American Committee for Cultural Freedom, another 

organisation with strong connections to the CIA.76 It appears, though, that the CIA ceased all 

funding of the NL well before Myron Kolatch took over the editorship of the journal in 1962.77 

It must be said that, although Saunders clearly views the CIA’s intervention in cultural and 

intellectual matters as corrosive to democracy, neither Saunders nor Wilford is particularly 
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damning of the NL’s connivance with the CIA.78 Wilford, in particular, has gone out of his way 

to give the NL a fair hearing on this matter.  He is especially anxious to dispel any suggestion 

that the NL altered its opinions to suit its benefactor or that it simply echoed the views of the 

CIA.  For one thing, Wilford notes that the staff and writers at the NL did not suddenly become 

cold warriors with the commencement of CIA funding.  Indeed, Wilford observes that the NL 

was waging a battle against communism “long before the start of the Cold War – or, for that 

matter, the creation of the CIA.”79 For another, he points out that the NL “did not merely 

reflect official attitudes toward communism and the Cold War; if anything, it helped shape 

them.”80 According to Wilford, the NL was even more fervently anti-communist than the 

Truman Administration in the late-1940s, and it agitated for a much more militant policy 

towards the Soviet Union.81 Attention is also drawn to friction between the NL and the CIA.82  

Further, Saunders writes that the CIA was not notably generous in its support for the NL, its 

funding being just sufficient to allow the penurious NL to remain in publication.83 It is likely, 

too, that only a very small number of people in the NL circle knew at the time that the 

publication had taken CIA money.  Perhaps the best that can be said for all of this is that Sol 

Levitas, an editor motivated by a strong sense of purpose, did manage to secure the survival 

of the NL.  Nonetheless, even if we make allowances for the difficult economics of publishing, 

and even if we accept Wilford’s contention that the NL was not simply doing the CIA’s bidding 

in a crude and mercenary way, the fact remains that the NL did form a close connection to 
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the United States government under the editorship of Sol Levitas.  Moreover, it allowed itself 

to be drawn into a serious act of deception.              

Perhaps another explanation as to why scholars, particularly scholars on the Left, have shown 

a certain wariness towards the NL is its connection to neoconservatism.  All of the journals 

within the milieu of the New York intellectuals can be connected to neoconservatism in some 

way.  This is most obvious in the case of Commentary magazine, which transformed itself into 

a neoconservative magazine in the early 1970s.  A fairly strong connection can also be drawn 

between Partisan Review and neoconservatism (arguably Partisan Review can be linked to 

neoconservatism to a much greater degree than the NL).  It is true that the NL did publish 

articles by figures who would later go on to become neoconservatives, or who had already 

undergone a conversion from Left to Right.  One of the NL’s most prominent columnists, 

William Henry Chamberlin, can be classified as something of an early neoconservative, having 

moved from Left to Right well before the period being studied here.  Both Chamberlin and 

Harry D. Gideonse, who was a contributing editor and writer of articles and book reviews for 

the NL, joined Friedrich Hayek’s Mont Perelin Society (a neoliberal salon or think-tank) in the 

period under study.  Irving Kristol, one of the first of the New York intellectuals to become a 

fully-fledged neoconservative, wrote book reviews and took on the role of correspondent 

from England for the NL in the period under review.  Another important neoconservative 

figure, Norman Podhoretz, wrote for the NL (although he wrote after the period under 

review).  NL writers Arnold Beichman and Ralph de Toledano both later wrote for William F. 

Buckley’s right-wing magazine, National Review.  Eugene Lyons also wrote for National 

Review, as well as helping to establish that publication as an associate editor.84     
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Still, a point that must be emphasised is that the NL rarely gave space to right-wing 

commentary.  On those occasions when it did, it usually did so – this is particularly true of the 

period being studied here – in order to rebut such viewpoints.  Reflecting on the NL’s “defense 

of civil rights for Communists,” Kessler wrote that the position taken by the NL on this issue 

“demonstrated that the paper’s anti-Communist activity was to be differentiated from the 

kind of blunderbuss attack characteristic of a section of the conservative press.”85 There 

seems to have been a tacit understanding that, although the NL was always eager to publish 

anti-communist commentary, particularly regarding Soviet foreign policy, it shunned right-

wing opinions on domestic and economic matters.86 We can see this in the writings of William 

Henry Chamberlin, who, though he aired his right-wing views on domestic issues in other 

publications, maintained a studied silence about such matters in the pages of the NL, 

confining himself almost exclusively to international affairs in his NL column.  In one of his 

columns, Chamberlin even rebuked fellow right-wingers for maligning socialists as being no 

different from communists, writing: “An unfair practice of some conservative 

controversialists is to lump Socialists and Communism together as identical.”87 He went on to 

say in the same column: “It is absurd to imply that a Socialist or Labor government in Great 

Britain or Norway would bring the misery and oppression that are the unfailing consequences 

of all Communist regimes from China to Czechoslovakia.”88 In what was a common theme for 

the NL, he added: “Even in France and Italy, some kind of revitalized Socialism may be the 

only instrument capable of winning back the deluded masses of workers captured by 
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Communist propaganda.” 89  As this example demonstrates, those few right-wingers who 

wrote for the NL tended to be preoccupied with halting the spread of communism around the 

world, rather than with winning, as Chamberlin put it, “superficial debating points” against 

the Left.90 In the main, however, when the views of writers changed to the point where they 

became confirmed right-wingers, those writers parted company with the NL.91   

Indeed, one of the central arguments of this thesis is that the NL – and by extension much of 

the American anti-Stalinist Left – did not follow a simple trajectory from Left to Right, or from 

socialism to centrist liberalism.  This assumption about a straightforward path from socialism 

to liberalism (and often, from there on to neoconservatism) underlies much of the scholarship 

on the New York intellectuals.  For example, Neil Jumonville, a leading scholar of the New 

York intellectuals, wrote in 1990 of the New York intellectuals’ “apparent journey from the 

political left to the centre over the past 50 years.”92 According to Jumonville, from the 1930s 

and 1940s on, the New York intellectuals “began to see their role as defenders of liberalism 

rather than radicalism.”93 Jumonville makes the important point that, in the period being 

studied here, the New York intellectuals were engaged with questions such as “the proper 

limits of radicalism, the extent to which leftism had to be mixed with liberalism.”94  It is 

undoubtedly true that these questions assumed great prominence in this period, but it is also 

the case that, from its founding in the 1920s, the NL had argued strongly that the socialist 

movement should pursue its goals within the framework of liberal democracy, that socialists 
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should respect and value rights such as freedom of speech, the right to a fair trial, and the 

right to vote. 

Nevertheless, the idea that the anti-Stalinist Left simply drifted to the Right has become 

almost axiomatic among scholars.  Explanations for this state of affairs are not hard to find.  

Scholars of the New Left generation, exasperated with post-war American politics, were keen 

to portray the anti-Stalinist Left as having abandoned socialism for a very stale form of Cold 

War liberalism.  Indeed, much of this thesis is an argument – hopefully, a fair and good-

tempered argument – with New Left interpretations of the anti-Stalinist Left.  The views of 

New Left scholars had no doubt been coloured by the bad press given to anti-Stalinists by 

their opponents on the Left at the time.  For instance, in early 1954 the journal The American 

Socialist dismissed the NL as being the “home of bitter ex-socialists turned professional anti-

communists.” 95  Unfortunately, this belief has generally remained firmly fixed among 

contemporary scholars.  Ellen Shrecker, in her 1998 book, Many Are the Crimes: McCarthyism 

in America, wrote of the NL:                  

Members of the SP’s [Socialist Party’s] right-wing Old Guard faction and their influential journal 
The New Leader articulated a nominally socialist worldview that promoted a sophisticated but 
nonetheless intense brand of anticommunism.  By the mid-thirties the Old Guard had drifted so far 
to the right that it lost control of the party.96  

For too long, this belief of a rightward drift among the anti-Stalinist Left has been left largely 

unexamined. 

The idea that the NL changed to the point where it adopted a “nominally socialist worldview,” 

or that its writers could be described as “ex-socialists,” is, it will be argued, badly mistaken.  

By closely studying what was actually written in the NL, we see that, rather than abandoning 
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socialism, the NL remained in substance a socialist publication.  What we find when we look 

closely at what was written in the NL is that not only did it oppose communism for socialist 

reasons, but that it continued to prosecute its case against communist parties and Soviet-type 

regimes using socialist arguments.  It is very rare to find arguments against Leninism in the NL 

that were not based on socialist thinking and socialist values.  At the very least, there is very 

little that was written in the NL about communism that socialists – on purely theoretical 

grounds – could find objectionable.  The arguments used against communism in the NL were 

very different to those used by anti-communists on the Right.  It will be argued in this thesis 

that what the NL was doing was engaging, albeit unconsciously, in an immanent critique of 

communism.   

Contrasting an immanent critique with a what he called a “transcendent critique,” Theodor 

W. Adorno defined an immanent critique as “a process where what is criticized is measured 

against its own assumptions, its own principles of form.”97 Eva Boodman characterises this 

type of critique as “a technique that demonstrates the ways that systems or sets of norms 

have failed to live up to their own ‘terms.’”98 In the NL’s case, Soviet-type regimes were 

constantly being lambasted for having failed in socialist – not capitalist – terms.  As John Grant 

writes, an “immanent critique stays within what it criticizes, judging something against its 

own operational standards.”99 Another way of thinking about an immanent critique is as a 

critique which remains within the bounds of a certain tradition, and as a critique which speaks 

a certain language.  Rosemary B. Kellison writes:     
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Skillful immanent critique […] requires learning a tradition.  Immanent critics may share a tradition 
with those whom they critique, or they may be outsiders to that tradition.  In the latter case, 
immanent critics will be best served when they follow [Alasdair] MacIntyre’s advice to “learn the 
language” of the other tradition, becoming acquainted with its idioms.100 

NL writers, as we shall see, were extremely well versed in the socialist tradition, and spoke 

fluently the language of socialism.  Perhaps the simplest way of understanding an immanent 

critique is as a critique in which actions or policies are deemed worthy or unworthy according 

to how closely they fulfil the purported ideals of a community or political system.101 In this 

context, that meant judging Soviet-type regimes according to socialist ideals.               

This type of critique has been used before with regard to Soviet-type regimes. In the 

introduction to his 1958 book Soviet Marxism: A Critical Analysis Herbert Marcuse explicitly 

called the book an “immanent critique.” 102  More recently, Michael Burawoy, a Marxist 

sociologist who lived in Hungary during the last years of communist rule, writes that 

Hungarian workers, as well as a well-known Hungarian dissident, Miklós Haraszti, used 

immanent critiques to protest against conditions under the Hungarian “party state.” 103 

Similarly, Wai Kit Choi cites an “open letter signed by the former head of the National 

Statistics Bureau Li Chengrui and other party cadres” as one instance of a “communist 

immanent critique” being made in post-Maoist China.104 This type of theoretical lens has not, 

however, been used before with respect to the anti-Stalinist Left and their interpretations of 

developments in the Soviet bloc.  Seeing the NL’s writings on communism and Soviet-type 

regimes as an immanent critique offers a new way of understanding the anti-Stalinist Left.  It 
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calls into question the assumption that the American anti-Stalinist Left simply moved to the 

political centre in the immediate post-war years, or that it came to view Leninist regimes 

through much the same prism as “mainstream” or “establishment” opinion.    

The conclusions reached in this thesis are based principally on a detailed examination of 

articles published in the NL.  This detailed examination has been complemented with research 

conducted at the NL archive, which is housed in the Rare Book and Manuscript Library at 

Columbia University.  On the whole, this thesis has been arranged on thematic rather than on 

chronological lines.  The first chapter will give a brief sketch of the history of the NL prior to 

1946, as well offering an account of the editorship of Samuel M. Levitas.  From there we move 

on to three thematic chapters, each of which should be thought of as a case study.  Each of 

these case studies examines a topic covered by the NL.  Understanding totalitarianism theory 

is of vital importance to understanding the NL, and the second chapter will explore the left-

wing origins of the type of totalitarianism theory subscribed to by the NL.  This chapter will 

also show how the strain of totalitarianism theory which influenced the NL group was 

different from other forms of totalitarianism theory. In doing so it will consider an important 

debate which took place within the pages of the NL on the question of totalitarianism.  The 

third chapter will examine how the NL engaged in an immanent critique of workers’ rights in 

the Soviet bloc.  It will also explore the NL’s close relationship with the American union 

movement, and it will look into a number of campaigns which the leadership of the American 

Federation of Labor – with the NL’s strong editorial support – waged against communism in 

the international labour movement.  The fourth chapter will show how the NL’s reporting on 

antisemitism in the Soviet bloc constituted an immanent critique.  In order to make the case 

that the NL’s coverage of antisemitism in the Soviet bloc amounted to an immanent critique, 

this chapter will examine the position that European and American socialists have taken on 
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antisemitism, and racism more generally, as well as the anti-racist record of the NL.  The 

number of topics examined in this thesis could easily have been extended to include case 

studies on themes such as militarism, imperialism, nationalism, and conceivably other topics 

as well.  It is hoped, however, that the examples of totalitarianism, workers’ rights, and 

antisemitism will suffice.  Lastly, the conclusion of this thesis will review the arguments made 

in this thesis and consider possible objections to the immanent critique argument, discuss the 

value of this research and theoretical framework to the historiography of the anti-Stalinist 

Left, and also suggest reasons why the NL did not turn towards neoconservatism. 

A note on spelling and anti-communism  

Although this thesis uses Australian English (Macquarie Dictionary) spelling, all quotations 

retain the spelling found in the original text.  It is hoped that the differences between 

Australian and American spelling will not be too distracting for the reader.  It should also be 

noted that while members of the NL group freely referred to themselves as “anti-

communists,” this should not necessarily be taken to mean that NL figures regarded 

themselves as anti-Marxists.  On the contrary, a number of NL figures probably continued to 

think of themselves as Marxists throughout their lives.  The term “anti-communist” was 

applied to all individuals and groups who were outspoken in their opposition to Leninist 

parties and Soviet-type regimes, and did not imply opposition to Marxism or the concept of 

communism per se.  While Trotskyist parties and sects were – are – Leninist (or communist) 

organisations, those associated with the Fourth International generally did not, except for a 

brief period in the 1930s, attract the ire of the NL.  Today, the New York intellectuals, including 

those in the NL circle, are most commonly referred to as the “anti-Stalinist Left,” but NL 

writers had no qualms at all about calling themselves “anti-communist.”       
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Chapter 1. 

How the New Leader came to “its special position on the left”  

 

Rebuilding the Socialist Party  

This chapter will discuss how the NL developed politically from its creation in 1924 up until 

the period under review (1946-1953).  This chapter will show how two splits that took place 

among socialists in the first half of the twentieth century shaped the NL’s politics.  Splits are 

crucial to understanding the NL: it may be said that the NL came into being as a result of splits 

on the Left.  Drawing on the accounts of those who moved within the NL circle, this chapter 

will also give something of the “flavour” of the editorship of Samuel M. Levitas.  Levitas, 

usually referred to as “Sol” Levitas by his friends and colleagues, took the NL in a strongly anti-

communist direction, and was the editor who left the strongest mark on the publication.105  

Though only a brief sketch of the political evolution of the NL, the aim of this chapter is to 

explain how the NL came to occupy, as Paul Kessler put it, “its special position on the left.”106     

The NL’s first editor, James Oneal, took up his position at a particularly gloomy time for the 

American Left.  As Kessler wrote, the goal of the NL at the time of its founding in January 1924 

was to act “as the spokesman of an emaciated Socialist Party.”107 It is important to stress the 

central place that the Socialist Party held on the American Left in the first two decades of the 

twentieth century.  Its emaciated condition in the 1920s had deep implications for left-wing 

politics in the United States.  James Weinstein made the important point that “radicalism in 

the years before 1920 focused in one organization: the Socialist Party of America.”108 The 
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Socialist Party had suffered a number of serious reverses in the years prior to the NL’s 

establishment, and these setbacks were felt all the more keenly for having followed a period 

of stunning growth and success at the ballot box.  Weinstein wrote of this boom period for 

American socialism:  

Starting with 10,000 members in 1901, the Party had grown to 118,000 by 1912, had elected some 
1,2000 public officials throughout the United States, and was publishing over 300 periodicals of all 
kinds.  In the labor movement, and many reform movements of the period, Socialists held positions 
of prominence and had won substantial followings.109 

Yet Weinstein quickly went on to say that “by 1922 it [the Socialist Party] had all but ceased 

to exist.”110 This was overstating the case, but there is no denying that the party was deep in 

the doldrums in this period.   

Kessler pointed to a number of factors which had severely weakened the Socialist Party of 

America by the time the NL began publication. One was the growth of nationalism in the 

United States during the First World War, which, according to Kessler and others, had a 

detrimental effect on the party’s electoral fortunes (although it should be noted that the 

Socialist Party’s vote tally did recover at the 1920 presidential election).111 Relatedly, many 

members – including some in leadership positions – quit the party over the anti-war position 

adopted by the party.112 On top of this, there was the arrest and imprisonment of members 

and leaders of the party – including its presidential candidate, Eugene V. Debs – for their anti-

war activities.113 Kessler also noted that it became very hard for the party to spread the 

socialist message to the public at large: the party was hindered from sending its periodicals 

through the mail and it faced “mob action on the part of the super-patriotic” when it tried to 
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hold public meetings.114 In this repressive atmosphere, there were also the “Palmer Raids” 

(and accompanying deportations), which were carried out against left-wing activists between 

November 1919 and January 1920, as well as the expulsion of five Socialist Party 

representatives from the New York State Assembly in April 1920.115  Above all, however, 

Kessler argued that it was the upheaval and split that came with the creation of a Bolshevik 

Party in the United States in 1919 which most damaged the party.116 Kessler attributed the 

“loss to the Socialist Party of some 78,000 members from 1919 to 1920” to this split over 

Bolshevism.117  

A brief mention should be made of the NL’s sources of funding, particularly in its early years.  

As will be explored further in Chapter Three, the NL should be understood as being a part of 

– or at least strongly connected to – the Jewish labour movement in the United States.  A 

crucial source of financial backing, both in setting up the NL and throughout the life of the 

publication, came from the (mostly) Jewish garment unions of New York.118 The NL regularly 

relied on this section of the union movement to bail it out.  As Robert Sherrill put it in 1969, 

the NL’s editor, Sol Levitas, was “a persuasive money-raiser, although – if worse came to 

worse, as it always did – he could depend on David Dubinsky and the International Ladies 

Garment Workers Union to make up most of the annual deficit.”119 The Yiddish-language 

newspaper The Jewish Daily Forward, often known simply as Forverts (The Forward), also put 

up funds to help establish the NL.120  The Forward and the NL maintained a very similar 
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political outlook, with both publications being socialist and yet vigorously anti-communist.  It 

would be wrong to think of the NL as simply an English-language version of The Forward, but 

nonetheless the two papers shared a close political kinship, with The Forward acting as a kind 

of elder sibling to the NL, at least in its early years.  It does appear that The Forward had a 

great deal of sway over decisions such as staffing at the NL.      

Another vital source of funding was the American Fund for Public Service, more commonly 

referred to as the “Garland Fund.” This fund was established by Charles Garland, who 

inherited a large fortune but declined to accept his inheritance, choosing instead that this 

money be spent on left-wing movements and activism of various kinds.121 The Garland Fund 

also gave financial assistance to other left-wing publications, such as the Liberator and the 

New Masses.122 According to Jack Ross, the Garland Fund was “responsible for launching The 

New Leader.”123 This was not, however, to be an enduring relationship.  Ross writes that the 

board of the Garland Fund had been “stacked with Communist allies by the late 1920s,” and 

that The Forward took over the role financing the NL when the fund “began objecting to the 

paper’s unshakable anti-Soviet orientation.”124 The NL also received valuable in-kind support 

in the form of free office space on the fourth floor of the “People’s House” in Manhattan.125 

The People’s House was the home of  the Rand School of Social Science, which, in its own 

words, was an “educational auxiliary of the Socialist and labor movement.” 126  Like the 

Garland Fund, the Rand School owed its existence to a wealthy philanthropist.  As the NL’s 
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Daniel Bell wrote: “It was named for Carrie Rand, a wealthy benefactress married to the 

Socialist Gospel Evangelist George D. Herron.”127  

In addition to revenue from advertising (which seems to have been fairly small), the NL kept 

itself afloat with its own fundraising efforts.  The most important of these efforts were large 

annual fundraising dinners, attended by “hundreds of readers and supporters of The New 

Leader,” and which were spiced up with a “symposium” in which prominent political figures 

would debate a subject controversial to socialists.128 “The Fur Will Fly at the New Leader 

Dinner” was how the NL advertised its 1933 anniversary dinner.129 The debaters at this dinner 

included, among others, the Mayor of New York, Fiorello LaGuardia, and two of the Socialist 

Party’s most prominent leaders, Norman Thomas and Morris Hillquit, who debated the topic: 

“Should all political elements of the city [New York] that are opposed to Tammany Hall unite 

to clean out that organization.”130 These annual dinners – which became something of an 

institution amongst the democratic Left in New York – doubtless raised considerable sums for 

the NL.  At times, when the NL’s financial situation became especially dire, it resorted to 

making direct pleas to readers for individual donations.131 Despite the aid given to the NL by 

unions, The Forward, socially conscious philanthropists, its readers, and even the CIA, it 

always struggled financially.  Its financial position seems to have been particularly difficult in 

its early years.  Even so, it had the advantage of an activist readership and a group of founders 
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who were strongly motivated to keep the paper going.  After all, as Kessler remarked of those 

who founded the NL: “They built it to help revive a dying Socialist Party.”132  

Did the NL’s founders succeed in their goal of reviving the Socialist Party?  It is difficult to say.  

It is undoubtedly true that the Socialist Party never regained the sort of support and 

popularity it was able to muster in the years prior to the First World War.  The Socialist Party 

did see a modest upturn of its vote tally at two presidential elections in the interwar period 

(1920 and 1932), but these results were probably more in the nature of an ephemeral protest 

vote than anything else.  The task of putting the Socialist Party back together again following 

the split over Bolshevism – to say nothing of the widespread victimisation of socialists by the 

government and sections of the public – was a herculean one, and doubtless beyond the 

capability of any one publication to achieve.  Yet a good case can be made that the NL served 

a very useful role as a source of information for socialists, especially concerning developments 

in socialist parties and labour movements around the world.  Crucially, it also gave socialists 

something to rally around, and thus played an important role in ensuring that democratic 

socialism at least had a presence in the United States in the difficult interwar period and 

beyond.  At the very least, the NL did help to rehabilitate the socialist press in the 1920s (there 

having been a significant decrease in the number of socialist publications, especially regional 

socialist newspapers, printed in United States during the war years).133  Max Shachtman, 

commenting on the damage done to America’s left-wing press by the wartime climate of 

opinion, said in a 1927 pamphlet: “Labor papers by the score were suppressed or hounded 
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out of existence.” 134  In Jack Ross’ judgement, the NL “became a much-needed pillar in 

rebuilding a national Socialist press.”135  

The 1934 to 1936 split 

The Socialist Party underwent another split between the years 1934 to 1936.  Strong echoes 

of the 1919-20 split can be found in the split of mid-1930s, with the party fracturing into 

familiar “militant” and “Old Guard” factions.  Trotskyists, following an entryist tactic espoused 

by Trotsky, joined the Socialist Party in the mid-1930s and made up the core of the “militant” 

faction.  The valuable 1952 reference work, Socialism and American Life, gave about as 

concise a summary of the split as it is possible to give, stating: “The [Socialist Party’s] union 

with the Trotskyists […] caused the right wing of the party to withdraw and form the Social 

Democratic Federation in 1936, and the Trotskyists themselves were expelled the following 

year.”136 Looking back on the split in the pages of the NL, Daniel Bell wrote that at the Socialist 

Party’s 1936 convention “over 60 per cent of the national membership” of the party 

supported the militant faction, but added: “The right-wing ‘Old Guard,’ led by Louis Waldman, 

came away with the rest of the membership and most of the important institutions.”137 Bell 

listed these institutions in his book Marxian Socialism in the United States, writing: “The old 

guard retained […] the party institutions, such as the powerful Workmen’s Circle, one of the 

financial mainstays of the party, the Jewish Daily Forward, radio station W.E.V.D., the Rand 

School, the New Leader, and various summer camps.”138 From 1936 onwards, the NL was, as 

it stated on its masthead, the “Official Organ of the Social Democratic Federation Devoted to 
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the Interests of the Labor Movement.”139 In early 1935, the militant faction began publication 

of a revived version of the New York Call, this time with the title the Socialist Call, to represent 

its views.140 According to Socialism and American Life, “The New Leader […] followed Social 

Democratic Federation policy from 1936 to 1945.”141 While the NL retained its ties to the 

Social Democratic Federation, it gradually adopted a more independent outlook, especially 

under the editorship of Samuel M. Levitas.142      

At issue in the split, as least as far as the Old Guard was concerned, was the question of 

“armed insurrection.”  The Old Guard, reformist and firmly wedded to democracy, accused 

the militant faction of promoting the idea of armed insurrection as a means of overthrowing 

capitalism.   A statement by the NL’s board of directors, printed on the front page in a March 

1935 issue of the paper, laid out the position of the NL and the Old Guard in stark terms:  

The New Leader will uncompromisingly combat those elements and groups within the party who 
advocate the acceptance of Communist doctrines including the theory that armed insurrection is a 
proper Socialist method of achieving Socialist aims.  It holds that such doctrines and such theories 
are in conflict with sound democratic Socialism, are subversive of Socialist aims and purposes […]143 

The NL did wish to avoid another split in the party, writing warmly in support of a forlorn 

“peace pact” agreed to by the two factions in July 1935.144 At the same time, the Old Guard 

felt it could not budge on a matter as fundamental as support for armed insurrection, which 

to it – reasonably enough – smacked of Leninism.  Although the NL cast doubt on the 

seriousness of their factional opponents, mocking the militants as “parlor Bolsheviks” and 

“naive pseudo-revolutionists,” it nonetheless could not stomach the idea of the Socialist Party 
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becoming, doctrinally at least, a Leninist party.145 An article published in December 1935 

likened the militants to those who left the party to become communists in the split of 1919-

20:  

[…] for a year they have been more and more acting like the Communist “left wing” in the party in 
1919.  They have reached the stage of demanding the right to advocate armed insurrection, which 
clearly places them in the category of Communists.146 

As statements such as these show, the NL was in the thick of the brawl between the two 

factions.  The militants charged that the NL was acting as a “factional organ,” rather than as 

a paper representing the views of the whole party.147 The NL and the Old Guard felt obliged 

to repudiate such accusations, but this disavowal is unconvincing: the NL had always sided 

strongly with the Old Guard faction.148 Indeed, so closely was it identified with the Old Guard, 

and so strongly did it anger the militants, that its office was burglarised and vandalised on a 

number of occasions in this ugly period of the party splitting (it seems highly probable that 

members of the militant faction carried out these acts).149   

The editorship of Sol Levitas 

As has been noted, the first editor of the NL was James Oneal.  Oneal was a senior figure in 

the Old Guard faction and, following the split, a member of the Social Democratic Federation.  

There is no doubt at all that Oneal was a committed anti-communist.  His disdain for 

communism is evident in his NL writings, as well as in his 1927 book, American Communism: 

A Critical Analysis of Its Origins, Development and Programs, and in his 1935 pamphlet, 
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Socialism Versus Bolshevism.150 Nevertheless, not long after the split Oneal found himself at 

loggerheads with another confirmed anti-communist, the NL’s “business manager” at the 

time, Sol Levitas.151  Myron Kolatch, the NL’s last editor, wrote that in 1930 Levitas was made 

business manager of the NL, and as such had “responsibility for soliciting funds, expanding 

circulation, attracting advertising, and overall administration.”152 Jack Ross writes that Levitas  

had been “installed” in this position by Abraham Cahan, editor of The Forward.153 Oneal and 

Levitas never got along, and the quarrelsome relationship between the two men boiled over 

in late 1937, when Oneal aired his complaints about Levitas in a resignation letter to the NL 

board.154 Differences were smoothed over at this time and Oneal rescinded his resignation, 

but Oneal continued to feel resentful towards Levitas.155 As Kessler tactfully put it: “The 

gradual development of friction between the Board, Mr. Levitas, and James Oneal was 

accompanied by some bitterness […]”156 

It seems Oneal disagreed with Levitas on two key points.   First, Oneal wished for the NL to 

remain a party organ of the Social Democratic Federation, just as it had been a party organ of 

the Socialist Party.157 Kolatch wrote that Levitas, on the other hand, “envisioned the paper’s 

Social Democratic roots as serving as a link to the liberal anti-Communist intelligentsia in 

virtually every corner of the world.”158 It was not that Levitas wanted to discard the NL’s basic 

social democratic position, but it does appear that he found the NL’s role as a party 
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mouthpiece too restrictive. 159  Secondly, Oneal thought that Levitas was trying to wrest 

editorial control from him, and it appears he also harboured suspicions about the growing 

influence that Menshevik émigrés were having on the paper (Levitas was himself a Menshevik 

refugee). 160  Kolatch wrote that Oneal “complained about articles being solicited and 

published while he was out of the office, many of them by Mensheviks, and about contempt 

for Social Democratic news items.”161 Jack Ross describes Oneal as “hopelessly intemperate 

and uncompromising” in this period.162 With the board of the NL reluctant to force Oneal out, 

the dispute over the direction of the paper may have continued for some time, but back in 

April 1937 Oneal had had what Kolatch calls a “mild stroke.”163 Although Oneal lived until 

1962, he was reduced to working three days a week, and, due to the state of Oneal’s health, 

Levitas undertook more and more the role of editor.164 Oneal resigned in April 1940.165 There 

was now no longer any ambiguity as to who was in charge of the paper’s editorial decisions.  

Commenting on Oneal’s resignation and on Levitas’ promotion to the position of editor, 

Kolatch observed: “The New Leader thus became the only place the Mensheviks ever won a 

revolution.”166   

A biography of Sol Levitas has yet to be written (his life was certainly varied and eventful 

enough to warrant a book-length biography).  Levitas was given an obituary in The New York 

Times, but biographical information on Levitas is hard to come by, particularly within the 

scholarly literature.167 Therefore, for the time being at least, the best accounts of Levitas’ life 
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and personality are to be found within the pages of the NL itself, in the obituary and 

reminiscences written by his colleagues soon after his death in January 1961.168 Levitas, born 

in 1894 in Kiev, was active in politics from his teenage years on.169 His obituary in the NL 

stated: “At the age of 15, he became a socialist, and instinctively a member of the Menshevik 

group.”170  More precisely, Levitas was a Bundist, the Jewish Bund being affiliated to the 

Mensheviks.171 As was typical for socialists in Tsarist Russia, part of his political education 

included time in prison for his political activities.  His obituary went on: “At the age of 16 he 

was in jail where he learned the two tools of his trade as a socialist: to discourse on Marx, and 

to play chess.”172 To avoid banishment to Siberia, Levitas absconded to the United States.173 

Once in the United States, Levitas settled in Chicago, where he was a student for a time.174  

Like other exiled Russian leftists, he went back to Russia soon after the February 

Revolution.175 His obituary said of his journey to Russia: “His traveling companions, comically 

enough, were Bukharin and Trotsky, the fact of which, registered in a photo taken en route, 

later allowed him to escape the Cheka.”176  

For a while during the revolutionary period Levitas lived in the extreme east of the Soviet 

Union, in Vladivostok.  His obituary stated that his time in Vladivostok was spent as “editor of 
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the Labor Daily, and later, but briefly, as vice mayor – enough time, as Sol said, to learn 

administration, or how to make something out of nothing.”177 According to his obituary, 

Levitas also attended the Congress of the Soviets in 1918 as a delegate representing the 

Siberian region.178  As time went on, however, Levitas was increasingly caught up in the 

repression of non-Bolshevik leftists.  His obituary stated: “From 1919 to 1923 he skipped in 

and out of the jails of Kiev.  During one of his periods in jail he was elected to the Municipal 

Council, but never served.” 179  With repression steadily worsening, Menshevik leaders 

decamped from Russia in 1923, and activists such as Levitas followed suit.180 Ben Yagoda 

writes that Levitas was “smuggled out of Vladivostok.”181 In the years between 1923 and 

when he began working for the NL in 1930, Levitas joined the American Socialist Party, 

lectured to audiences of Social Democrats, travelled extensively around the United States 

collecting money to assist Russian émigrés, and was a member of the editorial board of The 

Forward, for which he also wrote articles.182  

Sol Levitas may have been disliked and distrusted by James Oneal, but he does appear to have 

earned the deep respect and affection of most of his colleagues and journalistic peers.  

Remarking in 1969 on Levitas’ ability to convince writers such as “Lewis Mumford, Carl 

Sandburg, and George Orwell” to write for the NL, Robert Sherrill wrote: “Levitas was a 

forceful recruiter of talent (he had to be, since he could pay them no money) […].”183 Levitas 

appears to have been perfectly content in this role, working in the background and ceding the 

limelight to others.  William E. Bohn, Levitas’ long-time colleague, observed:  
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Levitas always modestly refused to publish any articles under his own name.  His excuse was that 
his command of the English tongue was inadequate – though anyone who ever heard him make 
one of his inspired annual reports would instantly acknowledge that his command of the English 
language was excellent.  But as a non-writing editor, a man who corrals writers of every sort and 
party, he was supreme.184 

Although he had very definite ideas about the kind of paper the NL should be, Levitas seems 

to have pursued his goals for the publication in a jovial manner.  Venturing to explain why, as 

a young man, Levitas chose the Mensheviks over the Bolsheviks, his NL obituary said he “was 

too gay, too undogmatic, and too tender-hearted to adopt the tough, ruthless stance of the 

apparatchik.”185 In 1935, while Levitas was still the NL’s business manager, Bohn referred to 

him as “that genial humorist.”186 In a similar vein, George N. Shuster remarked:   

[…] Sol Levitas had come from Russia bearing the scars of the struggle which the Jewish Bund had 
tried to carry on there against the rising tide of Bolshevism.  But they did not affect his inexhaustible 
energy or the remarkable good humor which characterized his spirit.187  

Moreover, Levitas retained his “inexhaustible energy” until the end of his life.  A fellow editor, 

James A. Wechsler, in a book published roughly a year before Levitas’ death, spoke of a “a 

warm, zestful, sixty-five-year-old immigrant named Sol Levitas, who has devoted most of his 

life to warring against oppression, injustice and all varieties of man’s inhumanity to man, and 

who never seems to have suffered from combat fatigue.” 188  Although Myron Kolatch 

deserves a great deal of credit for producing a high-quality magazine for almost 50 years after 

Levitas’ death in 1961, it is hard to deny that, without Levitas’ inexhaustible energy and strong 

political convictions, the NL gradually became something of a journalistic backwater.  Ben 

Yagoda, who worked as an assistant editor at the NL from 1976 to 1978, has written that the 

NL at that time “was so far out of the loop it wasn’t funny.”189 
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While both James Oneal and Sol Levitas held very strong anti-communist beliefs, Oneal – for 

most of his editorship, at least – adopted a fairly liberal policy regarding the airing of pro-

communist opinions within the NL.  As Kessler pointed out, Oneal wanted “to publish a paper 

that would be the voice of the whole party.”190 That meant tolerating opinions from the 

Militant faction, which, as Kessler put it, advocated that the Socialist Party take a “friendly” 

position towards the Soviet Union.191 Kessler wrote of Oneal’s willingness to accommodate 

pro-communist members of the Socialist Party:           

James Oneal was too honest to keep their views out of The New Leader.  They represented a large 
part of the Socialist Party and the party was democratic.  Only after the great split in the Socialist 
Party in 1936 did the “friendly” attitude disappear from its pages, without ever having found a 
place in its editorial columns.192   

Kessler did note that “the balance between pro-Soviet and anti-Soviet articles” was “never 

even” under Oneal’s editorship.193 Moreover, as noted, the split put an end to Oneal’s policy 

of printing pro-Soviet pieces in the NL.  Even so, prior to the split Oneal was willing to give 

pro-communist opinions a hearing.  By contrast, at no point during his editorship was Levitas 

even remotely prepared to print pro-communist opinions in the NL (other than to have them 

rebutted by anti-communist writers).    

It is also important to acknowledge those who worked alongside Levitas.  As Kessler pointed 

out: “Behind the weekly edition of The New Leader there is, of course, more than one man.  

Solomon Levitas is assisted by Dr. William E, Bohn, the paper’s editor, and a small group of 

young people.”194 (To clear up any confusion, it should be noted that Levitas used the rather 
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formal title of “executive editor,” while Bohn was listed on the NL’s masthead as “editor.”)  

Kessler went on:  

They [the young staff members] prepare the paper for the presses.  They plan it.  They write for it.  
And, in return, they receive small salaries that are often overdue, alongside invaluable training as 
journalists.  So valuable is their training that it has almost become customary for them to go on to 
more lucrative positions in the world of journalism.  Willi Schlamm went on to Fortune Magazine, 
as did Daniel Bell.  Victor Riesel wrote a column on Labor and the radical movement for The New 
York Post after leaving The New Leader and before he began work for the New York Daily Mirror.195   

Here we see, incidentally, another way in which the NL left its mark on American journalism: 

that is, by providing an apprenticeship to those who would later work at publications with 

much larger readerships.  Of all those who served an apprenticeship at the NL, Daniel Bell was 

the most notable, becoming known around the world for his 1961 sociological work, The End 

of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties.196   

Besides those involved in the day-to-day running of the NL, there were also writers and 

activists who served on the editorial board or who volunteered their time in some other way.  

Thus, there were a reasonably large number of people who belonged to the NL circle.  

Although they all shared strong anti-Stalinist beliefs, those who made up the NL circle had 

surprisingly varied political backgrounds.  A strong case can be made that, under Levitas’ 

editorship, Menshevik exiles formed the nucleus, the intellectual core, of the NL.  One reason 

for this, apart from the fact that Levitas himself had a Menshevik background, was that the 

office of the Menshevik’s journal, Sotsialisticheskii Vestnik (Socialist Courier), was located in 

the same Rand School building as the NL.197 In addition to Mensheviks, former communists 

were very much a part of the NL circle.  In this category were writer-activists such as Louis C. 

Fraina (who went by the pseudonym Lewis Corey), Liston Oak, Benjamin Gitlow, and Ralph de 
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Toledano (among others).198 The French ex-communist Boris Souvarine contributed articles 

to the NL.199 Granville Hicks, literary critic and former communist, wrote regular book reviews 

for the NL and was given the titles of “literary editor” and “literary consultant” on its 

masthead in the early 1950s.  Some in the NL circle, such as Sidney Hook and Eugene Lyons, 

had been either supporters or members of the Communist Party before moving on to 

Trotskyism.200  The NL being formally attached to the Social Democratic Federation, “Old 

Guard” socialists continued, naturally, to be strongly represented in the NL circle in the period 

under review.  There was even a former anarchist in the group, Max Nomad.   

Writing in the NL in 1980, John P. Roche gave an account of the stimulating intellectual and 

political atmosphere that existed at the NL office when Levitas was editor, calling it “Levitas’ 

salon.”201 Roche wrote: “The place was practically a salon for veteran anti-Stalinists with Sol 

Levitas – the NL’s executive editor for some thirty years until his death on January 3, 1961 – 

as the impresario.”202 Drawing attention to the eclectic political make-up of the NL circle, as 

well as to its largely Jewish composition, Roche added that “a normal minyan consisted of 

three ex-Mensheviks, four ex-Comintern apparatchiks, two Bundists, and an Austro-

Marxist.”203 Daniel Bell similarly described the NL as having a salon-like atmosphere, though 

it sounds as though it was a salon that was not in any way stuffy or pretentious.  Bell 

remarked:    

During the war years, I was managing editor of The New Leader.  Writers would come there.  
Particularly after we went to press, we kept Friday as an open day.  So, I remember Sidney Hook 
coming in, or Max Eastman, or the black writer Claude McKay, who had been an editor with Max 
Eastman’s Liberator.  Saul Levitas was the publisher of The New Leader, and he had a great circle 
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of friends.  Everybody would drop in.  There was a great sense of intellectual exchange.  It had a 
great vivacity.204 

It would appear, then, that Levitas greatly valued this informal salon-like atmosphere at the 

NL office and did much to cultivate it.       

There is a strong sense, in reading the NL, that members of the NL circle believed – often with 

good reason – that they could speak with more authority on the topic of communism than 

most other intellectuals.  Not only were members of the group well versed in Marxist theory, 

but they also, as a result of their many years of activism in the socialist movement, plainly felt 

themselves to be more “streetwise” than other intellectuals in their understanding of the true 

nature of Leninism.  Certainly, they regarded “fellow-travelling” liberals – those liberals who 

took a sympathetic view of communism – as contemptibly naïve and ignorant.  Many in the 

NL circle became highly knowledgeable about communism through their many years of 

fighting communists in the labour and socialist movements, and this often included a great 

deal of theoretical study.  Others, as noted, had been members or close supporters of the 

Communist Party.  As Kessler put it in 1950: “During the twenty-five years since The New 

Leader began publication, hundreds of articles were printed by men who knew the 

Community Party from the inside.”205   

Of those who knew communism from the inside, or who had once moved within pro-

communist circles, a number had had first-hand experience of life in the Soviet Union.  William 

Henry Chamberlin lived in the Soviet Union as a reporter for The Christian Science Monitor 

and The Manchester Guardian from 1922 to 1934.206 Eugene Lyons reported from the Soviet 
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Union for the United Press from early 1929 until early 1934.207 Chamberlin and Lyons both 

became profoundly disenchanted by what they observed in the Soviet Union. Sidney Hook 

visited Moscow in 1929 in order to conduct research at the Marx-Engels Institute.208 Liston 

M. Oak was the editor of the journal Soviet Russia Today and had lived in Spain during the 

Civil War, where, in John P. Roche’s words, he “had been the chief Stalinist censor of 

reportage on the International Brigades.” 209  Others in the NL circle knew from personal 

experience how brutal the Soviet regime could be.  To cite one the worst examples from 

among the NL circle, Raphael Abramovich’s son, Mark Rein, was likely abducted by the Soviet 

secret police while serving on the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War, after which he was 

probably taken to the Soviet Union and executed.210 Mensheviks in the NL group had often 

been on close terms with senior Bolshevik figures, either through fraternal political activities, 

past friendships, and even family ties.  Boris Nicolaevsky’s brother-in-law, for example, was 

Alexei Rykov, who held the position of prime minister after Lenin’s death in 1924 (Rykov was 

killed in the purge of the “Old Bolsheviks”).211  

Drawing on this long and close acquaintance with communism, as well as using what we might 

now call “open-source intelligence,” NL contributors, such as Nicolaevsky, often made shrewd 

and highly accurate assessments of what was happening in the Soviet Union.  As Anatole Shub 

remarked in the last print issue of the NL in 2006:  
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Most of Nicolaevsky’s insights into Soviet politics after World War II – based on close scrutiny of 
Soviet media, plus what Edgar Allan Poe called “ratiocination” – were confirmed during the 
glasnost era by surviving relatives and associates of the Kremlin insiders.212 

Having spent so many years analysing events in the Soviet Union, and with their personal 

experiences of living under a Leninist regime, it is understandable if members of the NL circle 

regarded themselves as a sort of anti-Soviet cognoscenti, as having an understanding of 

communism that others were not privy to.  For the Mensheviks of the group, in particular, 

being able to read Russian as a native speaker – and thus understanding all the nuances of 

the Russian language that others may miss – conferred a great advantage that other observers 

did not have.   

This expertise and experience often led, however, to an impatient attitude towards those who 

had not had the benefit of these experiences and those who were less knowledgeable about 

Soviet affairs.  Generational differences often accounted for this impatient attitude.  Jacob A. 

Zumoff has pointed to the “tensions” which developed between the youthful militants in the 

Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL) and members of the Old Guard faction during the 

Socialist Party’s split in the 1930s.213 Zumoff writes: “In March 1935 the YPSL leadership 

denounced the New Leader, the New York-based paper of the Old Guard, and withdrew 

support of the paper.”214 A similar generational conflict arose in the 1960s, this time pitting 

the New York intellectuals – including those who wrote for the NL –  against New Left activists 

and intellectuals. Nonetheless, the NL was quick to leave old quarrels behind when activists 

and intellectuals changed their minds and adopted an anti-communist position, be they 

former communists or those who, in the NL’s estimation, had once been allied to communism 
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in some way.  Indeed, forgiving former communists became more or less a matter of policy 

for the NL, and it called on the wider American society to also show forgiveness.     

This magnanimous approach can be seen most clearly in the article “What to Do With the Ex-

Communist” by Eugene Lyons, published in the NL in December, 1951.215 In this article, Lyons 

counselled anti-communists on the best way to respond to “recanting fellow-travelers and 

Communists.”216 Lyons started his article with a word of caution to fellow anti-communists: 

“Anti-Communism, too, can freeze into dogmatic attitudes that leave no room for common 

sense and simple compassion.”217 Lyons urged that “a large measure of sympathy” be given 

to those ex-communists who would not disclose the identities of Communist Party members 

at Congressional hearings.218 “We should try,” he wrote, “to understand their natural and, on 

the whole, praiseworthy distaste for denouncing former comrades by name.”219 He went on 

to warn anti-communists against “petty, self-defeating vindictiveness” and the “itch to pay 

them [former communists and supporters of communism] back in kind,” urging instead that 

they be accorded “sympathy, understanding and a helping hand.”220 He observed that “many 

of our most effective fighters against the Kremlin and its obscenities are ex-Communists or 

former fellow-travelers, if only because they know the danger most intimately and are, in 

addition, driven by the need to atone for past errors.”221 William E. Bohn had expressed 

similar sentiments earlier in the same year in the article “Ex-Communists Deserve a Break.”222 

As Kessler pointed out, the NL even forgave those in the Socialist Party who had aligned 
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themselves with the militant faction during the 1934-1936 split, such as Norman Thomas.  

Kessler noted:  

By June, 1937, tempers had cooled, and Norman Thomas had learned that he had made a mistake 
when he let the Trotskyites into the Socialist Party and joined the Communists in united fronts.  A 
year later The New Leader carried the story of the Social Democratic Federation’s plans to recreate 
Socialist Party harmony.  The front page article featured the hope that unity would be restored by 
early 1939.223  

The former factions of the Socialist Party did not come back together at this time, but the NL, 

which had once published a weekly column by Norman Thomas under the heading “Timely 

Topics,” printed occasional articles and book reviews by Thomas from the late-1940s until the 

early-1960s. 

The New Leader and the New Deal    

An important point should also be made about the NL with regard to American electoral 

politics.  This point touches on the basic political character of the NL.  From the time of the 

split in the Socialist Party onwards, the NL argued forcefully in favour of the Roosevelt 

Administration, and this has been the source of some misunderstanding. 224  It has been 

asserted that the split in the Socialist Party was the occasion for a substantial change in the 

political direction of the NL, the point at which the paper stopped being a socialist publication 

and instead embraced liberalism (of the non-classical, New Deal variety).  Jack Ross writes 

that, after the split, The Forward and the NL became “indistinguishable from the right wing of 

New Deal liberalism.”225 Similarly, Kessler wrote: “Tendencies held in check by the connection 

with the Socialist Party were released when the paper broke from the party fold.  It was now 

able to support the New Deal and offer consistently unequivocal opposition to the Soviet 
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experiment.”226 Yet Kessler also noted that the NL continued to push for socialist schemes as 

the way to deal with the mass unemployment of the Depression, writing that such proposals 

“ran through its pages during the Roosevelt years in a constant stream and served as a 

reminder that that the paper was a spokesman for socialism.  That The New Leader broke 

from the party did not change that fact.”227 Kessler went on to remark that “the goal of the 

paper’s creators and supporters, the Co-operative commonwealth, though not given up, was 

mentioned less frequently.  Its articles no longer ended with a direct plea for the adoption of 

socialism as they had in the past.”228  

Kessler was right that, following the split, the NL was less explicit in the way it espoused 

socialism, but he was also right to point out that this did not mean that it had deserted 

socialism.  It is arguable that, rather than the NL moving to the Right, it was the Democratic 

Party under Roosevelt that had changed, moving closer to the NL’s position on a number of 

important issues, most notably in the area of labour policy.  It ought to be kept in mind that, 

in supporting Roosevelt and the New Deal, the NL was in tune with the overwhelming 

sentiment of organised labour.  As Arthur Schlesinger Jr wrote:  

The legislation of 1935 completed the identification of the cause of labor with the New Deal.  The 
Social Security Act and the WPA [Works Progress Administration] clinched the loyalty of the 
ordinary worker; the Wagner Act, the loyalty of the trade unionists.229  

Further, as the socialist intellectual and activist Michael Harrington noted, there were “social 

democratic aspects of the New Deal.”230  In supporting the Roosevelt Administration, the NL 

was supporting an administration that had not only greatly facilitated the growth of the union 
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movement but one that had also shown itself open to enacting at least some socialistic 

policies.  Accusations of “socialism!” made by right-wingers against the Roosevelt 

Administration, while exaggerated, did have some basis in reality.     

Moreover, from the very beginning the NL had been prepared to enter into a coalition with 

other political parties.  In line with a resolution passed by the Socialist Party at its national 

convention, the NL backed the “Progressive” candidate, Robert M. La Follette, in the 1924 

presidential election. 231  Again, in aligning itself with La Follette the NL had simply been 

mirroring the prevailing view among organised labour, which had also backed La Follette’s 

campaign.232 The NL also supported two regional New York parties.  First, in the late-1930s 

and early-1940s the NL supported the American Labor Party, but parted ways with the ALP 

after accusing communists of trying to “capture” it and “wreck the party.” 233  Then, it 

supported the Liberal Party, which was in established in 1944 (the Liberal Party began as an 

anti-communist breakaway group of the ALP).234 It is important, however, not to misconstrue 

these changes in party affiliation.  Kessler was also right to say that, despite shifting its support 

between these political parties, the NL was “not basically inconsistent” in its aims.235 The NL’s 

endorsement of these various parties is evidence that it wished to participate constructively 

in electoral politics, not that it had turned its back on socialism.       
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Chapter 2. 

The New Leader and totalitarianism theory 

Introduction 

If there was one central idea which dominated the thinking of the NL group during the Cold 

War years – one idée fixe – it was the idea of totalitarianism.  In particular, it was the belief 

that the communist movement was a totalitarian movement and therefore deserved to be 

completely repudiated by democratic leftists.  Most of what was written by writers at the NL 

in regard to communism can only really be understood with reference to the idea of 

totalitarianism.  It was the organising principle around which these writers sought to make 

sense of events in the Soviet Union, events in other countries with Soviet-type regimes, and 

developments in the world more generally.  For most of these writers, the totalitarian concept 

provided a clear cleavage in international politics.  Significantly, Menshevik writers associated 

with the NL played a key role in the evolution of this concept in the period just before their 

migration to the United States.  Moreover, as Hugh Wilford writes, the NL “was instrumental 

in introducing the term ‘totalitarian’ into American discourse about the Soviet Union.”236 

It is possible – and this is an important point – to identify a number of different strands of 

totalitarianism theory, each with its own distinct genealogy.   Just as revisionist scholars of 

the Soviet Union (whose critique of totalitarianism theory will be discussed in this chapter) 

have cautioned against seeing communism as a monolithic movement, so it is important not 

to fall into a similar trap of viewing totalitarianism theory as a monolithic body of thought.  

Hence, this chapter will examine three strands of totalitarian theory, each of which was 

developed and debated in the 1930s and 1940s.  These three strands of totalitarian theory 
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can be roughly categorised as clerical (or Roman Catholic), capitalist, and socialist.  Separating 

the various strands of totalitarian theory can also tell us much about the NL’s basic political 

position.  It will be stressed here that the strand of totalitarian theory which most influenced 

the NL came firmly from within the socialist tradition.  It is best to begin, however, by setting 

out the major themes of what has been dubbed “mature” totalitarianism theory, the 

totalitarianism theory of the post-World War Two period.237 Although the two key works of 

mature totalitarianism theory which will be discussed below were published either towards 

the end or after the period under review, a brief look at mature totalitarianism theory is useful 

for understanding the common themes that crop up again and again in the different versions 

of totalitarianism theory. 

Post-World War Two totalitarianism theory  

It is generally agreed that the two most influential works on totalitarianism theory in the post-

war period were Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism (first published 1951) and 

Dictatorship and Autocracy by Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski (first published 1956).238  

Before examining the content of these works, it is worth noting that all three writers had a 

connection to the NL: all three contributed at least one article to the NL and all three had 

their books reviewed in the NL.  While Hannah Arendt contributed only a single article to the 

NL, she left perhaps the greatest impression on the magazine.  This was helped, no doubt, by 

the fact that Arendt was very much part of the orbit of the New York intellectuals. Arendt’s 

The Origins of Totalitarianism (hereafter referred to as Origins) was given a particularly warm 
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reception by the NL, receiving an effusive review in the magazine by Dwight Macdonald in 

May 1951, followed by an in-depth discussion of the book by Macdonald in a series of three 

articles later in the year (more will be said of these articles below).  Moreover, the esteem in 

which Arendt’s work was held by the NL circle was reciprocated by Arendt: although Arendt 

sometimes disagreed with the conclusions reached by NL writers, she nonetheless expressed 

admiration for the magazine’s coverage of Soviet affairs.239 Indeed, Arendt cites the NL’s chief 

Kremlinologist, David J. Dallin, on at least a couple of occasions in Origins, including an article 

written by Dallin in the NL.240 

Perhaps the most important contention put forward by Arendt in Origins is the idea that 

totalitarian regimes represented something “entirely new and unprecedented” in history.241  

There was, in Arendt’s judgement, a sharp distinction to be drawn between modern 

totalitarian regimes and previous examples of dictatorial regimes.242  Significantly, Arendt 

asserted in Origins that the only true totalitarian regimes existed in Nazi Germany from 1938 

to 1945 and in Stalinist Russia from 1930 onwards (as noted, Origins was published  in 1951 – 

before Stalin’s death in 1953 – and Arendt continued to use the term totalitarian to describe 

the Soviet Union well into in the post-Stalinist era).243 As we shall see, this linking of Nazism 

and communism (in its Stalinist and post-Stalinist forms) would later become deeply 

controversial among western scholars of the Soviet Union.  In Origins, however, Arendt had 

few qualms in positing that these regimes had their very own “nature” and “essence,” their 
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own “general mood” which was separate and distinct from all other forms of government 

[Italics in original].244 

The characteristic that most set totalitarianism apart from other types of dictatorial rule was, 

Arendt argued, the urge for “total domination,” an urge that included control of domestic 

societies as well as designs for “world domination.”245 Totalitarianism, according to Arendt, is 

“a form of government whose essence is terror,” and the effect of this terror was to make 

human beings “isolated against each other.”246 Arendt remarked that “even the desert of 

tyranny” created by previous dictatorial regimes “appears like a guarantee of freedom” in 

comparison to the stiflingly repressive atmosphere created by these new regimes.247 While 

previous despotic governments extinguished the “public realm of life,” totalitarianism goes 

further and “destroys private life as well.”248 Arendt argued that personal isolation was a 

necessary and all-pervasive feature of totalitarian systems, observing that the “isolation of 

atomized individuals provided not only the mass basis for totalitarian rule, but is carried 

through to the very top of the whole social structure.” 249  Needless to say, this total 

domination of society included “the regimentation of all intellectual and artistic life,” as well 

as “repeated eliminations” of intellectuals deemed inconvenient by the totalitarian regime.250 

The different types of political prison camps which existed under Nazi and communist rule – 

concentration camps, labour camps, extermination camps – occupied an important place in 

Arendt’s understanding of “total domination.”251 Arendt wrote: “The concentration camps of 
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totalitarian regimes serve as laboratories in which the fundamental belief of totalitarianism 

that everything is possible is being verified.”252 These laboratories were meant to “serve the 

ghastly experiment of eliminating, under scientifically controlled conditions, spontaneity itself 

as an expression of human behaviour.”253 Arendt repeatedly invoked the image of “Pavlov’s 

dog” to describe the effect these camps had on prisoners.254 For Arendt, something even 

more fundamental than the pain and misery inflicted by these camps was at issue.  Arendt 

felt that the camps gave rise to profound questions regarding human nature, writing:  

The concentration camps are the laboratories where changes in human nature are tested, and their 
shamefulness therefore is not just the business of their inmates and those who run them according 
to strictly “scientific” standards; it is the concern of all men.  Suffering, of which there has always 
been too much on earth, is not the issue, nor is the number of victims.  Human nature as such is at 
stake […]255 

Arendt asserted that “to do good becomes utterly impossible” in the camps.256 The camps 

brought about the “murder of the moral person” and the “destruction of individuality.”257 

Arendt wrote that for totalitarians “character is a threat” and “individuality, anything indeed 

that distinguishes one man from another, is intolerable.”258  

Perhaps even worse, outside the camps totalitarian society became “permeated by standards 

and living by the methods which once had been the monopoly of the secret police.”259 Of the 

denunciations and informing carried out by ordinary members of totalitarian society, Arendt 

wrote: “Mutual suspicion…permeates all social relationships in totalitarian countries and 

creates an all-pervasive atmosphere even outside the special purview of the secret police.”260 
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Totalitarian regimes created “a system of ubiquitous spying, where everybody may be a police 

agent and each individual feels himself under constant surveillance.” 261  In contrast to 

previous dictatorial regimes, totalitarian regimes would even “hunt secret thoughts.” 262 

Furthermore, individual victims of this terror need not to have committed the slightest act of 

commission against these regimes, with these regimes rounding up “random groups of the 

population which for some reason entirely unconnected with their actions had fallen into 

disgrace.”263            

Arendt plainly had a didactic purpose in mind in writing Origins.  There is a sense of urgency 

in the work that went beyond a mere dry and dispassionate analysis of totalitarian systems.   

Most notably, Arendt intended to disabuse non-totalitarians of any illusions they may have 

held about totalitarian movements and societies.  She cautioned how difficult it was for 

“normal people” to apprehend the true nature of totalitarianism, and how “common sense” 

stood in the way of understanding these movements.264 The “entire philosophical tradition” 

of the west, from Christian teachings to Kant, had meant that non-totalitarians “cannot 

conceive of a ‘radical evil’” such as totalitarianism.265 Again, Arendt turned to the camps to 

warn of another salient feature of these regimes: the indifference of totalitarian regimes to 

“utilitarian” concerns.266 She spends some time grappling with one of the central conundrums 

of Stalinist and Nazi rule: what she saw as the sheer economic “uselessness of the camps.”267 

Unlike the NL’s David J. Dallin, who saw some economic purpose to the camps, the way Arendt 

resolves this conundrum is to argue that “common sense” is of little use in understanding 
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these regimes.268 The review given to Origins in the NL referred to the “ideological dream-

world” of totalitarian movements and there is a dreamlike – or perhaps nightmarish – aspect 

to Arendt’s representation of totalitarianism: again and again she returns to the theme of the 

“fictitious, topsy-turvy world” of totalitarian societies.269 It is noteworthy that Arendt was 

involved in the translation and editing of Franz Kafka’s work at the time she was writing 

articles on totalitarianism, articles which became the basis for Origins.270 The cause of this 

dreamlike world was, it seems, the deadly earnestness with which totalitarians took their 

ideological worldview.271   

Arendt was also concerned to warn of the threat that, she felt, totalitarianism presented to 

international peace and security.  Importantly, Arendt maintained that totalitarian 

movements can never be truly nationalistic movements.  She was at pains to make the point 

that a totalitarian regime “is not a government in any traditional sense, but a movement, 

whose advance constantly meets with new obstacles that have to be eliminated” [italics in 

original].272 A key consideration for such movements was to avoid becoming “‘ossified’ by 

taking over the state machine and frozen into a form of absolute government.”273 For such 

dynamic political movements “a development toward nationalism would frustrate its exterior 

expansion, without which the movement cannot survive.” 274  In a sense, totalitarian 

movements were movements without a country.  Arendt wrote: “Like a foreign conqueror, 
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the totalitarian dictator regards the natural and industrial riches of each country, including 

his own, as a source of loot and a means of preparing the next step of aggressive 

expansion.” 275  It followed that totalitarian regimes would not mellow with time, as “a 

stabilization of its laws and institutions would surely liquidate the movement itself and with 

it the hope for eventual world conquest.”276 

Unsurprisingly, the NL gave special attention to Origins on its release in 1951, publishing a 

three-page review of the book and then discussing the issues raised by it in series of three 

essays.277 All four items were written by Dwight Macdonald, a senior figure among the New 

York Intellectuals. The NL thought that Origins was so important that it postponed one review 

by Saul Bellow and another by Murray Kempton in order, it seems, to publish a review of 

Arendt’s book.278  Although Macdonald did think the book had its “defects,” he still gave it a 

rhapsodic review. 279  Interestingly enough, Macdonald felt that Arendt’s work was good 

enough to bear comparison with that of Marx, writing: “The theoretical analysis of 

totalitarianism here [in Origins] impressed me more than any political theory I’ve read since 

1935, when I first read Marx.”280 He went on to say:  

As Marx stripped the ideological veil from capitalism, so does she from totalitarianism.  To do this, 
she is forced to question and reject not only the apologetics for the system but also most of the 
explanations that the liberal and conservative enemies of totalitarianism have attempted.281 

Following this review, Macdonald returned to a comparison to Marx in the first of his series 

of essays on Origins.  He wrote: “As Marx superseded earlier analysts of capitalism, so Arendt 
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does earlier analysts of totalitarianism.  As Marx questioned the bourgeois ideology and 

demonstrated, by a strict inquiry into the realities of bourgeois behavior, the inhumanity and 

irrationality of capitalism, so Arendt with capitalism’s successor.”282 

It was this emphasis on the irrational as a way of explaining totalitarianism that most struck 

a chord with Macdonald.  In his first essay, he praised Arendt for breaking new ground in the 

way she sought to explain totalitarianism:                   

[…] the great merit of her approach [is] that it concentrates on ethical and psychological factors 
instead of on scientific-materialistic factors which most modern scholars and political thinkers, still 
trudging along the well-marked dead-end roads opened up by nineteenth-century thought, 
continue to look to for their bearings.283 

In his initial review of Origins, Macdonald concurred with Arendt’s view as to the true 

motivations of members of totalitarian movements.  He noted Arendt’s belief that “utilitarian 

motives” had been cast aside under totalitarian rule, and in a precis of Arendt’s analysis wrote 

that the leaders of totalitarian regimes “choose to destroy their own peoples, armies, 

economies, and even themselves […] rather than adapt their delusional system to reality.”284  

He added, again while outlining Arendt’s views, that totalitarian regimes were attempting to 

“imprison” the masses “safely in their rulers’ paranoiac dream-world.”285 He then offered this 

verdict on Arendt’s way of explaining totalitarianism: “I think this approach, foolish as it 

sounds (at first), is the key to the Soviet enigma.”286 Also, as with his comments on Marx, it is 

interesting to note what he had to say about “collectivism” and “socialism” as he was 

summarising Arendt’s views: 
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[…] Hannah Arendt states boldly and, what is worse, brings up a lot of historical data to prove, that 
the totalitarians are not motivated primarily by class, national, economic or military or imperialistic 
(in the Hobson-Lenin sense) considerations, and not even by a selfish desire to stay in power, but 
by a psychological obsession, a metaphysical dream, and ideological fantasy (without, however, 
any specific content such as racism, collectivism or socialism) […]287 

These last remarks were, perhaps, just passing comments made by Macdonald, but they do 

demonstrate that Macdonald and the NL did not equate totalitarianism with socialism per se.  

Indeed, as Macdonald put it, totalitarian movements could take up “specific content” from 

either the right or the left, but this content was not what was really impelling totalitarian 

movements to act as they did. 

In his second essay, Macdonald considered one of the more intriguing points made in Origins: 

that the Nazi and Communist parties became increasingly radicalised once in power.  

Macdonald quoted a passage from Origins in which Arendt argued that the “totalitarian ruler” 

was compelled both to create “the fictitious world of the movement as a tangible working 

reality of everyday life” and to “prevent this new world from developing a new stability.”288 

The next part of Arendt’s argument is complicated and a little obscure, but the upshot is that 

avoiding stability is necessary in order to stop a totalitarian regime from becoming just like 

any other conventional nation state.289 Macdonald said of this passage:                

This explains why Nazism and Communism failed to “settle down” the way past revolutions have, 
to become more moderate and more conservative as their state power was consolidated.  The 
reverse, indeed, has been the case: the more secure the regime’s position, the more 
“revolutionary” its politics.290 

Macdonald went on to draw the obvious inference from this: that totalitarian regimes would 

only become more expansionist and more demanding in their dealings with non-totalitarian 
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countries as time went on. 291  Yet we now know that this process of radicalisation did 

eventually come to an end in the Soviet Union.  Origins was published before Stalin’s death, 

and Arendt was not to know of the changes to take place following his death, but the Soviet 

Union did de-radicalise in the post-Stalin period.  This is one area where, with the benefit of 

hindsight, we can see that both Arendt and the NL exaggerated the danger presented by the 

Soviet Union, that Arendt’s “ideological dream-world” (to use Macdonald’s phrase) was wide 

of the mark.       

Friedrich and Brzezinski, by contrast, took an altogether more prosaic approach.  Benjamin J. 

Barber has pointed out that Arendt adopted an “essentialist” way of understanding 

totalitarian regimes.292  Essentialists, Barber explains, “emphasize ideological content, system 

goals, and other relatively abstract and nonmeasurable attributes of a regime.”293 Barber 

notes that Friedrich and Brzezinski, while not completely abandoning the attempt to describe 

the “essence” of totalitarian regimes, did also “incorporate a set of ‘objective attributes’” in 

their definition of a totalitarian regime.294 That is, Friedrich and Brzezinski offered a sort of 

checklist of characteristics that, when added together, make up what they called the 

totalitarian “syndrome.”295  The “six basic features” of the totalitarian syndrome are “an 

ideology, a single party typically led by one man, a terroristic police, a communications 

monopoly, a weapons monopoly, and a centrally directed economy.”296 It is probably true to 

say that most NL writers – indeed, most of the New York intellectuals in general – favoured 

Arendt’s more subjective version of totalitarian theory (emphasising as it did ideology and the 
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mindset of totalitarians) over the more objective “checklist” approach put forward by 

Friedrich and Brzezinski.     

Yet, aside from this more grounded way of understanding and defining totalitarianism, 

Friedrich and Brzezinski shared Arendt’s basic views on the subject.  They echoed Arendt’s 

belief that totalitarian regimes were something “entirely new and unprecedented,” writing 

that “totalitarian dictatorship is historically unique and sui generis.”297 They also emphasised 

the difference between more benign forms of autocracy and totalitarianism, writing: “One 

flatters it, actually, when one calls a dictatorship of this kind a tyranny or despotism.  The 

autocratic regimes of the past were not nearly as ghastly as the totalitarian dictatorships of 

our time.”298 Further, making explicit what is mostly left implicit in Arendt’s work, they argued 

that “fascist and communist totalitarian dictatorships are basically alike.”299 They did concede 

that fascism and communism “differ […] in their historical antecedents,” but they went on to 

argue that “they are sufficiently alike to class them together and contrast them not only with 

constitutional systems, but also with former types of autocracy.”300  

The totalitarian model and revisionism  

It would be remiss to discuss totalitarianism theory without acknowledging the strong 

objections made against it by “revisionist” scholars.  It should be noted that “revisionism” in 

this context does not refer to revisionism in the field of Cold War diplomatic history.  Although 

the questions raised by revisionist diplomatic historians – such as who was responsible for 

the onset of the Cold War or why the United States intervened in conflicts in the “Third World” 
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during the Cold War – have some bearing on this research project (as will be explored in the 

following chapter), we are concerned here with the broader question of how scholars have 

debated totalitarianism and the nature of Soviet-type societies, and hence are chiefly 

concerned with revisionist debates about the nature of communism.  Debates between 

revisionist scholars and those scholars who continued to subscribe to the totalitarian model 

were often extremely bitter.  Sheila Fitzpatrick, an historian identified with the revisionist 

camp, has written “of how nasty the field [of Soviet history and Soviet studies] could be during 

the Cold War.”301 Traces of that bitterness remain, surfacing from time to time.  Fitzpatrick 

writes that revisionists remained an “embattled minority” as late as the early-1980s.302 Yet 

she adds: “It [revisionism] achieved respectability – some would say dominance – in the 

professional field toward the end of the 1980s, particularly with respect to its social history 

component.”303  

The first objections to the totalitarian concept appeared in the field of political science at the 

beginning of the 1960s.304 These objections grew towards the end of the decade, reinforced 

by opposition to the Vietnam War and the use of the concept by the Johnson Administration 

to justify the escalation of the war.305 Many revisionists could be classified as belonging to the 

New Left – certainly, revisionism often drew a great deal of inspiration from New Left ideas – 

but revisionism was not confined to the New Left.306  Revisionist scholars saw the concept of 

totalitarianism as one of the principal causes of broader Cold War hostilities, disapproving in 
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particular of the idea of “Red Fascism,” or the “Nazi-Communist analogy.”307 Cold War politics 

aside, there were good grounds for rejecting this analogy: as Alexander J. Groth showed, 

Fascism and communism were completely dissimilar in their desire for deep social change.308 

Here, though, we should acknowledge that some scholars who have made use of totalitarian 

theory also insisted on making a clear distinction between Fascism and communism.  

Raymond Aron, for instance, wrote: “The aim of Soviet terror is to create a society which 

conforms completely to an ideal, while in the Nazi case, the aim was pure and simple 

extermination.”309  

The focus of the revisionists’ attack, however, was on the idea that the Soviet society was 

“monolithic.” 310  In 1975, Jerry F. Hough put forward the suggestion that “substantial 

elements of pluralism have always existed within the Soviet Union.”311  Sheila Fitzpatrick 

protested the “‘top-down’ picture” of “total party control and omniscience.”312 Rejecting the 

view of Soviet society as one “in which all power is concentrated in a few hands and in which 

the broad population has none,” Hough contended: “All citizens must have some modicum of 

direct or indirect influence in certain situations (if nothing else, as rulers anticipate their 

reactions).”313 These are sound points to make, but one wonders how closely revisionists have 

read the works of their rivals: Arendt, for one, explicitly rejected the idea that totalitarian 
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governments have a “monolithic structure.” 314  Instead, Arendt noted that totalitarian 

regimes, both Nazi and communist, were prone to the “duplication of office.”315 Still, it should 

be noted that some revisionists do acknowledge the “sophistication of the original 

[totalitarian] theorists,” noting that Friedrich and Brzezinski spoke of “islands of 

separateness” within Soviet society.316 It is undeniable, however, that many proponents of 

the totalitarian model did – and still do – view communism as a monolithic movement.  These 

scholars have a ready reply to the revisionists: that even if Soviet-type societies were never 

actually monolithic, it was nonetheless the aim of communist parties to create such 

monolithic societies.  Pointing to the example of the GDR (German Democratic Republic) and 

the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, or Socialist Unity Party, as the East 

German Communist Party styled itself), Peter Grieder writes: 

Recent studies on the GDR have rightly highlighted the often chaotic or incomplete realisation of 
SED objectives at the grass-roots level, particularly in the first two decades.  Yet these conclusions 
are hardly surprising given that the system was still under construction [emphasis added].317 

Grieder goes on to argue that, though the GDR “was not as effective in achieving its objectives 

as its propaganda would suggest,” it still had totalitarian goals in mind.318 He adds: “The GDR 

bears the unhappy distinction of being one of the most efficient (or least inefficient) 

totalitarian states that has ever existed, even if it ultimately failed to achieve the dystopian 

levels of control envisaged by the SED.”319 Certainly, evidence that communist regimes sought 

“dystopian levels of control” is not hard to find.     
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Revisionists are on firmer ground when they object to the way in which scholars subscribing 

to totalitarian theory have made confident pronouncements on what life in Soviet society was 

like, often on the basis of sketchy information.320 Here we should recall that, up until the time 

of perestroika, detailed information about the Soviet Union was extremely difficult to obtain 

(there were exceptions, such as the “Smolensk Archive,” which fell into Nazi hands during 

World War Two and later proved a valuable source of information for Western scholars).321 

Revisionists also make a worthwhile point when they note that the totalitarian concept is not 

a suitable concept for understanding post-Stalinist Russia.322 On this, totalitarian theorists 

were mistaken: while Friedrich and Brzezinski admitted that “totalitarian societies are not 

fixed and static entities,” they also argued that they have a “tendency to become more 

‘totalitarian’” over time.323 This clearly did not happen in post-Stalinist Russia.  Rather, as 

alluded to earlier, a campaign of de-Stalinisation took place, a campaign which included the 

release of millions of prisoners from labour camps.324  Plainly, there are reasons to have 

reservations about the totalitarian model, but the totalitarian theorists are likely right in 

sensing that there was something distinctive about the great twentieth-century dictatorships, 

dictatorships that, as Friedrich suggests, probably owe much to the “total mobilization” of the 

First World War.325 Furthermore, the two sides may not be as irreconcilable as they seem.  As 

the revisionist Sheila Fitzpatrick wrote in 1986:   
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Ten or twelve years ago it was very useful to point out that the [totalitarian] model had an inherent 
bias and did not explain everything about Soviet society.  Now, when a new scholarly generation 
sometimes takes for granted that the totalitarian model was completely erroneous and harmful, it 
is possibly more useful to point out that there were some things about Soviet society that it 
explained very well.326 

What most historians of either school likely do not know is that one important strand of 

totalitarianism came about as a result of factional disputes involving the Mensheviks, as the 

following two sections will show.  

Menshevism and Bolshevism 

The roots of the NL’s version of totalitarianism theory can be traced back to 1903, to the 

Second Congress of the Russian Social-Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP), at which the RSDLP 

split into Bolshevik and Menshevik factions.  The account offered by Menshevik leaders of the 

Bolshevik-Menshevik schism would later go on to inform interwar socialist totalitarianism 

theory, as well as forming an important part of the western historiography of the Soviet Union 

in the post-World War Two period.  For our purposes, we are not particularly concerned with 

establishing the actual causes of the split – something that could be argued about ad infinitum 

– but rather with the Menshevik account of the split.  That is, we are more interested here in 

exploring the Mensheviks’ self-image, and the image which Mensheviks created of their 

factional opponents, than with the question of whether such images were accurate or fair. 

The rupture in Russian Marxism centred, as Solomon M. Schwarz put it in his 1967 book, The 

Russian Revolution of 1905: The Workers’ Movement and the Formation of Bolshevism and 

Menshevism, on “differences of opinion on tactics and organisation” of the RSDLP.327 Lenin’s 

writings on tactics and organisation, especially his book What Is To Be Done? (published not 
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long before the split in 1902), occupy an important place in the Menshevik reading of the 

split.  It is largely due to Mensheviks that Lenin’s writings from this period have been seen by 

many historians to contain the intellectual foundations of a future totalitarian party.  As Hal 

Draper has put it, scholars and other observers of the Soviet Union have maintained that 

What Is To Be Done? “bears the original sin of totalitarianism” and played the role of a 

“totalitarian bible” to future Bolsheviks.328 In other words, a line of continuity can be drawn 

from Stalinism back to the very beginnings of the Bolshevik Party.329 It should be noted in 

passing, however, that Draper and others sympathetic to Lenin have sharply contested this 

interpretation of Lenin’s writings. 330  According to Draper, Menshevik leaders such as 

Plekhanov and Martov had no quarrel with the plans for party organisation outlined in What 

Is To Be Done? at the time of the book’s publication, but later used these plans as a kind of ex 

post facto rationalisation for their break with Lenin.331 Certainly, there is no denying that the 

Menshevik account of Lenin’s proposals for party organisation is vulnerable to the charge of 

partisan exaggeration and selectivity.  Of course, it must be noted, too, that Bolsheviks were 

hardly backward when it came to misrepresenting the views of their erstwhile comrades.332 

Yet, even with these caveats in mind, it is worth recalling the words of Solomon M. Schwarz 

(an important Menshevik figure), who wrote of the dispute over organisational questions at 

the 1903 congress: “It was as if the debaters sensed some disease in the Party and were 

groping in the dark for a cure.”333 In short, a case could be made that the Menshevik faction 
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was perceptive – and was later vindicated – in recognising the very early signs of dictatorial 

tendencies in Leninism.                        

So what, specifically, did the Menshevik leadership object to in Lenin’s view of party 

organisation?  The main point of contention concerned the size and social make-up of the 

RSDLP.  At the time of the split the RSDLP could hardly be described as a working-class party.  

Pavel Axelrod, one of the Menshevik’s leading theoreticians – and one of Lenin’s sharpest 

opponents on questions of party organisation and tactics – lamented shortly after 1903 

congress that “while the party sets out to be the political organization of the working masses” 

its leaders came almost exclusively from the “revolutionary intelligentsia.”334 As Mensheviks 

themselves readily acknowledged, intellectuals filled the leadership ranks of both factions.335 

“The difference,” according to Solomon Schwarz, “lay in their attitudes toward the respective 

role of workers and intelligenty in Party organizations.”336 Schwarz went on: “The Mensheviks 

tolerated the immense preponderance of intelligenty among the local party workers as an 

inevitable temporary evil but tried to palliate it by seizing every opportunity to stimulate the 

workers’ activity in all Party organizations.”337 By contrast, the Bolsheviks – at least in the 

Menshevik version – were at ease with the party remaining in the hands of intellectuals, 

seeing this as best means of ensuring that the Party retained its revolutionary militancy.338 At 

the 1903 Conference, the emerging leaders of the Menshevik faction suspected Lenin of 

trying to limit party membership to that of “professional revolutionaries,” thus perpetuating 

control of the RSDLP by intellectuals rather than opening the party up to a larger working-
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class support base.339 While historians have often expressed scepticism that the RSDLP did in 

fact split over the seemingly obscure issue of rules for party membership, a closer look at 

Marxist history and theory does offer some support for the Menshevik view that profound 

doctrinal questions were at stake in the 1903 dispute.340               

One epithet commonly used by the Mensheviks to denounce the Bolsheviks was that of 

“Jacobin-Blanquist.” 341  The Blanquists – adherents of the revolutionary agitator, Louis-

Auguste Blanqui – were a French left-wing sect active in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century.  Although some workers eventually joined the Blanquists, the sect was mostly made 

up of intellectuals with middle-class backgrounds.342The Blanquists modelled themselves, as 

Patrick H. Hutton observes, on the “revolutionary elites” the Jacobin clubs of the French 

Revolution.343 Hutton writes of this brand of “professional revolutionaries”: “The professional 

revolutionary was a secular monk – totally committed to revolutionary action, totally adapted 

to its ordeal, and totally given to personal asceticism which such activism 

entailed.”344Although the Blanquists employed a variety of revolutionary strategies, they are 

best known for their fondness for conspiratorial methods, most notably their hopes of 

bringing about revolution via a coup d’etat.345 Indeed, to this end the Blanquists went so far 

as to form a chain of underground paramilitary groups.346   
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Blanquism has acted as a kind of foil to Marxist thinkers.  Hutton has pointed out that Marxists 

have mostly viewed the Blanquists as “unreflective precursors of the Marxists,” noting that 

theoreticians such as Eduard Bernstein, while complimentary of the Blanquists in some 

respects, also reproached the sect “for their inability to grasp theoretically the economic 

foundations of historical change.”347 Likewise, Joylon Michael Howorth has contended that 

the Blanqui’s contribution to socialist theory is slight, and has suggested that, though the 

Blanquists held out “egalitarian communism” as a hazy and distant goal, Blanquism might be 

understood as “the ongoing extreme form of Jacobin republicanism” rather than as a fully-

fledged socialist grouping. 348  Moreover, in Hutton’s analysis, the Blanquists, although 

innovative in some of their tactics, struggled to come to terms with the growth of mass 

democratic politics in the period in which the sect operated (1864-1893).349 Certainly, Marx 

and Engels thought of the Blanquists as hopelessly old fashioned and treated their ideas with 

derision.350 Sidney Hook, contributing editor and a long-time writer for the NL, noted that 

Marx and Engels could not countenance the “undisguised elitism” of Blanqui and his 

supporters.351   

All these long-standing Marxist objections to Blanquism were taken up by Mensheviks in their 

fight against Lenin and his supporters.  It is true that Mensheviks did concede that both 

secrecy and a centralised party structure were unavoidable under tsarism, given that the 

party was constantly being pursued and infiltrated by Okhrana spies and agents 
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provocateurs. 352  According to Solomon Schwarz, however, “the Bolsheviks elevated 

centralism into a principle, whereas the Mensheviks accepted it as a temporary evil, trying 

wherever possible to encourage the workers’ independent activity and to give them a share 

in Party life” [italics in original]. 353  It is also true that Mensheviks, like their factional 

opponents, advocated a “vanguard” role for the party.354 Yet, the kind of vanguardism they 

had in mind was, they argued, very different to that contemplated by the Bolsheviks.  At the 

Fourth Congress of the RSDRP in 1906, Pavel Axelrod accused the Bolsheviks of having a 

Blanquist-style “conspiratorial-insurrectionary” mindset, which was “absolutely incompatible 

with our [the party’s] basic proletarian objective.”355 Instead, Axelrod argued that, in any 

future “large-scale risings” against Tsarism, the party “can and should prepare itself and the 

working masses for that battle by political means and not military, technical or conspiratorial 

ones.”356 Mensheviks worried, as Schwarz wrote, that the “closed, ‘conspiratorial’ character” 

of the party “prevented it from becoming truly the spearhead of the working class.”357 In the 

final analysis, Mensheviks such as Axelrod felt that “Only the working class can liberate the 

working class.”358      

Perhaps above all, however, Mensheviks fretted (according to Schwarz’s 1967 account) that 

Lenin was taking the party down an overly regimented, “authoritarian” path. 359  In the 

Menshevik historiography, in the years following the split the Mensheviks were for greater 

internal party democracy (in keeping with their desire for more working-class participation in 
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decision-making) while the Bolsheviks stuck to an authoritarian line.360The clear subtext, in 

the Menshevik historiography, was that the authoritarian instincts of the Bolsheviks in 

internal party matters led directly to authoritarianism in the organisation of Soviet society in 

the years following the October Revolution.  The question of democracy in Russia would 

assume greater importance in the thinking of Mensheviks after 1917, with Menshevik leaders 

such as Pavel Axelrod insisting that the idea of “an unbridgeable conflict between democracy 

and proletarian dictatorship” was a thoroughly un-Marxist innovation on the part of the 

Leninist regime.361 Mensheviks thought it was folly for Bolsheviks to try to truncate the slow 

historical developments, both economic and political, which (according to classical Marxist 

theory) Russia needed if it was to be truly ready for socialism.  A crucial part of that 

development was the establishment of democracy in Russia, which Mensheviks held to be 

especially important in the “transitional period from capitalism to socialism.”362 Julius Martov 

warned against the temptation to use a “minority dictatorship” in order to “jump over the 

historic inertia of the masses.”363 Such leapfrogging would only result in “the maximum of 

psychological resistance and that way to the minimum creative yield of the social 

revolution.”364 Securing democratic consent through persuasion was vital to the success of 

socialism, with Martov writing that “Marx and Engels became convinced that the socialist 

revolution could only be accomplished with the support of the majority of the population 

accepting knowingly the positive program of socialism” [italics in original].365   

 
360 Ibid., 241-42. 
361 Abraham Ascher, Pavel Axelrod and the Development of Menshevism (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 1972), 352. 
362 Ibid. 
363 J. Martov, The State and the Socialist Revolution, trans. Integer (New York: International Review, 1938), 

35. 
364 Ibid., 34. 
365 Ibid., 63. 



75 
 

Moreover, Martov went so far as to repudiate the idea that the Soviets could be any kind of 

foundation for socialism in Russia.  For Martov, the Soviets were a suspiciously anti-statist 

concept, having a closer kinship to the doctrines of Proudhon and Anarchism than those of 

Marx and Engels.366 Martov went to some pains to show that Marx and Engels were open to 

the idea that socialism could be introduced under the aegis of existing states.367 Further, he 

noted that Marx was in favour of radical democratic devices such as “the immediate recall of 

every office-holder by the simple decision of his electors.”368  Hence, rather than smashing 

the state to bits and replacing it with Soviets, the correct Marxist strategy – the strategy set 

out in The Communist Manifesto – was to take over the state and institute a form of radical 

proletarian democracy.369 Martov counselled: 

The bureaucratic and military features of the existing State must be immediately lopped off.  The 
bureaucratic-military machinery of the State must be replaced with greater popular rule, with the 
extension of democracy.  The state must be immediately democratized from top to bottom.  As 
indicated by Marx and Engels, the socialist revolution begins with this political change: the greatest 
possible extension of democracy.370   

In other words, the state and democracy were inextricably linked, and socialism relied on 

them both.  As we shall see, these views – which would continue to be held by Menshevik 

writers at the NL – were far removed from Roman Catholic and neo-liberal versions of 

totalitarian theory, theories which held both the state and democracy in some suspicion. 

German socialism and totalitarianism theory 

In the Menshevik version of their split with the Bolsheviks, as indicated above, the Menshevik 

faction parted company with Lenin’s faction because they perceived a disturbing – and, to 
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them, deeply un-Marxist – authoritarianism to be at the core of Leninism.  This can be seen 

as the foundational concept of their brand of totalitarianism theory.  Yet their views on 

totalitarianism only really became fully formed as a result of their association with German 

Socialists during their years in exile in Germany and France.  The most detailed discussion of 

this topic is to be found in André Liebich’s 1987 article “Marxism and Totalitarianism: Rudolf 

Hilferding and the Mensheviks” and in William Smaldone’s 1994 article “Rudolf Hilferding and 

the Total State.”371 As the titles of these two articles suggests, the story centres on Rudolf 

Hilferding.  Hilferding was a senior member of the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) who 

had held the position of Finance Minister on two occasions in the Weimar period and was, as 

William A. Darity, Jr. and Bobblie L. Horn put it, “the leading economic theoretician of Austro-

Marxism.”372 Indeed, André Liebich goes so far as to say that by the 1930s Hilferding was “the 

outstanding Marxist theorist alive.”373 Hilferding had associated with Mensheviks exiled in 

Berlin from the 1920s onwards, forming a particularly strong bond with Boris Nicolaevsky.374 

Significantly, Hilferding appears to have received much of his information about 

developments in Soviet Russia from this group of Menshevik associates. 375  Like the 

Mensheviks, Hilferding was a refugee in France when the country surrendered to the 

Germans.  Unlike the Mensheviks, however, he did not manage to escape to the United States 

and is presumed to have been killed by the Gestapo in 1941.376   

 
371 André Liebich, “Marxism and Totalitarianism: Rudolf Hilferding and the Mensheviks,” Dissent Spring 

(1987): 223-240; William Smaldone, “Rudolf Hilferding and the Total State,” The Historian 57, no. 1 (1994): 97-
112.  

372 William A. Darity Jr. and Bobbie L. Horn, “Rudolf Hilferding: The Dominion of Capitalism and the 
Dominion of Gold,” The American Economic Review 75, no. 2 (1985): 363. 

373 Liebich, “Marxism and Totalitarianism,” 243. 
374 Liebich, From the Other Shore, 241. 
375 Liebich, “Marxism and Totalitarianism,” 237. 
376 Ibid., 239. 



77 
 

A few months prior to his death, Hilferding had been asked by Boris Nicolaevsky to contribute 

an appraisal of the Soviet regime and society to the Menshevik journal, Sotsialisticheskii 

Vestnik.377 It is important that Hilferding’s appraisal be viewed in the context of a wrenching 

schism then taking place among the Mensheviks.378 Up until 1939 the prevailing policy of the 

Mensheviks in regards to Soviet Russia had been what was called the “Martov Line.”379 This 

policy was firmly supported by the party’s left-wing leader, Fedor Dan.380 In some ways, the 

“Martov line” was similar to the sort of attitude Trotsky adopted towards Stalin’s regime.  

That is, it expressed strong disapproval of many aspects of the Soviet regime, but not outright 

hostility, and adamantly rejected any calls for a counter-revolution.381 In other words, the 

Mensheviks attempted to fulfil the role, as Liebich puts it, of a “loyal opposition,” viewing 

what would now be described as “regime change” to be a betrayal of the Russian working 

class.382 Following the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and the Russian invasion of 

Poland and Finland, however, the Soviet regime was now held by the majority of Mensheviks 

to be beyond redemption, and, as a consequence, the “Martov line” appeared to the majority 

of Mensheviks to be entirely indefensible.383 In spite of this, Fedor Dan clung obstinately to 

the “Martov line,” splitting from the party majority and creating his own journal, Novyi Mir.384 

It was in this atmosphere of heated ideological conflict between old comrades – and rival 

publications – that Raphael Abramovitch (now the party’s leader) solicited an article from 

Rudolf Hilfeferding for Sotsialisticheskii Vestnik.385 
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Hilferding’s article, entitled “State Capitalism or Totalitarian State Economy,” had its basis, as 

William Smaldone explains, in a growing sense of unease with conventional Marxist 

interpretations of the regimes in Germany, Italy, and Russia.386 Indeed, it was published in 

1940 when Hitler’s international power was at its height, naturally a period of great distress 

for social democrats such as Hilferding.387 Hilferding was writing in response to an article 

written by an English Trotskyist, R. L. Worrall, in which Worrall put the case that the Soviet 

Union should be understood, not as a workers’ state, but rather as a “state capitalist” 

regime.388 In Worrall’s analysis, the fact that the Soviet regime was concerned with amassing 

capital meant that it was, in essence, fulfilling much the same role as a bourgeois regime.389 

In keeping with his Trotskyist thinking, Worrall also held that bureaucrats were the principal 

decision-makers in Soviet Russia.390 In reply, Hilferding doubted that bureaucrats really were 

in charge in Russia, writing: “Stalin thoroughly exploded this myth when during the last purges 

he ordered shot, among others, thousands of industrial managers.”391 Dismissing the idea 

that bureaucrats now ruled Russia, Hilferding argued that the bureaucracy was “in fact 

subordinate to the government to the same extent as are the rest of the people”.392 Instead, 

policy was “determined by a small circle of those who are in power,” by which he meant, of 

course, Stalin and his immediate circle.393   

Moreover, for Hilferding such considerations of class or of capital accumulation – indeed of 

economics in general – were largely beside the point.  Asserting that Germany and Russia 
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were “drawing close to each other” in economic structure, Hilferding argued that in a 

totalitarian society the “economy loses the primacy which it held under bourgeois society.”394 

The thrust of Hilferding’s argument was that the new totalitarian state had broken free of 

economic constraints, becoming, as Smaldone writes, “a power unto itself.”395  Hilferding 

urged that Marxists forthrightly acknowledge these developments: 

The faithful believe only in heaven and hell as determining forces; the marxist sectarian only in 
capitalism and socialism, in classes – bourgeoisie and proletariat.  The marxist sectarian cannot 
grasp the idea that present-day state power, having achieved independence, is unfolding its 
enormous strength according to its own laws, subjecting social forces and compelling them to serve 
its own ends for a short or a long period of time.396 

This was highly unorthodox thinking for a Marxist, but Hilferding reminds his readers that 

socialist theory had not anticipated the “unrestricted absolutism” of Nazi Germany or Soviet 

Russia.397 Certainly, the times seemed to call for an unorthodox approach: Hillferding’s SPD 

had paid dearly for its adherence to a stolid version of Marxist theory, for its general lack of 

tactical and theoretical fleet-footedness in the face of the growing Nazi threat.                   

 As André Liebich points out, Hilferding was hardly original (even for a writer on the left) in 

his use of the concept of totalitarianism.398 Likewise, Hilferding’s article did not break any new 

ground, as Liebich notes, in positing an “underlying similarity between Fascist Italy, Nazi 

Germany, and Bolshevik Russia.”399 What was new, according to Liebich, was that “a major 

Marxist theorist” had recognised that “Marxist categories” were not at all suitable for 

describing the new European dictatorships, and had instead tried to combine a Marxist 

understanding with a totalitarian interpretation of these regimes.400 This seems a significant 

 
394 Ibid., 326-27. 
395 Smaldone, “Rudolf Hilferding and the Total State,” 108. 
396 Hilferding, “State Capitalism or Totalitarian State Economy,” 326-27. 
397 Ibid., 327. 
398 Liebich, “Marxism and Totalitarianism,” 223. 
399 Ibid. 
400 Ibid. 



80 
 

understatement: Hilferding’s article reads more like an abandonment of Marxist analysis 

rather than any attempt to fuse these two interpretative approaches.  This is certainly 

Smaldone’s view, who writes that Hilferding’s “description of the autonomous and dominant 

role of the state in totalitarian societies marked a methodological break with Marxism.”401 (It 

must be emphasised that finding a Marxist analysis of totalitarianism unconvincing does not, 

by any means, imply a complete renunciation of Marxism.)  Liebich is entirely correct, 

however, in underscoring the overriding importance given to democratic rights in Hilferding’s 

mature thought.402 According to Liebich, Hilferding came to see that “a basic dividing line lay 

not only between socialist and nonsocialist regimes but between those states that valued 

freedom and those that did not.”403 In fact, Hilferding wrote in his article that, in the eyes of 

social democrats, “socialism is indissolubly linked to democracy.”404 This idea that democracy 

represented the key fault-line in international politics would deeply inform the worldview of 

many of the NL’s writers.  Indeed, it is an indication of the significance that the nucleus of 

writers and editorial staff around the NL attached to Hilferding’s article that it was later 

republished in the 1947 in the NL’s sister journal, Modern Review.405   

Roman Catholic totalitarianism theory 

Recent scholarship by James Chappel has pointed to the hitherto neglected role of Roman 

Catholic intellectuals in the early development of totalitarianism theory. 406 Catholic 

intellectuals offered the first fully-worked-out version of totalitarianism theory in the early 

1930s.  It was fully worked out in the sense that it linked Bolshevism and Nazism, thus helping 
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to bring into being the mature totalitarianism theory of the Cold War and post-Cold War 

periods.407  Catholic totalitarianism theory was disseminated in the United States via the 

academic journal Review of Politics. 408  Catholic totalitarianism theory also informed the 

thinking of Hannah Arendt.409 As with socialist totalitarianism theory, Catholic totalitarianism 

theory grew out of a disagreement among Catholic intellectuals (Carl Schmitt versus 

Waldemar Gurian, Dietrich von Hilderbrand, and Jacques Maritain).410 

Catholic totalitarianism theory should be seen within the context of centralised campaign by 

the Vatican, begun in 1932, to discredit the Soviet Union among Catholic congregations 

throughout the world. 411  Unlike the socialist strand of totalitarianism theory, Catholic 

totalitarianism theory was hierarchical and uneasy about the power of both the state and the 

“masses.”412 Chappel writes: 

Catholic political theory has, since at least the nineteenth century, argued for the decentering of 
sovereignty away from the nation state and towards a cluster of legitimate, non-political 
institutions: notably the family, the profession, and the Church.  This was matched by a distrust of 
the “masses” and, more broadly, of the nation state’s wresting of sovereignty away from traditional 
authority figures.413 

Further, Catholic anti-totalitarianism was not, as Chappel points out, “forged in defense of 

liberal democracy.” 414 Again, this was in strong contrast to socialist totalitarian theory, which 

was mostly concerned with maintaining democracy.  According to Chappel, there was a 

“reactionary kernel at the heart of the [catholic totalitarianism] theory.”415 There does not 
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appear to be any evidence of a direct connection or any affinity between Catholic totalitarian 

theorists and the NL.  On the contrary, Carl J. Friedrich gave a negative review of Jacques 

Maritain’s book Man and the State in the NL in 1952 under the heading “A Brief for Clerical 

Authoritarianism.”416   

The most obvious reason why the NL circle did not feel any kind of intellectual kinship with 

Catholic totalitarianism theorists was that it distrusted and resented Catholic antisemitism.  

Keep in mind that Jewish deicide was still part of Church doctrine at this time, and that Father 

Coughlin’s antisemitic broadcasts were still a recent memory for American Jews in the period 

under review.417 Also, there was a wariness about anti-democratic feeling within the Church.  

Evidence for this can be found in a reply given by Sol Levitas to a letter sent to him by a priest 

in early 1946.  The priest in question, G.J. Gustafson, was editor of the publication The Priest.  

Gustafson’s letter to Levitas read, in part:      

[…] I would like you to know that there are a great number of priests who read the New Leader 
carefully and with profit. 

It will probably come as a surprise to you, as it did to me, that some of my colleagues, while 
applauding your stand against Communism feel that there is no real sympathy for the Catholic 
position.  This sentiment must be based on some previous position of the New Leader, for within 
the year which I have been reading it I have not detected any animus against the Church.418 

Levitas replied by trying to reassure Gustafson that the NL was not anti-Catholic, but he also 

added:  
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However, I must admit that we have and will continue to combat those forces in the Catholic 
movement that are very dangerous for democracy, peace, and decency in the world.  I hope you 
will agree with me on that point.419   

Perhaps not wishing to alienate any NL readers, Levitas then concluded his letter by writing:   

 […] this morning we had a little conference with some of the leading Catholics of New York for the 
sake of uniting our forces in combating totalitarian trends in our country as well as throughout the 
world.  We are contemplating (and this is for the time being not for publication), a wider gathering 
so as to lay the foundation for joint action.420  

Plainly, Levitas could see advantages to forming some kind of a relationship with the staunch 

anti-communists of the Catholic Church (or at least with the less reactionary, democratically-

minded members of the Church).  Certainly, it would have been surprising if such a thought 

had not occurred to him and others in the NL circle.  In a February 1951 column for the NL, 

William Henry Chamberlain wrote favourably, with one or two qualifications, of the “very 

important place which Catholic parties and groups hold in the anti-Communist front in 

Continental Europe.”421 Still, it is hard to escape the feeling that Levitas’ support for such 

“joint action” was half-hearted, and it is hard to detect a marked change in attitude toward 

the Church on the NL’s part in the years following this letter.422  

The neoliberal totalitarian thesis    

In discussing totalitarianism theory, it is important not to yoke together the kind of 

totalitarianism theory that most NL writers subscribed to with the beliefs about 
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totalitarianism that were popular on the political Right during the Cold War.  Too often, 

totalitarianism theory – to say nothing of anti-communism – has become synonymous in the 

minds of scholars with reactionary thought.  The differences between the NL’s brand of 

totalitarianism theory and that of right-wing intellectuals is brought out clearly when we 

examine the response of NL writers to Friedrich Hayek’s thesis on the causes of 

totalitarianism.  These differences, as we shall see, had – and perhaps still have – significant 

implications for domestic economic and social policies in the United States and other liberal 

democracies.   

Friedrich Hayek’s views on totalitarianism were most clearly set out in his 1944 book, The 

Road to Serfdom. 423  An economist and later something of a political theorist, Hayek is 

regarded, along with Ludwig von Mises and Wilhelm Röpke, as one of the central intellectual 

figures of neoliberalism.  Hayek and the NL circle agreed that Nazism and Russian Communism 

were much alike, at least in essentials.424 Hayek and the NL were also in agreement that these 

regimes represented something new in history and that such regimes posed a grave threat to 

Western societies.425 In other respects, however, Hayek’s beliefs and the views of the NL 

writers – especially on the nature and historical causes of totalitarianism – diverged sharply.  

Whereas the NL group retained its faith in state planning and in various forms of collectivism, 

Hayek inveighed against “statism” and collectivism, seeing an irreconcilable antagonism 

“between individual freedom and collectivism.”426 Indeed, at one point Hayek went so far as 

to suggest that collectivism per se was “totalitarian.”427 Furthermore, while the NL group held 
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that democratic procedures would offer an important and continuing protection against 

totalitarianism, the underlying thesis of The Road to Serfdom is that it is possible for 

democracies to reform their way to totalitarianism in a piecemeal fashion.  At the core of this 

thesis lay the assertion that centralised government planning would – even in a democracy – 

lead unavoidably to the creation of a totalitarian state.       

The differences between Hayek and the NL can mostly be attributed to the weight each side 

gave to economics.  As noted above, social democratic theoreticians, such as Rudolf 

Hilferding, developed a theory of totalitarianism (subsequently taken up by the NL) which 

broke with Marxism by pushing economics into the background.  Although Hayek was, as 

François Godard points out, atypical for an economist in the importance he attached to 

political ideas, questions of economics were nonetheless central to Hayek’s theory of 

totalitarianism.428 Where the NL – following Hilferding and others – were inclined to see the 

political “superstructure” of a regime as the most important factor, Hayek’s thesis on 

totalitarianism was based on a narrow economic view, or what Goddard dubs his 

“economistic vision.”429 Unlike the NL circle, Hayek was wedded to what Theodore Rosenof 

calls “a unitary liberal tradition.”430  That is, Hayek conceived of individual freedom as being 

inextricably linked to economic arrangements, and specifically to a market economy.  As 

Rosenof observes, for Hayek “the [liberal] tradition was unitary; it was one of political and 

economic freedom.”431 The NL’s writers, by contrast, felt that the two were largely unrelated, 

that individual freedoms were not necessarily dependent on economics.432 As we shall see, 
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where the writers at the NL stressed the importance of political culture in their thinking on 

totalitarianism, Hayek’s theories suffered, as Goddard notes, from “the reduction of politics 

to economic policy.”433 

On an even more fundamental level, the differences between the NL and Hayek can be traced 

to Hayek’s deeply pessimistic view regarding the usefulness of rationality, as well as to his 

wariness of democracy.  A preoccupation in Hayek’s work is the frailty of reason and 

knowledge, especially when it comes to apprehending the requirements of complex 

economic systems.434  Goddard refers to this lack of confidence in knowledge as Hayek’s 

“unique epistemological strand.”435 Moreover, for all his concern with freedom, Hayek also 

displayed a striking lack of confidence in democracy.  As Richard A. Samuelson has shown, 

Hayek seemed to hedge his bets on democracy, seeing democracy as a useful means of 

protecting freedom but also writing that greater levels of “cultural and spiritual freedom” 

had, at times, been attained during periods of “autocratic rule.” 436  Hayek was much 

influenced by Alexis de Tocqueville’s writings on democracy (Tocqueville is cited twice in The 

Road to Serfdom), and Tocqueville’s ambivalence about democracy – especially his concern 

that democracy would evolve into dictatorship – can be felt throughout Hayek’s work.437 

Indeed, Hayek’s work seems permeated with what Lynn L. Marshall and Seymour Drescher 

have described as Tocqueville’s “fear of the culture of the democratic mass.” 438  This is 
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perhaps the most marked difference with the NL: far from fearing the democratic masses, the 

NL group felt that these masses could be mobilised and formed into a vital barrier against 

totalitarianism.  

In August 1946 the NL published an article by the British economist, Barbara Wootton, which 

firmly repudiated Hayek’s thesis, as well as printing an accompanying reply by Hayek.  

Wootton had already clashed with Hayek on previous occasions, most notably in her book-

length rebuttal of The Road to Freedom, entitled Freedom under Planning.439 Oddly enough, 

the two economists had a close and friendly relationship, so much so that Hayek had given 

Wootton the proofs of The Road to Serfdom for her to read.440 That friendliness did not, 

however, prevent Wootton from making a sharp and rigorous critique of Hayek’s book.  

Wootton’s biographer writes that, among all the negative assessments of The Road to 

Serfdom, she “provided the most reasoned and carefully argued objections.” 441  Her 

biographer goes on to say: “What she provided was the application of cool logic and the 

scientific method she so consistently championed to the highly emotional characterization of 

the state-as-dictator that inspired The Road to Serfdom and other contemporary anti-

planning writings.”442 As a Fabian, Wootton took a more sanguine view of the prospects of 

freedom under state planning.  As Or Rosenboim has shown, Wootton was much influenced 

on questions of freedom and planning by the work of sociologist and social democrat, Karl 

Mannheim.443   
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Wootton began her NL article, entitled “Socialist Planning – Road to Serfdom or Freedom?,” 

by acknowledging that “The possibility of conflicts between economic planning and personal 

freedom is a real, not an imaginary, problem.”444 Yet she quickly went on to add: 

[…] the real fallacy of this business is the simple confusion of “must” with “may.”  Everything that 
Professor Hayek says must happen, may happen (some of it has), if nobody takes any steps to 
prevent it.  Whether it will happen is another question [italics in original].445 

As Rosenboim has noted – and as alluded to above – the key question dividing Wootton from 

Hayek concerned how much confidence we may safely place in human knowledge and 

reason.446  Hayek famously doubted that those responsible for centralised state planning 

could ever have enough information at their disposal to make a success of such planning.447 

Wootton, however, maintained that the promise of state planning could be realised with the 

aid of modern data-gathering techniques.448 This difference in belief about the good sense 

and information-gathering capacities of human beings coloured how these two thinkers 

perceived the dangers and opportunities of state planning in the post-war era.  As Wootton 

put it in her NL article: “It is certainly possible to plan ourselves into serfdom: it is also possible 

to plan ourselves into freedom. […] the result just depends on what sort of instruments we use 

and how much sense we show in using them” [italics in original].449 
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Wootton’s greater trust in the reasonableness of human beings can be seen most clearly in 

her NL article in her comments on planning and “cultural freedom,” by which she meant 

freedoms such as the right to free speech and freedom of conscience.  She wrote: 

One can imagine a world in which religious freedom was impossible because the Plans allowed no 
bricks and mortar for places of worship, and in which freedom of (effective) speech was impossible 
because paper, pens, type-writers and access to microphones were reserved for the politically 
“correct”.  One can also imagine a world in which there was a little more commonsense.450 

Putting economic arrangements to one side, Wootton suggested that national traditions 

would continue to have a powerful influence in the preservation of such freedoms.  In 

Wootton’s estimation:   

[…] a people who are accustomed to, and enjoy, reading or writing, speaking or hearing, all sorts 
of opinions, are not likely to change their minds about all this merely because they wish collectively 
to provide themselves with sufficient food and comfortable homes.451 

Unlike Hayek, Wootton plainly felt that there was little danger that state planning would lead 

to the suppression of freedom of speech or conscience, especially in countries – such as the 

United States or Britain – which had long enjoyed such freedoms. 

Moreover, Wootton rejected the idea that state planning need automatically result in a 

diminution of “economic freedoms,” that is, the choices available to consumers and 

workers.452 Wootton did not belittle or dismiss concerns about economic freedom.  In a 

period of post-war rationing and austerity Wootton said of the “freedom of the consumer”: 

“An English housewife, writing in London in 1945, must be forgiven if she puts this freedom 

rather high!”453 Yet state planners could, she wrote, choose to provide the consumer with an 

abundant and varied range of consumer goods, just as private business had done.454 Another 
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anxiety surrounding state planning in the post-war period was the idea that workers would 

need to be conscripted by the government in order for the government to fulfil its plans.  This 

concern was understandable, given recent memories of labour conscription during the war 

(and, of course, the example of such conscription in Soviet Russia).455 According to Wootton, 

there were two important freedoms for employees: the “freedom to have some say in 

choosing the job at which they work, and the freedom to bargain about the wages they are 

paid.”456 In Wootton’s reckoning, far from restricting these freedoms, state planning could 

bring them into being (although she did concede that state planning would inevitably mean 

“planned wages”).457 On the question of freedom to choose one’s employment, she wrote 

that this freedom “may well be greatly enlarged by effective economic planning; for the one 

thing which economic planning can do is to provide employment.”458 She pointed out that 

workers were already subject to “economic compulsion” in an unplanned economy, observing 

that “for most people much, if not most, of the time, effective choice of job has been 

prevented by the hard necessity of taking almost anything one can get, rather than be 

unemployed.”459 Indeed, she went on to add that “with at least a couple of hundred years 

behind us we can say with complete certainty that the full employment necessary for people 

to have a real choice of jobs just will not come of itself without planning” [italics in original].460  

Further, she disputed the idea that state planning would inevitably entail labour conscription, 

noting that “people can be induced, just as well as they can be compelled, to go where they 

are wanted.”461 
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Wootton concluded her NL article by reassuring her readers that “there is nothing in 

economic planning which is inconsistent with the fundamental principle of democratic 

government – the principle that the government can be changed without recourse to 

force.”462 Turning the question of freedom back on her opponent, she asked “alarmists” such 

as Hayek to consider “how much real, personal freedom” was likely to be available to 

“ordinary people” in an unplanned economy under “conditions of modern industrialism.”463 

Wootton was plainly aware that the state could be a force for repression.  Yet she was also 

convinced that personal freedom would not only continue to exist in democratic countries in 

an era of state planning, but that state planning had the potential to greatly enlarge personal 

freedom (provided, of course, that planners acted reasonably and planned with the dangers 

of an overbearing state in mind). 

Hayek’s response, published under the heading “Socialists Must Face Dangers of Statism,” did 

not – as he himself admitted – really attempt to answer the points made by Wootton in her 

NL article or her book.464 Rather, it was a plea for American “social democrats and liberals” to 

seriously engage with the concerns he had raised about planning and freedom in The Road to 

Serfdom. 465  He applauded British socialists for seriously grappling with these concerns, 

writing:  

[…] in England the book has achieved the main end for which I wrote it: it has made many people 
who still favor a planned economy acutely conscious of the dangers to freedom which such a 
system carries with it, and has challenged them to discover a way to avoid these dangers.466 
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In the polite manner of an English don, he even wrote warmly of Wootton’s “courageous and 

courteous book, which deserves the widest circulation” (although he did not accept that 

Wootton had satisfactorily addressed his apprehensions about planning). 467 By contrast, 

Hayek expressed disappointment at the reception given to Road to Serfdom by liberals and 

leftists in the United States, who he charged with making ad hominem attacks, or else 

dismissing his book without having read it.468 

As Wootton’s article shows, the NL cannot justly be accused of treating Hayek’s book in such 

a cursory fashion, but its writers did nevertheless reject Hayek’s thesis in forceful terms.  C.E. 

Ayres, responding to the exchange between Wootton and Hayek, wrote an article for the NL 

(published in early 1947) in which he confronted Hayek’s theories on freedom in an even 

more forceful manner than Wootton had done.  In it, Ayres took issue with Hayek’s intense 

individualism, arguing that freedom, rather than being based on individualism, was instead 

“an aspect of social organization.”469 In a similar vein, he went on to present the traditional 

socialist case for wealth creation, insisting that “the wealth of the community is a community 

creation, for which no one economic agent – certainly not owners – can take the credit.”470 

As Ayres saw it, the advocates of laissez-faire, such as Hayek, had lost the argument over the 

social nature of wealth creation in the 1940s, and hence turned to a concern about freedom 

as a kind of desperate rearguard action.  He wrote: “This [the social nature of wealth creation] 

is now so obvious that even the spokesmen of free enterprise now realize that they must rest 

their case on ground that is more solid, or at least more inaccessible.  That is why they now 
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prate of freedom.”471 While individual freedom – in particular the right of intellectuals to 

express themselves freely – would remain a central concern of the NL’s writers, these writers 

rarely, if ever, argued that economic individualism of the type advocated by Hayek was the 

basis of such freedoms.  Furthermore, the hostility of NL contributors towards Hayek and his 

views can be glimpsed in a letter sent by Ayres to Sol Levitas (dated 18 December, 1946).  In 

the closing sentence of this letter Ayres requested that Levitas send a copy of The New Leader 

to Barbara Wootton so that she may read his opinions on Hayek’s theories: “I hope Mrs. 

Wootton gets THE NEW LEADER, as I should like her to see this comment.  I don’t give a damn 

about Hayek!”472 

One of the NL’s regular columnists, William E. Bohn, was the next to line up against Hayek’s 

theories, albeit some years later.  In a 1951 column, entitled “Does Socialism Bring 

Communism?,” Bohn published a letter from a NL reader which asserted that a close kinship 

existed between democratic socialism and communism.473  By way of reply, Bohn made this 

request of the NL readership: “Let us have a flood of letters on: What is democratic Socialism?  

Is there any reason in God’s world why democratic Socialism should lead to any sort of 

dictatorship?474 A few weeks later Bohn published extracts of letters from two prominent 

figures of the democratic left in the United States, Norman Thomas and Louis P. Goldberg, 

who, among others, responded to his entreaty.  In Louis P. Goldberg’s view, Hayek’s Road to 

Serfdom had been “annihilated” by Herman Finer’s counterblast to Hayek, Road to 

Reaction.475 Goldberg wrote: “I challenge Granet, Corey, Hayek or anyone else to give one 
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historical instance in which socialization led to Communism or any other form of 

totalitarianism.” 476  He went on to observe: “Great Britain, the Scandinavian countries, 

Australia, New Zealand and Israel have all ventured into extensive socialization and every one 

has remained democratic.”477 The likes of Hayek, as Goldberg correctly noted, had got the 

sequence of historical events back-to-front: “Soviet Russia, Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany 

became dictatorships before socialization was tried and not as the inevitable result of 

‘nationalization.’”478Goldberg’s extract ended – as Wootton’s article had – by pointing to the 

importance of democracy: “In short, it depends entirely upon the political condition under 

which socialization occurs – if under a democracy, it will tend to strengthen democracy; if 

under dictatorship, it will tend to strengthen the dictator.”479 

The NL revisited Hayek’s thesis on freedom and planning in the latter half of 1952, with the 

polemicist Max Eastman acting as a surrogate for Hayek’s views.  The NL described the 

exchange of views which took place between Max Eastman and five other writers as a 

“symposium,” but it has to be noted that this exchange was a decidedly one-sided affair, with 

all five writers firmly arrayed against Eastman’s views.  It is best to begin with a very brief 

sketch of Eastman’s career and political evolution.  Eastman began his career as a writer and 

editor on the radical left, first as a wholehearted supporter of the Bolshevik regime in Russia 

and then as a precocious Trotskyist in the 1920s (Eastman and Trotsky were friends, and 

Eastman translated some of Trotsky’s writings, as well as acting as his publishing agent in the 

United States). 480  He was editor of the literary-political magazines The Masses and The 

 
476 Ibid. 
477 Ibid. 
478 Ibid. 
479 Ibid. 
480 Milton Cantor, Max Eastman (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1970), 149. 



95 
 

Liberator in his younger years.  Eastman had travelled throughout the Soviet Union from 

August 1922 to mid-1924, and, as his biographer wrote, “had known the great Bolshevik 

leaders.”481 By the late-1930s, however, Eastman had turned his back on socialism.482 From 

this period on, Eastman was a cantankerous figure, “a soured outsider,” to again use the 

words of his biographer.483  He continued to move further and further to the right, to the 

point where he came to embrace the economic theories of Hayek and his circle of neo-liberals 

in the 1940s.484   As a member of the editorial staff of Reader’s Digest, Eastman helped 

popularise Hayek’s theory of totalitarianism by printing The Road to Serfdom in serialised 

form in that magazine in 1945. 

Eastman was also a “contributing editor” to the NL, but three letters written by Eastman to 

Sol Levitas between April 1948 and January 1950 show just how politically estranged he had 

become from the NL circle at this time.  In these letters, Eastman asked that he no longer be 

listed as a contributing editor on the masthead of the NL.  The reason Eastman gave for 

quitting this unpaid position was that he was opposed to a seemingly small change Levitas 

had made, that of printing the words “devoted to Social Democracy” under the title of the NL 

on its editorial page.485 Eastman wrote in his first letter:     

It may be politically expedient just now in Europe, where the labor movement is predominately 
socialist, to call oneself by the name, but in America even expediency dictates the opposite course.  
You are narrowing your influence as well as clouding your leadership by pinning those words to 
your masthead. “Devoted to truth, freedom and a more equal distribution of wealth” is all that 
should be said or meant.  But why the unction? What was the matter with “Labor Liberal 
Weekly”?486 
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Eastman went on to say that “the thought that I might die suddenly with my name still on the 

masthead under that rubric [devoted to Social Democracy] sends cold shudders down my 

back.”487 In his second letter, Eastman wrote: “I can’t continue on a magazine that is ‘devoted 

to social democracy’ even in the half-hearted way the New Leader is.”488 Further on in this 

letter Eastman got to the crux of what was exercising him: 

With your traditions you are unable to face up squarely to the issue that is going to settle the fate 
of the world – that between state-planning for competitive enterprise and state-planning against 
it.  I could only feel at home in the present crisis in a magazine that deliberately and whole-
heartedly opposed the hypertrophy of the state.489 

The fact that he had to send three letters to Levitas on this matter indicates that Levitas did 

not wish to see Eastman sever his ties to the NL (it seems likely that Levitas was hoping 

Eastman would eventually change his mind).  For his part, Eastman expressed “vast regret” at 

his departure and clearly continued to hold warm feelings towards Levitas, writing in the first 

letter of his personal “affection” for Levitas and of his “admiration” for Levitas’ “editorial 

genius.”490 In the second letter he praised Levitas for being “gentle and good-natured.”491 

Eastman even tried to spare the NL any embarrassment that may have been caused by his 

leaving, offering to go on writing pieces for it and proposing a lunch with Levitas to “discuss 

the question of my making a seemly exit from the masthead of the New Leader.” 492 

Nonetheless, the political differences between the old – and seemingly steadfast – Menshevik 
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and the neo-liberal convert could no longer be papered over, the January 7, 1950 edition 

being the last time Eastman’s name appeared on the masthead as a contributing editor.  

In keeping with his other political writings, Eastman’s opening shot in this exchange of views 

in the NL was intemperate in tone and was clearly intended to be provocative.  Eastman 

shared Hayek’s belief that a totalitarian state could be brought into being in a democracy 

through the cumulative growth of centralised planning.493 It may be argued, however, that 

Eastman presented a much cruder version of Hayek’s thesis in his NL piece, with Eastman 

arguing that the growth of the welfare state – and not simply state planning – would push 

nations toward totalitarianism.494 This is arguably a misinterpretation of Hayek’s views: as 

Godard shows, although Hayek later moved to a more libertarian position, in the 1940s he 

did not argue that the welfare state would contribute towards the creation of a totalitarian 

state, and in fact Hayek supported various welfare measures and other forms of government 

intervention in the market.495 It is difficult to imagine Hayek ever supporting much more than 

the flintiest of welfare states, but Eastman was, it seems, prepared to go much further in 

denouncing the welfare state than Hayek was in The Road to Serfdom.  Despite this possible 

misapprehension on Eastman’s part, the views of these two men were closely aligned: Hayek 

even cited Eastman on three occasions in The Road to Serfdom, chiefly as an example of a 

prodigal socialist son who had returned to the classical liberal fold.  In one of these citations 

Hayek quoted with approval Eastman’s assertion that “Stalinism is worse than fascism, more 

ruthless, barbarous, unjust, immoral, anti-democratic, unredeemed by any hope or scruple,” 

and that “superfascist” was a more apt classification of Stalinism.496 In another citation Hayek 
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quoted a passage of Eastman’s in which he argued that “the institution of private property” 

was one of the principal sources of all other freedoms.497 It is worth noting that Eastman was 

not the only NL figure to have an association with Hayek: NL columnist, William Henry 

Chamberlin, and long-time contributor, Harry D. Gideonse, were both members of the Mont 

Pèlerin Society, a sort of neo-liberal think-tank set up by Hayek.  Chamberlin revealed this 

titbit about the Hayek connection in a letter to Sol Levitas (dated October 27, 1950).  

Concerned that Gideonse might give a poor review to one of his books, Chamberlin wrote to 

Levitas:                   

If Gideonse is too hard on me, I know a dreadful secret about him which I could divulge to The Daily 
Worker and Die Freiheit.  He is a member of the Mont Pelerin Society, founded and headed by that 
archreactionary, Friedrich Hayek.  (So am I).498  

Unlike Eastman, however, Chamberlin did not air his right-wing views on domestic or 

economic matters in the pages of the NL, focusing instead on the Soviet Union and 

international affairs (Chamberlin was undoubtedly well aware that such views were not 

welcome in the NL).  Indeed, Chamberlin had only generous things to say about anti-

communist leftists in his NL column.           

The thrust of Eastman’s NL polemic was that, while communism had obviously lost its appeal 

in the United States, “liberal-minded reformers” represented the main threat to freedom in 

the post-war era.499 According to Eastman, “neo-liberal” economists such as Hayek, Roepke, 

and Von Mises, had “shown that the competitive market and the price system are the basis 

of whatever real political freedom exists, or can be imagined to exist, where there is an 
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elaborate division of labor.”500 Yet these freedoms were, Eastman argued, under threat from 

“piously aspiring reformers, yearning to do good and obsessed by the powers of the state to 

do it,” reformers who were guilty of “destroying, in the name of social welfare, the economic 

foundations of freedom.”501 Extraordinarily, Eastman even charged that these “‘left’ liberal 

do-gooders,” “Fabians and crypto-socialists” – he singled out the historian and public 

intellectual, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr, as representative of the type – were “laying the tracks 

along which another death-train will travel” (an obvious allusion to the Holocaust and the 

Gulag).502 

As with the Hayek-Wootton debate, the NL contributors did not reject out of hand everything 

Eastman and the neo-liberals had to say regarding totalitarianism.  Arthur M. Schlesinger 

concurred with the neo-liberals that civil society – whose functioning relied on very practical 

economic considerations – was essential to a free society.  Schlesinger quoted a passage from 

his 1949 book, The Vital Center, which read in part: 

[…] the tendency of the ruling class toward oppression can be checked only by the capacity of the 
other classes for resistance.  And resistance requires essentially an independent base from which 
to operate.  It requires privacy, funds, time, newsprint, gasoline, freedom of speech, freedom of 
assembly, freedom from fear; it requires resources to which its own access is secure and which 
remain relatively inaccessible to the ruling class.  Resistance is possible, in short, only when the 
base is clearly separate from the state.  Under a system of total state ownership, the sinews of 
resistance are doled out to the opposition only by the charity of the ruling class.503 

Yet, despite this point of agreement, Schlesinger accused Eastman and others who railed 

against “statism” of hypocrisy: he noted that, on the one hand, figures such Eastman were 

alarmed at the dangers presented by state intervention in the economy, but on the other 
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hand were in favour of state censorship and were “complacent about Senator McCarthy.”504 

Schlesinger treated Eastman’s – and Hayek’s – main thesis with derision, writing that “I am 

tired of Max Eastman and his present conviction that liberty resides in the immunity of private 

business from Government control.”505 As for Eastman’s taunt about reformers “laying the 

tracks along which another death-train will travel,” this was simply “vicious nonsense.”506      

The NL writers conceded Eastman’s point that freedom rested – at least in part – on an 

economic foundation, but the economic foundation that the NL circle had in mind was very 

different to that put forward by Eastman and the neo-liberals.  Like most on the post-war 

liberal-left, the NL group held that maintaining a prosperous and stable economy was a crucial 

factor in stopping the spread of totalitarianism.  This point was made most clearly in the NL 

symposium by Carl Landauer, who warned that “our gains are insecure: Society, as at present 

constituted, is still exposed to the hazards of the business cycle and ill-adjusted to the stresses 

and strains imposed on it by the threat of foreign totalitarianism.”507 Threats such as these, 

Landauer admonished, could not “be shrugged off, in the manner of many ‘neo-liberals,’ as 

‘the price we have to pay for liberty.’”508 A repeat of the Great Depression would mean that 

“most of the sap of freedom will be drained from our life as a nation.”509  Indeed, according 

to Landauer, mass unemployment – entailing as it did “the economic dependence of the job-

beggar on the job-giver” – was a type of “unfreedom” on par with “Government oppression 

in totalitarian countries.”510 
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Moreover, NL writers doubted that democracy could effectively exist in industrial societies 

without extensive government intervention and economic planning.  Landauer argued that, 

whereas a separation of powers existed in American governmental structures, “the absence 

of that division in unrestrained private enterprise makes it an industrial autocracy repugnant 

to democratic principles.” 511  Another contributor to the NL symposium, Mark Starr, 

submitted that planning was inevitable, the only question being who would direct the 

planning.  Starr wrote:                                  

[…] the issue is not ‘Can Freedom Survive Under a Planned Economy?’ but ‘Democratic Planning Is 
Necessary in Order to Save Freedom’ – not whether we shall have planning, but whether it will be 
done by privately owned trusts and corporations or through public corporations and agencies.512 

Finally, it was argued that Cold War competition had rendered state planning necessary, with 

Carl Landauer fretting that planning in the Soviet bloc had resulted in “a tempo of industrial 

development which far exceeds the rate of increase of our so-called free economy.”513 In 

short, on the question of the economic basis of freedom the views of neo-liberals and those 

of the NL circle could hardly be further apart. 

The two groups were also far apart on the basic question of faith in human reason.  In his 

contribution to the NL symposium, entitled “In Defense of ‘Fabianism,’” Daniel Bell exhibited 

much greater confidence than either Hayek or Eastman in the usefulness of rationality and 

the likely success of state planning.  In Bell’s view, the apprehensions of right-wingers in 

regard to planning had little basis other than “a fear of man.”514 The fears of Eastman and 

others would not be realised, Bell argued, as long planning was accompanied by a certain 
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“temper,” a “philosophy of gradualism.”515 One of the advantages of such gradualism was 

that “it does not commit us irretrievably to one course of action or another,” but would steer 

a middle path between the “closed society” of communism and the “frozen fear” of those on 

the right.516 Invoking the pragmatism of John Dewey, Bell argued that this gradualist approach 

was the “Deweyan heritage.”517                 

Above all, the NL circle queried the idea that economics ought to be the central feature in any 

discussion of totalitarianism and freedom.  In this they remained true to the interwar German 

social democratic tradition, as discussed earlier in this chapter, which placed politics above 

economics in the interpretation of totalitarianism.  By treating economic questions as “basic,” 

Eastman had, according to Carl Landauer, made a “watered-down version of a Marxian 

error.”518 Echoing Louis P. Goldberg, Abba P. Lerner accused Eastman of mistaking the means 

by which totalitarian movements had come to power.  According to Lerner, one of the first 

goals of “Communist conspirators” was “not to nationalize industry but to get control of the 

police.” 519  Like Wootton, Lerner underscored the importance of democracy: “It is the 

destruction by totalitarians of the democratic processes that makes their seizure of power 

irreversible without violent revolution.”520 Conversely, it was the maintenance of democratic 

processes that would ensure that planning did not lead to a totalitarian state.  Provided 

democratic processes remained in place, Lerner contended, “Plans can be watered down, 

modified, nullified or reversed.  Nationalized industries can be denationalized.  What is 
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essential to a free society is, fortunately, not that all measures should be wise, but they should 

be reversible.”521 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, the view of totalitarianism to which writers at the NL subscribed – a view of 

totalitarianism with roots in German socialism – had little in common with the totalitarianism 

theories put forward by either Roman Catholic thinkers or neo-liberal economists.  The NL 

circle did not share the anti-statist sentiments to anywhere near the same degree as these 

two groups of theorists.  This is not to say, however, that the NL did not entertain any doubts 

about state power in the late-1940s and 1950s.  As Theodore Rosenoff observes, “Specters 

also haunted the social democratic world.” 522  Rosenoff, in examining the contemporary 

reaction to Hayek’s Road to Serfdom (including the reaction of NL writers), has noted a 

contradiction among New Deal liberals and democratic socialists.  Rosenoff points out that 

although these liberals and leftists “rejected the Hayekian idea that economic planning led to 

political autocracy” – at least on a theoretical level – it was nevertheless the case that for the 

liberal-left “the 1930s horror of poverty had given way to the 1940s horror of statist 

tyranny.”523 Rosenoff even speaks of a “degree of consensus” existing at this time on the 

dangers posed by the state.524         

Yet this contradiction is perhaps not as great as Rosenoff would have it.  As noted above, 

although Barbara Wootton readily acknowledged the potential of state planning to become 

despotic, she maintained that such a development was not inevitable, that Hayek’s fears were 
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based on a “confusion of ‘must’ with ‘may.’” For the NL, it was not the size of the state that 

mattered, but its character.  This can be seen most clearly in a review in the NL of Hayek’s 

book, The Constitution of Liberty, in 1960.  In this review, the economist C.E. Ayres wrote: 

“The difference between a free people and a slave state is not the difference between 

organization and no organization.  It is rather the difference between tyrannical and liberating 

institutions.”525 For the NL group, the state could be a liberating institution, provided that 

democratic institutions were maintained.  

Indeed, it was this emphasis on democracy which most distinguished the NL’s view of 

totalitarianism from those advanced by Roman Catholic theorists and the neo-liberals.  The 

importance given to democracy was on clear display in a running debate which took place in 

the NL between Bertrand Russell and some of the magazine’s regular contributors from late-

1951 to 1953.  In this debate, the NL group took issue with Russell’s characterisation of the 

United States as a nation overtaken with McCarthyite hysteria.  An editorial in December 1951 

objected in particular to this comment made by Russell: “Nowadays, the man who has any 

doubt whatever is despised….East of the Elbe, it is absolutely certain that capitalism is 

tottering; west of the Elbe, it is absolutely certain capitalism is the salvation of mankind.”526 

Bertrand’s statement prompted the following reply in the same editorial:    

Is it really the absence or prevalence of a capitalist economy that chiefly characterizes the two 
worlds that lie east and west of the Elbe?  Doesn’t the issue of freedom vs. slavery, of democracy 
vs. totalitarianism enter into the equation at all?527 

Much the same refrain was heard from Sidney Hook in April 1953, when he argued that “the 

basic issue underlying the international conflict is not capitalism or socialism or imperialism 
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but whether free culture is to survive.”528 Hook continued: “Economic questions still have vast 

importance, but they have been subordinated to questions posed by the politics of 

freedom.”529 In stressing the importance of democracy the NL circle remained faithful to its 

Menshevik roots.  We can also clearly discern the influence of German social democratic 

theoreticians in the move away from economics as an explanatory tool of totalitarianism. 

The underlying theme of this research project is that it is vital, when considering anti-

communism, to separate out the various strands of anti-communism.  In the same way, as 

this chapter has shown, it is important to tease apart the various strands of anti-

totalitarianism.  We make a mistake when we bundle these strands of anti-totalitarianism into 

one single body of ideas.  As we have seen, one version of totalitarianism theory could have 

a very different history – and very different implications – to another version of totalitarianism 

theory.  While the NL circle wholeheartedly subscribed to one type of totalitarianism theory, 

it refused to go along with the neo-liberal belief that government planning, collectivism, or 

“statism” would inevitably drag a democratic society toward totalitarianism.  (In this, it should 

be noted, the NL proved to be right and the neo-liberals wrong: the example of the Nordic 

social democracies shows clearly that countries can opt for a very large degree of state 

intervention in their economies – over a long period of time – and still remain liberal 

democracies.) Roman Catholic totalitarianism theory, with its anti-statism and fear of the 

masses, was also alien to the NL’s circle thinking.  The NL, like these two other groups of 

intellectuals, may have strongly attacked Soviet-type regimes for being totalitarian, but the 

NL’s attacks constituted an immanent critique in that it was using a leftist version of 

totalitarianism theory with which to attack these regimes.   
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Chapter 3. 

Workers’ rights under communism and anti-communist trade 
unionism 

Introduction 

One of the most important ways in which the NL sought to discredit the Soviet Union in the 

post-war years was to undermine the idea that the Soviet Union, or any of the emerging 

Soviet satellite states, in any way fitted the description of a “proletarian paradise.”530 In many 

ways, the NL was ideally suited for this task, regarding itself as very much a part of the 

American and international labour movement.  Indeed, for a while during the period under 

study the journal described itself on its masthead as “AMERICA’S LEADING LIBERAL-LABOR 

WEEKLY,” but later changed this description to “Devoted to Social Democracy.” The NL drew 

on its deep and longstanding connections in the labour movement, both at home and 

internationally, in its reporting on working conditions in the Soviet Union.  It is true that non-

leftist accounts of the Soviet Union in the early Cold War period also mentioned the lack of 

rights for Soviet workers, but this was usually done in a cursory fashion.  Rarely do these 

accounts bear comparison with the NL circle’s close consideration of the subject.  One 

member of the group, Solomon M. Schwarz, could justly be considered one of the most 

knowledgeable scholars on labour conditions in the Soviet Union in the early Cold War years 

(in the non-communist world, at least).      

Anti-communist trade unionism in the United States, it will be argued here, has often been 

confused with something it was not.  This, it is submitted, is especially true regarding the anti-

communist campaigns carried out around the world by the United States union movement 

during the Cold War.  New Left scholars – and those who have been influenced by New Left 
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writings and scholarship – have used terms such as “reactionary” and “labor imperialism” to 

describe the international activities of American unions during the Cold War.531 This chapter 

will argue that anti-communist trade unionism – of the type represented by the NL – has been 

misunderstood by these scholars and intellectuals.  It will be argued that NL writers, in 

pressing the case for government policies and labour campaigns intended to check 

communism in non-communist countries, were well aware of the dangers involved in the 

United States adopting overbearing or imperialistic policies, and that they argued against 

taking such an imperialistic course.  The main contention of this chapter, however, is that the 

NL’s commentary on the rights of workers in the Soviet bloc should be read as an immanent 

critique.  Using the concept of an immanent critique, this chapter will show that, far from 

being “reactionary,” the NL challenged the Soviet bloc’s record on workers’ rights in 

unmistakably socialist terms.     

This chapter will begin by showing the thorough and painstaking way in which the NL group 

sought to expose the lack of rights and poor living conditions of workers in the Soviet bloc.  

Indeed, perhaps more than any one point made in this chapter, it is hoped that the reader 

will be left with a strong appreciation of the detail and depth with which members of the NL 

circle inquired into labour conditions in the Soviet Union.  For this reason, this chapter will 

then venture briefly beyond the pages of the NL itself to consider Solomon M. Schwarz’s book, 

Labor in the Soviet Union.  This chapter will then provide important context to the NL’s 

writings by showing the circle’s close connections to the Jewish labour movement.  Following 

that, it will outline how the American labour movement – the leadership of the American 

Federation of Labour (AFL), in particular – became much more heavily involved in 
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international affairs in the years following World War Two, and the NL’s role in those efforts.  

Most notably, it will look at the NL’s support for the AFL’s international anti-communist 

campaigns, focusing first on the AFL’s fight against the World Federation of Trade Unions 

(WFTU), then on Latin America, and after that on the AFL’s campaign against forced labour in 

the Soviet bloc. Next, it will confront the question of the relationship between the American 

labour movement and the United States government during the early Cold War period, 

arguing that the idea that America’s labour movement simply fell in line with official anti-

communism and American foreign policy is, at best, an over-simplification.  It will then explore 

the close relationship that existed between two important AFL figures, Matthew Woll and 

Irving Brown, and the NL.  Finally, it will evaluate the critique made of the international 

activities of American unions by New Left scholars and commentators, weighing their charges 

against what we find in the pages of the NL in the years 1946-1953.  The overriding purpose 

of this chapter is to demonstrate that the arguments used by the NL to attack the Soviet-type 

regimes on workers’ rights were all arguments that came from within a labour tradition.   

The New Leader’s reporting on labour conditions in the Soviet bloc  

One focus of the NL’s reporting of labour conditions in the Soviet Union and its satellites was 

the paltriness of workers’ wages.  In their writings on the poor wages of Soviet workers, the 

NL circle drew particular attention to the problem of runaway inflation in Soviet Russia.  In 

one NL column, William Henry Chamberlin asked sardonically, “How often we were told 

during and after the war that the miraculous Soviet ‘planned economy’ eliminated such 

‘capitalist’ evils as inflation, speculation, and profiteering,” before noting the serious 

difficulties that Russia itself had with high inflation.532 Chamberlain pointed out that this 
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inflation was the result of the Soviet authorities’ industrialisation program (Chamberlin called 

it the “Five Year Plan inflation”).533 According to Eugene Irgizov, the real wages of Soviet 

workers – that is, wages adjusted for inflation – rose during the New Economic Period (NEP) 

in the 1920s, but dropped precipitously thereafter, shrinking by 35 to 40 per cent between 

1928 and 1935.534 Irgizov estimated that in 1938 real wages were 20 per cent smaller than 

they had been just prior to the First Five Year Plan.535  Likewise, Solomon M. Schwarz noted 

that inflation ran at high levels during the war years, and that in the immediate post-war 

period the Russian people had to contend with very large increases in prices for essential 

staples such as bread. 536  Of course, Soviet authorities could reasonably be excused for 

Russia’s high inflation, especially during the war and the years immediately following the war.  

After all, western countries also grappled – sometimes unsuccessfully – with the problem of 

inflation during the war and post-war years.  What was not excusable, in the eyes of the NL 

circle, was the lack of protection offered to poorly-paid workers against rapid increases in 

prices.  Schwarz observed that wage increases granted after the war were not nearly enough 

to make up for the surge in prices.537  He was unimpressed by the seemingly large increases 

in wages during the war years, arguing that once inflation was taken into consideration “the 

rise in wages of under 50 per cent was hardly an achievement to boast about.”538  In Eugene 

Irgizov’s reckoning, real wages in 1950 remained 20 to 25 per cent below their pre-war 
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levels.539  When the Soviet government sought, in December 1947, to deal with inflation by 

reforming its currency, Schwarz thought that this, too, would be iniquitous, with the 

peasantry and “the lowest strata of the urban population” being the two groups most 

disadvantaged by this measure.540   

Moreover, Schwarz contended that the rationing of food and other essentials had provided 

Soviet workers with only limited protection against price increases.  Using information 

published by the US Department of Labour on the prices of rationed goods in Moscow in late 

1946, Solomon M. Schwarz deduced that workers performing heavy work were likely to be 

receiving only 2,300 calories of rationed food each day, which, as an editor’s note 

accompanying Schwarz’s article explained, was well under what was thought to be the 

“minimum subsistence diet” of 3,000 calories a day.541 The same article reported that rations 

had recently been cut and the eligibility rules for receiving a ration card tightened.542 Even 

rationed goods, Schwarz noted, were subject to rapid price increases.543 Although conceding 

that prices for rationed goods remained low during the war years, Schwarz wrote that the 

supply of rationed goods was so poor that workers were forced on to the free market.544 In 

December 1949, William Henry Chamberlain commented:  

[…] instead of applying the British Labor Government’s principle of “fair shares,” based on stern rationing of 
food and clothing, with a view to giving everyone a minimum subsistence allowance, the Soviet Government 
adopts the American capitalist, or individualist, principle of rationing by the purse.545   

For Schwarz, the announcement by Soviet authorities in December 1947 that rationing was 

to come to an end was “not an expression of economic strength but a sign of bankruptcy of 
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the Soviet plan of distribution of necessary commodities” [emphasis added].546 Note that 

neither Chamberlin nor Schwarz called for the use of market forces to relieve the hardships 

of Soviet workers.  Instead, they reproached the Soviet Union for the shambolic state of its 

planning, for its failure to plan with the welfare of Soviet workers in mind, a damning 

accusation to make of a socialist state in the late-1940s.  It is also worth pointing out that the 

observations and predictions made by Schwarz regarding the iniquities of currency reform 

and the abandonment of rationing (both these measures were announced in mid-December 

1947) have been broadly confirmed by research conducted in the post-Soviet era.547            

In addition, the NL sought to expose the poor working conditions of Soviet workers.  Here the 

NL focused on piecework (generally frowned upon by trade unionists in western countries) 

and the “speed-up” in Soviet industry.  Eugene Irgizov wrote: “Timework no longer exists in 

the U.S.S.R.  There is only piecework, with wages computed on the basis of the amount of 

goods produced.”548 NL writers were keen to point out the hypocrisy of communists on the 

question of working conditions.  Stephen Naft, in a March 1948 article entitled “Questions for 

Communists: Answer Please!,” asked of communists: “How do you account for the fact that 

the Communists glorify the piece-work and speed-up system in the USSR, yet oppose these 

practices in countries where they are not in power?”549 Yet, despite being paid by piecework, 

which was obviously intended to induce maximum productivity from Soviet workers, Irzgizov 

wrote that an extra “spur” was needed.550 This was, Irzgizov contended, because wages had 

sunk to such a level “that it wouldn’t pay a worker to spend extra time and effort to get a 
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trifling increase in his earnings.” 551  The extra spur Irzigov was referring to was the 

“Stakhanovite” or “shock worker” movements.  NL writers deplored what Guenther Weber 

called the “Stakhanovite tempo” of industry in the Soviet bloc.552 Irgizov wrote of how the 

production “norms” Soviet workers were expected to fulfil continued to be raised, year after 

year.553 In Irgizov’s view, the Stakhanovite movement was simply a cover for “intensified 

exploitation,” a cynical ploy to extract unpaid work from Soviet workers.554 The underlying 

idea of the Stakhanovite movement – the encouragement of competition among Soviet 

workers – was held to be suspect by NL writers.  Referring to the spread of the Stakhanovite 

system to Soviet-occupied Germany, Weber lamented that “Contests will be started between 

different concerns and between workers in the same concern” [emphasis added].555 Schwarz 

wrote that, in practice, “‘socialist competition’ has degenerated into a soulless, mechanical 

means of pressure on the workers.”556  

Also noted was the widespread use of child labour and the treatment of female workers.  In 

an August 1946 article, Richard Krygier, the NL’s Australian correspondent, passed on to NL 

readers James Joseph Maloney’s first-hand appraisal of Soviet working conditions (Maloney, 

a politician in the Australian Labor Party and a union leader, had served as Australia’s Minister 

to the Soviet Union from late 1943 to early 1946).  Krygier wrote:        

He [Maloney] described the pathetic industrial conditions in the Workers’ Fatherland.  In one 
factory he visited, he said, no less than 60 percent of the employees were boys and girls between 
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the ages of 12 and 15.  And this was by no means an unusual plant.  Women, on a piece-work basis, 
were earning far less than men.557 

Similarly, Stephen Naft asked (rhetorically): “Is it not true that the Soviet Union has abolished 

all legislation protecting women and adolescents, laws designed to prevent their employment 

in night shifts or in dangerous occupations, such as mines, blast furnaces and steel mills?”558 

David J. Dallin, citing a report by émigré Polish trade unionists, wrote of female textile workers 

falling asleep at work, exhausted by the demands placed on them at home and in paid 

employment.559  

The poor living standards of Soviet workers, and the meagreness of the social safety net, also 

figured in the NL’s reporting on working-class life in the Soviet Union.  In May 1946, Solomon 

M. Schwarz quoted from a report written by a delegation of trade unionists of Britain’s Iron 

and Steel Trades Confederation, which had toured the Soviet Union.  It stated: “One strong 

impression, however, which was gathered by every member of the delegation is that the 

workers in Russia have a long way to go before they reach anything like the standard of living 

existing in Britain….”560 Again, in August 1947, Schwarz observed that the living conditions of 

Soviet workers fared poorly in comparison to those prevailing in Europe:  

The workers and peasants of pre-war Russia had the lowest living standards of any country in 
Europe.  During the war the nation suffered tremendous losses and economic conditions 
deteriorated sharply.  Postwar recovery was slow and difficult and the living conditions of the 
people remain today far below the prewar level.561 

Schwarz’s article concluded that, “The working masses of Soviet Russia are still ill-fed, ill-

housed and ill-clothed.  Their wants have grown greater.”562  Even more starkly, Richard 
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Krygier quoted James Joseph Maloney as saying: “I have not lived under the Tsars, but I do 

not think there could be any worse conditions than under present ones.”563 Both Schwarz and 

Krygier mentioned the shabbiness of workers’ housing.  Krygier (again citing Maloney’s 

testimony) wrote of the odd priorities of the Soviet authorities: “He [Maloney] discussed the 

poor lighting and low supply of electricity for the homes of workers.  But in many cities, after 

the neighborhood current was tapped, huge brilliantly lighted photographs of Stalin could be 

seen in the public square.”564 Schwarz quoted the report of the touring British trade unionists 

mentioned above: 

Over the last twenty years the Soviet Union has done many things that would have been better 
done if the authorities had been less concerned about making a show….Some of the huge buildings 
of workers’ flats that look so well in illustrated brochures are already becoming the slums of this 
generation….565 

On the deficiencies in welfare provision in the Soviet Union, Kryger (citing Maloney), wrote: 

“He [Maloney] ridiculed the ‘social insurance’ boasts of the Soviets by enumerating the 

fantastically low pensions, and the involved red tape.”566 Further, the “tremendously large 

number” of beggars in Moscow was at least partially attributable, in this account, to “the 

wholly inadequate ‘social insurance’” provided in the Soviet Union.567 Worse, the concept of 

the deserving and undeserving poor still seemed to live on in the Soviet Union, with Neal 

Stanford quoting the Soviet trade union journal Trud as urging that “only upright, 

conscientious, hard-working persons” should have access to social insurance, and that the 

spending decisions of those administering social insurance “should fully conform to the policy 

of the Soviet state directed toward the encouragement of the best producers.”568   
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Perhaps the most serious charge levelled by the NL group against the Soviet Union, from a 

socialist perspective, was that of the persistence of inequality in Soviet society.  In October 

1946, Solomon Schwarz wrote that “an extreme differentiation of wages is one of the features 

of modern Soviet labor policy.”569 The differences in wages, Schwarz added, had become 

especially marked during the war years, due to a growing reliance on incentive pay, and with 

Stakhanovites being paid very high wages in comparison to ordinary workers.570 On top of 

this, the documents required to obtain rationed goods were, Schwarz wrote in January 1948, 

“distributed through the management of plants and offices and given mostly not to the 

neediest but to the most successful Stakhanovites (as a kind of premium) and to employees 

in better positions.”571 In the same year, Stephen Naft put the question: “Is it in accordance 

with ‘Marxist-Leninist principles’ that in the USSR the difference between the pay of 

technicians and factory managers and that of their subordinate workers is far greater than in 

the United States and other capitalist countries?”572 Naft went on to contend that “there is 

more disparity of incomes in Soviet Russia than in any Western democratic country.”573 A 

short article in 1946, citing a report in a Swiss journal, listed what it said were the pay scales 

of the Soviet army.  It stated: “The ratio of a private’s to a lieutenant’s pay is about 1 to 3 in 

the American Army, 1 to 4 in the British Army – and 1 to 85 in the Soviet Army.”574 Making 

the same point in 1948, Naft asked: “Do you defend the discrepancy between the salary of a 

lieutenant in the Red Army of 1,000 rubles monthly, and that of a private who is paid 10 rubles 

a month?  Is that socialism?”575 
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Solomon M. Schwarz was in no doubt that the leadership of the Soviet Union was deliberately 

seeking to engineer inequality in Soviet society. Commenting in January 1948 on the decision 

by Soviet authorities to bring an end to rationing, Schwarz stated: “The abolition of rationing 

has sharpened the social differentiation in the Soviet Union.  This is not an accidental 

consequence of the development, undesired by the people shaping the Soviet economic 

policy; it was planned.”576 He went on: 

[…] the Soviet press stressed again and again the necessity of de-rationing ‘to eliminate the 
elements of equalitarianism (uravnilovka) which is unavoidable in a rationing system.’  Now ‘the 
elements of equalitarianism’ are banned, ‘the elements’ of social inequality are on the march.577 

In an article later that year, Schwarz suggested the principal underlying reason for these anti-

egalitarian policies.  Writing of wages and rationing during the war years, and of the 

abandonment by Soviet authorities of any idea they may have had of using rationing as a 

means of reducing inequality, he said:    

[…] the leaders of Soviet economic and labor policy reverted the habitual system of fostering the 
divergence between wage rates.  Differentiated food supply served this purpose: there were 
introduced “additional rations for those who fulfilled or over fulfilled their production norms.”578 

Implicit in all this was the belief that Soviet leaders had discarded the traditional socialist goal 

of radically changing social relations – of creating an equal and non-competitive society – in 

favour of policies intended to increase production.   

Indeed, far from being a classless society, NL writers portrayed Soviet society as being rigidly 

stratified, even going so far as to use the term “caste” in describing the Soviet social order.  

Richard Krygier (citing James Jospeh Maloney) wrote: “He [Maloney] spoke about the misery 

of the Russian people, about class differentiations in that ‘classless’ country, the privileges of 
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the Party elite […].”579 Stephen Naft, in particular, emphasised the deep inequality of Soviet 

society in his aforementioned 1948 article, “Questions for Communists: Answer Please!” 

(which was later reprinted in pamphlet form and distributed widely by the NL). Naft 

demanded of communists: “Would you call a state ‘communist’ or ‘socialist’ in which the 

workers have a low standards [sic] of living, while the members of its bureaucracy enjoy 

special privileges including luxurious city apartments, country villas, automobiles and 

personal services?”580 Naft homed in on the question of inheritance with the query: “What 

kind of ‘socialism’ is it when by the right of inheritance (reintroduced in Soviet Russia) 

inequality is established by giving greater privileges to the children of the elite?  Doesn’t this 

perpetuate class distinctions?”581 He continued: “Is it not true that the USSR has abolished all 

inheritance taxes, while in socialist Britain and capitalist United States inheritance taxes are 

high – amounting to as much as 90 percent of great fortunes?”582    

Additionally, both Stephen Naft and Liston M. Oak pointed to the social distance separating 

workers from bureaucrats.  Naft challenged: “Is it not true that in Soviet Russia, government 

offices and industrial establishments have separate dining rooms for their officials and for the 

workers; that better food is served in the dining rooms for bureaucrats?”583  Naft also posed 

the question:   

Is there any country outside of the Soviet Union which has government cooperatives reserved for 
the use of higher officials exclusively, where better food may be bought for less money than in the 
ordinary workers’ cooperatives?  Are not special hospitals and recreation homes in the Crimea 
reserved for the upper strata?584 
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Even more damningly, Naft cited the denial of educational opportunity to the children of 

Soviet workers:  

Do you know that the Supreme Soviet decreed on October 2, 1940, that tuition must be paid for 
college and high school education?  Is it not true that higher education is now accessible only to 
the children of bureaucrats, officers and the elite among the workers?585  

Devastatingly, he asked: “Will not this system of fees for higher education perpetuate a 

hereditary ruling caste?”586 He further asked: 

Is it not a fact that, by the 1940 decree, children whose parents cannot pay for secondary education 
are conscripted for compulsory labor service when they leave elementary school, and that, after 
receiving vocational training, they are obliged to work wherever the state decides for another four 
years?587 

Naft thought it scandalous that even the cost of divorce had been priced beyond the reach of 

most Soviet citizens, making it a “special privilege of the elite.”588 In a similar vein, regular 

columnist, Liston M. Oak, drawing on an account given by the American trade unionist, Hugh 

Chevins, of his tour of the Soviet Union, conveyed Chevins’ assessment that “class distinctions 

there [Soviet Russia] are greater than in any capitalist country.”589 Oak quoted Chevins as 

saying: “Russia’s extremely complicated rationing system is apparently designed to create 

class distinctions…and various other devices have been evolved for insuring bigger and better 

rations for the new ruling class.” 590  As well, Oak’s column mentioned that there were 

“designated” shops in the Soviet Union, and that “the shops where ordinary workers buy are 

vastly inferior to those which cater to Kremlin big shots.”591 Oak’s column also charged that 

“the privileged few are given better housing, and hundreds of other favours.”592 
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Another aspect of inequality in the Soviet bloc which was commented upon in the NL – crucial 

from a socialist standpoint – was the exclusion of workers from decision-making.  On this 

point, Solomon Schwarz wrote in May 1946: 

The most important decisions in fixing wages are made in the plants, solely by the management, 
and are not based on discussion or agreements made with the union and shop committees and 
incorporated into collective agreements.   Such was the practice in the 1920s and 1930s, but for 
more than a decade piece rates and rates of output have been a managerial responsibility 
[emphasis in original].593  

Stephen Naft echoed Schwarz’s point, asking: “Is it not a fact that wages in Russia are fixed 

by the managers and party bureaucrats without consultation with the labor unions?”594 In 

view of the lack of control exercised by workers over wages or the pace of work, Naft 

dismissed talk by communists of workers owning factories in the Soviet Union as “farcical.”595 

Compounding this, workers had little influence at the political level, as Naft made plain with 

the question: “Did not the last All-Soviet Congress of the Bolshevik Party, which cited figures 

on the social status of the delegates, declare that only 9.3 percent were industrial workers 

and 90.7 percent were officials, bureaucrats, office employees, managers and engineers?”596     

More stress, however, was laid on the powerlessness of workers at the trade-union level.  One 

aspect of this powerlessness - the victimisation of trade unionists - was an important feature 

of the NL’s reporting of labour conditions in the Soviet bloc.  Naft fulminated against the 

punishment of striking workers.597 The NL also reported on the disappearance of trade union 

officials.598 Indeed, in September 1949 Solomon M. Schwarz commented on the wholesale 

 
593 Schwarz, “Soviet Russia Today,” 7.   
594 Naft, “Questions for Communists,” 6. 
595 Ibid.   
596 Ibid.  
597 Ibid.  
598 Dallin, “Labor in Exile,” 2.   



120 
 

purge of the leadership of the Soviet Union’s trade unions, and the fact that its peak union 

body had not held a congress since 1932: 

In the seventeen years that have passed [since 1932], the entire Presidium of the All-Union Central 
Council of Trade Unions has disappeared.  No-one has officially explained where the old officials 
are, where the new ones came from, or what Soviet labor unions have done since the Ninth 
Congress.599 

The NL devoted a great deal of attention to the last matter touched on here, namely the 

questioning of exactly what it was that unions in the Soviet bloc did.  In the NL’s analysis, 

unions under Soviet-type regimes had simply ceased to carry out the tasks expected of trade 

unions.  For instance, Solomon Schwarz wrote that the Tenth Congress of the USSR’s All-Union 

Central Council of Trade Unions had “practically ignored wage-hour questions.”600 Rather 

than defending and advancing the interests of workers, writers in the NL circle held that the 

principal role of Soviet trade unions was to support factory management in lifting production, 

which Stephen Naft likened to “company unionism.”601 In an article published in May 1951 on 

opposition in East Germany to the communist regime, Melvin J. Lasky remarked: “The workers 

burn with resentment against their so-called ‘trade-union chiefs,’ whose only concern is to 

increase production figures by every known method of speedup.”602 Eugene Irgizov depicted 

the unions as playing a sort of policing role for management and the Soviet leadership by 

“checking up on the proper execution” of the Stakhanovite quotas which had been agreed to 

(albeit under duress) by Soviet workers.603 According to both Naft and Schwarz, trade unions 

had lost all autonomy and any semblance of internal democracy, union officials being installed 

by the Communist Party rather than elected by the rank-and-file. 604  In short, the basic 
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purpose of trade unionism in the Soviet Union and its satellites had been turned on its head, 

with trade unions reduced to being, in Oscar Jaszi’s words, “organs of the totalitarian 

state.”605           

The lack of power of the working class in the Soviet Union was illustrated most starkly by the 

extreme set of rules and punishments imposed on workers by the Soviet regime.  The NL 

detailed the various forms of compulsion facing workers in the Soviet Union.  Eugene Irgizov 

wrote of how all Soviet workers were pushed into making “‘voluntary’ pledges” to join the 

Stakhanovite “shock worker” movement. 606  Stephen Naft raised the question of “labor 

books” in the Soviet Union: 

Would not all American workers – and the Communists and their fellow-travelers most vociferously 
– object to the introduction of “labor books” such as every Soviet worker must carry, in which a 
record is kept of his violations of labor discipline, and without which he cannot be hired?607 

Much was also made of the fact that Soviet workers needed the approval of their employer 

before they could resign from their jobs.  Solomon M. Schwarz wrote of “the compulsory 

attachment of workers and employees to their jobs, the management’s arbitrary power to 

transfer them from one enterprise to another.”608 Meanwhile, Naft compared the condition 

of Soviet workers to that of serfs, asking of communists:   

What difference do you see between the position of Soviet workers, who are forbidden to change 
jobs at will, and that of the peasant serfs in Russia of the Tzars 70 years ago, who were attached to 
the land?  Is not Russia’s modern system an extension of serfdom to the workers in the factories?609 

Neal Stanford reported that, from June 1940 on, unsanctioned quitting “was punishable by 

two to four months in prison,” which was subsequently raised to eight years for those working 

in industries producing materiel for the armed forces and 10 years for transport workers 

 
605 Oscar Jaszi, “Insider the Soviet Sphere: Social Changes in the Satellite States,” The New Leader, June 5, 

1948, 7. 
606 Irgizov, “Stakhanov Hurricane,” 19-20.  
607 Naft, “Questions for Communists,” 6.  
608 Schwarz, “Soviet War Economy,” 8.   
609 Naft, “Questions for Communists,” 6.  



122 
 

“even in peacetime.”610 Naft scolded the Soviet Union for having uniquely oppressive labour 

laws during the Second World War, in which “all branches of Soviet industry were placed 

under martial law, so that absenteeism and ‘idling’ became criminal offenses” (Naft stated 

that “no such laws existed in other countries at war – whether their governments were 

democratic capitalist, Socialist or Fascist”).611 Also unique, Naft wrote, was the “decree of 

June 20, 1940, still in force, according to which workers and employees who, of their own will, 

leave state, cooperative or public enterprises, or who are often tardy, shall be evicted from 

their homes and jailed.”612 Additionally, Naft rebuked the Soviet Union for – again, uniquely 

– sentencing workers “to forced labor for staying away from work.”613 Eugene Irgizov also 

mentioned that in 1940 “non-appearance at work and ‘transgressing of work discipline’” were 

outlawed, and that “bad work” had been criminalised.614 The lives of Soviet workers were 

circumscribed to the extent that, in Irzigov’s words, “mere speaking against the 

Stakhanovists” had become “a political crime.”615 

Solomon M. Schwarz’s Labor in the Soviet Union 

As is clear from the examples of articles cited above, Solomon M. Schwarz was, as Alexander 

Nove put it, “the leading Menshevik expert on Soviet labor relations” (more than that, 

Schwarz was, as noted in the introduction to this chapter, arguably one of the non-communist 

world’s foremost authorities on the topic of labour conditions in the Soviet Union in the early 

Cold War period).616 The points made briefly by Schwarz in the pages of the NL about the 

rights and living standards of the Soviet working class were set out in fuller detail in his 
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important book, Labor in the Soviet Union.617 Schwarz began writing the book in 1941 and 

finally completed it in 1951.618 By briefly looking at Labor in the Soviet Union we can gain a 

better appreciation of the depth and detail of Schwarz’s analysis of the topic.  As well, it is 

worth noting the framework used by Schwarz to make sense of the development – or, as he 

saw it, the degeneration – of labour conditions in the Soviet Union.  Moreover, the book was 

an important piece of scholarship, and therefore it is deserving of consideration in its own 

right.  It also worth briefly sketching Schwarz’s personal background.    

In his younger years Schwarz had had considerable hands-on experience in dealing with 

labour questions in Russia.  Schwarz was born to a well-to-do family in Vilna (present-day 

capital of Lithuania, now generally spelled Vilnius in English) in 1883.619 He was a Bolshevik 

for a time, but became a Menshevik after the Bolsheviks abstained from participating in the 

elections for the First Duma.620 Schwarz was involved in organising workers in St. Petersburg 

and was, according to his obituary in The New York Times, forced into exile on three occasions 

by the Tsarist autocracy as a result of his political and trade union work.621 He was taught 

economics in Russia and Germany and was awarded a doctorate in jurisprudence in Germany 

(following his expulsion from Russia).622 Schwarz returned to Russia at the beginning of World 

War I, and took up an official post after the February Revolution, being put in charge of the 

social insurance department of the Ministry of Labour under the Kerensky Provisional 
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Government.623 After the Bolsheviks came to power Schwarz continued his involvement with 

labour matters, helping to orchestrate a strike among government employees in Petrograd.624 

He was arrested by the Bolsheviks in February 1921 and exiled again to Germany in February 

of the following year.625 Apart from his writings in publications such as the NL, Schwarz also 

wrote on labour affairs in the Soviet Union in the Menshevik journal Sotsialisticheskii Vestnik 

(Socialist Courier), of which he was a long-time contributor and later editor.626 Schwarz does 

not – and this is a point worth emphasising – appear to have become disillusioned with 

socialism in his later years, remaining committed to Menshevism until his death in 1973.  As 

Ellias Schulman wrote in his obituary for Schwarz in The Russian Review: “He was optimistic 

to the end that some day a new generation of Mensheviks would arise to play an important 

role in Russia’s life.”627  

Like his fellow Menshevik, Boris Nicolaevsky, it appears that Schwarz was almost obsessive in 

tracking down the slightest morsel of information from the Soviet Union, such as official 

documents and published material.  In the writing Labor in the Soviet Union, Schwarz had, of 

course, to deal with the fact that the Soviet authorities, under Stalin, had imposed ever-

tightening restrictions on the release of information.  In the forward to the book, Schwarz 

noted: “Virtually no regular comprehensive labor statistics have been published since the 

mid-Thirties.”628 Schwarz went on to explain that, to find a way around this difficulty, “I had 

to rely largely on innumerable individual press dispatches, newspaper and magazine articles, 
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and frequently incidental remarks in official documents and speeches, collecting and 

systematizing the scattered statistical data I was able to find.”629 Despite the difficulty in 

finding up-to-date statistical data, Schwarz managed to fill the book with an impressive 

number of statistical tables.   

Using such material, Labor in the Soviet Union offers a straightforward account of what had 

happened to labour rights and conditions in the Soviet Union.  As noted, many of the points 

made by Schwarz about Soviet labour practices in the NL were fleshed out in greater detail in 

the book.  The underlying argument of the book is that the rights and protections gained by 

Soviet workers in the first years of the Revolution had, from the time of the first Five-Year 

Plan onwards, been either weakened or done away with altogether in order to secure higher 

productivity and rapid industrial development.  Or, as Schwarz himself put it: “The exclusive 

emphasis which Russian economic and social policy from the late 1920’s placed upon 

production had drastic effects in all fields of labor policy.”630 Schwarz also wrote:    

When maximum production came to be the guiding principle and essence of all social and 
economic endeavors, the accepted system of the “protection of labor” was reduced – like all labor 
policy – to secondary importance.  Social considerations were subordinated to economic motives.  
Changes of substance or organization in this field were no longer actuated by a desire to raise the 
social, economic, and cultural levels of labor, or to improve labor’s working and living conditions.  
They were primarily part of the effort to increase production – regardless of whether the working 
and living conditions of labor might suffer damage.631  

Looking at almost every conceivable aspect of Soviet labour and welfare policy, the book 

documents the profoundly harmful impact that, according to Schwarz, this basic decision had 

on the lives of Soviet workers. 

Considerations of space forbid a complete listing of the examples given in Labor in the Soviet 

Union of the harm done to Soviet workers by this all-consuming demand for higher 
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production, but it is worth mentioning the more striking examples offered by Schwarz.  For 

instance, Schwarz wrote that the campaign to make Soviet workers compete with one 

another (a campaign which included the “Stakhanov movement”) had degenerated to the 

point where it “had become a novel sweating system.”632 Schwarz said of the effect of the 

“speed-up” on Soviet workplaces: “Signs of a deterioration of safety standards were visible 

from the early 1930s on.” 633  He pointed to evidence that workers were regularly being 

sickened in Soviet factories by toxic fumes.634 He pointed, too, to the failure by the Soviet 

authorities to see that safety appliances had been installed in industries such as coal mining, 

shipbuilding, the metal industries, and other areas of manufacturing.635 Schwarz also wrote: 

“In July, 1936, safety inspectors in the Donets Basin lost the right to order work stoppage in 

the mines, even in cases where ‘continued operations would endanger the workers’ lives.’”636 

Even worse, Schwarz suggested Soviet unions (he cited the example of serious safety 

problems at a large chemical plant) were not intervening to redress these safety concerns.637 

In addition, he remarked on the “overtime fever” which swept through Soviet industry, and 

made reference to an article in Pravda in which concerns about the effect of fatigue on 

workers were mocked.638 Those “who dared object” to the long hours of overtime, Schwarz 

wrote, faced “open or disguised reprisals.”639 This overtime fever included pregnant women 

being made to work long overtime shifts, sometimes in the final months of their pregnancy 

(in a “symptomatic case,” even in an underground mine).640 Things became worse still for 
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Soviet workers, according to Schwarz, when Soviet labour policy was placed on “a war footing 

in 1940”: “The 10- or 11-hour day and the 60- or 66-hour week,” he wrote, “were soon the 

rule.”641 Schwarz devoted an entire chapter of the book to the many different forms of force 

and coercion used against workers by the Soviet state in order to increase production.642 

Moreover, workers had nowhere to turn for protection against these despotic and unsafe 

working conditions: he depicted unions as being on the side of the state, which pressed 

relentlessly for higher and higher productivity from the labour force, not on the side of 

workers.643    

Schwarz contended that things were little better for Soviet workers outside of the workplace.  

According to Schwarz, wages were scanty and had not been lifted to keep up with high levels 

of inflation, and the paltry wages of Soviet workers were not being compensated for with 

“socialized wages” (that is, welfare provision, including the provision of housing, health care, 

and education).644 Schwarz praised the efforts of Russia’s working class to create a social 

safety net in the very first years of the Revolution, but this praise had a sting in the tail for the 

Bolsheviks:           

In 1917 and 1918, social insurance was extended and improved, however poor may have been its 
actual achievements (save in the field of health and maternity insurance) in a time of economic 
disintegration.  Great energy was displayed by the workers in setting up a democratic organization 
of social insurance. 

Yet this democratic development soon clashed with the dictatorial system of government.645 

 On housing, Schwarz remarked that the “large masses of workers are forced to live in 

substandard dwellings.”646 He cited evidence that the Soviet government’s policy of rapid 
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industrialisation (and hence urbanisation) had exacerbated a grim housing situation for Soviet 

workers.  He wrote of the number of homes built:            

Huge amounts were invested in housing construction after the inception of the Five-Year Plan 
policy.  But the housing shortage, already acute at the beginning of the period, grew steadily worse 
when accelerated industrialization – the essence of the Five-Year Plans – caused the urban 
population to mount faster and faster.647 

He went on say: “Urban wage and salary earners, the overwhelming majority of the urban 

population, are living today in much more crowded conditions than prior to the inauguration 

of the Five-Year Plans.”648 Schwarz also wrote of widening inequality in housing.  “Inequality 

of housing accommodations,” he wrote, “has gone farther than differentiation of income, and 

one or two million executives, officials and highly paid workers live in residences far above 

the standards of some twenty years earlier.” 649  Indeed, in Schwarz’s view, Soviet social 

policies were not being used to lessen inequality, but instead were serving to deepen 

inequality.  He wrote, for example, that scholarships were overwhelmingly awarded “to the 

children of medium- and high-bracket non-manual workers” and that “in October 1940, free 

education was abolished in high schools and institutions of higher learning.”650 He also quoted 

Soviet sources as using the phrase “petty-bourgeois egalitarianism” to disparage the idea that 

there should be a “leveling” of incomes.651 Schwarz did praise the Soviet Union’s maternity 

insurance scheme, admitting that this scheme was more advanced than that available in other 

countries, but he qualified this praise by noting that this scheme was pared back and made 

less generous over time.652  
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On the surface, there is no reason to think of Labor in the Soviet Union as a socialist book 

(other than the fact that the author is particularly well versed in labour matters).  In the 

Forward to Labor in the Soviet Union Schwarz denied that it was his purpose to answer the 

following questions (questions which had preoccupied Trotskyists and others on the left): 

“What is the essence, the social content of the Russian economic and social order?  Is it 

socialism?  Is it ‘state capitalism?’  Is it ‘transitional form’ from capitalism to socialism?  Or is 

it something else?”653 The book contains little or no Marxist jargon (save the Soviet texts that 

are quoted), and Schwarz undoubtedly intended it to be a piece of mainstream scholarship, 

not a book to be read only by fellow leftists.  Despite his declared intentions, however, 

Schwarz could not help critiquing Soviet labour relations in explicitly socialist terms in Labor 

in the Soviet Union.  This can be seen most clearly in comments he made regarding 

competition among Soviet workers:  

In a socialist economy, aiming by definition at the protection of the human being, competition 
among individual workers, if it is to take place at all, should be focused mainly on quality, not 
quantity, of performance.  And it goes without saying that it should be subject to the most stringent 
and minute control by organizations of workers themselves, by unions of their own choosing.654  

Another example of Schwarz critiquing the Soviets in socialist terms can be found in remarks 

he made in the book on the use of compulsion and punishment in Soviet labour policy. Just 

as he had faulted the Soviet authorities in the pages of the NL for inadequate planning in their 

system of rationing, so he rebuked them in Labor in the Soviet Union for taking “the path of 

disciplinary punishment and criminal prosecution” instead of adopting a “planned labor 

policy.”655 Here we see a  good example of the difference between a right-wing critique of the 

Soviet Union and a socialist one: rather than seeing planning as the cause of the Soviet Union’s 

 
653 Ibid., v. 
654 Ibid., 188. 
655 Ibid., 115. 



130 
 

harsh regimentation of its workforce – as right-wing observers typically did – Schwarz argued 

that it was precisely the absence of planning that was to blame.  Although other subjects 

raised by Schwarz in the book could each be of interest and concern to non-socialists, taken 

together they also amount to a socialist critique of Soviet labour policies.               

Labor in the Soviet Union was reviewed in a large number of publications, both academic and 

popular, and was frequently cited by scholars writing on economic and social conditions in 

the Soviet Union.  It received a glowing review in The New York Times and a scornful one in 

The Times Literary Supplement.656 The reviews in academic publications were likewise mixed.  

One reviewer thought that Labor in the Soviet Union “is easily one of the most serious and 

challenging critiques of the Soviet system and its failures and false promises that has 

appeared in English in recent years.”657 Another reviewer wrote: “Libraries will find this book 

indispensable for its thorough statistical analysis of labor conditions in the Soviet Union.”658 

Yet some academic critics were less taken with Schwarz’s book.  The most common misgiving 

– one expressed repeatedly – was that the estimates given by Schwarz for wage levels in the 

Soviet Union were lower than most other scholars in non-communist countries judged them 

to be.659 One reviewer also objected to what he called the “polemical tone of much of the 
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volume.”660  Though Schwarz had clearly written an anti-communist book, this does not seem 

to have been a view held by most other scholarly critics.  D. Lincoln Harter was probably closer 

to the views of most other reviewers when he wrote that Schwarz “has done skillful and 

exhaustive detective work in Labor in the Soviet Union without assuming the role of 

prosecuting attorney.”661 Harter added that Schwarz “does not resort to the familiar practice 

of emotional attacks on a government with which he obviously has little sympathy.”662 While 

many writers in the NL circle adopted an unashamedly polemical and pamphleteering tone, 

Schwarz was one member of the group (and there were others) who preferred to put his case 

in a less confrontational, more scholarly way.  Labor in the Soviet Union did, nevertheless, 

have its uses as a sophisticated piece of Cold War propaganda: the United States Information 

Service (a part of the State Department at the time) purchased 750 copies of the book for its 

libraries around the world.663  

The New Leader and the Jewish labour movement  

We turn now to the NL’s reporting of anti-communist battles in the international labour 

movement (in the years 1946 to 1953).  In order to properly understand this reporting, we     

must first understand the publication’s place in the American labour movement.  The NL was 

tied into an interlocking network of unions, voluntary organisations, and publications that 

made up the Jewish labour movement, a movement centred around the needle trades of New 

York.  Moreover, the NL’s commentary on labour conditions in the Soviet bloc must be viewed 

within the context of a growing involvement by the American union movement in American 
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foreign policy in the late-1940s, especially in the area we would now refer to as Cold War 

“public diplomacy.” The NL’s writings on workers’ rights under Soviet-type regimes were very 

much part of a broader campaign by the American Federation of Labor to, as one of its key 

participants, Serafino Romualdi, later put it, “check and eventually destroy the Communist 

influence in the trade union movement” around the world.664     

The NL enjoyed a long and very close association with the International Ladies’ Garment 

Union (ILGWU) and its president, David Dubinsky.  Indeed, as alluded to in the first chapter, 

the ILGWU and Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA), the two largest unions 

in the garment industry, as well as the Yiddish-language socialist newspaper, the Forverts, 

provided funds to set up the NL in the early 1920s.665 Many of the NL’s contributors – Gus 

Tyler, Serafino Romualdi, Luigi Antonini, Mark Starr, Max D. Danish, among others - worked, 

or had worked, for the ILGWU (Max D. Danish was editor of the ILGWU’s journal Justice and 

an NL contributing editor).  Articles published under David Dubinsky’s name were also 

published in the NL.  Unsurprisingly, given the overlap of contributors, many of the themes 

and issues found in Justice also appear in the pages of the NL.  The ILGWU had a particularly 

strong anti-communist tradition.  Dubinsky’s anti-communism was visceral and informed by 

long experience in the union movement.  Dubinsky played an important part in the split in the 

American union movement in the 1930s, his union helping to establish the Congress of 

Industrial Organizations (CIO).666 The ILGWU only remained in the new labour federation for 

a short period, however.  Dubinsky cited “the machinations of Communist elements” as one 
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of the reasons why the ILGWU quit the CIO.667 In the period under review, the ILGWU was 

again a member of the uncompromisingly anti-communist AFL.           

It has been noted that trade union leaders, such as Dubinsky, who had gone through serious 

clashes with communists in their own unions, were likely to take a strong position on 

communism in domestic and international matters.668 As Max D. Danish pointed out in his 

biography of David Dubinsky, quarrelling between socialists and communists in the ILGWU 

began soon after the Bolsheviks came to power, the first notable occasion being a debate 

over a resolution at the union’s 1922 convention which called on the Bolshevik regime to free 

socialists and others from political imprisonment. 669  Of most importance, however, 

communists in the ILGWU led a failed 6-month strike in 1926, a strike which resulted in the 

ILGWU losing half, or possibly two-thirds, of its membership.670 In an article published under 

David Dubinsky’s name (but most likely written by Jay Lovestone) in the New York Times in 

May 1947, it was said of this scarring period in the ILGWU’s history: “It took ten years for us 

to recover from the criminal and stupid Communist-led strike of 1926 which cost $3,400,000 

and left in its wake a chaotic industry and crippled union.”671 Furthermore, for socialists such 

as Dubinsky, much more was at stake than simply the organisational strength and financial 

health of the ILGWU: Stanley Nadel observes that socialists opposing communists in the 
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ILGWU in the 1920s felt they were “engaged in a struggle for the future of the socialist 

faith.”672   

Its anti-communism notwithstanding, the ILGWU was an atypical union on the American 

labour scene.  As Catherine Collomp points out, the ILGWU, and its sister union, the ACWA, 

with their socialist politics and representing as they did a mostly immigrant workforce, had 

more in common with the social democratic unions of Europe than they did with unions in 

the United States.673 As Edwin A. Lahey observed of David Dubinsky in a 1955 Washington 

Post article, his “spiritual roots are sunk deeply in the political sectarian battles of Europe.”674 

Both its socialism and the immigrant background of its leaders and rank-and-file members 

gave the ILGWU a strongly internationalist outlook.  Here it should be noted that while Jews 

from the old Russian empire made up the bulk of the membership of the union (at least in its 

early years) and filled most of its leadership positions, the ILGWU was never an exclusively 

Jewish institution.  Christian Italian immigrants comprised a significant minority of the union’s 

membership and played a role in its leadership.675 Luigi Antonini, for instance, held a senior 

position in the ILGWU, reinforcing the union’s internationalist outlook with his anti-Fascist 

activities and by taking a close interest in post-war Italian politics (as noted, Antonini was a 

contributor to the NL).676 Another conspicuous feature of garment unions such as the ILGWU 

– uncommon, though by no means unique among American unions – was the close and 

enduring partnership which existed within these organisations between radical intellectuals 
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and their rank-and-file memberships.677 The ILGWU was more like a European union in one 

other respect, too: the union never limited itself to simply winning wage increases for its 

members, but rather its leaders and activists took a strong interest in broader social and 

political questions.  As A.H. Raskin wrote, Dubinsky put his “stamp of social concern” on “a 

labor movement rooted in the bread-and-butter tradition of business unionism.”678   

Two developments in the 1930s left a deep imprint on the ILGWU: the passage of pro-labour 

legislation under Roosevelt’s New Deal and the growth of fascism in Europe.  Along with the 

rest of the American labour movement, the IGLWU made good use of Roosevelt’s labour 

reforms to dramatically increase the size of its membership in the 1930s.679 Robert W. Cox 

points out that the assistance given by the federal government to union organising at this 

time helped to strengthen the ties which already existed between the United States 

government and the American union movement.680 This is certainly true of the ILGWU, which 

became an enthusiastic backer of Roosevelt’s, campaigning energetically for his re-election 

(albeit through third political parties: the American Labor Party and later the Liberal Party).681 

In other words, from the New Deal onwards the American union movement – and this 

included even left-wing unions such as the ILGWU – began to see the federal government 

more as a friend and protector of its cause, rather than simply a servant of capital. In contrast 

to these gratifying domestic reforms, the advent of the Nazi regime in Germany was a source 

of deep anxiety to ILGWU members.  Many in the ILGWU – including David Dubinsky – still 
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had close family members living in Europe at this time.682 In keeping with the traditions of 

international labour solidarity, Dubinsky helped to found the Jewish Labor Committee (JLC) in 

1934, an organisation dedicated to raising funds and assisting likeminded trade unionists and 

socialists facing persecution in Europe, both Jewish and non-Jewish.683 As the Wehrmacht 

began overrunning Western Europe in 1940, the JLC lobbied the State Department to grant 

asylum to such members of the democratic left.684 Despite highly restrictive immigration 

laws, the JLC managed to provide safe haven in the United States to 544 leftist intellectuals 

and union leaders (a number which included their dependents).685 Among the rescued was 

the Menshevik leadership, exiled in France. 686  In view of the fact that the Menshevik 

leadership was almost entirely Jewish, the NL’s core group of writers in the post-war years 

owed their very lives to the intervention of the ILGWU and the JLC.  David Dubinsky and the 

ILGWU also helped to found the Labour League for Human Rights in 1938, which likewise 

provided support for European trade unionists, as well as aid to allied nations during the war, 

including the Soviet Union.687  

The creation of the FTUC 

The international activities of American labour were put on a more institutionalised basis 

prior to the end of the war with the creation by the AFL of the Free Trade Union Committee 

(FTUC) in 1944.  As Roy Godson points out, the FTUC grew out of “the Jewish Labor 

Committee, the Labor League for Human Rights, and the wartime committee of émigré trade 
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union leaders who resided primarily in New York City.”688 Further, Godson notes that the 

ILGWU was the FTUC’s largest financial benefactor – indeed, the ILGWU supplied an office 

and paid the salary of the FTUC’s executive director - and thus exercised a great deal of 

influence over the committee’s policies.689 Along with David Dubinsky, the most senior and 

influential members of the AFL sat on the committee: William Green (president of the AFL), 

George Meany (treasurer-secretary of the AFL), and Matthew Woll.690  Two important  figures 

associated with the FTUC - working out in the field, as it were - were Serafino Romualdi and 

Irving Brown.  Serafino Romualdi, an Italian socialist and anti-Fascist activist who had begun 

working for the ILGWU in 1933, was made the AFL’s representative to Latin America by the 

FTUC in 1946 (a position he held for twenty years).691 Irving Brown’s activities focused on 

Europe (more will be said on Brown below).                            

In 1946, Jay Lovestone replaced Abraham Bluestein as the FTUC’s executive secretary.692 Jay 

Lovestone has been described as “organized labor’s Secretary of State” and a “grey 

eminence” for the influence he exercised over the thinking of the AFL (and later the AFL-CIO) 

on foreign policy questions.693 Joseph C. Goulden has called Lovestone “an anti-Communist 

of bare-fanged ferocity,” a figure regarded by the left as “an arch-reactionary hobgoblin.”694 

By the time he assumed the leadership of the FTUC, Lovestone had moved a very long way 

from his early political beliefs and allegiances: Lovestone had helped to set up the Communist 
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Party in the United States in 1919 and became the party’s leader in 1927.695 He had personally 

met both Lenin and Stalin.696 Lovestone miscalculated, however, by aligning himself with the 

Bukharin faction of the party and was removed as leader and lost his party membership in 

1929.697 He then went on to create a small communist party opposed to Stalinism, commonly 

referred to as the “Lovestoneites” (as with Trotskyist parties, the aim of the Lovestoneites – 

initially, at least – was to reunite at some point with their former comrades).  Lovestone’s 

party lasted from 1929 to 1941, though Lovestone himself appears to have become 

thoroughly disillusioned with communism in 1937 and 1938, following Bukharin’s execution 

and the violent repression of the Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista (POUM) by Stalinists 

during the Spanish civil war.698  

Lovestone and his party began collaborating with David Dubinsky at the beginning of the 

1930s, working with Dubinsky to fight against Stalinists within the ILGWU.699 In the same year 

that the Lovestoneites wound up their activities as a party (1941), Dubinsky offered Lovestone 

a paid position at the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies.700 Lovestone was a 

workaholic throughout his life.  A 1963 profile of him in The New York Times had this to say 

of his work habits: “He works just about all the time.  He gets up daily at 6 A.M. and seldom 

goes to bed much before 1 or 2 the next morning.”701 The profile emphasised that he spent a 

significant portion of his time analysing international events: “He puts in 20 hours a week just 

studying international affairs – much of it devoted to keeping up with what is going on inside 
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Russia.”702 Lovestone also built up a large network of sympathetic trade unionists (and other 

anti-communists) around the world.703 As his obituary in The New York Times put it: “His 

[Lovestone’s] friends said he had an extraordinary network of contacts, with whom he kept 

in close touch, and a remarkable sensitivity for developments in [the] Communist world 

before they became apparent to others.”704    

All seven men mentioned above – Dubinsky, Green, Meany, Woll, Lovestone, Brown, and 

Romualdi – had, at the very least, a passing association with the NL, having had their writings 

published in the NL at some point in their lives.  From 1946 on, the FTUC gave aid to foreign 

trade unionists still living in hardship (due to the war and political oppression), and, again, the 

ILGWU was one of the chief financial donors in this effort.705 In addition to this a monthly 

journal was established (in English and a number of European languages) in order to 

disseminate the FTUC’s views on developments regarding trade unions around the world.706 

The FTUC’s principal task was to assist in post-war reconstruction: to help put the unions of 

Europe back on their feet, and, just as importantly, to prevent communists from taking over 

Europe’s reborn unions, a concern of Dubinsky and Woll’s which preceded America’s entry in 

the war.707 As one might expect, those who led the FTUC’s activities – David Dubinsky and 

Irving Brown, in particular – were lionised in the pages of the NL.708    
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Free trade unionism and the war in international labour    

The immediate post-war years were years of confidence and rapid growth for America’s 

unions.  One estimate put the number of trade unionists in America at just shy of twelve 

million in 1946 and increasing to a little over 17 million by 1953.709 Certainly, the ILGWU 

entered the post-war years in rude health: according to its own calculations, the ILGWU had 

a membership of 355,000 in July 1946, which grew to 430,830 by January 1953.710 With 

American unions exercising more power domestically than ever before in the immediate post-

war years – having become a crucial part of the New Deal and Fair Deal coalitions – many in 

the labour movement felt that the time was ripe for American unions to become much more 

active in international affairs, too.  In particular, there was a strong belief that American 

labour should become the pre-eminent leader of the international labour movement. The NL 

circle eagerly supported this ambition to lead the international labour movement.  As David 

C. Williams boasted:          

Less than twenty years ago, American labor was the Cinderella of the Western trade union 
movement – small isolated in its community, with little influence on events in its own country, and 
none at all outside.  Now it stands at the very forefront of international labor.711 

Adding to this sense that American labour had the strength and maturity to take up the 

leadership of the international union movement was the belief that it was duty-bound to do 

so.  In the same NL article David C. Williams observed that Germany, a leader of the 

international labour movement in the pre-Nazi era, was no longer in a position to fulfil this 
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role.712 He also listed the reasons why the major European countries – France, Italy, and 

Britain – as well as emerging countries in “backward and undeveloped areas,” such as India, 

were ill-equipped to take on this leadership role.713  

Furthermore, those in charge of the AFL’s international activities were convinced that the 

political allegiances of Europe’s labour movement would be a critical factor in stopping the 

spread of communism.  The AFL’s Irving Brown, in an article printed in the NL in April 1949, 

reminded his readers of Lenin’s dictum that “Trade Unions are the schools for Communism,” 

and added:    

It should be clear to anyone who has lived in Europe for the past few years that the direction which 
the trade union movement takes will determine, in large measure, which way Europe will go in the 
ensuing struggle between Democracy and totalitarian dictatorship.  The extent to which the trade 
unions of Europe remain free and independent will be of decisive importance in determining 
Europe’s future and checking the plans of the Cominform.714   

In Brown’s reading of recent history, gaining control of trade unions had been “the first and 

major pre-requisite” for the communist takeover of Eastern Europe.715 In elaborating on this 

point, Brown argued that communists were only interested in trade unions as means to 

securing power:              

In several Eastern European countries, the trade unions were captured by the Communist Party 
and its agents in order to attain and maintain power.  Once state power had been achieved, the 
very self-same instruments were incorporated into the state apparatus and stripped of any possible 
independent role in relation to the state.716 

Referring to the Marshall Plan, Brown went on to say of Western Europe’s union movement: 

“It is this this movement, whether one likes it or not, that will determine in the last analysis 
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the success or failure of Western Europe’s reconstruction.  For whoever gains the soul of 

European labor can gain all other objectives.”717  Brown added: “These trade unions of Europe 

have become the major battle-ground of the East-West struggle.”718  At times trade unionists 

were almost depicted in the pages of the NL as being the shock troops of the Cold War: in 

giving an account of how non-communist trade unionists managed, against “Communist 

sabotage attempts,” to get American arms moving through the ports of France and Italy, 

Brown boasted in June 1951 that “throughout Europe, free workers are fighting some of the 

toughest battles of the cold war.”719 

As well as leading the international labour movement, the NL circle argued forcefully that the 

American labour movement deserved to play a bigger part in the shaping of American foreign 

policy.  An editorial published two weeks after Williams’ article, entitled “The Worker and the 

World: Sermon for 1950,” applauded “the emergence of the American workingman as a 

potent world force” and praised “the average American in overalls, who, like Atlas, carries the 

hopes of free humanity on his broad shoulders.”720 Perhaps just as importantly, the editorial 

argued that members of the diplomatic establishment – the “striped-pants boys” – could not 

be relied upon to provide leadership in foreign affairs, as they “still swoon each time they 

hear a new love-call from Moscow.”721 As well as finding the State Department wanting in its 

determination to fight communism, NL writers thought the department was completely 

unknowledgeable about the left and about union movements around the world.  Praising the 

West German trade union movement and the German Social Democrats as “assets on the 
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Left,” Irving Brown complained in October 1952 of “the failure of American diplomats to 

realize that the Socialist trade-union forces of Germany are the most permanent and solid 

bulwark against Communist and Soviet assaults.”722 The NL took an equally dim view of the 

dependability of American business in the Cold War struggle. The NL warned (in the editorial 

just mentioned) that business lobbies “are interested only in trimming the budget and 

lowering taxes, and the place they want to start is defense and foreign aid.”723 In September 

1947, Jonathan Stout contrasted the behaviour of “selfish American profiteering 

businessmen,” who were willing to do business with the Soviet Union, with that of workers in 

the United Automobile Workers union in Michigan, who voted to strike if their factory’s 

management went through with a plan to train Russian technicians at their factory. 724  

Likewise, Brown (in a July 1951 article, cited above) wrote bitterly that European business had 

done nothing to lift the ban imposed by communists on the handling of NATO arms at 

European ports.725 He also protested that German industrialists were all too eager to “do 

business with the East.”726   

The NL felt that that the State Department badly needed the help and guidance of the 

American union movement if it was to be successful against the spread of communism.  

Another article by Stout, published in June 1950, enthusiastically reported David Dubinsky’s 

proposal that the position of “Assistant Secretary of State for Labor” be created, and that “a 

full member of the American UN delegation” should be chosen “from the ranks of organized 

labor.”727 Stout went on to quote Dubinsky as saying: “Unless the free labor movement is in 
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the forefront of the fight […] the cold war can never be won by the democracies.”728 In short, 

only the American working masses – and their organisations – were disinterested enough, or 

had the requisite good sense and steadfastness, to lead the worldwide struggle against 

communism.  It should be said that the NL circle was quite prophetic on the question of 

steadfastness: the AFL – and later the merged AFL-CIO – remained involved in international 

anti-communist activities up until the fall of the Soviet Union and did not waver in its anti-

communism when other sections of American society became dubious about the Cold War 

consensus (the AFL-CIO leadership even opposed détente with the Soviets in the early 

1970s).729           

Plainly, the leadership of the American union movement and the NL had few reservations 

about becoming too close to the American government at this time.  On the contrary, the NL 

expressed gratification at the appointment of labour figures to governmental posts around 

the world.730  Time and again, the NL proudly reported on the increasing involvement of 

organised labour in American diplomacy.  Arnold Beichman, for instance, noted in August 

1949 that “Today there are 26 full-time and seven part-time labor attaches; in 1943, there 

were none.”731  This attitude toward involvement in governmental activity is not hard to 

understand.  As mentioned above, America’s labour movement had – for the most part, at 

least - very good relations with the Roosevelt and Truman Administrations (relations with 

Congress were another matter).  Also, as Gary K. Busch points out, this connection between 

organised labour and the US government developed as part of the war effort.732 The NL was 
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only too happy to publicise the links established during the war between the Office of 

Strategic Services (OSS) – the wartime predecessor of the CIA – and America’s labour 

movement.  An article published in August 1946 by A.E. Jolis, who worked in the Labour 

Division of the OSS, praised the “internationally minded” American union leaders who helped 

the OSS set up a network of spies and saboteurs among fellow trade unionists in France, 

Germany, Austria, and Italy, and disclosed the various ways this network assisted the Allied 

war effort.733 (According to Joseph C. Goulden, the ILGWU “became a veritable recruiting hall 

for the Office of Strategic Services.”)734 This enthusiasm for taking part in governmental affairs 

was such that a February 1951 article chided the government for not according organised 

labour a greater role in policy-making in the military build-up following the outbreak of the 

Korean War.735 

Like the NL, the FTUC accepted funding from the CIA in the post-war period.  According to 

Anthony Carew, the CIA provided the FTUC with $464,167 in direct funding between 1949 

and 1958 (funding used to counter the influence of communists in trade unions around the 

world).736 Yet, as will be shown later, this financial link with the CIA did not necessarily make 

for a close relationship between the FTUC and the American government.  Similarly, the NL 

does not appear to have pulled its punches on issues concerning the US government and the 

international labour movement, or on any other topic, in the period under study. For example, 

in February 1949 it published a particularly unsparing article by Samuel Romer, who advised 

General Douglas MacArthur on labour matters in occupied Japan.  Among other things, Romer 
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charged that the labour policy being pursued by MacArthur, with its emphasis on 

“cooperative unions,” was having the perverse effect of increasing the popularity of 

communists (as a further provocative touch a photograph of MacArthur which accompanied 

the article was captioned “COMRADE MacARTHUR Three Loud Banzais”). 737  In another 

instance, Irving Brown complained of the damage Congress had done to the reputation of the 

United States in Europe with its Taft-Hartley Bill, which, he wrote, “is interpreted as a 

repressive drive against labor.”738  He added: “A degree of confirmation is thus given to 

Communist criticism about a Government which talks freedom abroad but practices 

repression at home.”739   

Campaigning against the WFTU   

The most important battle waged by the FTUC was its campaign against the World Federation 

of Trade Unions (WFTU).  The WFTU was established in 1945 – as an outgrowth of wartime 

alliances – and counted as affiliates every major national trade union centre, save that of the 

AFL.  The AFL objected to the participation of Soviet trade unions in the WFTU (as well as that 

of communist-led unions from outside of the Soviet Union).  FTUC figures such as Matthew 

Woll habitually referred to the WFTU as the “Moscow-dominated WFTU.”740 Writing for a July 

1948 edition of the NL, Woll remarked: “Only a very small part of the WFTU apparatus at Paris 

is today in non-Communist hands.”741  Philip Taft explained one of the AFL’s reasons for 

staying out of the WFTU in an October 1948 edition of the NL:                     
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The refusal of the AFL was based upon a simple principle that the Soviet unions were not 
instruments of offense and defense against an employer, that they were not independent and 
autonomous, but were controlled and dominated by the Government.742 

Rather than representing what AFL figures (writing in the NL and elsewhere) called “bona 

fide” trade unions – unions which were free to make their own decisions – the WFTU was 

considered by the AFL leadership to be under the direction of the Soviet Union.743 Philip Taft 

wrote in his October 1948 article: “As the Soviet unions are part of the totalitarian apparatus, 

their influence [inside the WFTU] is inevitably used for advancing both the domestic and 

foreign policies of the Soviet Government.”744 Yet there is a seeming contradiction in the AFL-

FTUC position: as noted above, the leadership of America’s union movement itself wished to 

become deeply involved in the policy-making of the US government.  Taft addressed this 

question, writing that “trade union policies [of non-communist unions] may coincide with 

those of government at a particular time.  The ‘no-strike’ pledge during a war may be an 

example.  Yet basically the trade unions make their own decisions.”745 He went on: “Neither 

American nor British unions are, however, unalterably committed to a policy and on occasion 

can and do oppose the views of their respective governments.”746 

It goes almost without saying that the NL gave its wholehearted support to the FTUC in its 

campaign against the WFTU.  As Sol Levitas said to Irving Brown in a letter in December 1947, 

he hoped that the WFTU “will collapse soon and that a real organization will be created to 

combat the evil influence of the Commies.”747 Louis Stark, writing in the NL in 1949, placed 

this campaign in the context of an “inter-union war,” one that had been going on between 
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communist and non-communist trade unionists at the international level since the end of the 

1920s and 1930s.748 The FTUC set out to undermine the WFTU in three main ways.  First, by 

embarrassing and taunting non-communist leaders in the Congress of Industrial Organisations 

(CIO) in the US and the Trades Union Congress (TUC) in Britain, and elsewhere, for their 

involvement in the WFTU, and encouraging their federations to leave the WFTU.749 As Edward 

Thompson put it in February 1953 in the NL, non-communist trade union leaders, such as 

Louis Saillant, the WFTU’s General Secretary, were simply acting as a cover for communists, 

having fallen victim to the “Popular Front mentality.”750 The second way the FTUC sought to 

wreck the WFTU was by exploiting the opposition of the Soviet Union – and its WFTU 

representatives – to the Marshall Plan.  In the NL, Matthew Woll framed the Marshall Plan as 

being essential for the welfare of European workers (the obvious implication being that the 

Soviet Union was showing callous disregard for Europe’s impoverished workers in its 

opposition to the Marshall Plan).751 Third was the creation of a rival non-communist labour 

international, the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) in December 

1949.  The NL gave front-page coverage to the creation of the ICFTU, with Louis Stark bragging 

that the new international would be acting on behalf of “50,000,000 organized workers” 

around the world.752 

The FTUC and Latin America 

The NL also supported the FTUC’s campaign to undermine the Confederación de Trabajadores 

América Latina, the Latin American Workers’ Confederation (CTAL), a regional trade union 
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federation established in 1938 and closely affiliated to the WFTU.753 In particular, the NL 

sought to tarnish the reputation of CTAL’s president, the Mexican union leader Vincente 

Lombardo Toledano (Lombardo had been largely responsible for creating the CTAL). 754 

Although he was not a member of the Mexican Communist Party, the AFL and the NL regarded 

Lombardo as a fellow traveller who  did as he was told by the Soviets.755 Under Lombardo’s 

leadership, the Mexican trade union movement had become, as one NL editorial put it, “a 

tool of Kremlin intrigue.”756 There is little question that Lombardo was strongly pro-Soviet in 

his sympathies.  In his 1966 biography of Lombardo, Robert Paul Millon emphasised 

Lombardo’s “pronounced adherence to Marxist-Leninist views” and noted that “Lombardo 

has consistently supported the actions and policies of the U.S.S.R. and other socialist 

nations.”757 Epithets used to describe Lombardo in the NL included “Stalinist dictator of the 

Mexican labor movement,” “Mexican Commissar,” and “notorious Mexican Communist.”758 

In accordance with these views, Serafino Romualdi, the AFL’s representative in Latin America, 

orchestrated what he described as “a fight to the finish against the CTAL”.759  In this Romualdi 

and the AFL were notably successful: as Romualdi proudly stated in his memoirs, the final 

convention of the CTAL took place in 1953.760   
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Both the AFL and the NL had kept tabs on Lombardo’s activities since at least the early 1940s.  

When George Meany became president of the AFL in 1952, Max D. Danish drew special 

attention to Meany’s international activities in a profile piece for the NL, noting: “Back in 

1943, he [Meany] began an all-out drive to combat Communist infiltration among the workers 

of Latin America.”761 Danish added approvingly that “Meany’s pioneering south of the border 

had a decisive influence in freeing Latin American labor from the grasp of the Mexican 

Communist Lombardo Toledano.”762 In May 1943, the NL published a letter by Victor Serge in 

which Lombardo was accused of being a part (as the editor’s note introducing the letter put 

it) of a communist “campaign of terror” waged against anti-Stalinist leftists who had found 

asylum in Mexico.763 Again, the NL seems to have been accurate in its reporting of Lombardo’s 

activities.  Certainly, as Millon wrote, Lombardo “strongly protested the presence of Leon 

Trotsky in Mexico.”764 Trotsky held a similarly low opinion of Lombardo: Millon also pointed 

out that Trotsky “attacked Lombardo as a paid agent of Moscow and betrayer of the interests 

of Mexican labor.”765  

Concerns had long been expressed in the NL about Lombardo’s influence over the Latin 

American trade union movement and over Latin American politics.  In his “Workers Abroad” 

column, Dick Reynard alleged in June 1940 that “Toledano commands 50,000 armed men and 

a network of military cells.”766 As for the period under review, Stephen Naft wrote in June 

1946 (in a special supplement on Latin American politics printed by the NL) that Lombardo, 

after travelling to Moscow in 1932, “has been Stalin’s most faithful and important agent in 
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Latin America.”767 “Lombardo’s influence is strong enough,” Naft contended, “to be able to 

impose upon Latin America’s labor movement the wishes or at least the resolutions of the 

Moscow regime.”768 Naft added that, as a result of Lombardo’s influence over the CTAL, 

“Moscow has in this hemisphere a most powerful Fifth Column which can be called into action 

in case of a conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union.”769 Carleton Beals, in 

May 1947, warned that Lombardo’s “voice carries far across the continents.”770 Naturally 

enough, the NL also eagerly reported evidence that Lombardo’s influence was ebbing within 

the Mexican labour movement in the immediate post-war period.771         

Apart from labelling Lombardo a fellow traveller who acted at the behest of the Soviets, in 

the period being studied here the NL sought to undercut his reputation in two principal ways.  

One way was to suggest that Toledano was corrupt (a time-honoured method in union feuds).  

Serafino Romualdi said of Lombardo in the NL in May 1946:        

All have seen him in the ostentatious company of several permanent bodyguards, who surround 
his villa when he is inside, day or night; his alighting in grand style from his expensive limousine 
with lackeys opening doors and literally clearing the streets for him to pass through safely.  Ugly 
stories are in constant circulation concerning Lombardo’s revenues from profitable commercial 
investments.772  

Lombardo maintained this lavish lifestyle, according to Romualdi, despite having “no paid job 

in the Mexican labor movement” and notwithstanding the fact that “no affiliate organization 

has ever paid it [the CTAL] one cent in dues.”773 Romualdi went on to praise those “dissidents” 
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who, he said, were working to create a union movement in Mexico “cleansed of racketeers 

and power-thirsty politicians.”774     

More interesting than muckraking about Toledano’s personal finances, however, was the 

charge that Lombardo was in cahoots with capitalists and with right-wing dictators and 

military juntas in Latin America.  Carleton Beals, in an article published in the NL in May 1947, 

suggested that Lombardo had betrayed Mexican workers by making an accord with their 

employers.  According to Beals, the agreement sacrificed the living standards of Mexican 

workers for the sake of Soviet foreign policy.  Beals, writing of a speech Lombardo gave to a 

large meeting of Mexican workers in late 1946, remarked:  

Lombardo had a bit of explaining to do.  He had just made a ten-year pact with the merchants and 
manufacturers at a time when the country was hit by a fivefold rise in the cost of living and a terrific 
drop in real wages.  This worried his radical followers.  Actually, it was part of a new ‘nationalist 
front’ policy.  It was part of the new Moscow propaganda ‘encirclement’ of the United States.  More 
conservative folk felt that he was now being reasonable, not so wild and woolly as pictured.775  

In Beals’ analysis, Mexican workers were being made to pay a steep price for Lombardo’s plan 

for the industrialisation of Mexico, a plan which had as its principal goal, not the betterment 

of the lives of Mexican workers, but the severance of economic and political ties to the United 

States:   

Lombardo’s pact, outlawing all but government employee, jurisdictional and foreign corporation 
strikes, had called for a joint commission of labor and (Mexican) capital to create a strong national 
industrialized Mexico to hold off foreign capital and political subservience.  The aim was not to 
produce national prosperity and improve the standards of living – not immediately – but for the 
future creation of a new wealth to maintain the line against the United states.  It meant pulling 
worker’s belts at a hard time.776   

In a similar vein, Victor Alba, in a piece published in November 1947, wrote that the Popular 

Party – a political party established by Lombardo – “allies itself with ultra reactionary groups 

in order to attack the Clayton Plan” (William L. Clayton, an American businessman and official 
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in the Roosevelt and Truman administrations, was deeply involved in the formulation of the 

Marshall Plan and the Truman Doctrine).777 The charge that Mexico was being industrialised 

on the backs of workers was, noted earlier in this chapter, an accusation that members of the 

NL circle also made of the Soviet Union. 

The other main accusation – that Lombardo was in league with right-wing dictators and 

military juntas in Latin America – was made a number of times in the NL.  Indeed, it seems to 

be a point which the NL wished to stress.  As with the pact with Mexican employers, Beals 

argued that Lombardo was consorting with Latin American dictators as part of a strategy to 

create “a unified nationalist front against the capitalist nations,” the United States in 

particular.778 Beals wrote: “Militant nationalism through the union of all classes is his stated 

goal, not for national progress and well-being, but for war.”779 Beals went on to say of this 

strategy:      

This explains in part Lombardo’s alliance with Dictator Vargas, whom his Confederation and the 
Communists attempted to keep in power in Brazil by “postponing” elections; it explains the 
barricades in Venezuela, where his group forged an alliance with Dictator Medina, who had agreed 
to make that country the base of Soviet propaganda in the New World; it explains Lombardo’s deal 
with Dictator Somoza in Nicaragua, where people are being murdered.  It explains the deal made 
by unions, the Communists and the Conservatives which put Dictator Ibarra on the throne in 
Ecuador.  It explains his constant warfare on the democratic elements of Peru led by Haya de la 
Torre.  It explains the efforts now being made to make deal with Trujillo, the bloodiest dictator in 
Latin America.780   

Worse, Beals asserted that Lombardo was trying to undermine Juan José Arévalo’s democratic 

socialist government in Nicaragua (Arévalo stepped down voluntarily as Guatemala’s 
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president in 1951, but Arévalo’s Revolutionary Action Party, under the leadership of Jacobo 

Árbenz, was deposed in a coup masterminded by the CIA in 1954).  Beals continued:  

It explains the fight of the democratic and popular government of Guatemala under President 
Arévalo to maintain himself in power against the Lombardo and Communist putsch.  The 
Communists there are making a more concerted effort against democracy than Lombardo ever 
made against Dictator Ubico.781    

Robert J. Alexander, in an article printed in March 1948, accused Lombardo of praising 

another Nicaraguan dictator, Anastasio Somoza García.  He wrote: “As early as 1942 Toledano 

went to Nicaragua and addressed meetings in which Somoza was classed with Roosevelt as 

one of the two greatest men in the Western hemisphere” (Anastasio Somoza García’s son, 

Anastasio Somoza Debayle, was driven from power by Sandinista rebels in 1979).782   

Victor Alba also attacked Lombardo for his association with Latin American dictators in two 

articles in the NL, published in September 1949 and March 1951.  The first article centred on 

the American Continental Congress for Peace, which was held in Mexico City in September 

1949 and was organised by Lombardo.  Lombardo, according to Alba, was “afraid of expulsion 

from the communist movement, and perhaps a call to the U.S.S.R” and had organised the 

congress in order to rehabilitate himself in the eyes of the Soviets.783 Alba castigated the 

writers and intellectuals who attended the Congress for what he saw as wilful ignorance 

regarding the communists and Latin American dictatorships.  He wrote: “These intellectual 

liberals are so paralyzed by their twenty-year-old notions that if one talks to them about 

dictators and Communists marching together as in Argentina, Venezuela, Paraguay, Peru, or 

Nicaragua, they flatly deny the information as anti-Communist propaganda.”784 Alba also 
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attacked the conference for its lack of working-class representation, writing: “The workers 

were entirely absent from the Stalinist congress.  Writers and artists were there, the little 

bourgeois, but not a single trade union leader, not one working class group.”785 He then went 

on to compare this congress with a convention held by the Confederación Interamericana de 

Trabajadores, the Inter-American Confederation of Workers (CIT), a regional trade union 

confederation set up by the FTUC and Latin American trade unionists in 1948 to oppose 

Lombardo’s CTAL.786 Alba wrote:   

It is significant to recall that at exactly the same time the second convention of the Inter-American 
Federation of Workers was meeting in Havana.   

The contrast between the two gatherings is striking.  The dictators who were at denounced Havana 
escaped lightly in the Congress of Mexico City.  The majority of dictators in power in Latin America 
are, actually, supported by Communists.787  

Like Carleton Beals, Alba asserted that Communists had subverted a democratic socialist 

government, in this case the short-lived presidency of Romulo Gallegos in Venezuela (brought 

down in a coup in 1948).  Alba went on:   

Romulo Gallegos, overthrown by a combination of soldiers and Communists and now in exile in 
Mexico, refused to participate in this “peace” gathering.  He said that peace can be made only by 
those who are capable of making war.  Doubtless having in mind what the Communists did to his 
popularly-elected regime in Venezuela, he explained that a congress under Communist auspices 
really had no reference to peace.788    

Counter-intuitive as these accusations may sound, it should be noted that communists – for 

a variety of reasons – did at times endorse right-wing dictatorships in Latin America, a fact for 

which there is ample support in the scholarly literature.789     
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In his other article on the subject, Alba even suggested that communists in Latin America 

preferred life under these authoritarian regimes.  Pointing to the example of Uruguay, he 

noted that communists prospered under the dictator Gabriel Terra, but lost popularity under 

a democratic government (when “Social conditions underwent profound improvement”).790 

Alba also argued that the communists’ loss of support in Latin America’s union movement 

could be attributed to their links with the region’s dictators.  He wrote:    

And if Communist influence formerly exerted through the trade unions has diminished – largely 
because the CTAL has lost much of its power to the anti-Communist Inter-American Federation of 
Workers – its political strength has been maintained.  The latter is due to the fact that the 
Communists have allied themselves, wherever possible, with the military.  In every country where 
military coups have taken place within the past three years, Communists have served as political 
technicians.  Thus, for example, they are firm supporters of the “anti-imperialism” of Peron.791   

Alba then went on to advise that “police action” against communists in Latin America “has 

proven useless.”792 Instead, he argued that the fight against communism in Latin America was 

best handled by the labour movement (under the leadership of America’s trade unions):  

The trade union opposition is more effective.  On the labor front, the Communists have sustained 
crushing defeats – primarily because of the excellent work of the AFL and CIO.  And this, in the last 
analysis, is the kind of opposition that counts, for it is based upon the needs of the workers and 
upon the principles of democracy.793 

Alba concluded by noting that the United States was in a “ticklish position” on the question 

of whether to provide aid to Latin American dictatorships.794 He pointed out that giving aid to 

these regimes would “produce unfavorable reactions among the genuinely democratic Latin 

American governments which honestly combat Communism,” as well as leaving the United 

States open to the charge of hypocrisy:  “For how can the nation which leads world democracy 

in the fight against dictatorship afford to grant favors to dictators?”795 It is also worth noting 

 
790 Alba, “More Economic Aid Would Help Democracy,” 4. 
791 Ibid. 
792 Ibid. 
793 Ibid., 5. 
794 Ibid. 
795 Ibid. 



157 
 

that these sorts of misgivings were not confined to Latin America: although the NL did 

grudgingly accept the placing of American military bases in Spain, it was firmly opposed to 

giving military or economic aid to the Franco regime in the period under review.796 

Forced labour in the Soviet bloc 

The NL gave particularly strong backing to the campaign by both the AFL and the ICFTU to 

bring the issue of forced labour in the Soviet bloc to the world’s attention.  The AFL and the 

ICFTU chose the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) as the principal forum in which to 

air their accusations of forced labour in the Soviet Union and its satellites.   The AFL, along 

with the WFTU, was one of just four NGOs chosen by ECOSOC to advise it in the late 1940s (in 

1951 the AFL relinquished its advisory role to ECOSOC in favour of the ICFTU).797 In the same 

year ECOSOC agreed to conduct an inquiry into forced labour around the world.798 ECOSOC’s 

decision to hold such an inquiry was the result of years of lobbying and advocacy by the AFL.799 

NL writers had been quick to see the potential that the newly-formed United Nations held in 

drawing attention to forced labour in the Soviet Union.  As early as December 1946, the NL’s 

William Henry Chamberlin had called for the moving of “a resolution outlawing slavery and 

involuntary servitude” in the UN Generally Assembly.800  In March 1950, William E. Bohn 

praised the AFL’s Toni Sender for presenting to ECOSOC “an accurate and authentic account 
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of slavery as it is carried on inside the Soviet Union.” 801  Hinting at the NL’s intimate 

involvement in the AFL’s campaign, Bohn added: “As a representative of the American 

Federation of Labor – and not without encouragement and assistance from The New Leader 

– she has done a thorough research job.”802 Naturally, the NL was very pleased with the 

announcement of ECOSOC’s inquiry, mentioning it a number of times in April 1951, with one 

editorial commending the AFL, Toni Sender, the ICFTU, and the Jewish Labour Committee for 

its work in bringing the Soviet Union’s “immense slave empire” to the attention of the UN.803 

Forced labour was also used as a stick with which to beat the WFTU, the AFL’s Robert J. Watt 

taking the federation to task in the NL for its attempts to evade the topic.804  

The NL circle had its own distinctive perspective on a question that had puzzled contemporary 

observers of the Soviet Union: given the gross inefficiency of forced labour, why did the 

Soviets, seemingly against all common sense, maintain a vast Gulag system?  The answer put 

forward by David J. Dallin and Boris Nicolaevsky in their 1947 book, Forced Labor in Soviet 

Russia, was that, though forced labour was inefficient, it nonetheless made a certain amount 

of economic sense in the Soviet context.805 This analysis was taken up by others up in the 

pages of the NL, and by the AFL at ECOSOC (and elsewhere) in its push against forced labour.  

A 1951 article by Harry Fleischman – drawing on testimony given to the ECOSOC inquiry by 

former camp inmates of the new communist states of eastern Europe – offers a good 

summary of the NL’s case that there was an economic logic to forced labour.  Fleischman 

observed that “the forced-labor camps are located strategically within the areas of the prime 
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economic targets laid down by Stalin for his satellite states.”806 Fleischman also wrote: “All 

witnesses agreed that forced labour is used especially on the roughest, dirtiest, toughest 

manual-labor projects, such as building roads, digging canals and construction work of all 

sorts.”807 He went on: “Thus, while the work may not be economically profitable in the strict 

sense of the term, a shortage of manpower in those countries makes it vital for the regimes 

to use slave labor to fulfill Moscow’s production orders.”808 As for the Soviet Union itself, 

Solomon M. Schwarz, in common with others in the NL group, argued that Russia’s 

concentration camps had evolved from “a weapon of terror” into becoming a key source of 

the revenue for NKVD and its successor, the MVD, both of which ran the camps.809 Indeed, in 

Schwarz’s description the Gulag system had grown into a kind of vertically-integrated 

business: “From the extraction industry, the NKVD is beginning to penetrate the 

manufacturing industry, chiefly in connection with those branches of the extraction industry 

which are firmly under its control.”810  The NL group only differed on how profitable the camps 

were: David J. Dallin cited evidence that the camps turned a modest profit, while Harry 

Fleischman pointed to evidence that “the camps are enormously profitable to the MVD.”811      

The NL group was in no doubt as to the importance of forced labour to the Soviet economy.  

William E. Bohn, citing remarks made by Toni Sender at ECOSOC, wrote (in his March 1950 

article referred to above) that “as much as 10 or 15 or even 40 percent of the labor in certain 

Soviet industries is performed by slaves.”812 William Henry Chamberlin wrote in the same 

edition:   
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Just recently Miss Sender laid before the Council [ECOSOC] photostatic copies of secret documents 
obtained from informants in the Gosplan (Soviet State Planning Administration).  These documents 
show that the MVD is the biggest employer of labor in the Soviet Union, that it was assigned 14 per 
cent of appropriations for capital construction, a larger share than any other ministry obtained.  
Three quarters of Soviet gold, forty per cent of Soviet chrome, one-eighth of Soviet timber is 
produced by slave labor under the conditions of appalling exploitation and inhumanity described 
by Vladimir Petrov, Jerzy Gliksman and the many other victims of this system who have been 
released or have escaped.813 

Solomon Schwarz concluded in a February 1951 article (cited above) that “Slave labor has 

become an organic part of the Soviet economic system.”814 What was more, the use of forced 

labour appeared to the NL circle to be growing in the late 1940s and early 1950s, becoming a 

feature of communist regimes in the Eastern bloc, mostly, in Harry Fleischman’s view, to 

satisfy Stalin’s demand for increased production from the satellite countries. 815  Norman 

Thomas, the Socialist Party’s presidential candidate, expressed concern about the expanding 

use of forced labour in Eastern Europe in an October 1947 article for the NL, writing: “The 

danger of forced labor in the Soviet Union is the greater because it is contagious.  It is 

spreading to the satellite states […].” 816  The expansion of the forced-labour system to 

Communist China was also noted in the NL’s pages.817 The NL group could claim a notable 

victory for its viewpoint: when the inquiry established by ECOSOC delivered its findings in 

1953 it endorsed the view that forced labour occupied an important place in the Soviet 

Union’s economy.818   
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Yet NL writers also expressed frustration over what they regarded as the half-hearted 

assistance given to AFL’s campaign by the US Government and by the UN.  Prior to ECOSOC’s 

decision to open an inquiry into forced labour, William Henry Chamberlain wrote:       

[…] the Economic and Social Council has done is dangerously close to nothing.  It should have, had 
it been an alert guardian of the human rights which are mentioned so often in the UN Charter, set 
up a permanent fact-finding commission to hear and cross-question every person who claimed 
first-hand knowledge of the Soviet slave labor system.819 

He added: “The known existence of large-scale slavery in the Soviet Union is one of the best 

propaganda weapons the Western powers possess.  Yet it has been allowed to become rusty 

from disuse.”820 Peter Meyer complained in August 1949 that “the matter has not become – 

as it should be – one of the focal points of world politics.”821 Later, in September 1950, Meyer 

asked: “Why does the American [UN] delegation allow the charges of the American 

Federation of Labor to be pigeon-holed in obscure committees and endless procedural 

wrangling?”822 As Quenby Olmsted Hughes points out, the US government often equivocated 

in its position on forced labour, fearing that the issue would embarrass the western powers 

by raising awkward questions about forced labour in the British Empire.823 This ambivalence 

was condemned in the strongest terms in the NL.  An anonymous writer, writing under the 

nom de guerre “THE WHIP” in the NL’s “Heard on the Left” column, protested that, “The 

disgrace of the day is how the fate of 15,000,000 slaves is being bartered away in the name 

of higher diplomacy.”824 The writer went on to ask of the Attlee Labour Government: “Is 

decent public opinion in Laborite England not capable of stopping this British Colonial Office 
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sabotage?”825 The NL’s disdain for the State Department’s hedging on this issue is another 

example of the distance which existed between the AFL-NL position and that of the American 

government.  Indeed, in one almost comic episode David J. Dallin and Boris Nicolaevsky tried 

to take matters into their own hands by daring a Soviet diplomat (and, incidentally, former 

Menshevik), Andrei Vishinsky, to forgo diplomatic immunity so they could sue Vishinsky for 

“$1,000,000,000” for what they regarded as scurrilous remarks made by him at the UN about 

their book, Forced Labor in the Soviet Union.826  

Matthew Woll and Irving Brown 

It is worth pausing here to consider in more detail the NL’s relationship with two important 

figures in the AFL, Matthew Woll and Irving Brown, both of whom played central roles in the 

AFL’s international activities, as well as acting as benefactors to the NL.  It should be noted 

that the NL archive remains largely unexplored by scholars and that much of this section is 

based on new archival research.  Matthew Woll, a vice president of the AFL from 1919 to the 

AFL’s merger with the CIO in 1955, had longstanding ties to the NL.  As with the NL’s writers, 

by the late 1940s Woll was an old hand at anti-communism: a report in the Chicago Daily 

Tribune in 1935 stated that Woll had a record of being “the federation’s outstanding 

spokesman against communism and radicalism.”827 In another article in the same newspaper, 

published in April 1931, Woll was quoted as saying that one of the AFL’s chief objections to 

communism was “their system of forced labor” (evidently, the issue of forced labour in the 

Soviet Union was a preoccupation of AFL leaders long before the Cold War).828 Woll had a 
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keen and long-standing interest in international affairs, having set up the aforementioned 

Labour League for Human Rights with David Dubinsky in 1938.829 Woll’s connection with the 

NL stretched back to the 1920s.  Under the editorship of James Oneal, relations between the 

NL and Woll, a Republican, could politely be described as strained.830 In 1929, the NL launched 

a front-page attack on Woll under the headline: “Is Matthew Woll True to Labor?”  In the NL’s 

reckoning, Woll, in his capacity as secretary of the AFL’s Committee on International Labor 

Relations, had “been largely responsible for the isolation of the American Federation of Labor 

from the labor movement of the world.”831 The NL also accused Woll of using his position as 

president of the International Labor Press to “attack progressive tendencies in the labor 

movement.”832 Addressing “Brother Woll” directly, the NL declared itself “deeply perturbed 

by your development”, and demanded that Woll answer a list of 12 charges, the most serious 

being his senior position in the National Civic Federation – which the NL described as a 

“bosses’ organization” – and whether he had informed against communist union leaders to 

the police during a strike in the fur industry in 1926.833  

The NL made another front-page attack on Woll in an article in March 1935, which included 

an open letter to Woll written by James Oneal as well as a reply by Woll.  Here the NL objected 

to the fact that Woll had mentioned the NL alongside Communist Party and Trotskyist 

publications in testimony given before the Congressional Committee on un-American 

Activities.834 Although Woll’s printed reply was conciliatory in tone and cleared the NL of any 

subversive intentions, the NL was plainly not to be appeased, as it also took issue with Woll’s 
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characterisation of the NL as a paper which did not advocate revolution.  Given the striking 

similarity between the language used here and that used later by the NL during the Cold War 

period, the NL’s objection to Woll’s characterisation is worth quoting in full:   

The New Leader considers itself a revolutionary paper but not in the Utopian Communist sense.  
The New Leader seeks to educate the masses on the need of the abolition of capitalism, not for the 
establishment of Bolshevism but for the establishment of social, industrial, political and cultural 
democracy.   

Bolshevism seeks to establish a slave state through which Bolsheviks will rule the whole of the 
laboring masses.  That is not revolution but reaction.  It would revert to the old despotic states 
where serf and slave were required to obey the decrees of ruling elites.835    

The article concluded by admonishing Woll for involving the government in union affairs, even 

when attempting to rid the union movement of communist influence.  “The labor 

movement,” the NL advised, “should deal with its own fanatics and misfits.”836 In the NL’s 

opinion, it was not for “any person in the labor movement to play the role of informer,” and, 

by providing testimony to the Congressional Committee on un-American Activities, Woll had 

fallen short of the “high ethics that should be observed in the movement.”837    

Under Sol Leivitas’ editorship, however, relations between the NL and Woll warmed 

considerably.  In June 1940, Levitas published an article by Woll in which he warned of the 

danger posed by Nazism to workers in the United States and around the world.  In it, Woll 

quoted approvingly the French union leader, Leon Jouhaux, to the effect that “Hitlerism and 

free organized labor cannot exist in the same world.”838 In Woll’s view, “the fate of labor 

everywhere depends on victory for the democracies.”839  He hastened to add that Soviet 

Russia was no better on the question of workers’ rights than Nazi Germany, writing that 
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communists “while pretending friendship for the workers of the world, are actually deadly 

enemies, working hand in glove with the Hitler dictatorship to crush the workers by terroristic 

methods and enslave the masses by the bombing of innocent populations and by the 

massacre of helpless refugees.”840 For good measure, he suggested that the “fifth and sixth 

columns” of Nazis and communists should be taken into “protective custody” in the United 

States in “the great crisis which lies immediately ahead.”841 He also raised the prospect that 

the wages of American workers would decline if American workers were made to compete 

against a European workforce living under Nazi oppression and if the raw materials of Africa 

were to fall under Hitler’s control.842 The NL printed another article by Woll in 1943, after 

America’s entry into the war, this time detailing the money raised and aid distributed by 

labour groups, such as the Labor League for Human Rights, to embattled allied countries.843  

In the post-war period, in addition to publishing two articles by Woll, the NL reprinted a 

couple of Woll’s speeches, one of which urged that America’s union movement “Move into 

the front ranks of the American people in the development of a foreign policy which shall be 

dedicated to the active support of the democratic forces throughout the world.”844   

It is worth noting that Levitas was just as watchful and zealous in his anti-communism as Woll, 

if not more so.  From the early 1940s on, Levitas wrote to Woll on at least four occasions to 

warn him that a communist publication had misappropriated the AFL’s name to make it 

appear as if it were sanctioned by the federation, or that communists were writing for an AFL 
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publication, or that the Teamster’s magazine was adopting a pro-communist – or “fellow-

travelerish” – editorial position.845 More importantly, the NL archives show that in 1942 and 

again in 1944, Woll agreed to assist the NL in its financial difficulties, using his business 

connections to solicit advertising for the NL from General Electric, IBM, and Schenley Whiskey 

Company (IBM and Schlenley Whiskey Company bought advertisements, but Woll was less 

successful with General Electric).846 Indeed, by 1948 relations between Woll and the NL had 

grown so close that Levitas, again turning to the union leader for assistance in the search for 

advertisers, said in a letter that he hoped Woll would act as a “goodwill ambassador” for the 

publication.847   

Another important benefactor for the NL was Irving Brown.  Brown was appointed as the AFL’s 

representative in Europe in 1945 and has been described as “one of the founders” of the 

ICFTU.848  As the AFL’s representative in Europe, his main task was to organise as much 

opposition as he could to communist influence within the trade unions of the non-communist 

countries of Europe.  Brown’s obituary in 1989 in the AFL-CIO News stated: “Brown’s father 

was an officer of a milk wagon drivers local of the Teamsters in New York City, and he came 

early to both trade unionism and democratic socialism.”849 Brown was a member of the 
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Communist Party for a short period in his youth, but quit following Jay Lovestone’s 

banishment from the party (Ted Morgan says Lovestone acted as a “mentor” to Brown in this 

period).850 Brown subsequently joined the Socialist Party as a Lovestoneite entryist.851 He 

received a bachelor’s degree from New York University and later attended Columbia 

University as a postgraduate in the early 1930s.852 He took part (from 1934 to 1937) in the 

great organising drives of the automobile industry of the 1930s.853 While taking part in these 

drives, Brown was, according to the Biographical Dictionary of American Labor, “physically 

attacked and savagely beaten by representatives of the Ford Motor Company.”854 A 1952 

profile of Brown in Time magazine, detailing his activities in Europe on behalf of the AFL, 

described him as “well educated” and as having “a rugged constitution and lots of hustle.”855 

The profile added that, after moving to Europe in November 1945, Brown had “learned to 

speak French, German and Italian, traveled over 500,000 miles, visited 26 countries, dealt 

with thousands of labor leaders from Karachi to Helsinki,” and that he “talks to perhaps 75 

callers in his 14-hour day.” 856  In his column in the NL in October 1953, William Henry 

Chamberlin declared: “If I had to name the individual American who has been the most 

effective fighter against Communism in postwar Europe, my candidate would be Irving Brown, 

the AFL’s roving ambassador to the European labor movement.”857 Chamberlin went on to 

say: “During his eight years in Europe, Brown has become an encyclopedia of reliable 

information on every trend in the European labor movement.”858  
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The NL archive shows that Sol Levitas kept up an extensive correspondence with Brown in the 

late 1940s and early 1950s.  Though he was himself at the centre of the anti-communist fray 

in Europe, Brown said in a letter to Levitas from Brussels in April 1948 that he valued the NL 

as an important source of information on European developments.859 He was, he wrote, 

“indebted to The New Leader which helps to fill in the over-all perspective.”860  Levitas, 

meanwhile, leaned on Brown to find politically suitable correspondents to report for the NL 

on the labour and political situation in Europe.  As with Woll, Levitas nominated Brown for 

the role of NL “ambassador”, this time in Europe.  In his search for a French correspondent, 

Levitas wrote: “Remember, Irving, that you are our roving ambassador and I depend a lot on 

your cooperation.”861 Brown appears to have been fairly conscientious in his ambassadorial 

duties, even paying for a NL article by Guy Thorel, a French writer on trade union matters 

aligned with the Force Ouvrière who wrote under the pen name Giles Philipp.862 In addition 

to finding Europeans willing to write for the NL, Brown supplied the NL with articles which 

had already been published in European journals.863 In one letter, Brown’s wife and secretary, 

Lillie, wrote to Levitas: “I am gathering the necessary material together so Leon Dennen can 

write a story for you on Finland.” 864  Brown and Levitas also exchanged letters on the 

formation of Congress for Cultural Freedom (CCF), as Brown sat on the executive committee 
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of the CFF and Levitas also had an active role in the organisation.865 Brown wrote a number 

of articles on Europe for the NL.  A theme that comes through clearly in Brown’s articles for 

the NL is the need for anti-communist trade unionists, and the governments of non-

communist countries, to go on the “ideological offensive” against communism.866     

Brown and Levitas also worked together to discredit an international organisation called 

“Fighting Democracy,” which the New York Times described as a “democratic equivalent of 

the Communist-led Partisans of Peace movement.”867  Though “Fighting Democracy” was 

headed by Léon Jouhaux, the French anti-communist trade union leader who had worked 

with Brown to set up the Force Ouvrière, Brown and Levitas were convinced that, contrary to 

the New York Times’ description, “Fighting Democracy” was in fact controlled by communists.  

In a letter to Levitas, Brown referred to Fighting Democracy as a “neutralist movement” 

(neutrality in the Cold War being a cardinal sin in the eyes of both Brown and the 

NL). 868 Lamenting that the New York Times “rushed in with an editorial praising this 

organization”, Levitas wrote to Brown that “We must destroy it [Fighting Democracy] before 

it begins to grow.”869 To that end, Levitas published an editorial and two exposés on Jouhaux’s 

organisation, one of which was written by David J. Dallin and another by a French journalist 
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who Brown had found to write on the topic.870 Brown’s wife even mailed Levitas a photo of 

the man they believed to be the real moving force behind Fighting Democracy, Louis Dolivet, 

for use in one of these articles.871 Further, the correspondence shows Levitas urging Brown 

to apprise the labour leaders George Meany, David Dubinsky, and William Green of Jouhaux’s 

organisation.872 These efforts eventually paid dividends for Levitas and Brown, with both the 

New York Times and Le Figaro (which cited the NL) printing stories regarding Fighting 

Democracy’s possible communist links.873    

Above all, the correspondence between Brown and Levitas is interesting for the light it sheds 

on the purchasing of NL subscriptions by the United States government.  The Brown-Levitas 

correspondence reveals that Brown played a central role in securing this form of financial 

support for the journal in the early 1950s, a time when Levitas found himself in an “awful 

jam” trying to keep the magazine afloat. 874  Responding to Levitas’ urgent appeal for 

assistance, Brown wrote in November 1951 that he was a “fervent supporter” of the 

magazine, and assured Levitas that he was “doing everything possible to make sure that the 
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New Leader remains in circulation.”875 It would appear from the correspondence that Brown 

convinced Paul R. Porter of the Mutual Security Agency (the agency which took over 

administering American aid to Europe when the Marshall Plan ended) to arrange for the 

purchase of NL subscriptions.876 Unfortunately, although the Brown-Levitas correspondence 

for the period under study does not tell us who ultimately paid for these subscriptions – 

whether it was the Mutual Security Agency, the CIA, or some other government agency or 

department – it is clear that Porter and Brown were responsible, at the very least, for 

arranging the purchase of these subscriptions.  Levitas wrote to Brown on July 11, 1952 

thanking him for his assistance, remarking that “the little package I brought with me was just 

in time.”877 Brown again made efforts on behalf of the NL in 1953, after Paul Porter came 

under McCarthyite attack for his socialist past and was forced to resign his position, thus 

putting in jeopardy a vital source of revenue for the NL.878 In a letter to Brown in June 1953, 

Levitas fretted about “the renewal of the thousand subscriptions on our mailing list.”879    
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It is also interesting to note who the recipients of these subscriptions were.  Replying to a 

request from Brown to furnish the names of those who would receive an NL subscription, 

Levitas wrote:        

Enclosed you will find a list of one thousand names of potential subscribers to the New Leader.  
The list consists of members of the Executive Committee of the Labor Party, members of 
Parliament, some newspaper men, and some people of the academic world.880 

Thus, the buying of subscriptions was a particularly efficient way of waging a propaganda war 

against the Soviet Union.  Not only did the American government secure the survival of an 

anti-communist publication, but it also ensured that its message reached those it most wished 

to influence: intellectuals, opinion-makers, and leaders of the non-communist Left in Europe.  

Indeed, Brown and Levitas were so anxious to influence opinion in Europe that at one point 

they considered publishing a French version of the NL.881 Judging from their correspondence, 

Brown and Levitas had a close relationship, with Levitas greeting Brown as “My dear Irving” 

in each letter, and in one letter expressing his gratitude to Brown for showing him a “good 

time” during a visit to Europe.882 It was also a productive relationship, the two driven activists 

clearly seeing themselves as comrades-in-arms in a shared political project.  Their 

correspondence shows that Brown, a man with more than enough to do in his daily union 

activities, went to considerable lengths in helping Levitas to spread the NL’s message, in both 

the United States and Europe.     
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The New Left critique of anti-communist trade unionism     

What eventually came to be thought of as the “Meany-Lovestone foreign policy” attracted a 

significant level of opposition in the 1960s and 1970s.883 Opposition to the foreign policy 

positions adopted by organised labour was part of a wider falling-out between left-wing 

activists and intellectuals and the American labour movement.  A number of radical 

intellectuals in this period – Herbert Marcuse being the most notable – expressed doubts 

about whether the working class was any longer a force for social change (the sociologist C. 

Wright Mills was well ahead of others in this respect, raising doubts about the labour 

movement with his 1948 book The New Men of Power: America’s Labor Leaders and his 1954 

essay “The Labor Leaders and the Power Elite”).884 Many in the New Left looked instead to 

student activism – and youth in general – to bring about such change, or else thought that 

the black community and the very poor, and not the (mostly white) organised working class, 

would be the new “vanguard class.”885 Sidney Lens, writing for the New Left journal New 

Politics in 1964, voiced his concern that “evangelism” was on the wane among union 

leaders.886 It seems that, for many intellectuals coming of age in the 1960s, the American 

union movement was sadly lacking the élan it possessed during the large strike waves of the 

1930s.887 The academic George Strauss was quoted in September 1963 as saying: “The union 
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movement has lost its sex appeal.”888 Even Senator Robert F. Kennedy weighed in on the 

topic, lamenting (in a book published in 1967) that the young were no longer “enchanted with 

liberal institutions” such as trade unions.889 Kennedy said of the younger generation’s attitude 

towards unions: “They think labor has grown sleek and bureaucratic with power, sometimes 

frankly discriminatory, occasionally even corrupt and exploitative, a force not for change, but 

for the status quo […].”890       

The AFL-CIO’s strong backing for the war in Vietnam was a particular cause for indignation on 

the left.891 Looking back at his activism in the anti-war movement, Sidney Peck wrote in 1974 

that “a genuine disdain for the organized labor movement” became, after the escalation of 

the war in 1965, “the dominant view of radical student youth.”892 It must be said that the AFL-

CIO leadership did much to earn the resentment of anti-war activists.  As John Herling wrote 

in The Washington Post in 1974, “those labor people who disagreed with Meany on Vietnam 

were marked suspect, or labelled as ‘kooks.’”893 According to George Meany’s biographer, 

Joseph C. Goulden, public statements in support of the war were “whisked through the 

executive council [of the AFL-CIO] with a minimum of discussion and no dissent.”894 A few 

months before the fall of Saigon, Meany did, however, withdraw his support for the war (in 

the same Post article, Herling reported that Meany conceded that he had been “wrong” to 

support the war). 895  A related accusation was that labour’s foreign policy was partly 

responsible for America’s Cold War military spending.896 The American labour movement, in 
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this view, had allowed itself to become too associated with the “military-industrial 

complex.”897  

The New Left’s disaffection grew in May 1967 when Thomas W. Braden, a former CIA officer, 

gave an account in The Saturday Evening Post detailing how the CIA had provided hidden 

funding for the American union movement’s anti-communist activities abroad. 898 

Interestingly enough, Braden argued that the reason this funding had to be kept secret and 

channelled through the CIA was that Congress in the early 1950s was certain to have baulked 

at the idea of giving financial assistance to European socialists.899 Braden added that “in much 

of Europe in the 1950’s, socialists, people who called themselves ‘left’ – the very people whom 

many Americans thought no better than Communists – were the only people who gave a 

damn about fighting Communists.”900 Nonetheless, as Jeff Schuhrke writes, the AFL-CIO has 

been “derided by anti-imperialists at home and abroad as the ‘AFL-CIA’” (“State Department 

Socialists” was another disparaging label applied to the likes of Irving Brown and Jay 

Lovestone by their detractors). 901 According to New Left historian Ronald Radosh, the 

leadership of the American union movement had simply fallen in line with the “Cold War 

consensus.”902  Indeed, Radosh asserted that America’s union movement was one of the 

crucial props for this consensus, writing that “the virtually universal acceptance of cold war 
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diplomacy in American political life has been made possible by the active support at home 

and abroad of the American labor movement.”903   

Radosh offered an economic explanation for the Meany-Lovestone foreign policy, one that 

bears a close resemblance to the theory “social imperialism” put forward by the Austrian 

Social Democrat, Karl Renner, in the inter-war period.  Bernard Semmel succinctly describes 

the theory of social imperialism as “the co-option by the governing classes of the working 

classes by offering them rewards for joining in expansionist schemes.”904 In Radosh’s version, 

America’s labour leaders had entered into a kind of Faustian pact with capital and the state.  

That is, they had “accepted the existing corporate political economy, in return for a minor 

share in the decision-making process.”905 Radosh traced this unspoken pact and strategy back 

to the time of Samuel Gompers’ leadership of the AFL.  Radosh wrote:               

From the days of the First World War to the war in Vietnam, American organized labor has officially 
supported both the aims and purposes of U.S. foreign policy, in the hope that such support would 
give the working class a share of the great American pie.906 

Another New Left scholar and activist, Straughton Lynd, put this belief in even stronger terms, 

declaring bluntly that workers in western countries had been “bought off.”907 Further, in 

combating communism, the leaders of America’s labour movement had sought, Radosh 

wrote, to spread this type of deferential “corporate unionism” around the world.908 This deep 

unease with labour’s foreign policy, it must be stressed, was not confined to New Left activists 

and intellectuals, but was shared, to some degree at least, by some senior labour figures.  

Most notably, Walter Reuther, president of the giant United Automobile Workers (UAW), 
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expressed similar reservations about the Meany-Lovestone foreign policy in the 1960s, and 

these doubts played a part in the UAW pulling out of the AFL-CIO in 1968.909  Certainly, 

opposition to the Vietnam War did develop within parts of organised labour.910  

In the New Left’s analysis, American unions had exercised a malign influence on the 

international labour movement in the Cold War period.  Scholars hostile to the Meany-

Lovestone foreign policy, such as Henry W. Berger, were willing to give the AFL grudging credit 

for organising trade unions “in some areas where virtually no labor movement had 

existed.”911 It should not be forgotten, of course, that “Moscow gold” was also being sent to 

communist parties in non-communist countries in the post-war period: Lens noted that 

Brown had simply “copied the technique” used by the Soviets to assist communists in 

Germany.912 Yet, in Berger’s view, the AFL’s meddling in international labour affairs – the 

backing it gave to splits and to “dual unionism” – “was surreptitious and designed to 

undermine labor elements already in existence or emerging from the chaos of World War 

II.” 913  According to Berger, the AFL held “an outlook which increasingly emphasized the 

virtues of business unionism, championed liberal capitalism, espoused a conservative trade 

union program, promoted the export of an AFL style of union, and resisted alternative labor 

ideologies.” 914  Likewise, Radosh reproached the CIO for not opposing “the Truman 

Administration’s plan for the reintegration of Western Europe into a revived liberal 

international capitalist order” (in other words, for failing to oppose the Marshall Plan).915 The 
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idea that American unions were trying to buttress the “liberal international capitalist order” 

became something of an article of faith among these scholars.  So, too, did the idea that 

America’s union leadership – acting in association with the United States government – gave 

succour to right-wing dictatorships the economically developing countries of the Global 

South, thus aiding in the imperialistic exploitation of these countries and their workers by the 

Global North.916  Moreover, this analysis is still very much alive today, with a number of 

scholars and intellectuals essentially repeating – without much in the way of variation – the 

New Left’s version of American labour’s Cold War foreign policies.917      

Still, a strong case has been made that New Left scholars overstated the extent to which the 

American labour movement – and its close allies, such as the NL – had become creatures of 

the American state.  Given the well-founded anger and revulsion created by the Vietnam War, 

it is perhaps understandable that some scholars have exaggerated the intimacy of the 

association between the American union movement and the U.S. government during the Cold 

War.  On the CIA-union connection, Roy Godson concluded that, despite accepting CIA 

subsidies for its activities abroad, “it appears that AFL policy makers still retained their 

autonomy” on foreign policy questions.918 Godson found no evidence in the FTUC archives to 

show that the FTUC relied on the government for information on international events, the 

AFL having invested large sums in “its own information-gathering system.”919 Godson argued 

that while labour leaders almost certainly had knowledge of the line the government was 
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taking on various issues, and that this might at times have informed the AFL’s decision-

making, “the CIA was not given a major role in the AFL policy making process.”920 Historians 

writing subsequently, with greater access to sensitive information, have agreed with 

Godson’s assessment.  Anthony Carew describes relations between the CIA and the FTUC as 

often strained and coldly transactional, marked by mistrust and a lack of openness.921 Carew 

writes of Jay Lovestone’s attitude toward CIA officials: 

He [Lovestone] treated officials of OPC/CIA with suspicion and barely concealed contempt, in the 
same way that he dealt with people from the labor movement who were not entirely within his 
own circle.  In a sense, it was but another theatre of factional warfare for him.  Dulles, Wisner, and 
especially Braden, whom Lovestone viewed as a raw novice, were each in turn the object of his 
vitriol.922  

The last point alluded to here - that CIA officials were hopelessly inexperienced in labour 

affairs - was also a view held by Irving Brown.923 Jeff Schuhrke, by contrast, argues that the 

difficulties the FTUC had with the CIA were of no material importance, writing: “Such 

acrimony though was a trivial byproduct of the unsavory partnership between the nominal 

voice of the US working class and the US imperial state.”924 

Hugh Wilford dismisses the idea that the relationship can be characterised as “a puppet-on-

a-string affair, with a diabolically clever CIA manipulating a dumbly obedient FTUC.”925 Rather, 

Wilford sees “a marriage of convenience, with both partners trying to exploit the other for 

their own purposes.”926 Godson’s summation still seems the most accurate:     

[T]here is no evidence to support the contention that the U.S. government (or Democratic Party) 
played even an informal role in the actual making of AFL decisions.  The AFL developed its policy 
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independently of any external institution, and apparently refused to allow the government to play 
a role in its policy making process.927    

It is telling that perhaps the American union movement’s most active and dedicated anti-

communist, the ILGWU’s David Dubinsky, was also, in Anthony Carew’s judgement, “the least 

enthusiastic supporter of the CIA link” among members of the FTUC, and at one point wanted 

to end the FTUC’s ties to the CIA.928 

Perhaps the best evidence that American labour’s foreign policy was not made in deference 

to U.S. foreign policy comes from a simple look at a timeline of the AFL’s anti-communist 

activities.  As noted above, Socialists in the ILGWU had been battling communists since the 

1920s.  Of course, the Menshevik nucleus of the NL had been opposing Leninism to one 

degree or another from the time of the 1903 split.  Granted, the AFL did become much more 

active in international labour affairs in the post-war years, but it is doubtful that this was in 

response to pressure or inducements from the American government or even in response to 

the general Cold War political climate of the time.  As one of its detractors has admitted, the 

AFL’s participation in European labour politics preceded the souring of relations between 

Western countries and the Soviet Union, and when the AFL involved itself in Europe it “did so 

on its own initiative.”929 Godson notes that by the time the CIA began funding anti-communist 

union activities internationally, “The AFL and the FTUC had been supporting non-communist 

trade unionists in France and other countries for years.”930 At this time, the prevailing view 

inside the government on the question of relations with Russia was, as Godson observes, at 

variance with the deeply jaundiced view of the Soviet Union held by the AFL’s leaders.931 
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Wilford writes of the precocious cold warriors in the union movement: “[…] it would be no 

exaggeration to say that American unions had a Cold War foreign policy before the US 

government did.”932 It is true that Ronald Radosh also argued that the basic line adopted by 

America’s union leaders on international matters predated the Cold War – by several decades, 

in fact – but this “social imperialism” thesis tends, in an odd sense, to discount the importance 

of anti-communism to many in the labour movement.        

Indeed, strikingly absent from the New Left’s critique of the Meany-Lovestone foreign policy 

– at least as far as this writer has been able to discover – is any fair presentation of the case 

made by senior labour figures themselves for their anti-communism.  This despite the fact 

that those associated with the FTUC offered quite distinctive trade union grounds for 

opposing communism, all of which was clearly spelled out in public speeches and in 

publications such as the NL.  It is one thing to be sceptical of the reasons put by labour leaders 

for their anti-communism, quite another to mention those reasons only fleetingly or to omit 

them altogether.  These reasons were grounded in the history of the repression of the union 

movement.  Godson points out that “since the time of Gompers the Federation [AFL] had 

openly opposed systems of government which prohibited the rights of workers to organize 

unions and to strike.”933 This position was accompanied by the related belief, as Godson 

notes, that there were “inextricable links between labor and democracy.”934 The idea that 

respect for trade union rights was a necessary condition for democracy – as well as a standard 

against which to judge the nature of a regime – became the central principle of the AFL’s 

thinking on foreign policy.  George Meany, for instance, told a gathering of Mexican trade 
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unionists in 1951 that “recent history has clearly demonstrated that there cannot be genuine 

freedom in any country unless, in that country, Labor is free.  Freedom of Labor is the gauge 

by which one can measure the degree of freedom enjoyed by the people at large.”935 The 

ILGWU’s Charles Kreindler expressed the same conviction in 1946, when he wrote in the NL: 

“Without political democracy there can be no free trade unions in any country, and without 

free trade unions there can be no political democracy.”936 It goes almost without saying that 

these views on democracy and trade unionism were consistent with the views held by the 

NL’s Menshevik writers in regards to democracy and socialism, as detailed in the previous 

chapter.  It could be argued, of course, that all this was merely a disingenuous – or self-

deceiving – rationalisation.  Seen through a Gramscian lens, it may be that the leadership of 

the AFL and the NL’s writers had simply absorbed the hegemonic “common sense” of the 

wider American society.  Or perhaps, as Radosh argued, it was a question of expediency, of 

making a grand bargain with capital.  Yet these sorts of arguments, while not to be dismissed 

out of hand, hardly do justice to the American labour movement.  Certainly, there was a 

failure on the part of New Left scholars to engage with the clearly elaborated arguments of 

America’s labour leaders on the question of communism.  It is as though these scholars could 

not quite credit labour leaders - or even intellectuals within the labour movement - with 

having carefully thought-out and principled foreign policy views of their own.     

New Left scholars and commentators, had they consulted the pages of the NL, would have 

found that some of their most serious charges had been broached – and denied – by anti-

communist trade unionists in the early years of the Cold War.  To begin with, consider the 
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question of whether the FTUC was responsible for splitting – and thus undermining – foreign 

labour movements.  Luigi Antonini responding to the suggestion that he was to blame for the 

split in the Italian Socialist Party, pointed to evidence (in a piece published in the NL in April 

1947) that he had tried to prevent a split in the party.937 He wrote: “It [the split] came from 

the Italians within and not from any outside influence.”938 He added: “I always have hoped 

that socialist unity could be preserved.  I did not urge on Saragat or Faravelli any split at the 

Socialist Party Convention of Rome in January.”939 Robert J. Alexander, in an article printed in 

October 1952, turned the accusation of splitting trade unions back on the communists, 

writing: “The Communists have never lacked versatility.  United fronts, extreme sectarianism, 

popular fronts, people’s democracies,’ dual unionism, trade-union unity have all been within 

their arsenal of tactics [emphasis added].”940  The allegation that communists were splitters 

or dual unionists was not a new one, but rather had been made in the NL as early as the 1920s 

and 1930s.941 Irving Brown had gone much further than Alexander in an article published in 

the NL in April 1949, arguing that the communists had been the ultimate splitters of the labour 

movement in Europe and around the globe.  He wrote that in “1919-1920 […] the whole 

Communist movement was conceived of and based upon splitting the Socialist International 

and the trade unions of Europe.” 942  Speaking of the post-World War Two situation, he 

continued: “[…] Communist aims and objectives create split after split in the European and 

world labor movement.”943 Carleton Beals wrote in a May 1947 article that the tactics used 
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by Lombardo Toledano in Latin America “explains the open split in the Chilean labor 

movement.”944 Reading the NL in the period under review, one has the very strong sense that 

those in and around the FTUC wished to build and strengthen – certainly not to wreck or 

undermine – foreign labour movements (even if, as must be admitted, these intentions were 

often not realised).  This was something that even Sidney Lens – deeply averse to the Meany-

Lovestone foreign policy – acknowledged in 1968, writing: “In an interview a few years ago 

[Irving] Brown told me he would prefer to fight communism by building genuine mass 

movements overseas – unions, student groups, women’s councils, peasant organizations.”945   

Accusations from the New Left that U.S. union leaders aimed to foist American-style business 

unionism and capitalistic economic policies on foreign countries do not tally with what we 

find in the NL, either.  In the article just mentioned, Irving Brown urged respect for the 

expansive trade unionism of Europe (so different to the restrictive business unionism 

generally found in the United States).  He noted:   

Trade unions [in Europe] engage in direct political activities, even taking on the roles of elected 
deputies.  For example, in Great Britain the trade unions are the basis and foundation of the 
Government Labour Party.  Sweden, Denmark and Norway also have labor-controlled governments 
through a Social Democratic or Labor Party.946  

Brown went on to argue strongly against using the Marshall Plan as a means of forcing           

European countries to give up their socialist economic policies, warning that “any attempt on 

the part of America to impose or glorify its system would play into Russian hands.”947 Brown’s 

views were in accord with a very clear editorial line taken by the NL.  In a front-page editorial, 

published in October 1947, the NL endorsed a proposal put forward by Winthrop W. Aldrich 

(among others) that “an independent authority somewhat like the TVA [Tennessee Valley 
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Authority]” be set up to decide how aid money under the Marshall Plan would be spent.948 In 

arguing for such an independent authority, the editorial stated: “In its European operations it 

would not be repelled by the fact the Laborites are running England or that the Socialists head 

the Government of France.  No theoretical devotion would lead them to dictate political 

policies to Europe.”949 In an editorial the following month, the NL voiced its concern that some 

members of Congress wanted to place “political as well as industrial conditions” on Marshall 

Plan aid.950 It warned:   

It is evident that a determined drive will be made to use our contributions to European 
rehabilitation as a club to limit or undo European efforts in the direction of the socialization of 
industry.  While objecting to Russian dictation, there are not lacking Americans who advocate a 
little dictating on our part.  It is proposed that we tell the British Laborites and French Socialists 
what they may – or may not – do.951 

A third editorial published in December likewise warned:     

It has been openly and crudely suggested that we should attach anti-Socialist riders to the 
provisions of the Marshall Plan.  Good American dollars, it has been urged, should not be used to 
promote Socialist projects in Britain, France or Italy.  The contributions of free enterprise should 
be devoted solely to projects devised in the American image.  As Russia surrounds herself with little 
Russias, so we should aim to bulwark ourselves with outposts of little Americas.952 

The editorial went on to praise George Marshall for ignoring these suggestions and concluded 

by saying that “in the epochal conflict now going on democrats, whether they believe in 

capitalism or Socialism, are lined up on the same side, the side of liberty.”953   

Similarly, the charge made by New Left scholars that America’s union leaders wished to aid 

American imperialism by supporting right-wing dictatorships in the “Third World” finds little 

support in the pages of the NL.  As we have seen, the NL questioned the wisdom of giving aid 

to right-wing dictatorships – be it to Spain under Franco or in Latin America – and repeatedly 
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accused the communists of supporting right-wing juntas in Latin America.  It is worth pointing 

out that this uneasiness regarding support for dictatorial regimes continued long after the 

period under review (for both the NL and the AFL-CIO leadership).  It was the case that 

America’s union leadership was willing at times to take a clear and independent line on these 

questions. Sidney Lens, again conceding a point to his opponents, was prepared to give the 

AFL-CIO at least some credit on this question, saying of those in charge of the AFL-CIO’s 

foreign policy:                  

[…] they have denounced fascist Spain, apartheidist South Africa, and the military dictatorships of 
Paraguay and Haiti when the U.S. government was willing to sleep in the same bed with these 
forces.  Irving Brown gave considerable aid to unionists in North Africa fighting French 
imperialism.954  

It was certainly not the case that America’s union leadership – or those who wrote on labour 

questions for the NL – were sympathetic to anti-democratic right-wing regimes in Latin 

America or elsewhere.  

The contention that the leadership of America’s unions, or NL writers, lent their support to 

neo-colonialism or economic imperialism in Latin America (or other economically developing 

regions) is equally dubious.  Evidence that there was little sympathy for economic imperialism 

amongst anti-communist trade unionists in the United States can be found in the writings of 

Robert J. Alexander, one of the NL’s Latin America correspondents.  As Jack Ross writes, 

Alexander was “a 1930s firebrand […] who retained his ties to the SP [Socialist Party] all 

through its twilight” (that is, in the 1950s and 1960s, when the reunited Socialist Party-Social 

Democratic Federation had shrunk to what Ross describes as a “sect” with only hundreds of 

members).955  In a piece for the Socialist Call in 1962, Alexander wrote of the growth of 

nationalism in Latin American countries and of “the desire to establish national control of the 
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basic economy of these countries.” 956 He observed that “the movement towards 

nationalization” of public utilities “has been all but universal in the area.”957 He also wrote:     

Socialization of much of the economy of the Latin American countries is virtually inevitable.  This 
socialization involves a wide degree of government ownership of the economy and extensive 
planning of the economic life of these countries.958 

In Alexander’s view, Latin America was “going through a profound social, economic and 

political revolution,” a revolution that “involves the fundamental alteration of class and race 

relations in the area: ending the domination of the life of the region by traditional landed and 

commercial aristocracy of European or largely European ancestry.”959 With the economic 

question all but resolved in favour of socialism, Alexander thought the main question was 

whether socialism would be introduced “in a democratic fashion” by parties of a “democratic 

socialist orientation” or whether it would come about as a result of Castroism.960 After listing 

the leading democratic socialist parties in the region, he singled out the Betancourt 

Government of Venezuela – and its program of reform – for special praise, writing that it 

represented “the most serious challenge to Fidelismo to be found in Latin America today.”961 

He finished his article by remarking that “free enterprise has little appeal in Latin America,” 

and went on to assert: “The basic issue is between totalitarianism and democratic 

socialism.”962 In short, while Alexander may have been guilty of wishful thinking regarding the 

prospects for socialism in Latin America, his words were scarcely those of imperialistic 

capitalism.  Perhaps what is most striking is how firmly and consistently NL writers held to the 
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view that foreign countries – whether in Europe, Latin America, or elsewhere – should always 

be free to determine their own social and economic policies.   

Conclusion 

The account offered by the NL circle of the working conditions and living standards of the 

working classes in the Soviet Union and the new satellite states reads very much like a socialist 

indictment of capitalism at its worst.  NL writers catalogued many failings which were 

perfectly familiar to workers and labour activists in capitalist countries, as well as recording 

labour abuses that were uncommon or non-existent in democratic, non-communist 

countries.  The NL group reported that the wages of Soviet workers were poor and were 

constantly being made poorer by high inflation (with the government doing little to shield 

workers from rising prices).  Also poor, according to the NL, was the social safety-net in the 

Soviet Union, with many beggars in Moscow, with policies that were reminiscent of the 

Victorian era (separating people into categories of the deserving and undeserving poor), and 

with a social insurance system that was generally meant to assist in the goal of increased 

production, instead of preventing workers from sinking into poverty.  In addition, NL writers 

also contended that there was deep inequality in Soviet-type societies: inequality both 

between workers as well as between workers and those in managerial and other senior 

positions.  Even worse than this, Soviet society appeared to the NL group to be a rigidly 

hierarchical society, with the Soviet government restricting the opportunities available for the 

working class to advance through education.  As for life at work, Soviet workers had to cope, 

the NL group said, with unsafe working conditions, the “speed-up,” competition among fellow 

workers, long and exhausting working days, unforgiving work discipline, and compulsion.  

Moreover, there was very little that workers themselves could do about these dismal working 
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conditions: under communist rule unions had become, in the NL’s reporting, just another part 

of the state, their main role being to lift production rather than to stand up for the wellbeing 

of workers. These kinds of working and living conditions were, of course, deeply at odds with 

everything socialists had traditionally believed in.  In attacking the Soviet Union and its 

satellites in this way – that is, from a left-wing perspective – the NL was plainly engaged in an 

immanent critique.   

In publicising the AFL’s campaigns against communism in the international labour movement 

the NL can also be said to have engaged in an immanent critique.  The arguments used to 

attack the WFTU or CTAL and Vincente Lombardo Toledano were arguments that, in principle, 

any socialist would find sound.  (In the case of the WFTU, it was an argument for an 

independent and democratic international labour movement, one that would not be 

controlled by any state; in the case of the CTAL and Lombardo Toledano, the NL objected to 

Lombardo collaborating with right-wing dictators in Latin America.)  Likewise, in joining in the 

AFL’s campaign against forced labour in the Soviet bloc, the NL was hardly departing from 

socialist tradition.  Scholars of the New Left school have been willing to accept that the anti-

communist foreign policy adopted by AFL (and later the AFL-CIO) had been developed inside 

the US labour movement, without any assistance from the US government.  Kim Scipes, for 

example, has written that “the foreign policy program of the AFL-CIO has emerged from forces 

internal to the labor movement, and not from external forces such as the Government, the 

White House and/or the CIA [emphasis in original].”963 It is a pity, however, that scholars of 

this school have not seen this as a reason to make a careful investigation of what anti-

communists within the American labour movement said and wrote themselves on the topic.  
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Instead, we are left with a kind of caricature of the international policies pursued by the 

leaders of the American labour movement during the Cold War, a caricature in which the AFL-

CIO tried, among other things, to persuade trade unionists around the world to take up a very 

uninspiring form of American “business unionism.”  This is simply not convincing.  As we have 

seen, David Dubinsky and the ILGWU were at the centre of the US union movement’s 

international campaigning.  If there was one American union that was the antithesis of dull 

business unionism, it was the ILGWU.  Had the ILGWU wished to create mirror images of itself 

around the world, it was social unionism it would have sought to encourage.  The evidence 

from the pages of the NL is clear: while those directing the international policies of the 

American union movement very much wanted to see unions around the world purged of 

communism, they were not in any way opposed to trade unions being led by democratic 

socialists or to countries adopting socialist economic policies.    

 

                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



191 
 

Chapter 4. 

Antisemitism in the Soviet Bloc 

Introduction 

In reviewing the NL’s writings on the communism in the years 1946 to 1953, it is hard not to 

be struck by the number of articles and editorials which were published on the question of 

antisemitism in the Soviet bloc.  Although the issue of antisemitism in the Soviet bloc was 

covered extensively in the Western media in the 1970s and 1980s – the refusal of the Soviet 

authorities to allow Jews to emigrate was a salient issue at the time – it is perhaps surprising 

that so much attention was given to this topic in the pages of the NL in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s.  The frequency with which the NL mentioned antisemitism in the Soviet bloc is 

particularly surprising because it runs counter to a common assumption in the historiography 

of the New York intellectuals: that the New York intellectuals, despite the group’s mostly 

Jewish composition, showed little interest in Jewish affairs in the immediate post-war years.  

According to this view, the New York intellectuals were apathetic towards Jewish matters 

until the early 1960s, when, largely as a result to the trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961 and the 

controversy over Hannah Arendt’s writings on the trial, the group underwent a profound 

change in attitude.964 Ruth R. Wisse has put this view succinctly, writing: “One of the greatest 

moral and intellectual failures of the New York intellectuals was their disregard of the Jewish 

fate, both before and during World War II and in the decades that followed.”965  Anson 

Rabinbach even asserts that, prior to the Eichmann trial, “there is no evidence that they [the 

New York intellectuals] were moved by a preoccupation with either anti-Semitism or the 
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Holocaust.”966 It is true that the New York intellectuals were overwhelmingly secular or non-

observant Jews, and thus not inclined to emphasise their Jewish identity.  As this chapter will 

show, however, far from ignoring “the Jewish fate” or antisemitism, the NL – and by extension 

the New York intellectuals as a whole – in fact took a keen interest in Jewish matters.  This 

seems to be an excellent example of how neglect of the NL has distorted the historiography 

of the New York intellectuals.  Emmanuel Patt, in an article in the NL in July 1946, probably 

came nearer to summing up the true feelings of the New York intellectuals when he wrote: 

“America and Russia have the two largest Jewish communities in the world today.  Both have 

experienced an upsurge of Jewish consciousness as a result of Hitlerism, the war and its 

immense Jewish tragedy.”967 At the very least, the idea that the New York intellectuals were 

uninterested in the fate of Jews abroad needs significant qualification.   

Furthermore, writers within the orbit of the NL also wrote about Jewish matters in books and 

other journals.  In addition to his book Labor in the Soviet Union (discussed in the previous 

chapter), Solomon Schwarz also wrote an important book on Soviet Jewry, The Jews in the 

Soviet Union (1951).968 In this book, Schwarz examined the history of Jews in Russia from the 

Tsarist era up to the post-World War Two period.  Broken into two parts, the first section of 

The Jews in the Soviet Union focused on issues such as Bolshevik thinking on the question of 

national minorities (in the pre-Revolutionary period and the immediately following the 

Revolution), the evolution of Soviet policy towards Jews and other minorities, and the 

unsuccessful attempt in the late 1920s and early 1930s to create a Jewish homeland – 

Birobidzhan – in a remote, far-eastern region of the Soviet Union.  The second part of the 
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book dealt with antisemitism.  Here Schwarz described the waxing and waning of popular 

antisemitism during different stages of Soviet history, with antisemitism growing during the 

Civil War and the period of the New Economic Policy (NEP), declining during the period of 

rapid industrialisation in the 1930s, and growing once again with the German occupation of 

large parts of the Soviet Union.   

Concerning the occupation, Schwarz felt that the Soviet authorities were blameworthy for not 

warning its Jewish population of the danger posed by Nazi antisemitism in the period when 

the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was in force.  He wrote: “During the two years of Nazi-Soviet 

friendship (1939-1941), the Soviet press consistently refrained from discussing or even 

mentioning the German onslaught against the Jews”.969 This, according to Schwarz, meant 

that “readers of the Soviet press were kept in ignorance of the of the Nazi anti-Jewish policies; 

the government’s neutrality blinded Soviet Jews to the mortal danger threatening them.”970 

Schwarz contended that, even after the German invasion, there was a “taboo placed on all 

discussion of the Hitlerite extermination of the Jews” in the Soviet press.971 “This silence,” 

Schwarz wrote, “was maintained almost without interruption until late in 1944.”972 Schwarz 

also felt that the Soviet authorities were at fault for not challenging Nazi antisemitic 

propaganda, and that as a consequence of this “antisemitism spread like wildfire in Nazi-held 

territories and also far beyond the range of German conquest.”973 Despite such grave failures 

to protect its Jewish population, Schwarz held that it was only with the emergence of the 
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“anti-cosmopolitan” campaign of the late-1940s that the Soviet regime could be accused of 

actively pursuing antisemitic policies, writing:   

Although sometimes condoned by individual groups of officials, antisemitic tendencies until 
recently failed to find direct and open support in the government or the party.  A spectacular 
change in the official attitude made itself felt in early 1949, when for the first time certain actions 
of the government began to betray a directly antisemitic character.974   

The Jews in the Soviet Union was reviewed and mentioned in The New York Times, The 

Economist, in the Jewish press, as well as being reviewed widely in academic publications.975 

Schwarz’s book was also reviewed in the NL in August 1951, and almost certainly left a mark 

on the thinking of members of the NL circle. 976  It has been quite influential in the 

historiography of the subject.  Schwarz also wrote a ten-page essay on Soviet antisemitism 

for the journal Commentary, published in January 1949.977 Another contributor to the NL, 

Jacob Pat, wrote Ashes and Fire (1947), an account of the Nazi genocide in Poland and of the 

harsh conditions which Poland’s remaining Jewish community faced in the immediate post-

war period.978  Like The Jews in the Soviet Union, Pat’s book was reviewed in The New York 

Times and the Jewish press (as well as being reviewed in the NL).979           
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The very idea that communism could be associated with antisemitism might come as a 

surprise to some.  After all, the history of antisemitism in the Soviet bloc – especially of state-

sponsored antisemitism in the years 1948 to 1953 – is not as well-known as it might be.  The 

appearance of Soviet antisemitism would most likely have been less of a shock to the old 

Mensheviks of the NL than to most other observers.  As Brendan McGeever has documented, 

as far back as 1917 Mensheviks suspected that the Bolsheviks were capable of inciting 

antisemitism.980 There is little doubt among scholars today that anti-Jewish campaigns and 

purges took place in the Soviet Union and the satellite states in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  

The archival evidence, obtained since the fall of the Soviet Union, shows clearly that Stalin 

personally devised these campaigns and purges, giving detailed instructions on how they 

were to be carried out.981 Stalin even had Solomon Mikhoels, the chairman of the Jewish Anti-

Fascist Committee, murdered on a street in Minsk in January 1948.982 Perhaps the only real 

point of contention among scholars today is why Stalin led the Soviet Union and its satellites 

down this path.            

It has been suggested that Stalin may have held antisemitic views as far back as his youthful, 

pre-Revolution days. 983  The evidence for this, however, is slight and open to different 

interpretations.984 Despite the fact that Stalin never expressed antisemitic beliefs in public, 

there is compelling evidence that he did hold strong anti-Jewish opinions in the last years of 

his life.985 Even Robert Service, who says that Stalin “was too inscrutable to allow a verdict” 
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on whether or not he was personally antisemitic, admits that “some of his remarks […] in the 

early 1950s were vicious in the extreme about Soviet Jews.”986 One view is that Stalin’s anti-

Jewish beliefs were a symptom of an increasing “paranoia” in his last years, a paranoia which 

was made worse by the deepening Cold War with the West.987 Another view, put forward by 

Jeffrey Veidlinger, is that Stalin and others in the Soviet hierarchy saw Soviet Jews as “a 

suspect diaspora nationality,” a nationality distrusted and persecuted by the Soviet 

authorities – much as ethnic Finns, Germans, Greeks, Koreans, Poles, had been – because of 

their possible loyalty to a foreign state.988 Veidlinger writes that “when the state of Israel 

came into being, the Jewish population of the Soviet Union was transformed into a diaspora 

nationality,” and that the Soviet authorities grew more distrustful of what it saw as a 

“potential fifth column” as it became clear that large numbers of Soviet Jews wished to 

emigrate to Israel and as diplomatic relations between Israel and the Soviet Union became 

embittered with “Israel’s gradual alignment with the capitalist West.” 989  Robert Service 

agrees with this thesis, writing:  

His [Stalin’s] campaign against “rootless cosmopolitanism” cannot be automatically attributed to 
hatred of Jews as Jews.  He moved aggressively against every people in the USSR sharing 
nationhood with peoples of foreign states.  The Greeks, Poles and Koreans had suffered at his 
hands before the Second World War.990           

Whatever the reason, there is no question that Stalin himself was the driving force behind the 

victimisation of Jewish communities in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the late 1940s 

and early 1950s.   Though the persecution of Jews continued in the Eastern bloc after Stalin’s 
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death in March 1953, his successors in the Kremlin quickly brought his public antisemitic 

campaigns to an end.   

As with the previous chapter, the underlying argument of this chapter is that the NL was 

engaged in an immanent critique in its commentary on the Soviet Union and its satellites.  The 

argument presented here is that the NL drew on the left’s tradition of anti-racism and 

opposition to religious bigotry in its attacks on the Soviet bloc (in this case, the left’s 

opposition to antisemitism).  Whereas the preceding chapter looked at the ways in which the 

NL tried to challenge the idea that the Soviet bloc was a “workers’ paradise,” this chapter will 

focus on how the NL sought to puncture the belief that the Soviet bloc was, as one of its 

columnists sarcastically put it, a “paradise of ‘ethnic democracy.’”991  The first two sections of 

this chapter will provide context and background to the NL’s commentary on Soviet 

antisemitism, looking first at the NL’s writings on racism and Cold War politics, and then at 

antisemitism in imperial Russia.  The left’s position on antisemitism is, of course, still very 

much a live political issue. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has given rise to accusations of left-

wing antisemitism, and hence the left’s opposition to antisemitism is not as self-evident as it 

once was.  Moreover, it should not be taken for granted that all the many and varied currents 

of socialism have always stood against antisemitism.  Accordingly, one section of this chapter 

will examine the scholarly debate on socialism and antisemitism.  Next, an assessment will be 

made of the NL’s writings on racial prejudice in the United States.  The aim of these two 

sections is to clearly establish the left’s – including the NL’s – opposition to antisemitism (and 

to racial prejudice more generally).  This will be followed by an analysis of the NL’s 

commentary on the “anti-cosmopolitan” campaign and the emergence of official 
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antisemitism in Soviet bloc.  Finally, the NL’s harshest attacks on Soviet antisemitism centred 

on the Slansky Trial in Czechoslovakia and the “Doctors’ Plot” in Moscow, and therefore this 

chapter will focus principally on the NL’s reporting of those two events.        

Racism and Cold War politics  

A number of scholars have drawn attention to the role played by Cold War politics in the 

struggle against racial segregation in the United States.  Mary L. Dudziak, pointing to the 

damage which racial discrimination did to the reputation of the United States in the post-war 

period (especially in non-Western parts of the world), has shown that attempts to remedy 

this discrimination were regarded in American government circles as a “Cold War 

imperative.”992 The international significance of racism in the United States was certainly not 

lost on the NL.  Time and again, the NL implored its readers to consider the effect which 

domestic racism was having on the contest between the United States and the Soviet Union.  

In an article published in September 1947, Leo Cherne wrote that “discrimination – 

particularly that directed against the Negro – is the heaviest millstone around the neck of 

American foreign policy.”993 He went on to say that “a federal law against discrimination in 

employment would, in our influence abroad, be worth the sum we have appropriated under 

the Truman Doctrine.”994 The NL also acutely aware of the fact that the Soviets were making 

use of racism in their propaganda against the United States.995 Commenting on the bombing 

murder of civil rights activist Harry T. Moore, a January 1952 editorial stated: “The most 

potent, the most effective such ammunition Russia has been able to employ against the 
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United States has been the periodic examples of racial intolerance”. 996  Lester Granger, 

Executive Secretary of the National Urban League, took his country to task in the pages of the 

NL for giving the communists such an easy propaganda windfall: 

This country stands shamed before the world because our racial practices do not accord with our 
professions of democratic idealism.  It is this stubborn straying from our national ideals that the 
Communist party has been able to use effectively throughout the world.  They have not forged the 
weapon they now use against us.  We have placed it in their hands.  It is still not too late to recover 
it.997 

In addition, an editorial in May 1952 warned against using the Cold War as an excuse to “relax 

the struggle for civil rights.”998 The editorial quoted approvingly from a report on civil rights 

(produced by the American Jewish Congress and the National Association for the 

Advancement of Coloured People), to the effect that “the threat to democracy from without 

‘should have provided an added stimulus to the campaign to end discrimination.’”999 Civil 

rights, the editorial stated, were “not only a central domestic problem but one of worldwide 

magnitude.”1000  

 NL writers were also worried that the Communist Party was making a special effort to gain 

the support of minority groups in the United States.  This was a long-standing fear in the NL 

circle, one that predated the period under review.  For instance, Frank Crosswaith, an ILGWU 

organiser and chairman of the Negro Labour Committee, wrote in the NL in February 1940:         

At the birth of the Third International, the Communists assumed a “divine right” to single out for 
their destructive propaganda the Jews and Negroes.  Among the world’s population, these were, 
and still are, the two elements against which hostile hands are daily raised by the forces of reaction 
everywhere; naturally the Communists concentrated their campaign for recruits among these two 
groups and realized a degree of success.1001 
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Of particular concern was the “infiltration” of communists into organisations representing 

minority groups.1002 An article in April 1947 by Morris l. Rieber (a nom de guerre) attacked 

one of the largest Jewish organisations in America, the American Jewish Congress, for 

allowing communists to “infiltrate into its employ and its highest councils.”1003 As with trade 

unions, the NL urged minority organisations to keep their distance from the Communist Party 

and to purge themselves of communist members.1004 Indeed, the purge of communists from 

leadership positions in the American union movement in the late-1940s was cited as one 

reason for the communists’ interest in minority rights in the United States.  Reporting on plans 

for the upcoming National Emergency Civil Rights Mobilization in Washington, D.C., Daniel 

James wrote in December, 1949: “The Communists, having lost their trade union base, have 

been making a big pitch for Negro and other minority support, and are desperately attempting 

to infiltrate the Mobilization.”1005 Even so, Rabbi Benjamin Shultz, writing for the NL in July 

1947, was pleased to report that “like America, American Jewry is alert to lurking perils.  There 

is scarcely a large organization that is not, at this moment, using the broom.”1006  

The NL applauded the fact that the Communist Party had, on the whole, been unsuccessful in 

creating a constituency for itself among America’s minorities. 1007  Indeed, the NL’s 

commentary underscored this last point, clearly hoping to dispel the perception that Jews or 

African Americans were more susceptible to communism than other Americans.  This is 

evident in the article chastising the American Jewish Congress, to which was attached an 
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editorial statement. The statement confessed that “we hesitated [to print the article] lest 

anyone accept the fallacious idea of the racists that Jews are Communists per se.  This 

stereotype is as vile as any in the Nazi handbook.” 1008  A December 1949 article noted 

approvingly that the leadership of the civil rights movement were “fully aware of the 

disastrous consequences to their crusade should Communists become in any way identified 

with it.”1009 For Frank R. Butler, communist support for the civil rights movement was the “kiss 

of death.”1010 As well, the NL the fretted that the communists, with their “rule or ruin policy,” 

were wreckers and would bring down organisations that campaigned for minority rights.1011 

Another accusation was that the communists were ham-fisted tacticians in the anti-racism 

struggle.  One article asserted that, in protesting in a disorderly manner against a bigot such 

as Gerald L.K. Smith, the communists had merely “handed publicity and martyrdom to their 

avowed enemy.”1012     

A recurring theme in the NL’s commentary on racism and communism was the cynicism of 

the communists.  Again, this was not a new charge on the NL’s part.  An article in 1940 (cited 

above) suggested that Communists were unreliable allies in the fight for racial equality, 

prepared to forsake black Americans whenever the civil rights cause clashed with the foreign 

policy interests of the Soviet Union.1013 NL writers were particularly affronted at what they 

saw as the shabby conduct of American communists during the Second World War.  A. Philip 
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Randolph, president of the black trade union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, wrote 

in the NL in November 1943:        

Negroes are now bitter in their resentment against the bankrupt and defunct Communists, who 
have deserted and dropped the Negro like a “hot potato” on the grounds that racial discrimination, 
segregation and Jimcrowism can run rampant while the war goes on and the fight against it must 
be halted until Hitler’s troops are out of Russia.1014   

Following the war, in June 1946, the NL published a particularly stinging article by the African 

American writer, Frank R. Butler.  Referring to the tendency of the communists to put 

American military assistance to the Soviets ahead all other considerations, Butler condemned 

the “‘second front’ betrayal of Negro rights.”1015 An editorial statement introducing the article 

quoted Butler as saying:   

One of my most nauseating memories […] stems from a CIO Council meeting right after the Detroit 
race riot in 1943.  Communist after Communist rose to condemn the riot on the sole ground that 
the resulting absenteeism hurt production – for Russia! [emphasis in original].1016 

Likewise, a 1949 article by Daniel James cited the words of Roy Wilkins, Acting Secretary of 

the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP): 

They [the Communists] abandoned the fight for Negro rights on the ground that such a campaign 
would “interfere with the war effort.”  As soon as Russia was attacked by Germany they dropped 
the Negro question….During the war years the disciples of the extreme left sounded very much like 
the worst of the Negro-hating Southerners.  

American Negroes, and especially the NAACP, cannot forget this.1017   

Another NL article, in May 1943, spoke of “Communist insincerity with respect of the Negro 

problem.”1018 Commenting on the “Zoot Suit Riot” in Los Angeles, Paul Gilbert remarked in 

 
1014 A. Philip Randolph, “The Attacks on Dubinsky: Communists and the Negroes,” The New Leader, 

November 6, 1943, 5. 
1015 Butler, “Negro’s Soviet ‘Friends,’” 5. 
1016 Ibid.  
1017 James, “Civil Rights Units Plan Capital Rally for FEPC,” 1.   
1018 Jonathan Stout, “The CP’s Opportunist Policy on Negroes.”  The New Leader, May 20, 1943, 1. 



203 
 

June 1943 that communists were making “a big to-do” about racial tensions in the city “in 

order to ‘build the party.’”1019  

A common accusation was that communists were instructed to join minority organisations 

simply in order to push the party “line” within these organisations.  As Morris L. Rieber put it 

in 1947, “the Communists have been given orders for their members for their members to 

join en masse Jewish organizations and to dictate to these organizations Communist-line 

policy.”1020 In particular, NL writers argued that communists would use these organisations 

strictly for the benefit of the Soviet Union and its foreign policy.  It was asserted that Jewish 

Americans “know that Communists are merely jackals of Mother Russia and their professions 

of friendship for minority groups is only window dressing.”1021 Frank P. Miller wrote that black 

Americans were “aware of the fact that someone was trying to use them in the interest of a 

cause and country other than their own.”1022 Likewise, Travers Hamilton cited comments by 

Dr. Max Yergan, a leader in the black community who in 1948 was fighting the communists 

for control of an organisation called the Council on African affairs: 

He [Yergan] stated that if the Communists achieve complete control of the Council they would not 
use it to further the welfare of the African or American Negro, but would utilize it to aid the 
Communist Party in its job of implementing Russian foreign policy.1023    

Ted Potson, in a review for the NL, did grudgingly concede that communists had done 

something to advance the cause of civil rights: “In the Scottsboro and Herndon cases, despite 

their conniving and unscrupulous actions, the Communists did speed changes in Southern 

judicial practices; they have indirectly increased the militancy of legitimate organizations like 
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the NAACP and Urban League […].”1024  Yet, as even this reluctant admission shows, the motif 

of communist cynicism is to be found throughout the NL’s commentary on racism and 

communism.    

Antisemitism in Imperial Russia and during the Civil War 

For good reason, modern antisemitism is typically thought of as a sickness of right-wing, anti-

socialist forces, both inside and outside of Russia.  The Tsarist autocracy, and later the 

“Whites” in the Civil War period, both had hideous records of violence and discrimination 

against Jews.  Extensive legal discrimination existed in Imperial Russia.  Jews were confined 

to the “Pale of Settlement” in the western and southern regions of the Russian empire and 

faced jail or deportation by the Tsarist authorities if found outside this region.1025 Educational 

quotas, intended to limit the number Jewish students at schools and universities, were 

introduced in 1887 (and progressively tightened in subsequent years).1026 Jews also had to 

contend with official discrimination in the professions, notably law and medicine. 1027 

Teaching and government occupations were off-limits to Jews. 1028  Further, statutory 

discrimination against Jews became worse rather than better in the final decades of Tsarist 

autocracy, under Alexander III and Nicholas II (perversely, Alexander III responded to the 

pogroms of 1881 by imposing even stricter limitations on the lives of his Jewish subjects).1029 

The spurious rationale given for this discrimination was the protection of the Christian 

majority.  As Leonard Shapiro put it: “Since Jews were exploiters, the simple innocent Russian 
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peasants who were so easily duped by these clever and unscrupulous aliens, must be 

protected from them by legislation.”1030 Brendan McGreever notes that when the Provincial 

Government came to power in 1917, it repealed over “140 anti-Jewish statutes, totalling 

some 1,000 pages.”1031 In 1913 Russia even had its own “Dreyfus Affair,” when a Jewish man 

named Mendel Beiliss was accused of the blood libel of murdering a twelve-year old boy.1032 

During the beginning stages of the First World War, more than 500,000 Jews, suspected of  

being, as Nora Levin put it, a “disloyal element,” were summarily deported away from the 

western border regions of the Russian empire, a brutal action which is thought to have 

resulted in the deaths of 100,000 people. 1033  What Salo W. Baron called the Tsarist 

autocracy’s “cold war against its Jewish minority” had two main consequences.1034  First, it 

resulted in widespread impoverishment among Russia’s Jewish population.1035  Second, it 

produced large-scale emigration from Russia to Western Europe and the United States.1036      

Russia – that is, the lands of the Russian empire – experienced three waves of pogroms in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries: 1881-82, 1903-06, and later during the Civil War, 1919-

21.1037 The largest of these waves was that of 1919-21, centring on the Ukraine.  The number 

of people killed in these pogroms in the Ukraine is reckoned to be between 50,000 and 
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200,000.1038 As Peter Kenez points out, the 200,000 figure would represent about 10 per cent 

of the Jewish population of the Ukraine at the time.1039 Moreover, Kenez also notes that this 

figure “does not include those who were raped, maimed, orphaned, or had their property and 

livelihood destroyed.”1040 Oleg Budnitskii is right to say that the torments inflicted on Russia’s 

Jewish population in the Civil War period were “surpassed only by the Holocaust”.1041 Red 

Army troops carried out pogroms, though the vast bulk of the atrocities were committed by 

the White Army and other anti-Bolshevik forces.1042 Kenez writes: “[…] Soviet leaders were 

willing to fight against pogroms and punish the offenders.  As a result, the victims of the Red 

Army numbered only a few hundred compared to the thousands slaughtered by the 

Whites.”1043  The pogroms ceased when the anti-Bolshevik forces were defeated.1044  

Antisemitic conspiracy theories occupied a central place in the worldview of the White Army’s 

officer corps.  Noting the presence of Jews in the senior ranks of the Bolsheviks, the Whites 

regarded Judaism and Bolshevism as one and the same thing.1045 Kenez writes that reports 

written by officers in the White Army were “full of paranoid delusions” about Jews, and that 

the “language and imagery” used in these reports “is comparable to that of Nazi tracts.”1046 

Kenez contends that as the Civil War progressed this “murderous obsession” with Jews grew 
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to “pathological proportions.”1047 According to Kenez, the White Army looked to antisemitism 

as a way of explaining the Revolution:       

Antisemitism was not simply an element in their Weltanschauung; it was the focal point.  It alone 
enabled them to make sense of the world that to them seemed senseless.  In this respect, at least, 
the White officers were precursors of the Nazis.1048   

The NL was only too aware of the antisemitic Weltanschauung of the Russian right.  David J. 

Dallin, in his NL column in December 1949, attacked a periodical published by right-wing 

Russian exiles in New York, pointing to the antisemitic and pro-Nazi comments made during 

the war by its editor, N. Chukhnov.1049 In an NL article in April 1950, Roman Goul castigated 

American government officials in West Germany for supporting “a small clique of unsavoury 

Tsarists” among the country’s Russian exiles, making note of the group’s past association with 

Chukhnov and its antisemitism. 1050  In the same vein, in February 1951 Dallin warned 

America’s intelligence services against making common cause with a right-wing Russian exile 

group, the National Alliance of Russian Solidarists (NTS), in their Cold War fight against the 

Soviets, citing, among other things, the group’s antisemitic beliefs.1051In September of the 

same year, the NL published two articles by Fred Forrest (described as “a former U.S. 

intelligence agent”), both of which argued against giving assistance to the NTS and another 

exile group, the Anti-Bolshevik Bloc of Nations (ABN), and again attention was drawn to the 

antisemitism of these groups.1052 Similarly, in July 1952 Jaro Halat alerted the NL’s readers to 

the presence of “extreme nationalists” at the Fifth Congress of Americans of Ukrainian 
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Descent.1053 Halat drew particular attention to Mikola Lebed, described by Halat as a “Nazi 

puppet” who had, during the war, carried out the “extermination” of “Ukrainians who 

disagreed with him, Poles, and Jews.”1054  

Antisemitism and the socialist tradition 

Despite this strong association between antisemitism and the political Right, some scholars 

have argued that the socialist tradition, too, has been blighted by antisemitism, albeit to a 

much lesser degree.  P.G.J. Pulzer has written that “Before the mid-eighties there was a good 

deal of anti-Semitism in the European socialist movement.”1055 Edmund Silberner – and later, 

scholars such as George Lichtheim, Robert S. Wistrich, and Sharon Vance – have offered many 

examples of antisemitic statements made by important socialist figures. 1056  Silbner has 

named Charles Fourier, Ferdinand Lassalle, Edmund Picard, Pierre Leroux, Pierre-Joseph 

Proudhon, and Michael A. Bakunin as being “examples of early Socialist anti-Semites.”1057 If 

not antisemites themselves, some socialists did entertain the idea that the widening 

popularity of political antisemitism (from the late-1870s onwards) could be of benefit to the 

socialist cause. 1058  As Zvi Gitelman has written, the modern antisemitic movement was 

viewed by some socialists as “an anti-capitalist movement which was based on a false 

theoretical analysis but reflected real social conflicts” and therefore could be “objectively 
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revolutionary in its effect.”1059  Still, as we shall see below, the question of antisemitism in 

socialist history – even antisemitism in early socialist history – is far from settled and 

continues to occasion spirited debate among scholars.   

Perhaps the sharpest controversy has revolved around whether Karl Marx was afflicted, in 

Silberner’s words, with “Jewish self-hatred.”1060 In his 1949 essay, Was Marx an Anti-Semite?, 

Silberner examined Marx’s writings – and in particular his essay, written in 1843, On the 

Jewish Question (Zur Judenfrage), in which Marx made disparaging comments about Jews – 

and concluded that Marx  was an “outspoken anti-Semite.”1061 Furthermore, according to 

Silberner some of Marxism’s most impressive thinkers have shared Marx’s prejudices.  He 

wrote: “Basically the same contempt for Jews, though couched in a different language, is to 

be found in the writings of Karl Kautsky, Victor Adler, Franz Mehring, Otto Bauer, and others” 

[emphasis in original].1062 Silberner speculated that Zur Judenfrage had left a strong mark on 

the Marxist movement, and he pronounced that Marx “unquestionably holds one of the key 

positions in what may, or rather must, be designated by a new but appropriate term as the 

anti-Semitic tradition of modern Socialism” [emphasis in original].1063 More recently, Simon 

Schama has given his support to this view of Marx, stating: “It was Marx who gave a modern 

gloss to the ancient libel that Judaism was, in effect, interchangeable with, and nothing more 

than, the worship of Mammon.”1064  

Hal Draper, however, vigorously disputed this characterisation of Marx, levelling the charge 

of presentism at Marx’s accusers.  Draper wrote: “Mainly, the allegation [of antisemitism] is 
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supported by reading the attitudes of the second half of the twentieth century back into the 

language of the 1840s.”1065  Draper pointed out that a “dim view of Jewry was well-nigh 

universal” at the time Marx wrote Zur Judenfrage.1066 Indeed, he even pointed to examples 

of early Labor Zionists holding similar opinions.1067 He noted that Zur Judenfrage was written 

well before “a systematically racist anti-Semitic movement” had come into being in the 

1870s.1068 In Draper’s judgement, Marx was guilty of nothing more than using a “universally 

accepted economic-Jew stereotype.”1069 More to the point, Draper argues that Silbnerner and 

others have overlooked the very reason Marx wrote Zur Judenfrage: that Marx was arguing 

in support of Jewish political emancipation.1070 It ought to be noted, too, that both Paul W. 

Massing and Andrew G. Bonnell have doubted the influence of Zur Judenfrage on socialist 

thinking, with Bonnell writing that the essay was only likely to have been read by a small 

number of socialists in the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.1071 Jack Jacobs points 

out that Karl Kautsky – “the most authoritative theoretician in the Marxist world” at the turn 

of the twentieth century – did not refer at all to Zur Judenfrage in his important published 

work on the Jewish question.1072  

Whatever the merits – or otherwise – for the proposition that Marx was an antisemite, there 

seems to be broad agreement among scholars that socialists became much firmer in their 

opposition to antisemitism following the advent of modern racist, or biological, antisemitism 
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in the late-nineteenth century.  Even Silberner acknowledged this change in an article tracing 

the evolution of Friedrich Engel’s thinking on the subject.  As with Marx, Engels held, in 

Silberner’s view, a “contemptuous attitude towards the Jews” (as a younger man, at least).1073 

Yet, Silberner remarked, “during the latter part of his life – from 1878 on – Engels gradually 

turned from an antisemite into a staunch enemy of antisemitism.”1074  Curiously enough, 

Silberner credits Marx’s daughter, Eleanor, who was active in London’s Jewish labour circles 

in the 1880s and very close to Engels, with helping to bring about Engels’ change of heart.1075 

A further reason given by Silberner for this change was the growth of antisemitism in Germany 

and Austria.  He writes: “By 1890, if not earlier, Engels must have realized that antisemitism 

is, to some extent at least, a dangerous rival of social-democracy, and that to denounce it 

means also to defend socialism.”1076 In April of that year, Engels condemned antisemitism in 

unambiguous terms, calling it a “distinctive sign of a backward civilisation.”1077 

The German Social Democratic Party (SPD) – the party Russian Marxists turned to most for 

guidance on doctrinal matters – was particularly decided in its repudiation of antisemitism.  

Paul W. Massing, in his 1949 book, Rehearsal for Destruction: A Study of Political Anti-

Semitism in Imperial Germany, wrote of the attitude (from the 1860s until the 1930s) of 

German socialists towards antisemitism: 

In theory and practice socialist labor was opposed to anti-Semitism.  The Socialists never wavered 
in their stand against all attempts to deprive Jews of their civil rights.  They treated with contempt 
the anti-Semitic agitators and the groups behind them.  They never gave in to the temptation – 
considerable at times – to gain followers by making concessions to anti-Jewish prejudice.1078 
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Indeed, German social democracy and Germany Jewry were, in Massing’s view, natural allies.  

He speaks of “the community of interest between Jewish emancipation and revolutionary 

aspirations.”1079 Pointing out that middle-class German Jews often felt drawn to the SPD, 

Massing wrote: “Apparently in the world of socialist labor individual Jews could experience 

the equality which German society denied to the Jewish people.”1080 More recently, Richard 

J. Evans writes that, in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the SPD, in line with 

the views of its working-class constituency, “was resolutely opposed to antisemitism, which 

it regarded as backward and undemocratic.” 1081  Evans stresses that the grassroots 

membership of the SPD – not just the party’s leadership – had very little time for the “slogans 

of hatred” of the antisemites.1082 Andrew G. Bonnell, drawing on the work of Shulamit Volkov, 

concedes that antisemitism can be found in the early years of the Social Democratic Party, 

but that this antisemitism receded as the party became more industrially-based and more 

Marxist in its doctrine.1083 Massing reached the same conclusion regarding Marxism: “It is 

entirely to the credit of the Marxists that the party insisted on a clear separation from the 

various kinds of socialistic ideologies which usually were tinged with, if not built on, anti-

Semitism.”1084 Massing writes that Social Democratic workers, imbued with Marxism, reacted 

to political antisemitism with “a range of emotions, from scornful laughter to outright fury at 

what they considered obvious attempts to hoodwink them.”1085 As is well known, SPD leader 

August Bebel, borrowing Ferdinand Kronawetter’s phrase, denounced antisemitism as the 
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“socialism of fools.”1086  According to Ezra Mendelsohn – though this may be overstating 

things a little – a seminal speech made by Bebel at the Social Democrats’ 1893 Congress, in 

which Bebel repudiated antisemitism, effectively “concluded the socialist labour movement’s 

debate on anti-Semitism.” 1087  It should be emphasised, as Bonnel argues, that the SPD 

opposed antisemitism not only because it was in their political interests to do so, but because 

the party felt that antisemitism was wrong as a matter of principle.1088   

Broadly speaking, French socialists appear to have been more receptive to antisemitic ideas 

than their German counterparts, at times subscribing, as Sharon Vance puts it, to “a confused 

analysis [of Jewish matters] that dangerously intertwined ‘race’ and class.”1089 Nonetheless, 

Vance also grants that a distinct transformation took place in French socialism in 1898, at the 

height of the Dreyfus Affair, when socialists began to grow fearful of the increasing popularity 

of right-wing antisemitism among the French working class.1090 Thus, the French socialist 

leader, Jean Juarès, once given to using “antisemitic stereotypes,” became a leading defender 

of Alfred Dreyfus.1091 In so doing, Juarès, in Harvey Goldberg’s words, “made the struggle 

against antisemitism one of the central symbols of Socialism.”1092 Moreover, it should be 

noted that opposition to antisemitism was by no means restricted to the major socialist 

parties of Western Europe.  To take just one example, in 1937 a correspondent for the New 

York Times, reporting on the “sudden wave of hate against Jews” in Poland, commented that 
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“The only organized group that takes a firm stand in defending the terrorized Jews is the 

Polish Socialist Party.”1093 

Lenin, too, had a strong record of opposing antisemitism.  As Binyamin Eliav writes, “He 

[Lenin] never displayed any inclination to exploit the deep-seated hatred of Jews in the 

Russian masses as ‘fuel,’ and in both his personal and political behavior.”1094 Eliav adds:   

[…] Lenin campaigned vigorously, both orally and in writing, against antisemitism and incitement 
to pogroms by the anti-Soviet right-wing forces (the White Army, the Ukrainian nationalists, 
peasant anarchists, etc.) and initiated, soon after the Revolution, the decree outlawing pogroms 
and their instigators (July, 1918).1095 

Two main themes stand out from Lenin’s writings.  First, his sympathy for the position of Jews 

in Russia.  In 1905 he wrote: “The Jewish workers, as a disenfranchised nationality, not only 

suffer general economic and political oppression, but they also suffer under the yoke which 

deprives them of elementary civic rights.”1096 Writing in 1914 on behalf of the “National 

Equality Bill,” put forward in the Duma by the Social Democrats, he said:  

The Bill aims at abolishing all national restrictions against all nations: Jews, Poles, and so forth.  But 
it deals in particular detail with the restrictions against the Jews.  The reason is obvious: no 
nationality in Russia is so oppressed and persecuted as the Jewish [emphasis added].1097 

Lenin lamented that, due to the “Purishkeviches” (extreme nationalists and antisemites), Jews 

in Russia remained a “caste.”1098 He even felt that Jews in Russia faced a more debilitating 

system of segregation than that which existed in the United States: “In Eastern Europe there 
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exists a country where things like the Beilis case are still possible, and Jews are condemned 

by the Purishkeviches to a condition worse than that of the Negroes.”1099   

The other key feature of Lenin’s writing on the subject was his complete disdain for those 

who used anti-Jewish sentiment as a wedge with which to divide the toiling classes.  In 1905 

he wrote:            

The more the predatory tsarist autocracy strives to sow the seeds of discord, distrust and enmity 
among the nationalities it oppresses, the more abominable its policy of inciting the ignorant masses 
to savage pogroms becomes, the more does the duty devolve upon us, the Social-Democrats, to 
rally the isolated Social-Democratic parties of the different nationalities into a single Russian Social-
Democratic Labour Party.1100    

Later, in 1914, he counselled that “the working class needs unity, not division.  It has no more 

bitter enemy than the savage prejudices and superstitions which its enemies sow among the 

ignorant masses” [emphasis in original].1101 In the same article, he thundered:      

The schools, the press, the parliamentary rostrum – everything is being used to sow ignorant, 
savage, and vicious hatred of the Jews. 

This dirty and despicable work is undertaken, not only by the scum of the Black Hundreds, but also 
by reactionary professors, scholars, journalists and members of the Duma.  Millions and thousands 
of millions of rubbles are spent on poisoning the minds of the people.1102 

One of Lenin’s most recent biographers – and not a particularly sympathetic one at that – says 

that, during anti-Jewish violence of the Civil War period, Lenin “tried to speak out against anti-

Semitism, though he knew that it would probably do the Bolshevik cause little good.”1103 

Lenin even made two short gramophone recordings (to be distributed throughout Russia for 

propaganda purposes) in which he denounced pogroms and antisemitism.1104 He also saw to 

it that Jews were promoted within the party and governmental administration.1105 It is true 
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that Lenin quarrelled with the Jewish Bund, arguing strongly for the assimilation of Jews.1106 

Yet this was of a piece with his belief in working class unity, a unity which, he believed, should 

transcend ethnic divisions.  He rejected the “segregation” of Russia’s Jews, urging instead that 

Russia emulate the assimilationist policies of the “civilised world,” by which he meant 

Western countries [emphasis in original].1107   

In short, both principle and tactical political considerations led socialists to strongly oppose 

antisemitism.  As P.G.J. Pulzer puts it, the response of German Social Democrats to right-wing 

antisemitism – which tended to conflate Judaism with socialism – was “dictated by a mixture 

of idealism and expediency.”1108 It is undeniable that many socialists held antisemitic beliefs, 

particularly in the early stages of the movement.  A wide diversity of views is unavoidable in 

any mass political movement, and so it should perhaps come as no surprise that antisemitic 

views have existed among socialists.  As we have seen, however, socialist opinion had come 

to firmly turn its back on antisemitism by the turn of the twentieth century.  This was 

especially true for Marxists, notwithstanding the later controversy over Marx’s alleged 

antisemitism.  Referring to antisemitic tendencies in the early socialist movement, Pulzer 

writes: “With the general triumph of the ‘scientific’ school of Socialism, this anti-Semitic 

undercurrent disappeared.”1109 Russian Marxists – who, given Imperial Russia’s large Jewish 

population, could not avoid confronting the question of antisemitism – opposed antisemitism 

in the same clear-cut terms as their peers in Western Europe.  Certainly, antisemitism was 

anathema to Lenin, who treated antisemitism with visceral contempt.  The opposition of 

socialists to antisemitism – well established by the early twentieth century – only became 
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further entrenched in the face of Nazi antisemitism.  It is not overstating the case to say that, 

in the period under review – 1946-1953 – the standard response of socialists to antisemitism 

was one of abhorrence.  

The New Leader and anti-racism   

It hardly needs to be said that the NL was strongly opposed to antisemitism.  What is worth 

remarking upon, however, is that NL writers saw opposition to antisemitism as part of a 

general struggle against prejudice and discrimination.  The NL adopted essentially the same 

position as American Jewish organisations such as the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith, 

the American Jewish Committee, the American Jewish Congress, and the aforementioned 

Jewish Labor Committee and Workmen’s Circle, in that it campaigned not only for Jewish 

rights but publicised wrongs being committed against other minorities, too (writings from 

representatives of all these organisations can be found in the pages of the NL).  Cheryl Lynn 

Greenberg points out that the Anti-Defamation League’s “founding mission included a 

commitment to universal civil rights,” not simply to Jewish civil rights.1110 Apart from a natural 

feeling of sympathy for the plight of other minorities, there was also an element of self-

protection in this approach: as John Slawson, Executive Vice-President of the American Jewish 

Committee, observed in an October 1947 article for the NL, “anti-Semitism and intolerance 

towards all so-called ‘out-groups’ go together”.1111 This belief antedated the period under 

review: in a 1943 article, Monroe Sweetland described some of those who were in favour of 

retaining laws which prevented Chinese immigration to the United States as a “motley crew 

of professional super-patriots, alien-baiters, anti-Semites, and domestic fascists” [emphasis 
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added].1112 Jewish organisations and black civil rights organisations, such as the NAACP, began 

to cooperate extensively at the beginning of the 1940s. 1113  This shared activism was 

documented in the pages of the NL: for instance, an article published in May 1947, on the 

segregation of Mexican American and African American children in Californian schools, 

mentioned that the American Jewish Congress was part of legal effort – along with NAACP 

and others – to end this segregation.1114 In May 1952, an NL editorial stated that a report on 

civil rights, commissioned by both the American Jewish Congress and the NAACP, “should 

arouse all Americans, conservative as well as liberal.”1115 NL writers regularly made the point 

that Jews often faced the same, or similar, types of discrimination as other minorities in the 

United States.  Robert Redfield, in an October 1949 piece describing discrimination in 

education, wrote that “Jews and Negroes are the two groups that notoriously experience 

discrimination.”1116 Another article on discrimination in education, published in December 

1949, noted that black children were discriminated against in segregated schools while “Jews 

have to file one-third more application blanks to get into colleges in the Northeastern states 

than do their Christian brothers.”1117 It was even pointed out that both American Jews and 

African Americans were the victims of racist violence.1118  

The NL devoted considerable space to antisemitism in the period under review.  In August 

1948, the NL published a series of four articles by George J. Mintzer on organised 

antisemitism.  The first two articles dealt principally with networks of antisemitic groups 
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around the world, both in the interwar and immediate post-war periods.1119 The last two 

articles looked at organised antisemitism in the United States, again in the interwar and post-

war periods.1120  Mintzer wrote of the marked increase in organised anti-Semitism in the 

United States in the 1930s:  “Organized anti-Semitism rose steadily in the United States from 

1933 until the outbreak of hostilities in 1939, when the high-point was reached with more 

than 500 anti-Semitic and fascist units of diversified types and affiliations in full swing.”1121  

Organised antisemitism in the United States, Mintzer observed, dropped off sharply following 

the attack on Pearl Harbour (due, in Mintzer’s view, to government surveillance and to 

sedition charges being laid against members of these groups during the war years). 1122 

Though Mintzer did express concerns over what appeared to be a resurgence of antisemitism 

in Europe and other parts of the world in the post-war years, he said of organised 

antisemitism in the United States in the post-war period: “Today, anti-Semitic organizations 

have reached their lowest ebb, despite the fact that the opinion polls of recent years indicate 

no diminution of anti-Semitic prejudice among the population.”1123 A year later, Martin Puner 

echoed Mintzer’s qualified optimism, stating that, due to rights accorded under American 

democracy, “Jews have flourished in the United States as nowhere else.”1124 Nonetheless, 

examples of domestic antisemitism were reported in the NL in these years.  Senator Theodore 

G. Bilbo of Mississippi, a white supremacist, open member of the Ku Klux Klan, and outspoken 
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antisemite, was a favourite target for ridicule in 1946 and 1947 (Bilbo died in August 1947).1125 

In these articles we see a link being drawn between antisemitism and prejudice against 

African Americans: a June 1946 article, for instance, noted that Bilbo’s supporters were not 

only in favour of the Senator’s proposal to banish black Americans to Africa, but had also 

suggested diverting the flow of Jewish refugees then headed to the United States to 

Palestine.1126 Examples of antisemitism in Western Europe were also recorded in the NL, such 

as an article on anti-Jewish riots in Britain in 1947.1127 In addition, the NL explored the topic 

of antisemitism in its book reviews.1128    

Despite this close interest in antisemitism, the accusation has been made that the NL failed 

the Jews of Europe during the Holocaust.  Frank A. Warren, in an endnote his 1974 book, An 

Alternative Vision: The Socialist Party in the 1930s, reproached the NL for not persevering in 

what he called its “public campaign” to allow Jewish refugees entry into the United States.1129 

According to Warren, the NL editorialised twice on the refugees’ behalf in November 1938, 

but the NL’s support for the Roosevelt Administration meant that “there was little subsequent 

follow-up.” 1130  To buttress this interpretation, Warren cited comments made by Dwight 

Macdonald in the journal Politics in January, 1945 (Macdonald was editor of Politics and a 

prominent figure in the New York intellectuals circle).1131 Macdonald took exception to an 

editorial published in the NL in December 1944 which praised, upon his retirement, Secretary 
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of State Cordell Hull.  Specifically, Macdonald objected to the NL’s assertion that “none 

surpassed him [Hull] in helping to save the refugee labor leaders of Europe; the doomed Jews 

in the Nazi grip.”1132 This “little tribute” struck MacDonald as the “most nauseating thing I’ve 

read in a long time in a left-of-center publication.”1133 Macdonald, with some justification, 

protested that this was a “whitewash” of the Roosevelt Administration’s record on this issue, 

pointing out that “for years every publication every publication with any pretensions to 

liberalism has been complaining about the refusal of the government to save the tortured 

Jews of Europe.”1134 The NL’s comments were, Macdonald wrote, “especially abominable in 

a paper which is closely identified with the garment workers’ union and other sections of the 

New York Jewish community.”1135 Macdonald remarked that the NL “may be presumed to be 

acquainted with the facts about the State Department’s refugee policies,” and thus the NL’s 

comments were “a betrayal of its own people.”1136  This betrayal could be attributed, in his 

view, to the NL’s sympathy with Hull’s anti-communism.1137 

Dwight MacDonald did have good grounds for taking the NL to task over its comments on 

Cordell Hull.  Many historians would no doubt concur with MacDonald’s view that “Hull’s 

refugee policy should be a cause of shame to every decent American.”1138 It does seem, 

however, that Frank A. Warren judged the NL unfairly in his assessment of its response to the 

Jewish refugee crisis.  To begin with, it should be noted that Warren is uniformly hostile to 

the NL in An Alternative Vision, taking the side of the Left against the Old Guard (including the 

NL) in his account of the factional battles inside the Socialist Party of America in the 1930s.  
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Further, while the NL may have ceased editorialising in favour of providing asylum to Jewish 

refugees after publishing only two editorials on the subject, that does not mean it ignored 

what was happening to the Jews of Europe under Nazi rule.  In September 1940, the NL 

printed an article by David Bernstein entitled “8,000,000 European Jews Trapped by Axis War 

Machine”, in which Bernstein warned: 

Nazi Germany now has six times as many Jews under its direct control as it had when Hitler seized 
power in 1933.  There are now about 3,155,000 Jews in the territory under Hitler’s mastery; on 
January 30, 1933, there were 522,000.1139    

In this article, Bernstein also reported the process of forced ghettoization – which we now 

know was an important step on the path to genocide – then taking place in occupied 

Poland.1140 Bernstein said of the terrible prospect facing Jews in Europe: “Not one of these 

can hope for a decent life, except in flight or in the victory of democracy over totalitarian 

enslavement.”1141 Another article, published anonymously on the NL’s front page in June 

1943, described the outcome of the brutal suppression of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (which 

ended on 19 May, 1943):        

The overwhelming majority of 35,000 Jews – the last numbers of the 400,000 who were originally 
sent to the Warsaw Ghetto by the Nazis – has been completely wiped out. 

The Ghetto, according to Swit, secret radio of the Polish underground movement, is now one huge 
cemetery.1142    

A further article on the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising was published in October 1943.1143  
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In September 1943, the NL printed an article written by William E. Bohn, which was based on 

Boris Shub’s book, Hitler’s Ten-Year War on the Jews.  Bohn related the following on the 

extermination of European Jewry:                         

When the war started there were in the parts of Europe now controlled by Germany something 
over eight million Jews.  Now there are a few more than three million.  Of the five millions who are 
gone, more than three millions have been murdered.1144 

Bohn wrote that Shub’s book “is part of an anniversary celebration of death and despair.  It 

marks the end of four years’ of humanity’s deepest disgrace.”1145 Another article, published 

in October 1943, contained a first-hand account of the early development of Auschwitz I in 

the Auschwitz-Birkenau complex of concentration and death camps.  According to the 

eyewitness quoted in the report, “Russian prisoners of war were machine-gunned for any 

infringement of regulations.  Jewish prisoners were electrocuted.”1146 The eyewitness also 

mentioned the first trials of gassing prisoners conducted at Auschwitz: “The people of 

Oswiecim [Auschwitz] village and the neighborhood relate that prisoners were used for gas 

and bacterial experiments.”1147              

As for Warren’s suggestion that the NL dropped its campaign to give sanctuary to Jewish 

refugees as a result of its support for the Roosevelt Administration, this would appear to be 

based on little more than speculation and is contradicted by evidence within the pages of the 

NL.  Certainly, two articles printed by the NL towards the end of 1943 show that it was not at 

all shy about denouncing the Roosevelt Administration on this issue.  The first of these two 

articles, entitled “No Voice Was Heard: The Shame of the World,” written by Melvin J. Lasky, 

condemned the British and American governments in particularly strong language.  Lasky 
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compared the actions of Sweden in accepting the Jewish refugees from German-occupied 

Denmark with that of the allied countries, writing that “the United Nations appeared to be 

united in a program of sympathetic mumbo-jumbo and do-nothingism.” 1148  Lasky was 

unsparing in reporting upon the actions of the State Department and speculated on the 

reasons for not giving Jewish refugees sanctuary:       

Why has the movement to save the Jewish people been such an utter farce?  Why have the leaders 
of Allied governments responded the way they have?  Partly out of fear and ignorance, out of weary 
everyday conservatism, and out of a disgraceful moral emptiness.1149 

He concluded with what can only be considered a gibe aimed personally at President 

Roosevelt and other Western leaders:  

For something has gone out of the world.  Perhaps it is “courage” or “character” or “spirit.”  There 
was a time when there were giants, a time when there were Miltons and Jeffersons and Heines, 
and Garrisons and Mazzinis and Zolas.  But these are spirits out of dim, past, lost centuries.1150 

While not quite as cutting as Lasky in his remarks, Max Gottschalk, a prominent member of 

the American Jewish Committee, was also plain-spoken in a November 1943 article, printed 

under the headline “The Escape of the Jews – Sweden’s Example Shames Allied Powers.”  Like 

Lasky, Gottschalk unfavourably contrasted the actions of the United States and Britain with 

those of Denmark and Sweden.1151 Gottschalk said of the British and American governments 

that “too often unimaginative and cold bureaucratic decisions have prevailed over the 

commands of genuine human feeling,” and held up Sweden as an exemplar of 

humanitarianism instead.1152   

Since the NL began as an organ of the Socialist Party of America, it is also important to review, 

at least briefly, the position which the Socialist Party took on racial prejudice from its 
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formative years onwards.  While the problem of antisemitism was not a pressing issue for 

American Socialists – as it often was for European Socialists – the Socialist Party of America 

was forced to confront two major questions regarding racial bigotry in the United States: the 

denial of basic rights to black Americans and discrimination against immigrants from Asia.  

The Socialist Party, at its founding “Unity Conference” in 1901, did pass a strong resolution 

concerning the rights of black Americans.1153 Although some of the wording of this resolution 

was watered down to appease Southern white delegates, this resolution, as R. Laurence 

Moore wrote, “went far beyond what any other political party was prepared to offer the 

Negro.”1154 Moore added: “American socialists at the turn of the century appeared ready to 

champion the cause of economic and social justice for the Negroes when all other elements 

in American society were turning against the former slave.”1155 The 1901 resolution argued 

that a capitalist divide-and-rule strategy was the underlying cause of the “peculiar position” 

of black Americans:  

[…] The capitalist class seeks to preserve this peculiar condition and to foster and increase color 
prejudice and race hatred between the white worker and the black, so as to make their social and 
economic interests appear to be separate and antagonistic, in order that the workers of both races 
may thereby be more easily and completely exploited […]1156 

The resolution further stated: “[…] Both the old political parties and educational and religious 

institutions alike betray the negro in his present helpless struggle against disenfranchisement 

and violence, in order to receive the economic favors of the capitalist class […]”1157  The 

resolution concluded on a note of solidarity with black Americans:    
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Resolved, That we, the American Socialist Party invite the negro to membership and fellowship 
with us in the world movement for economic emancipation by which equal liberty and opportunity 
shall be secured to every man, and fraternity become the order of the world.1158 

Yet, impressive as this statement of principles was, scholars have noted that the Socialist Party 

did little, if anything, to advance these principles in the early years of the party.1159   

Various reasons have been given as to why the Socialist Party did not make fighting for the 

rights of black Americans a priority in its early years.  Perhaps the most obvious one is that 

the Socialist Party, which enjoyed a surprising measure of electoral success in different parts 

of the country in the first years the twentieth century, risked rejection by white voters if it 

spoke up forcefully for the rights of black Americans, especially in the southern states.1160 It 

has also been noted that a wide spectrum of views existed within the Socialist Party on racial 

questions.  At one end of this spectrum were people such as Charles Edward Russell and 

William English Walling, both founding members of the NAACP.1161 At the other were white 

supremacists such as Congressman Victor L. Berger (although, as Moore has pointed out, 

those advocating white supremacist policies “never came close to forming a majority in the 

Socialist Party”).1162 According to Ira Kipnis, it was the mostly the “Right” of the Socialist Party 

which held the party back from doing more for black Americans, both because of the personal 

racism of members of that faction and because that section of the party was more interested 

in chasing votes than adhering to socialist principles.1163 Moore, however, has disputed this 

view, writing:   

Right-wing and moderate socialist leaders were concerned with sprucing up the party’s electoral 
image, and knowledge that equal justice for all races was an unpopular did lead some of them to 
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adopt postures of excessive timidity toward the Negro.  On the other hand, the Negro received 
some of his strongest support from moderate publications including the New York Call […]1164  

(The New York Call, it will be recalled from the general introduction, was a Socialist Party 

newspaper which became The Leader for a short period and was then reincarnated as The 

New Leader.)  It may also have been the case that senior members of the Socialist Party 

wished to avoid a clash with trade union leaders on the question of racial discrimination.  

Philip Taft, in his 1957 history of the early decades of the AFL, noted that while the AFL itself 

had “always welcomed the worker into it ranks irrespective of race or religion,” many unions 

within the federation during this period “discriminated against the Negro worker and would 

not accept him in their ranks.”1165 Whatever the reason – or combination of reasons – for the 

Socialist Party’s inaction, it must be stressed that the party did pursue the issue of rights for 

black Americans much more energetically after the First World War.1166  

From its inception, the NL did not display any hesitation in its support for the rights of black 

Americans.  The NL’s position was certainly far removed from that taken by many of the 

constituent unions of the AFL.  This is hardly surprising, given the political milieu in which the 

NL was created and operated, namely the activist circles surrounding the garment unions of 

New York.  Margaret L. Lamont, in a 1935 piece for the American Socialist Quarterly (the 

theoretical journal of the Socialist Party, which was aligned with the party’s Left faction), 

noted:    

It has often been pointed out that in trade unions where socialists have had influence, such as the 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers and the International Ladies Garment Workers’ Union, there has 
been a more sincere and receptive policy toward Negroes than is true in the field of organized labor 
in general.1167  
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While other unions debarred black workers from their membership, the ILGWU actively 

recruited black garment workers.  In 1929, the ILGWU’s vice president, Julius Hochman, in a 

statement regarding the ILGWU’s efforts to organise black workers in Harlem, declared that 

his union “has never made any distinction as to race and color in accepting members and that 

scales of wages and hours and other Union conditions are for all alike.”1168 In addition, the 

ILGWU urged other unions in the AFL to stop their discriminatory practices.1169    

In its first year of publication (1924) the NL, responding to the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan, 

attacked the “capitalist parties” – Democrats and Republicans – for not condemning the Klan 

in straightforward terms at their national conventions that year.1170 One article, printed in 

July 1924, assailed the Democratic Party for allowing the Ku Klux Klan to dictate the party’s 

platform (interestingly enough, also likening the Ku Klux Klan to Russian pogromists, the Black 

Hundreds): “The Democratic party, by a few fractions of votes, has been bulldozed and 

threatened by the fear of political disaster to stand for the American white-clad Black 

Hundreds.”1171 An article in August 1924 – published on the front page under the blazing 

headline “REPUBLICANS AND DEMOCRATS TRAFFIC WITH KU KLUXERS” – likewise castigated 

the major parties for allowing themselves to be cowed by the Ku Klux Klan, stating proudly, 

“The Socialists alone met the challenge and denounced the Klan by name.”1172 The week 

before, the NL had reprinted the platform of the New York Socialist Party (decided at that 

year’s state convention), part of which stressed the danger posed by the Ku Klux Klan to the 

labour movement:  

 
1168 Julius Hochman, “International Organizes Negro Dressmakers,” Justice, September 27, 1929, 1. 
1169 “The AFL and the Negro Worker,” Justice, November 15, 1944, 16. 
1170 “The Democrats Straddle the Issue,” The New Leader, July 5, 1924, 12. 
1171 Ibid.  
1172 Philip Hockstein, “Republicans and Democrats Traffic with Ku Kluxers,” The New Leader, August 9, 1924, 

1. 



229 
 

The history of all such movements is strewn with the wreckage of Labor organizations.  Catholic, 
Protestant, Negro, Jewish and all other workers have one interest in common, the improvement of 
their conditions and their final redemption from servitude to the masters of industry.1173   

In the same edition, and in the following week, James Oneal, the NL’s editor, set out what he 

saw as the correct attitude socialists should take towards the Klu Klux Klan, again emphasising 

“Labor solidarity” over racial and religious divisions.1174 On August 16, 1924, Oneal reiterated 

this point when reviewing the pamphlet, The Negro Worker, by Eugene V. Debs.  Oneal wrote 

approvingly that Debs “presents the Socialist position of no color line in the struggle of the 

working class to be free.”1175 In accordance with this view, from the very beginning the NL 

gave enthusiastic support to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (which was established 

in 1925) as it set about organising black workers in the railway industry.1176   

From its early days, the NL also drew attention to the violence which black Americans were 

subjected to in the country’s south.  In October 1925, the NL ran an article on its front page 

by an NAACP official, William Pickens, which reported the lynching of a black insane asylum 

resident in Georgia.1177 Pickens expressed dismay over Congress’s refusal to enact legislation 

on lynching. 1178  In 1926, the NL reprinted a speech by the aforementioned Socialist 

Congressman Victor L. Berger in which Berger, putting aside his own white supremacist 

beliefs, argued that lynching ought to be made a federal crime.1179  A front-page article 

published in December 1933 included the contents of a telegram, signed by Socialist Party 

leaders Norman Thomas and Louis Waldman and sent to President Roosevelt, which called 
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on Roosevelt to “check the epidemic of sadistic terror” in the south by making a “public 

declaration against lawlessness” and by prevailing upon Congress to pass “Federal anti-

lynching legislation.” 1180  Norman Thomas repeated this entreaty a year later in the NL, 

proclaiming: “There is nothing more important before the next Congress than the passage of 

a Federal anti-lynching bill with teeth in it.”1181 This call for a federal statute to stamp out 

lynching continued during the period under review.1182 As well, the NL kept up its protest 

against other forms of violence and terror used against blacks in the south.1183   

Moreover, the NL did not confine its reporting and commentary of racial violence to the 

southern states.  In 1943, Paul Gilbert commented on the “Zoot Suit Riots” in Los Angeles 

(racial disturbances between whites and Mexican Americans and other minorities, including 

African Americans).1184 The NL also devoted space to commenting on the Detroit race riots, a 

much more violent riot between blacks and whites which occurred in the same year.1185 In 

the period under study, it published commentary on the July 1951 race riot in Cicero, a suburb 

of Chicago (presciently, the NL had printed an article exactly three years before the Cicero riot 

which warned that the conditions for a future race riot existed in Chicago).1186 The 1949 

Peekskill riots in New York, disturbances prompted by anti-communist as well as anti-black 

and antisemitic sentiments, were also mentioned in the NL in this period.1187  
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In dissecting such examples of racial strife in the United States, the NL almost always gave 

emphasis to the social and economic roots of racist violence.  This focus on social and 

economic causes dated back to the NL’s first articles on the subject in the 1920s.1188 Indeed, 

at times it is surprising to see just how little the NL departed from the Socialist Party’s analysis 

of the causes of racial enmity, as contained in the party’s 1901 resolution on the rights of 

black Americans.  A good example of the stress laid on social and economic causes can be 

seen in the comments made by Norman Thomas in 1934 on lynching (cited above), in which 

he also wrote:    

The enemy is racial discrimination, and racial discrimination is tied up with an economic situation 
under which neither white nor colored people get a decent living and in which, in consequence, 
there is a bitter racial competition for crusts of bread.  Wages in Jackson County, Florida, where 
Claude Neal [a victim of lynching] lived, seem to run for white and colored workers alike below $6 
a week.1189 

Later, one of the articles on the 1943 Detroit riots traced the cause of the riot chiefly to 

“desperate economic maladjustments,” bigoted rabble-rousers, discrimination in 

employment, “slum-ridden housing conditions,” and above all to the “[n]arrow-minded 

industrial management” of “Ford, General Motors and Chrysler.”1190  

Perhaps the best example of the NL’s concern with the social and economic aspects of racist 

violence can be found in three impressive articles written by Terence McCarthy on the 

“Groveland Four” case (published between August 1949 and November 1951). 1191  The 

“Groveland Four” were four black men wrongly accused of the rape of a white woman in 
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Groveland, Florida in 1949. 1192  One of the four men was hunted down and killed by a 

thousand-strong “posse,” two were shot while in police custody  (one died and one survived), 

and a white mob forced hundreds of black residents from their homes in the Groveland 

area.1193 McCarthy boasted, perhaps with some justice, that his initial NL article had “focused 

national attention on Groveland and resulted in saving the lives of those boys – temporarily, 

at least” (although it must be said that a number of the country’s leading mass-circulation 

publications, such as Life, Time, and The New York Times, also covered the case).1194 McCarthy 

held that there were powerful social forces at work (beyond that of simple racial hatred) in 

the Groveland Four case, writing: “The deep contempt for law – any law but lynch-law, that 

is – which motivates Florida’s pillars of society is grounded in something deeper than the 

psychology of racism.” 1195  In McCarthy’s view, the Groveland Four were victims of the 

“peonage” system of labour operating in the citrus-growing industry in that “benighted” part 

of Florida.1196 McCarthy wrote that “behind Lake County’s anti-Negro terrorism – and almost 

drowned out by the loud cries of ‘Rape!’ – is the terrible exploitation of peon labor by a local 

economy utterly dependent upon seasonal labor.” 1197  McCarthy described a parasitical 

economic arrangement, one familiar to socialists: “[…] Negroes, who comprise forty per cent 

of the [local] population, do most of the work upon which the remaining sixty per cent 

live.”1198 The crux of the problem, according to McCarthy, was a fear held by whites that black 
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peonage labour would be lost to the citrus-growing industry.  Hence, the county’s sheriff had 

a “blanket warrant” to “arrest any Lake County Negro found not working.”1199 The principal 

task of the county’s local sheriff, McCarthy wrote, “appears to have been to dragoon the 

colored peons used in the county’s citrus fields and packing plants.”1200 There was also a fear 

that this peonage labour would be lost if blacks themselves became farmers: “Negroes who 

take up farming – who dare leave the orange groves to better themselves – threaten, by their 

example, the whole system of servitude and farmed labor which is the base of the local 

economy.”1201 In short, the “railroading of the Groveland boys” was “designed to cow the 

citrus labor force of which Negroes form the overwhelming majority.”1202  

Regarding the other manifestation of racial prejudice which the Socialist Party of America was 

forced to address – discrimination against Asian immigrants – the party did not, from an anti-

racist perspective, acquit itself well.  As Shannon has written, the Socialist Party “found itself 

torn between two opposing principles” when debating the issue of Asian immigration.1203 As 

a socialist party, it was obliged to consider the “international solidarity of the working 

class.”1204 Equally, as a socialist party it felt it had to give weight to the views of the American 

union movement, which was strongly opposed to Asian immigration.1205 The feelings of many 

trade unionists probably ran deeper on this issue than on whether black workers could be 

granted union membership (this was especially true on the west coast).  The party’s 1910 

Congress passed a resolution in favour of the “unconditional exclusion of Chinese, Japanese, 
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Koreans and Hindus.”1206 Though the resolution was careful to disavow discrimination against 

immigrants on racial grounds – there existed, it is true, a genuine concern among trade 

unionists that competition from indentured Asian immigrants would lower the living 

standards of American workers, and that Asian immigrants would be used as strike breakers 

– there were, even at the time, senior figures in the party who were unconvinced by such 

denials.1207 It should be noted that the delegates to the 1910 Congress also agreed that the 

United States should continue to be “a free asylum for all men and women persecuted by the 

governments of their countries on account of their politics, religion or race”.1208 As Shannon 

concluded, “Debates among Socialists on these questions were bitter, but they never resolved 

themselves into a clear-cut party position.”1209   

There was never any question that the NL belonged to the anti-discrimination faction of the 

party.  As one might expect (considering the personal histories of many of its readers and 

those who wrote for it), the NL was always for a liberal immigration policy.  This liberal 

attitude applied to immigrants from both Europe and Asia: a 1924 article, protesting the 

recent passage of the discriminatory Johnson-Reed (immigration) Act, cautioned that the 

“Japanese exclusion policy” had contributed to a “breach in the relations of Japan and the 

United States which must eventually result in the conflict for which they are both 

preparing.” 1210  Still, not a great deal of interest was shown by the NL in the issue of 

discrimination against Asian immigrants in the 1920s and 1930s, but from the early 1940s 

onwards it began agitating to have anti-Asian immigration laws removed from the statute 
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books.  The catalyst for this was an apprehension that such laws were damaging the allied 

war effort.  In October 1943, an article written by Monroe Sweetland warned that laws 

forbidding Asian immigration were providing “a factual base for Japanese anti-American 

propaganda.”1211 Sweetland alluded to the effect these laws were having on public opinion 

throughout Asia: “For many years American liberals have opposed the Oriental Exclusion Acts 

as unsound, unjustified, gratuitous insults to the proud and friendly nations of the Orient, and 

to China, India and the Philippines in particular.” 1212  Yet Sweetland also welcomed the 

American union movement’s change of heart on this issue: “Organized labor has for fifty years 

been at the forefront of advocates of Chinese exclusion, but now the great bulk of organized 

labor is already supporting repeal.”1213  Later that month, an article by Milton R. Konvitz 

reiterated Sweetland’s point regarding the effect of these laws on public opinion in Asia.1214 

In addition, Konvitz echoed the view of the 1924 article cited above, writing: “There can be 

little doubt of the fact – the seeds of Pearl Harbor were planted by us when we adopted a law 

excluding Japanese from immigration and American citizenship.”1215   

As a gesture of goodwill to a wartime ally, the Chinese Exclusion Act was rescinded in 1943, 

but other pieces of anti-Asian immigration legislation remained in force in the post-war 

period.  The NL continued to push for reform in this period.  An article appearing in the NL in 

June 1948 by a Japanese American writer, Larry Tajiri, conveyed the strong sense that the pro-

reform forces were on the cusp of victory (significant reforms concerning Asian immigration 

were made in 1952, but it would take Congress until 1965 to completely do away with 

 
1211 Monroe Sweetland, “Repeal of Chinese Exclusion Laws – A Test for U.S. Democracy,” The New Leader, 

October 16, 1943, 4. 
1212 Ibid.  
1213 Ibid.  
1214 Milton R. Konvitz, “Race Exclusions and Racial Equality,” The New Leader, October 30, 1943, 4. 
1215 Ibid.  



236 
 

immigration laws that discriminated on the basis of race).1216 Just as George J. Mintzer had 

reported a sharp fall in organised antisemitic activity in the United States, Tajiri’s article 

pointed to “the collapse of the Yellow Peril movement.”1217 Tajiri noted that just a few years 

previously there had been over twenty groups “actively advocating restrictive measures 

against persons of Japanese extraction,” but added: “Today not one group solely dedicated 

to anti-Japanese activity is active.”1218 Tajiri said of legislative plans to scrap naturalisation 

laws which discriminated against Japanese Americans: “Today there is no organized 

opposition to this legislation which will extend the democratic principle of equality to the 

citizenship law.”1219  It is noteworthy that, as with its commentary on the prejudice and 

violence suffered by black Americans, the NL emphasised that there was an economic basis 

to anti-Asian prejudice and discrimination.  Both Tajiri and Roger N. Baldwin cited a wish 

among white farmers and businesspeople on the west coast to eliminate competition as a 

reason for discrimination against Japanese Americans. 1220  Tajiri wrote: “Competitive 

commercial and agricultural groups on the Pacific Coast used the Yellow Peril formula to 

telling advantage in obtaining passage of such restrictive legislation as the Alien Land Laws of 

California, Oregon and other western states.”1221 This same point had been made in the NL in 

1943 by John Dixon Ford, who spoke of “vested interests and race-baiting organizations, most 

of which are frankly seeking to eliminate their chief business competitor, Americans of 
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Japanese ancestry and permanent Japanese residents.”1222 Ford elaborated: “Although these 

people [Japanese Americans] constituted only about one per cent of the West Coast 

population, they accounted for a substantial percentage of the agricultural production, 

processing work, and professional services” [emphasis in original].1223 Despite the changing 

views of the union movement on the subject, Baldwin, writing in 1946, still felt the need to 

reassure trade unionists that revoking the Oriental Exclusion Act would not undermine the 

living standards of American workers, remarking: “The fear of organized labor that such action 

would result in a wholesale invasion of cheap labor is without foundation.”1224  

A word should also be said about the NL’s treatment of the internment of Japanese Americans 

during the war.  As well as accusing the NL of glossing over the failings of the Roosevelt 

Administration on the question of Jewish refugees (as noted above), Frank A. Warren has 

found the NL wanting in its coverage of the interment issue:       

The New Leader was editorially silent on the internment of the Japanese-Americans; its silence can 
only be interpreted as meaning it did not consider the action an outrage.  It printed a couple of 
articles that spoke of West Coast hysteria, but it also printed one that seemed to justify the action 
and one that concluded that the “scarcity of necessary material made it “difficult to form an 
intelligent opinion.”1225  

Again, Warren’s assessment seems unduly harsh.  In fact, in 1943 the NL published three 

articles by John Dixon Ford on the internment of Japanese Americans, and Ford clearly 

considered internment to be an outrage.1226 One of those articles described the dejected 

state of the internment camps’ inhabitants.1227 Ford was alarmed by the “grave problem” of 
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delinquency in the camps, noting that Japanese Americans had, prior to their interment, “the 

lowest delinquency and crime rate of any racial group in the West.”1228 The camps were, in 

Ford’s view, “one vast, demoralizing slum.”1229 He even likened the internment camps to Nazi 

concentration camps: “The management of the camps is not aimed at demoralization, but as 

the officials concerned will frankly admit, they are only American versions of Gestapo 

concentration camps.”1230  Ford condemned the Roosevelt Administration for giving in to 

“Hearst-McClatchy papers, cheap politicians, and vested interests” and setting up the camps: 

“The Administration should have known better.  The experience of Germany has shown that 

when the fascists are appeased, they merely become stronger.”1231 In another article, Ford 

declared that the race-based arguments put forward by the Solicitor General in defending the 

constitutional basis of internment “bear uncomfortable parallels to the main tenets” of Mein 

Kampf.1232 Following the war, Roger N. Baldwin wrote that Japanese American internees had 

been “victims of one of the worst racial tragedies ever suffered by a minority in American 

life.”1233 In Ford’s articles, and those written by others, the loyalty and patriotism of Japanese 

Americans was emphasised.1234   

As the above examples show, the suggestion that the NL turned a blind eye to the persecution 

of ethnic minorities – be it within in the United States or abroad – is without merit.  Indeed, 

these examples barely scratch the surface of the NL’s coverage of the problems facing 

minorities.  In evaluating this coverage, it is hard not to be deeply impressed by its 
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comprehensiveness and sophistication.  In the period under study, the NL printed dozens of 

editorials and articles (too numerous to cite) on the issue of racial segregation and civil rights 

in the southern states. In this period, we also find editorials and articles on topics such as the 

desegregation of the military, discrimination against Spanish-speaking Americans, the 

emergence of the Apartheid state in South Africa, and the problems of Native Americans.1235 

Examples of racial prejudice and discrimination in the United States were always considered 

newsworthy and often given front-page treatment.  The issue of racial discrimination in 

employment was given particular attention, with the NL pushing on numerous occasions for 

the creation of a Fair Employment Practice Commission (as had existed during wartime), as 

well as state and federal legislation to make discrimination in employment illegal (again, 

mentioned too many times to cite).  Also, the NL was not afraid to upbraid trade unions for 

their discriminatory practices.1236 In one article that seems ahead of its time, Felix S. Cohen 

described the autocratic way in which “benevolent bureaucrats” ruled over Native American 

communities (Cohen was especially disturbed by the restrictions placed on Native American 

culture).1237 Cohen expressed concern that this paternalistic approach would be replicated 

“on a vastly larger scale” in America’s growing foreign aid program.1238  

Furthermore, the NL practised what it preached, offering itself – from the 1920s onwards – 

as a forum to black writers and activists such as Frank R. Crosswaith, A. Philip Randolph, James 
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Baldwin, and others.  Consequently, we find non-violent resistance to segregation being 

discussed in the NL at a very early date, long before the civil rights movement entered 

mainstream public consciousness.  In an article published in November 1948, A. Philip 

Randolph rebuked “fellow trade unionists and others in left-of-center movements” for their 

complacency and for their unwillingness to support that year’s civil disobedience protests, 

writing: “The arguments from these sources against civil disobedience […] seemed hollow 

when the old-timers in the socialist and liberal circles did not exert themselves even on the 

legal and constitutional level.”1239 As its defence of Japanese Americans demonstrates, the NL 

was prepared to take an anti-racist stand even when it was not popular to do so.  It seems fair 

to say that the NL attached more importance to the issue of racial equality than almost any 

other issue (excepting communism and developments within the labour movement).  

Crucially, the NL did not stray very far from an essentially socialist explanation of racial 

prejudice, one that emphasised social and economic causes.  It also – and this is important to 

the immanent critique argument made in this chapter – held the United States and the Soviet 

bloc to the same standard on the question of racial equality.  

Reporting on the first years of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign 

Turning now to the NL’s coverage of antisemitism in the Soviet Union and its satellites, one 

of the first suggestions that there was something doubtful about the Soviet government’s 

treatment of its Jewish population came with the publication of two articles by Jacob 

Lestschinsky in March and October of 1947.  The articles were concerned with the state, 

indeed the very presence, of Jewish culture in the Soviet Union.  Lestschinsky began the first 

article by posing a question:           
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Is there a Jewish community in Soviet Russia, with distinct organic forms of communal life or are 
there only a large number of individual Jews?  Do the Jews of Soviet Russia possess institutions, a 
press, a literature of their own in whatever language it may be?1240 

Lestschinsky answered this question by noting the – quite remarkable – lack of any outward 

sign of collective Jewish life in the USSR:    

One does not have to go very far for evidence of the total absence of any Jewish life in Soviet 
Russia.  One searches in vain through the Communist Jewish newspaper, Einigkeit, for a single item 
on Jewish communal life such as we find in Jewish publications in any language elsewhere in the 
world.1241 

He went on to quote the observations of B.Z. Gold, who had recently returned from a tour of the 

Soviet Union: “[…] there are no Jewish hospitals, no Jewish Old Folks Homes, no Jewish clubs, no 

Jewish parties, no Jewish philanthropies, no Jewish institutions.”1242   

In the second article, Lestschinsky compared Jewish cultural life in the Soviet Union with that of the 

United States.  He started by commenting of the coercive nature of Soviet assimilationism:  

American Jews are permitted to build barriers against assimilation.  In contrast with this, in Russia 
no one has freedom to oppose assimilation, and the ways and values of Jewish life have been so 
thoroughly eradicated that once can hardly perceive their vestigial remains.1243 

He then compared the rich cultural life enjoyed by Jews in the United States with the situation 

prevailing in the Soviet Union, focusing on the Jewish press in both countries:       

I was amazed when I saw in the Jewish Year Book that no fewer than 173 Jewish publications appear 
regularly in the United States, 88 of them in New York City.  These figures include a wide variety of 
periodicals.  The Jewish dailies command hundreds of thousands of regular readers; the weeklies, 
in both Yiddish and Hebrew, thousands more, and many are in English.1244 

He went on:    

What does Russia afford in this respect to its 2,000,000 – or, as the Communists claim, 3,000,000 
– Jews?  Only one meagre sheet!  A thin paper barely one-third the size of a New York Jewish daily.  
And this solitary Jewish paper gives up three-quarters of its space to general news coverage, 
devoting only one-quarter to items of specific Jewish interest.1245 
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Lestschinsky also compared the barrenness of Jewish organisational life in the Soviet Union 

with the abundance of Jewish organisations existing in the United States: “Fifty pages in the 

Jewish Year Book are required to list the functioning Jewish organizations in the United 

States.”1246 He continued: “Search as you will in the Moscow Unity (the lone Soviet Jewish 

newspaper), you will never find any indication of Jewish gatherings, except an occasional 

announcement of a literary evening for Jewish writers.”1247 In the following year Jacob Pat 

tried to give a sense of what this lack of community organisation meant to Jews in the Soviet 

Union.  Commenting on the experiences of Polish Jews who had been given refuge from the 

Nazis in the USSR and permitted to return to Poland after the war, he described a desolate 

life in the Soviet Union:   

The Jews felt miserable.  There is no social life, no community life, there are no Jewish 
organizations, no Jewish schools, no contact with Jews abroad.  The Jews felt forsaken.  Each 
remained alone, one Jew by himself, torn away from his brethren, from his family and home, 
immersed in the strange, cold, impoverished, fear-ridden world all around.  One becomes lost in 
fear and loneliness.1248 

Though socialists have often viewed assimilation as the answer to the “Jewish question,” such 

feelings of isolation, of a lack of social solidarity, were plainly the very antithesis of the goals 

of socialism.  Moreover, as Benjamin Pinkus observes, none of the other nationalities of the 

USSR were “required to sever themselves so drastically from their historical and cultural 

past.”1249   

While the publication of these three articles by Lestchinksy and Pat show that the NL circle 

sensed that something was not quite right with the Soviet government’s treatment of its 

Jewish population, these articles appeared prior to what is commonly referred to as the 
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“‘black years’ of Soviet Jewry” (1948-1953).1250 The events of the “black years” took place 

within the context of Stalin’s “anti-cosmopolitan” campaign.  The anti-cosmopolitan 

campaign started in August 1946 and was aimed at writers, filmmakers, and those working in 

the theatre who, as Konstantin Azadovskii and Boris Egorov put it, were “deemed to be 

favorably disposed toward the West and toward bourgeois culture.” 1251  The campaign 

gradually spread from these areas of the creative arts to many different academic 

disciplines.1252 Azadovskii and Egorov say of the effect of this violent purge: “Entire fields of 

study, especially in the humanities, were corrupted and destroyed.  Intellectual life never fully 

recovered from the shock”.1253 Although at first it did not appear to focus on any one ethnic 

group, the anti-cosmopolitan campaign became a plainly antisemitic campaign in 1949.1254 

The Soviet satellite states followed suit and adopted their own versions of the anti-

cosmopolitan campaign. 1255  It appears that the anti-cosmopolitan campaign was first 

mentioned in the NL in May 1947, in an article by Irving Kristol.1256 The campaign was only 

mentioned indirectly and in passing, but Kristol was in no doubt that communists in both the 

West and the Soviet bloc were guilty of antisemitism. Citing the words of a Moscow radio 

broadcast, Kristol described a Soviet version of what we would now recognise as “dog-whistle 
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politics”: “There is nothing specific that a suspicious person can point at, but any anti-Semite 

gets the general idea.  It is insidious and vulgar at the same time.”1257 

The anti-cosmopolitan campaign was mentioned directly in an article entitled “Moscow 

Awaits Changes,” published in April 1949.  The article, published under Boris Nicolaevsky’s by-

line, consisted chiefly of a letter sent to Nicolaevsky.  Nicolaevsky wrote that the letter came 

“from ‘somewhere in Germany’ from a man whom I know personally as an experienced and 

careful observer.”1258 The letter’s contents were based on an account given to Nicolaevky’s 

letter writer by an “informant” who had recently been in Moscow. 1259  Nicolaevsky’s 

correspondent wrote: “All of the papers are full of exposes of the ‘rootless cosmopolitans’ 

who worked in the fields of literature, theatre, and so forth.  All those under attack invariably 

turn out to be Jews […]”1260 The letter also said that there appeared “to be some kind of 

demagogic attempt to win over the embittered population” in the Soviet Union, which 

“explained the open anti-Semitic drive, the signal for which was given from the Kremlin.”1261 

The letter expanded on both these points:  

In essence, a Jewish pogrom is in progress throughout the land, directed particularly against the 
Jewish intelligentsia.  However, it is not a usual pogrom, from below, but a planned and directed 
drive from above, carried on under instructions from the Kremlin.  And its purpose – which emerges 
quite clearly from my informant’s stories – is to divert into this channel the pent-up discontent of 
the population [emphasis in original].1262 

Less sophisticated sections of the population were, the letter suggested, being cynically 

manipulated by the Soviet regime:  
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What is interesting is that the anti-Semitic notes ring out the more sharply, the simpler the reader 
to whom a given newspaper is addressed.  Thus, the articles against the “cosmopolites” are much 
more virulent in the Evening Moscow and Moscow Bolshevik than they are in Pravda.1263 

The letter added: “This drive against the ‘cosmopolites’ is extended to the provinces as well, 

where the tone of the newspapers has an even sharper odor.”1264   

Solomon Schwarz commented on the anti-cosmopolitan campaign in a piece published in the 

NL in June 1949.  The focus of Schwarz’s commentary was nationalism.  For Schwarz, the 

antisemitism of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign was one facet of a growing “militant 

nationalism” inside the Soviet Union. 1265  Schwarz wrote: “A reactionary and anti-social 

nationalism is today coming into full flower in the Soviet Union.  The widely-heralded anti-

Semitic campaign is only a part of the larger trend to jingoism.”1266 He continued:    

Ever since Stalin’s famous toast to “the Russian people” at a Kremlin banquet on May 24, 1945 – 
when he singled out “the Russian people” as the “most outstanding nation among the nations of 
the Soviet Union – this Great Russian super-chauvinism has become a standard feature in official 
Soviet political life.  The Russian people – as opposed to all the many other diverse nationalities of 
the Soviet Union – the most gifted in the entire world.  That is the line.  What is more, any 
suggestion that world civilization owes something to the creative endeavors of outstanding 
individuals of all nations is declared to be an expression of “rootless cosmopolitanism” and “slavish 
subservience to the west.”1267  

Schwarz wrote that the anti-cosmopolitan campaign had begun with “individual cases” but 

was “assuming a mass character,” adding: “The purge began with drama critics, then 

proceeded to literary critics, art scholars, motion pictures, music critics and musicologists, 

sports writers and circus librettists.  Everywhere ‘rootless cosmopolitans’ are being thrown 

overboard en mass.”1268 The anti-cosmopolitan campaign was, in Schwarz’s view, a central 

element in Stalin’s Cold War propaganda campaign: “This cultural jingoism and intolerance 
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become Stalin’s prime weapons in his war against America on the battleground of the Russian 

mind.”1269 He went on: “More sinister still is the fact that anti-Semitism – which never before 

enjoyed the direct and open encouragement of the Soviet government and Communist party 

– has now been injected into the fight on ‘cosmopolitanism.’”1270 Schwarz was certain that 

the anti-cosmopolitan purge was antisemitic: “Of the many persons called ‘homeless 

cosmopolitans’ and ‘passportless loafers,’ probably more than two-thirds are Jews”.1271 The 

Soviet version of antisemitism was, according to Schwarz, closely akin to other forms of 

antisemitism:    

[…] the “government and party” are consciously taking steps toward creating the impression 
among the population that the entire cultural purge is primarily an attempt to rid Soviet criticism 
of the “anti-patriotic” influence of the Jews.  To do this, they have borrowed widely from the 
arsenal of universal antisemitism.1272 

Yet, despite declaring that in the Soviet Union the “very concept ‘Jewry’ is today viewed as 

criminal,” Schwarz felt that the Soviet authorities still had qualms about appearing to be 

antisemitic: “This is not yet an open, fully-organized program of anti-Semitism.  Its promoters 

must still mask themselves and act with caution.”1273   

A week after it printed Schwarz’s article the NL editorialised on the question of Soviet 

antisemitism.  The editorial was a response to comments made by Tom O’Connor in the 

newspaper The Daily Compass, which the NL described as “New York’s latest fellow-traveling 

organ.”1274 The NL took issue with O’Connor’s attempt, as the editorial put it, “to prove that 

anti-Semitism does not exist in the U.S.S.R.”1275 Among the objections which the NL raised to 

O’Connor’s defence of the Soviet Union, one is particularly notable: its objection to 
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O’Connor’s rationalisation of the publication of Jewish names – alongside Russian noms de 

plume – in the Soviet press’s reporting of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign.  The editorial made 

a trenchant point about the emphasis given to Jewish names in the Soviet press:          

“It is regular Soviet practice to print both the pen name and the family name of authors when they 
are mentioned in connection with any official state matter,” says O’Connor of the charge that this 
is a new practice aimed at Russian Jews.  But we have yet to see Djugashvili or Scriabin published 
in parenthesis after Stalin or Molotov.1276  

Stalin was, of course, of Georgian extraction and used an assumed name, and Molotov, a 

Russian, also used an assumed name (aliases were adopted as a matter of course among 

revolutionaries in order to evade the Okhrana).  The fact that the Soviet press was making a 

point of publishing Jewish names was noted several times in the NL’s commentary on the 

anti-cosmopolitan campaign.  Schwarz touched up the use of Jewish names in the article cited 

above, as did Nathan Chanin in an article published in May 1951 (more on Chanin’s article 

below).1277  William Henry Chamberlin, in a column published in December 1949, wrote: 

“Jewish writers, artists, intellectuals were singled out for abusive attack as ‘rootless 

cosmopolitans.’ The unmistakably anti-Semitic trick of printing the Jewish names of 

individuals who were known under Russian pseudonyms was widely practiced.”1278  

Chamberlin’s column was a rebuttal of Henry Wallace’s view that the Soviet Union was an 

“ethnic democracy.”  Henry Wallace, Vice President under Franklin Roosevelt from 1941 to 

1945, was strongly opposed to Truman’s policies towards the Soviet Union and ran against 

Truman as the Progressive Party’s presidential candidate in the 1948 election, thus drawing 

the ire of the NL.  In a column published in October 1948, Chamberlin characterised the 

Progressive Party as “a Stalinite Fifth Column” which was “masquerading as an independent 
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political party.”1279 Wallace explained what he meant by the term “ethnic democracy” in a 

speech delivered in the presence of Maxim Litvinoff, Soviet Ambassador to the United States, 

in November 1942: “Ethnic democracy means merely that the different races and minority 

groups must be given equality of economic opportunity.”1280 Wallace went on to say:  

Russia has probably gone farther than any other nation in the world in practicing ethnic democracy.  
From the Russians we can learn much, for unfortunately the Anglo-Saxons have had an attitude 
toward other races which has made them exceedingly unpopular in many parts of the world.1281   

Relying on newspaper reports from Joseph Newman, an American correspondent in Moscow, 

Chamberlin ridiculed Wallace’s conception of the Soviet Union as an ethnic democracy.  

Chamberlin pointed to the “officially-inspired campaign of anti-Semitic slurs and innuendo” 

then in progress in the Soviet Union.1282 This campaign, Chamberlin believed, was retribution 

for the “tremendous welcome demonstration” given by Moscow’s Jewish community to 

Golda Meyerson (Golda Meir), Minister to the Soviet Union from the newly created State of 

Israel.1283 Chamberlin said of this campaign:     

It is only recently that the Soviet rulers have sanctioned open anti-Semitism, although there has 
always been more covert anti-Semitism inside and outside the Communist party than was generally 
realized.  But nowhere except in the lands which fell under Nazi domination, have so many Jews 
been arbitrarily deprived of life and liberty.  They have been persecuted not as Jews but as Zionists, 
as Mensheviks, as Socialist Revolutionaries, as Trotskyists, for all the innumerable political and 
economic offenses which can get a Soviet citizen into a concentration camp.1284   

Chamberlin also made an interesting point regarding the rights of minorities in the Soviet 

Union.  “It is true,” he wrote, “that communism places its emphasis on class hatred, not on 
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racial hatred.  But where there is no security for anyone against arbitrary arrest, banishment 

and economic ‘liquidation,’ there is no benefit to any minority group.”1285  

The issue of the suppression of Jewish culture under communism was raised again by the NL 

in May 1951, this time in the context of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign, in an article by 

Nathan Chanin, entitled “Can East Europe’s Jews Survive?” The article began:     

More than 2 ½ million Jews behind the Iron Curtin are today on the brink of national extinction.  
Every vestige of independent Jewish cultural and spiritual life is being systematically uprooted by 
the Communist rulers of Russia and Eastern Europe.1286 

Chanin wrote that a “‘cold pogrom’ against Jewish culture” was taking place in the Soviet 

bloc.1287 From late 1948 onwards, there had been a “wholesale liquidation of Jewish cultural 

institutions” in the Soviet Union.1288 He gave the following examples:   

The last Yiddish newspaper in the Soviet Union, Einikeit, and the Kiev publishing house of the Jewish 
almanac Shtern were closed down.  Also dissolved was the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, a show-
case organization set up during the war primarily in order to create pro-Soviet sentiments among 
American Jews.1289 

Chanin then pointed to the purge of individual Jewish writers:    

At the same time, almost every Jewish writer of consequence – including those in the service of 
the MVD – began to vanish from the scene.  Those believed to have been liquidated include Itzik 
Feffer – long known to be a favorite of Stalin – D. Bergelson and Peretz Markish.  All attempts to 
obtain information on the whereabouts of these men through the Soviet Government have been 
in vain.1290     

These three were among thirteen writers and other prominent Jewish figures executed at 

Lubyanka Prison on August 12, 1952, the “Night of the Murdered Poets.”1291 In Chanin’s 

opinion, these antisemitic purges had their origins in Soviet anti-Zionism:      

The theoretical justification for these measures was that Jewish nationalism is closely bound up 
with Jewish internationalism and Zionism, and hence with Western imperialism; and that the 
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Jewish tradition of statelessness leads to “cosmopolitanism”, which is a threat to “Soviet 
patriotism”.  From this official attitude, it was only a short step to a revival of anti-Semitism among 
Russians generally.1292 

Chanin also reported that this anti-Jewish cultural campaign was being replicated throughout 

the satellite states.  He said of developments in Poland:  

The only two remaining Jewish newspapers vie in attacking the Jewish communities of Israel and 
the West, and support the official program of cultural liquidation.  The 70 or more prominent Polish 
Jews who have left the country since liberation are unanimous in predicting the complete 
disappearance of Jewish culture in Poland.1293   

He added that in Czechoslovakia and Hungary “the pattern of cultural and national liquidation is much 

the same.”1294 

As well as condemning the anti-cosmopolitan campaign, NL writers felt that the Soviet 

authorities were not doing enough to counteract antisemitism at the grassroots level.  Jacob 

Pat, in a June 1948 article entitled “The Land Without Prejudice: Anti-Semitism in Soviet 

Russia,” printed excerpts from a number of letters written by recent Jewish emigres from the 

Soviet Union which recounted their personal experiences of antisemitism in Soviet society.  

According to one of the letters, antisemitism was “a disease which penetrated everywhere” 

in Soviet society.1295 Another letter reported support for the Nazi genocide of the Jews.1296  

Moreover, the excerpts of letters published in this article were, Pat emphasised, merely a 

small sample of similar letters he had read: “It would be nice to believe that these letters are 

exaggerations, that in reality the Soviet people have been freed from anti-Semitism.  But we 

can’t fool ourselves.  The mountainous wave of letters from the Russian Jews says something 

else.”1297 Pat went out of his way, however, to declare that the Soviet government was not 

 
1292 Ibid., 10.  
1293 Ibid. 
1294 Ibid.  
1295 Jacob Pat, “The Land ‘Without Prejudice’: Anti-Semitism in Soviet Russia,” The New Leader, June 5, 

1948, 9. 
1296 Ibid. 
1297 Ibid.  



251 
 

guilty of any official policy of antisemitism.  Pat wrote: “We have no reason, and no right to 

accuse the Soviet Government of anti-Semitism.  We know of the prohibitions and penalties 

that have been imposed on anti-Semitism in Soviet Russia.”1298 Even so, Pat argued that the 

Soviet authorities’ handling of the problem was woefully inadequate.  He compared the 

energetic attempts to put an end to antisemitism in the United States with what appeared to 

be the utter neglect of the issue in the Soviet Union:                         

Hundreds of books, pamphlets, leaflets, appear in America that preach against race hatred, 
intolerance, anti-Semitism.  The fight against discrimination in America is conducted by public 
hearings in the government, publication of documents, dissemination of information through the 
radio, the press, the movies.  The most successful film playing around the country now is 
Gentlemen’s Agreement, which is an indictment of anti-Semitism in its subterranean forms. 

It is my duty to read carefully the Soviet press and other literature.  I have not yet found there, in 
many years, a single word of explanation or discussion of the problem, or a word of propaganda 
against anti-Semitism [emphasis in original].1299  

Pat concluded his article by saying: “[…] here on my desk is the great pile of letters from 

Russian Jews telling about the concealed, but deeply rooted disease of anti-Semitism gnawing 

at the heart of the Soviet Union.  These letters are profoundly shocking.”1300  

Max Nomad, a long-time contributor to the NL, took strong exception to Pat’s article in a 

letter to the editor.  Two things about Pat’s article bothered Nomad.  First, he felt that Pat 

had granted “the Stalin regime a clean bill of health with regard to its attitude towards anti-

Semitism.” 1301  In expanding on this point, Nomad suggested that, although the Soviet 

government disapproved of antisemitism among reactionary (or anti-Soviet) sections of the 

population, it was nonetheless prepared to resort to antisemitism in internecine party fights:  

To be sure, there are penalties for Jew-baiting.  What Pat forgot to point out, however, is the fact 
that the Stalin regime is opposed to anti-Semitism only in so far as the sentiments thus expressed 
denote a hostile attitude towards the Government, which some backward elements persist in 
considering as “Jewish”.  This self-protective feature of Soviet Anti-anti-Semitism is, however, more 
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than counter-balanced by the fact that the Stalin regime was never opposed to anti-Semitism 
whenever it could be used as a weapon against its opponents in the radical or revolutionary camp 
[emphasis in original].1302  

Nomad charged that antisemitism had been employed against the “Trotsky-Zinoviev-

Kamenev faction” in the 1920s.1303 Nomad also pointed to the “subtle method of Jew-baiting” 

of printing Trotsky and Kamenev’s original Jewish names (though not the Jewish names of 

those who remained in Stalin’s good graces) in the Small Soviet Encyclopedia.1304 While Pat 

did not think that the Soviet government could be held culpable for any kind of official 

antisemitism, Nomad wrote that “anti-Semitism, like exploitation, has not been abolished or 

suppressed in the U.S.S.R.  It has merely been ‘nationalized,’ i.e., it has become a function of 

the government in the exclusive interest of the new master class of office-holders and 

managers.”1305   

The other objection Nomad had to Pat’s article concerned a comment (made in one of the 

letters Pat had cited) regarding internal passports in the Soviet Union.  One of Pat’s letter 

writers, complaining of widespread antisemitism but also expressing consternation that it was 

possible for antisemitism to exist among those “raised and educated in Soviet Russia,” had 

written: “How can anyone tell who is a Jew and who isn’t?  There is no mention in a Soviet 

passport of religion or national origin….” [ellipsis in original].1306 Pat allowed this comment to 

go unchallenged.  Saying that he was “rather puzzled” by this statement, Nomad responded:    

It has been repeatedly reported by reliable sources that national origin is mentioned in the Soviet 
passports at present.  Ilya Ehrenburg, during his stay in the U.S.A. even boasted about it, to prove 
that the Soviet Government has recognized the Jewish nationality.  And a Russian liberal daily in 
New York (Novoye Russoye Slovo) reported during the War, that during the Nazi invasion of 

 
1302 Ibid.  
1303 Ibid.  
1304 Ibid.   
1305 Ibid.  
1306 Pat, “Land ‘Without Prejudice,’” 9.  



253 
 

Ukraine many Jews who otherwise, because of their “Aryan” looks, might have escaped the Nazi 
murder squads, were trapped by their passports which indicated their Jewish origin.1307 

David J. Dallin, in an article published in March 1948, had made the same point as Nomad 

about Soviet passports and the Holocaust: “Since the Soviet passport, for some mysterious 

reason, indicates the national and racial origin of its bearer, the Germans were able to use 

them to segregate and annihilate the Jews.”1308 Yet, Dallin had come to the same conclusion 

as Pat on the question of official antisemitism in the Soviet Union:    

No deliberate oppression of Jews is intended or indulged in by the Soviet Government.  Nor does 
it try to make Soviet Jews responsible for the misery of Soviet life, for the poverty of the population, 
and for the failures of its polices.  If anti-Semitic feelings and movements are spreading, they do so 
contrary to the desires of the Government.1309 

In short, while Nomad was willing to accuse the Soviet authorities of official antisemitism, Pat 

and Dallin were still, at this stage, reluctant to level that charge.  

Other NL articles contained accusations of both official antisemitism and that the Soviet 

regime was ignoring the problem of unofficial, popular forms of antisemitism in Soviet Union 

and the emerging satellite states.  Liston M. Oak, in his “Trends” column in April 1946, briefly 

touched upon the issue of antisemitism in Poland.  Here it is important to understand that 

anti-Jewish violence continued in Poland after the Germans were driven out of the country: 

it has been estimated that 327 Jews were killed by Poles (in what were essentially pogroms) 

in the period from September 1944 to September 1946.1310  Oak wrote that the Soviets, 

despite having the means to do so, seemed unwilling to intervene and stop the violence: 

“Now the Communists have control of the Warsaw Government, and the country is filled with 
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Red Army soldiers and NKVD agents.  Yet nothing is done to supress pogroms.”1311 In what 

appears to be a reference to the sentences given to some of the perpetrators of the Krakow 

pogrom (August 11, 1945), Oak went on to write:    

The anti-Semites recently convicted at the trials in Cracow got suspiciously light sentences.  Three 
of the defendants were members of the security militia under the Communist Radkiewicz.  Perhaps 
Communists, like other reactionaries, know the political uses of anti-Semitism.1312   

Driving the point home, Oak added: “Read the article by Donald B. Robinson in the April issue 

of The American Mercury, about anti-Semitic riots organized in France by Communists.”1313 

Similarly, in a May 1950 “Heard on the Left” column, written under the sobriquet “The Whip,” 

an extract was reprinted from an article in Jewish Day by H. Kravitz, “a Russian of Jewish 

descent, [who] served as a Red Army lieutenant in World War II.”1314 The Whip related that 

in 1945 Kravitz “found anti-Semitism ‘running wild’ in several Ukrainian cities.  In Cernauti, 

Rumania, Communist leaders were openly propagandizing against the Jews, most of them 

recent returnees from concentration camps and ghettos.”1315 According to the extract quoted 

by The Whip, when Kravitz raised this situation in a letter Itzik Pfeffer (who at that time was 

secretary of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee and, as noted, later one of the writers 

executed during the “Night of the Murdered Poets”), he was told that the “higher authorities” 

were “tackling such problems without much enthusiasm.”1316     

In another sign of distress, the NL reported that large numbers of Jews were leaving, or had 

recently left, the Soviet Union and countries under Soviet occupation.  In May 1947, Jacob Pat 

wrote that the “150,000 Polish Jews [who] sought haven in the Soviet Union” after the 
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German invasion of Poland had abandoned their places of asylum – “Siberia, Uzbekistan, the 

Kirghiz Republic, the Urals, the Volga, the Ukraine” – for Poland and the West when they were 

given approval to leave the Soviet Union in 1945.1317 It should be noted that Pat, himself a 

Pole, had also left Poland in 1939, finding sanctuary in the United States.1318 In his capacity as 

the executive secretary of the Jewish Labour Committee, Pat visited Poland soon after the 

end of the war to organise aid for the surviving Polish Jewish community and, in his own 

words, “was able to observe these returning Jews and had many talks with them.”1319 In his 

May 1947 article, he added:           

They fled from the Soviet Union as though from the plague.  They fled in panic, wearied, worn-out, 
ragged, barefoot, hungry, with “papers” or without “papers”, legally at the risk of arrest.  They 
knew that in Poland they would find only the ruins of their homes and the wind-scattered ashes of 
their exterminated relatives and friends.  They knew, too, that even if they got through to Germany, 
they would be put in camps for homeless Jews.  They fled just the same, to the last man.1320   

Attempting to make sense of this migration, Pat asked:  

What is the explanation of this sudden and astounding exodus?  We have heard nothing but praise 
for the “solution” of all national minority problems by the Soviet Union.  We have heard of Jewish 
theatres, Jewish actors, writers, managers, generals in Russia – a whole Jewish state in Birobaijan.  
Why then this unanimous flight?1321 

In answering this question, Pat refrained – as he did throughout this period – from directly 

charging the Soviet authorities with antisemitism.  He continued:  

The answer, which I learned by talking to thousands of these pathetic Jews, arriving by carloads at 
Polish stations, that although there is no discrimination, life in the Soviet Union is not worth living.  
A Jew who lived in normal society would rather perish than try to live in the appalling state of want 
– physical, moral and spiritual – which prevails in that country [emphasis in original].1322       

Pat underlined the “spiritual”, or communal, reasons for quitting the Soviet Union.  He wrote 

that although “prewar Poland was deeply infected with the virus of anti-Semitism, Jewish life 
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and culture were able to grow and flourish.”1323 He catalogued the various elements that 

made up Jewish life and culture in Poland: “Jews had their societies, clubs, meetings, schools, 

universities, religious organizations, labor unions, lectures, congresses, charities, newspapers, 

magazines, synagogues, rabbis, doctors, hospitals, playgrounds, banks, loan organizations, 

Hebrew seminaries, real-estate developments….They were in touch with Jews of the entire 

world.”1324 He went on to lament: “All this stopped short when they entered the Soviet Union. 

All connections were broken off.  All the free national institutions they had had in Poland 

ceased to exist.  No Jewish societies, no meetings, no unions.”1325  

Pat revisited the issue of Polish Jews leaving the Soviet Union in two other NL articles, 

published in January and June 1948.1326 In his January article, Pat wrote: “The [Polish] Jews 

didn’t simply leave Russia to go somewhere else.  They were driven out, not so much by poor 

economic conditions, which was a contributing factor, but by the scourge of fear.”1327 As we 

have seen, in his NL articles Pat studiously avoided making any direct accusation that the 

Soviet authorities were pursuing a policy of antisemitism (Pat may have felt that, as a senior 

member of an organisation attempting to provide aid to Jews in Poland, he had to 

diplomatically skirt the issue). Nonetheless, there was a passing hint in his January article that 

Jews were quitting the Soviet Union as a result of state persecution.  Putting himself in the 

position of his fellow Polish Jews, he gave the following as one of the reasons for leaving the 

Soviet Union: “If you receive or write a letter you are liable to be suspected of making contact 

with foreign spies.  Having friends abroad is itself suspicious.”1328 In this article, Pat also 
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reported that Russian Jews were disguising themselves as Polish Jews in order to leave the 

Soviet Union:  

The Russian Jews, looking with longing at their lucky neighbors who possessed Polish passports, 
found ways of joining them.  Documents were bought, sold, doctored to fit.  The number of Russian 
Jews who came along in this way is estimate at 25,000.1329 

David J. Dallin repeated this point about Russian Jews falsifying documents in a March 1948 

article, and he added: “To an honest observer these people [those leaving the Soviet Union 

and those forging documents to do so] should serve as evidence of the treatment of Jews in 

Russia.”1330 Pat went on to say of these two groups:  

In Poland there are cemetaries [sic] and anti-Semitism.  In Germany there are camps, hopelessness, 
want.  But they hadn’t left their homes to go somewhere, they had fled.  Tomorrow God would 
help.  Anything was better than Siberia, or the Urals, or the banks of the Volga.1331 

In addition, Pat reported “a new wave of migration” from Romania to the West.1332 He wrote: 

“More than 350,000 Jews in Rumania have caught the infection and want to run away.”1333  

According to Pat, Jews were principally leaving Romania for economic reasons, the Jewish 

community having been left impoverished after the government “issued a decree requiring 

all merchants, manufacturers and even small artisans to turn their businesses over to the 

Government.”1334 He added: “This has hit the Jews especially hard because they are largely 

occupied in commerce and manufacture.”1335   

In their reporting and commentary immediately after the war and during the early “black 

years,” NL writers also wrote of the deportation of Jews in the Soviet Union and the satellite 

states.  On this topic, NL writers commented both upon recent wartime experiences and on 
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events then unfolding.  At first, these comments centred on the Soviet Union and were brief, 

made almost in passing.  One short article, printed in September 1946 under the headline 

“Notes from Poland,” quoted remarks made in a Jewish newspaper in Palestine about the fate 

of Polish Jews who were allowed to stay in the Soviet Union during the war: “One’s hair stands 

on end at the thought of the 600,000 Jews who were deported to Siberia and whom only 

140,000 returned.  The remaining ones died of hunger and cold in the plains of Siberia” (this 

600,000 figure may have been referring to Polish Jews and Jews of other nationalities who 

were permitted to stay in the Soviet Union after 1939, but whatever the case it does appear 

to be a grossly inflated figure).1336 Conversely, in a March 1947 article Jacob Lestschinsky 

charged that, following the German invasion of the Soviet Union, the Soviet government had 

failed to move its own Jewish population out of harm’s way, despite the unique danger facing 

that population:       

It now transpires that there was no evacuation by the Soviet authorities of Jews as Jews in order 
to save them from extermination.  Only Jewish officials and skilled laborers with their families were 
evacuated before the advancing Germans, along with non-Jews of similar categories.  But even 
these were not evacuated completely.  Most of the Jews of the Soviet Ukraine and Soviet White 
Russia and especially of the former Polish districts, Lithuania and Latvia, remained on the spot and 
were subsequently murdered there.1337        

Remarking on events occurring at the time, Paul Oldberg wrote in an article published in 

November 1949: “During recent months hundreds of thousands of Jews have been deported 

from central Russia to the northernmost territories and to Siberia.  There death surely awaits 

them.”1338   

As time went on, the focus shifted to reports of the deportation of Jews in countries 

undergoing Sovietisation.  Bela Fabian, in a January 1951 article entitled “Do Hungary’s Jews 
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Face Communist Liquidation?,” asserted that the Kremlin had directed countries of the Soviet 

bloc to adopt anti-Semitic policies.  Fabian wrote: “After the death of Zhdanov in October 

1948, it was no longer a secret that anti-Semitic instructions had arrived from Moscow to the 

Communist governments of all the satellite countries.”1339  Fabian then went on to give an 

example “as to how these instructions were being acted upon,” citing “a memorandum from 

a former professor who miraculously escaped from a Transylvanian prison.”1340 Fabian said of 

this professor’s testimony:    

By chance, he [the professor] was put on the same train in which Rumanian Jews were being 
deported.  He described how the bodies of those Jews who perished on the journey were thrown 
out of the train, just as they had been thrown out of the cattle-cars on their way to Auschwitz.1341 

Fabian made comparisons between communists and the Nazis without restraint in this article, 

writing of the interrogation techniques used against Jews by the Hungarian secret police:      

The interrogations are conducted as they were in Nazi times.  At one such interrogation […] when 
beating and torture were of no use, the secret police applied the old Nazi method of forcing 
religious Jews to eat bacon, strictly prohibited by the Jewish faith.1342         

Fabian, it is important to note, had survived Nazi concentration camps.1343 He served in the 

Hungarian Parliament in the 1920s and 1930s, had opposed the right-wing Horthy regime, 

and had a long history of campaigning against antisemitism.1344 His obituary in The New York 

Times noted: “In a fight with an anti-Semitic Deputy, he almost had his ears torn off.”1345 The 

displacement of middle-class Jews from their accustomed professions and occupations in the 

satellite states was, Fabian thought, a sign that the ground was being prepared for the 

deportation of the Jews in these countries, just as it had been under the Nazis:   
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Before the Nazis deported the Jews of Eastern Europe to Auschwitz and other concentration 
camps, they deprived them of their conditions of living.  When the Jews were left without jobs and 
without bread, the Nazis simply declared that people without income or profession are a menace 
to society and must be removed.  Today, the first part of this proceeding has been repeated by the 
Communists.  Jewish businessmen, industrialists, lawyers, journalists, actors and officials have 
nearly all lost their jobs.1346   

As we have seen, other NL writers deplored the treatment of Jewish communities in the Soviet 

bloc in this period.  Nonetheless, Fabian’s article stands out for its vehemence and feeling of 

dread for the future. His fear that Jews living under communism faced another genocide 

would, however, soon be shared by other NL writers. 

Two other articles in this period likened the deportation of Jews under communist rule to 

those carried out by the Nazis.  In his May 1951 article (mentioned above), Nathan Chanin, a 

senior member of the Jewish Labour Committee, commented on Jewish deportations: 

“Information smuggled out of Soviet Europe to the Jewish Labor Committee tells of a vast 

program of population relocation reminiscent of Nazi wartime deportations.”1347  Chanin 

seemed to suggest that the elimination of capitalist forms of commerce was being used as a 

convenient justification for the deportation of Jews:                      

The removal of Jews from European Russia started during the Hitler-Stalin Pact, with their 
evacuation from the Bialystok and Lwow regions to Siberia.  At that time, the pretext was that 
Jewish merchants and tradesmen were being shifted to areas where they would be more 
productive.  Since the war, however, a similar fate has befallen the Jewish populations of Minsk, 
Kaunas, Odessa, Kiev and Moghilev, as well as all of Latvia and Estonia.  What is under way is clearly 
the total dispersal of one of the world’s oldest and largest centers of Jewish life.1348   

Likewise, George Kent emphasised the deportation of Jews working in commercial 

occupations in an article on Hungary printed in January 1952.  According to Kent, between 

25,000 and 70,000 middle-class Hungarians were being deported from cities to rural areas to 

work as “forced labor.”1349 Kent went on to say of these deportations: “About 20 per cent of 
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the deported were Jews: small shopowners, tailors, professional men.  Many still bore the 

tattooings of Auschwitz and Mauthausen.” 1350  Basing himself on “letters written by the 

victims [of deportation] and smuggled out of the country,” Kent wrote that those being 

deported were “locked in a cattle car” for their journey.1351 He said of those carrying out the 

deportations and of those being deported: 

Often the same thugs who had been the strong-arm squads for Himmler were doing the same job 
for the Communists.  One man wrote simply: “The same man who took me away in 1944, took me 
today”.  Several deportees, in a spirit of despair, sewed back on their clothes the Yellow Star of 
David which the Nazis had compelled all Jews to wear.  When asked by a policeman why they wore 
it, one of them replied: “We care going the same way, we will wear the same insignia.1352   

Moreover, the NL reported that the deportation of Jewish populations was not confined to 

the Soviet Union and its European satellites.  In a November 1951 “Heard on the Left” column, 

Victor Riesel wrote that communists in Shanghai were “issuing anti-Semitic decrees ordering 

all Jewish displaced persons to leave China immediately.”1353 After noting other instances of 

what he regarded as communist antisemitism, Riesel asked his readers: “Nazi anti-Semitism, 

Soviet anti-Semitism, what difference?”1354  

The Slansky Trial and the Doctors’ Plot  

As the previous section demonstrates, in the first years of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign 

the NL printed articles which contained extremely harsh attacks on the treatment of Jews in 

the Soviet Union and its satellite states.  Gradually, the tone of these articles became sharper 

and sharper during the early “Black Years.”  Yet, the NL’s position had not completely 

hardened at this time: while some NL writers were prepared to go so far as to equate the 

treatment of Jews in the Soviet bloc with Nazi antisemitism, both David J. Dallin and Jacob Pat 
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were still willing to give communist regimes the benefit of the doubt on the question of official 

antisemitism.  It seems significant that this topic did not feature much - if at all – in NL 

editorials in this period.  This slightly hesitant attitude changed when the NL circle received 

reports of the Slansky Trial and the Doctors’ Plot.  The Soviet Union and its satellites had, as 

the NL saw it, crossed a disturbing threshold during the Slansky Trial and the Doctors’ Plot.  

Any ambivalence that existed in the NL’s attitude toward Soviet antisemitism vanished with 

these two developments.  In a sense, the dam burst with the Slansky Trial and the Doctors’ 

Plot, and comparisons between the Nazis and communist regimes began to be used with 

abandon.      

First, a brief sketch of the Slansky Trial and the Doctors’ Plot.  Kevin McDermott calls the 

Slansky trial “the largest and most elaborate of the postwar Stalinist show trials of leading 

east European communists.”1355 The principal defendant at these trials was Rudolf Slansky, 

former general secretary of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunistická strana 

Československa, or KSČ).  Slansky had become a member of the KSČ in 1921, around the time 

of the party’s inception.1356 According to McDermott, Slansky was part of a group which was 

responsible for “the Comintern-inspired ‘Stalinization’ of the KSČ in the 1930s.”1357 Slansky 

also served in a communist guerrilla unit in 1944 during the German occupation of 

Czechoslovakia.1358 Despite his long-standing fidelity to the KSČ and to Stalinism, Slansky was 

forced out of his position as general secretary on 6 September, 1951, and arrested in 
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November of that year.1359  A total of 220 people would eventually be arrested in the Slansky 

purge.1360   

The evidence is clear that Klement Gottwald, President of Czechoslovakia and Chairman of 

the KSČ, reluctantly purged Slansky on orders from Stalin.1361  The Slansky trial began on 

November 20, 1952.1362 Slanksy was among fourteen senior party figures to be tried.1363  

Joseph Gordon, in the 1954 edition of The American Jewish Year Book, gave this description 

of some of the main accusations:      

[…] conducting sabotage “in order to undermine the Socialist order and to restore capitalism” by 
intentional errors in planning, wilful neglect of heavy industry, creation of artificial shortages of 
raw materials, export of food in times of famine, and by the gift of billions of Czechoslovak crowns 
to foreign, and especially Jewish, capitalists on the pretext of restitution.1364 

Gordon emphasised that it was the allegation of a Jewish/Zionist plot that lay at the heart of 

the trial:     

It was a Jewish conspiracy that the prosecutor was trying to prove.  The conspiracy was world-wide, 
was led by American Jewish leaders and the statesmen of Israel, and operated through the Israeli 
diplomatic service, Jewish relief organizations, and a widespread net of Jewish agents throughout 
the world.1365 

Fourteen defendants were tried.  Eleven of the accused (including Slansky) were Jewish, a fact 

which was stressed in the NL repeatedly. 1366  The American Jewish Joint Distribution 

Committee (JDC, also commonly referred to as “Joint”), an American Jewish aid organisation, 
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was said by the Czech authorities to have orchestrated Slansky’s economic intrigues, in 

addition to spying.1367 Following the shutting down of JDC offices by the authorities in Poland 

and Romania, the charity was expelled from Czechoslovakia in January 1950 (more on the JDC 

below).1368 Under duress, Slansky confessed, as Gordon put it, to being “a traitor, murderer, 

and spy.”1369 Slansky and ten of the co-accused were condemned to death on 27 November, 

1952, while three of the defendants were given sentences of life in prison.1370 The eleven 

condemned men were hanged on 3 December 1952.1371 The guilty verdicts were expunged in 

1963 and the fourteen men politically rehabilitated in 1968.1372  

What has become known as the Doctors’ Plot was disclosed to the world on 13 January, 1953, 

when both Pravda and Radio Moscow reported that nine doctors in Moscow had admitted 

murdering the Soviet leaders A.S. Shcherbakov (in 1945) and A.A. Zhdanov (in 1948).1373 

Again, it was plain that Jews were being specifically persecuted: six of the arrestees were 

Jewish.1374 In all, thirty-seven people were arrested in connection to the Doctors’ Plot (mostly 

doctors, but also relatives of those doctors).1375 It is striking how accusations made during the 

Slansky trial were simply recycled by the authorities in Moscow.  Gordon wrote: “Even the 

charge of medical assassination appeared in the Prague trial; Slansky was made to confess 

trying to ‘shorten the life’ of President Klement Gottwald by hiring a doctor who was 

supposed to kill him by medical malpractice.”1376 Also, as with the Slansky trial, the JDC was 
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accused of being at the centre of a conspiracy to spy on, and undermine, a communist 

regime.1377 The JDC had given aid to Jews (and non-Jews) in Soviet Russia since the early 

1920s, initially to relieve the poverty and deprivation of Russian Jewry, which had been 

compounded by World War I, pogroms, the Revolution, and the Civil War.1378 From 1924 to 

1938, the JDC had funded and organised “Agro-Joint,” a scheme – made with the blessing and 

cooperation of the Soviet government – to relocate unemployed Jews to collective farms in 

the Ukraine and Crimea.1379 The scheme came to an end, however, during the Great Terror of 

the late 1930s, when thirty staff and farm workers of Agro-Joint were arrested on suspicion 

of spying. 1380  Most of Agro-Joint’s agronomists were executed at this time. 1381  The JDC 

recommenced its aid work in Russia in 1941, sending aid to Polish and Russian Jews who had 

sought refuge from the German invasion in the Urals and central Asian parts of the Soviet 

Union (although this time the Soviet authorities did not allow foreign AJC employees on Soviet 

soil).1382 Due to Cold War tensions and growing antisemitism, the JDC ceased providing aid to 

Jews in the Soviet Union in 1948.1383           

The prosecution of the doctors was abandoned soon after Stalin’s death, on March 5, 1953.  

On 3 April, 1953 Pravda and Izvestia reported that those arrested in the Doctors’ Plot had 

been cleared of any crime and had been discharged from custody.1384 Further, it was reported 
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in the Soviet press that the confessions given by the doctors had been coerced and that those 

in charge of investigating the matter had been placed under arrest.1385 The Order of Lenin 

was rescinded for Dr. Lydia Timashuk, who had been given the award for denouncing her 

fellow doctors.1386 Two of the arrested doctors died in prison.1387 Although Stalin’s death 

brought the prosecution of the Moscow doctors to an end, the persecution of Jews did not 

cease in Czechoslovakia: a secret trial was begun against Richard Slansky, Rudolf Slansky’s 

brother, Eduard Goldstücker (previously the Czechoslovak Minister to Israel) and two others 

on 26 May, 1953.1388 Three of the four who stood trial were Jewish.1389 Richard Slansky and 

Eduard Goldstücker were given life imprisonment and the two other defendants received 

sentences of twenty-five years imprisonment.1390          

Max Nomad, a long-time contributor to the NL, was the first in the circle to raise the possibility 

that Rudolf Slanksy’s arrest may have been inspired by antisemitism.  In a letter to the editor 

on 17 December, 1951, Nomad suggested that Slanky’s Jewishness “made him a very 

convenient scapegoat and provided an excellent alibi for the Moscow masters who had been 

sucking that country [Czechoslovakia] dry in the interests of Russia’s military power.”1391 After 

the trial itself got underway, Mitchell Ramsay wrote that it was “the first time in a Communist 

show trial that the need for scapegoats gave the regime, as it did for the Nazis, an excuse for 

openly whipping up anti-Semitism.”1392 In an editorial in January 1953, the NL stated that 
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“anti-Semitism was openly and flagrantly used for the first time in Communist history” in the 

“Prague purge.”1393 Writing of the Doctors’ Plot, Adolph A. Berle Jr. said in an article for the 

NL: “Students of Stalinism have known of this growing racialist trend for some time, though 

it never came openly forth until now.”1394 Likewise, Salvador de Madariaga, wrote in January 

1953:        

The Soviet Union has never shown any particular tenderness for the Jews; but it does not seem, so 
far, to have either held or applied definite anti-Semitic rules.  True, the present regime got rid of 
many Jews, such as Kamenev, Zinoviev, Trotsky, Radek; but a host of non-Jewish Communists, such 
as Bukharin and Tukhanchevsky, underwent the same ordeal. 

With the Prague trial, all this changes.  Eleven of the fourteen defendants were Jews; and in the 
indictments every one of them was described not as “Czech” or “Slovak” but as “Jew”.  Here was a 
clear indication of systematic anti-Semitism which, for the first time, shows its ugly head in the 
official policy of one of the satellites – and by legitimate inference, of the Soviet Union.1395 

William Henry Chamberlin made the same point about previous Soviet purges:  

Most of the Jews in high positions in the Communist party (among them Trotsky, Zinoviev, 
Kamenev, Radek and Skolnikov) were liquidated as a result of Stalin’s purges in the Thirties, but 
there was no overt anti-Semitism during the purge trial nor was there any emphasis on the Jewish 
origin of some defendants.1396 

For the NL group, the Slansky trial and the Doctors’ Plot represented a point of no return for 

the Soviet bloc.  

The NL clearly hoped to reach communists, liberal “fellow travellers” – or anyone who had 

the least positive thing to say about the Soviet Union – in its commentary of the two purges.  

Under the headline “Stalin Replaces Hitler”, an editorial on 1 December, 1952 declared:    

Once upon a time, a Communist could boast of the Soviet Union, “Whatever else you may say 
about it, it has outlawed anti-Semitism”.  Honest students of the U.S.S.R. knew better.  They had 
seen the Kremlin deport Jews to a Siberian wasteland ostensibly to build a colony in competition 
with Palestine, suppress attempts to perpetuate Jewish culture and customs, prohibit migration of 
Zionists to Israel, and, beginning with the Fedeyev pronunciamento against “cosmopolitanism” in 
1948, purge the arts of nearly all whose origin was Jewish.  Despite this and much other evidence 
of Government sponsorship of anti-Semitism, there have remained those who still said that the 
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Soviet Union, whatever else it may be, remains the scourge of anti-Semitism.  Now this last of a 
series of myths portraying Communism as a noble ideal has been dealt a death blow at Prague.1397   

The editorial went on, stating that the Slansky trial, and other examples of anti-Semitism in 

the Soviet bloc, “must make it clear to the most fanatical Communist that his party has 

forfeited its last claim to the support of decent men.”1398 In March of the following year, 

William Henry Chamberlin expressed the following hope:       

Perhaps the Prague trial will mark the final turning point in the attitude of some anti-Communist 
Jews in the West, who in the past have felt forced to concede “something good” in the Soviet 
regime because it was supposed to have outlawed anti-Semitism.1399 

An editorial on the Slansky Trial and the Doctor’s purges, published on 22nd December, 1952, 

suggested that it was “just possible that those neutralists and fellow-travelers who still have 

souls might begin to understand that in Stalinism humanity is faced not with a ‘different’ 

alternative to freedom, but with systematic bestialization.”1400 Eugene Lyons thought it was 

an occasion for “self-deluded liberals” in the American Jewish community to “atone,” for 

them to “examine their past pro-Soviet sentiments honestly and publicly.”1401 Lyons threw 

down the charge that “The man who still belongs to a Communist-front outfit shares the guilt 

for Stalin’s anti-Semitism as surely as those who belonged to the German Bund shared the 

guilt for Hitler’s anti-Semitism.”1402 He also offered this prediction concerning American Jews 

who, until then, had remained sympathetic to communism: “The Hitler-Stalin Pact cured 

many of these people; the outbreak of undisguised state anti-Semitism will cure most of the 

others.”1403   
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Naturally, considerations of Cold War politics were also a factor in the NL’s commentary on 

the Slansky trial and the Doctors’ Plot.  Adolph A. Berle Jr., in particular, focused on the likely 

effects the two purges would have on international Cold War politics in his February 1953 

article entitled “The Beginning of Stalin’s End.”  Berle had no qualms in describing the events 

in Prague and Moscow as the beginning of a campaign of genocide, and in this he thought 

that the Kremlin had made a very serious political miscalculation.  The article began: “The 

Stalin Regime has directed a worldwide extermination of Jews.  It is, in my considered opinion, 

the beginning of the end of the Stalin empire.”1404 Berle saw the antisemitic campaign as part 

of a wider pattern:  

The intent is genocide of the Jewish people behind the Iron Curtain and a death sentence for Jews 
in countries the Kremlin forces may later conquer.  The wickedness of the new campaign does not 
lie in the fact that the victims are Jews.  Other campaigns of race-murder have been carried on by 
the Kremlin masters against the peoples of the Baltic states, against the Tartars in the Crimea, 
against the German settlements in the Volga region, against certain races in Russian Central Asia 
and great blocks of population in the Ukraine.  Probably more non-Jews have already been killed 
or condemned to slow death than the whole Jewish population of the world.  Thus the anti-Semitic 
pogrom is merely one atrocity added to the growing terrible list.1405 

Berle ventured that the antisemitic campaign would be the start of a process of degeneration 

in the international communist movement:      

But the Kremlin pogrom has a special significance.  Other liquidations in theory have been directed 
against “political enemies”.  This one announces a doctrine of straight race discrimination.  It marks 
the outer limit of Communist expansion, and plants the seed which will destroy the Kremlin empire. 

For here is the end of the Communist drive as a worldwide, intellectual, revolutionary and social 
movement.  From here on, the free world is dealing with a force-machine from which the political 
and spiritual life-blood is being drained.1406 

He added: “Political forces are strong as they approach universality.  They become weak when 

they start excluding.”1407 
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Berle also considered the implications of official antisemitism in the Soviet bloc for those parts 

of the world which had recent memories of military occupation or were emerging from 

colonial rule.  He wrote:    

The Communist dogma which has excluded Balts, Crimean Tartars, Lithuanians, Estonians, Letts 
and Jews presently will exclude Chinese, Mongolians, Indians, Frenchmen, Germans, Arabs and 
Negroes.  Communism thus becomes a dogma of race-supremacy for some chosen group of Slavs 
– not even all Slavs – and its economics merely machinery for conquest.1408 

Explaining the antisemitic campaign as, in part, the result of a factional struggle among 

Russia’s ruling circle “as Stalin’s life runs out,” Berle judged that “The Soviet state is not being 

strengthened by any of this.”1409 He went on:  

Nonetheless, in the old phrase, the policy is worse than a crime; it is a blunder.  Possible advantages 
to Kremlin diplomacy in Germany or in the Arab world are tiny compared to the coming losses, 
which in the end will tear the Stalin edifice to pieces.  Will Chinese and other Asiatics, for example, 
ignore the fact that Kremlin race-prejudice assigns them to ultimate and ignoble servitude?1410 

Berle pictured Stalin as picking up where Hitler left off: “[…] Stalin decreed that the Great 

Russians were the people who best understood Communism, others being lesser in status.  

Even in 1945, the hour of victory in Europe, the doctrine of race superiority was propounded 

[…]”1411 He continued: “In the following eight years, Soviet politicians continuously took over 

Hitler’s doctrine of ‘race supremacy,’ except that Stalinists put Russian Slavs in the place Hitler 

claimed for his German Nazis.  Now the doctrine is overt.”1412 In Berle’s view, racism in the 

Soviet bloc would alienate the subject peoples of Soviet rule, just as the Nazis had done with 

their racist policies:  

From Stalin, as from Hitler, the rest of the world, including great parts of the Kremlin empire, will 
turn away with shuddering fear, seeking escape.  Communism no longer means a reordering of the 
social system of the world.  It means the subjection and slavery of all races in favor of European 
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Russia, manipulated by Moscow.  This is not even intelligent tyranny.  Disaster like that which befell 
Hitler’s empire is the only end of this road.1413 

He concluded on a grim but nonetheless sanguine note: 

There is no excuse, now, for any American who does not see that that we are dealing with a Slavic 
Hitler.  Communism is no longer a political force with a central universal idea.  The Kremlin is only 
a power-machine, holding together by fear huge populations which must break away from it or 
die.  The strategy of American political warfare is clear and plain; and it will win.  Meanwhile, the 
dead of these genocide campaigns mutely contribute to the liberation of the world from a black 
cloud of fear.1414 

Clearly, Berle and the NL circle, while fearing the enormity of yet another assault on European 

and Russian Jewry, also spotted a valuable opportunity to bring the Soviet Union into 

disrepute.  

As is already evident, the NL did not pull any punches in its commentary on the Slansky trial.  

The accusations made against Slansky and his co-accused, and the language used by the 

Communist Party and press in Czechoslovakia condemning them, were portrayed as being 

indistinguishable from Nazi antisemitic propaganda.  The “Stalin Replaces Hitler” editorial 

cited above stated that the “tone and content of the charges” used in the trial were “openly 

and virulently anti-Semitic,” and it likened the charge of a Zionist conspiracy to the conspiracy 

theories peddled by Nazi propagandist, Julius Streicher (publisher of the rabidly antisemitic 

newspaper, Der Stürmer), and Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi Party’s principal theorist.1415 It read:                      

The deposed Czech Communist party Secretary-General, Rudolf Slansky, and his associates are 
depicted not only as the conventional Trotskyite-imperialist bugaboos of earlier trials, but - and 
this is a new twist – also as “bourgeois Zionists” and – without improvement over Striecher and 
Alfred Rosenberg – as members of an “international Jewish conspiracy”.1416 

The editorial continued: 

[…] these men have been made to testify that they had never really been Communists at any time, 
but had infiltrated the party to serve the aforementioned “Jewish conspiracy.”  This can only mean 
that the prosecution is arguing that Jews have been running the Czech Government and that they 
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– not the Communists – are responsible for the evils that have befallen the Czech people.  
Communism, in short, has now developed its own version of the classic anti-Semitic canard of the 
Jewish “invisible government.”  Henceforth, it can be said that Hitler is still alive - reincarnated, 
with a vengeance, in Stalin [emphasis in original].1417 

It also compared unfavourably the treatment given to Ethel and Julius Rosenberg with that 

afforded Slansky and the other defendants:  

Ironical in the extreme is the spectacle American Communists are creating, in the midst of this anti-
Semitic wave, with their cry that the Julius Rosenbergs – the atomic spies who were convicted after 
a long juridicial process that will be denied the Slanskys are the victims of “anti-Semitism.”  If the 
poor wretches under William Foster’s command are really sincere, let them direct their protests to 
the Soviet Fuehrer” (William Foster was General Secretary of the Communist Party of the United 
States of America at the time) [emphasis in original].1418  

William Henry Chamberlin, too, drew a parallel between the words used in the Slansky Trial 

and those of Nazi propaganda in his December 1952 article, “The Prague Trial Bares Red 

Nazism.”  Chamberlin observed:  

The striking feature of the Prague trail was its outspoken anti-Semitism.  Eleven of the fourteen 
defendants were Jews and the trial abounded in abusive references (which might have been 
borrowed from the archives of Dr. Goebbels) to “Jewish capitalists,” Zionist conspiracies,” and so 
on.1419 

Mark Alexander reported on the reaction of Israeli communists to the Slanksy Trial and the 

Doctors’ Plot in late February 1953.  Referring to the fact that the Israeli government had 

ceased distributing the communist newspaper, Kol Haʼam, to its troops (prior to temporarily 

banning it), Alexander quoted Ben-Gurion as saying: “We are not obliged to help the 

propagation of Nazi ideas.” 1420  Alexander doubted the wisdom and the necessity of 

proscribing the Communist Party or its publications in Israel, remarking that even “fellow-

travellers and many party members” could no longer “swallow the Stürmer style in 

Hebrew.”1421       
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Perhaps the harshest assessment of the Slansky trial came from Peter Meyer in December 

1952, under the heading, “Stalin Plans Genocide: The anti-Semitic Prague purges show that 

the Kremlin is going the way of Hitler.”  Below the title, the NL printed a photograph of Nazi 

crematoria ovens, along with the caption, “DO SHOW TRIALS + ROWDYISM + DEPORTATIONS 

= NEW BUCHENWALDS?”1422 The article was prefaced with a number of quotations, including 

an excerpt from Rudé Právo, newspaper of the Czechoslovakian Communist Party.  It is hard 

to miss – and no doubt the NL’s readers would not have missed – the similarity between the 

imagery used in this excerpt and the dehumanising language employed by the Nazis against 

the Jews:        

The accused are creatures who long ago lost the right to be called men.  When looking at them, 
one is reminded of the pictures from Korea of the spiders, bugs and rats, carrying with them the 
plague, typhus and cholera.1423  

As Peter Steiner writes of the Slansky trial, “By comparing the defendants to loathsome 

creatures or diseases, such rogue tropes paved the road for their subhuman treatment and 

the ineluctability of their eventual physical destruction and extirpation.”1424 Meyer wrote that 

the “[…] treason and all the awful crimes they [Slansky and his fellow defendants] are 

supposed to have committed were directly ascribed to their Jewish origin.  Dr. Goebels could 

not have done better.”1425 Meyer also spoke of “the Communist agitators and journalists who 

are describing the ‘Jewish criminals’ in terms borrowed from the phraseology of Streicher’s 

Der Stuermer.”1426 
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As well as comparing the antisemitism on display in Prague and Moscow to Nazi antisemitism, 

the NL drew its readers’ attention to the absurd and grotesque aspects of the Slansky Trial 

and the Doctors’ Plot.  As Meyer remarked, with ample justification, “No nonsense was idiotic 

enough to be barred as ‘evidence’” from the Slanksy Trail.1427  Indeed, almost inevitably, 

scholars have reached for the adjective “Kafkaesque” to describe the Prague trial.1428 For 

Meyer, the very basis of the trial was nonsensical: “[…] why did the conspirators, all of them 

Communists, commit their crimes?  In order to restore capitalism and return nationalized 

properties to Jewish capitalists!  For this reason, they sabotaged ‘socialist planning.’”1429 Also, 

Meyer wrote of the ludicrous double bind in which the defendants found themselves: 

“Whether they were building light industry or heavy industry, whether they were importing 

raw materials, consumers’ goods or capital goods, whether they were earning dollars or 

spending them, the Jews were always guilty of treason.”1430 Meyer added: 

If there is no grain, it is because of Zionist sabotage.  If food rationing is to be reintroduced in 1951, 
it is because of Jewish conspiracy.  If there are tremendous and costly errors in industrial planning, 
it is the fault of Frejka-Freund and his Jewish friends, directed by the cosmopolitan Jewish 
nationalist, Slansky. 

And so it goes, page after page, hour after hour.  To the question, “Who is guilty?” the answer is 
always, “The Jews.”  Sometimes they are called Zionists, sometimes the agents of Israel, sometimes 
Jewish capitalists and their agents, sometimes Jewish bourgeois nationalists and cosmopolitans.  
But we have the prosecutor’s word that these are all “sides of the same coin.”  A Jew is a Jew is a 
Jew.1431 

Meyer, along with Mitchell Ramsay, singled out one of the “abominable crimes” to which 

Rudolf Slansky had confessed at his trial: that Slansky had encouraged opposition to 

antisemitism in Czechoslovakia simply as a way of preventing nefarious Zionist activity from 

being scrutinized. 1432  Mayer wryly concluded: “Thus, opposition to anti-Semitism was 
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declared equivalent to treason.”1433 A little later, Eugene Lyons considered the degrading 

effect the Doctors’ Plot would likely have on Jews in the Soviet bloc: “One infamy even the 

Nazis did not think of, I expect, will be visited upon Jews in the Communist lands.  To 

demonstrate their ‘loyalty’ to the butchers, they will be forced to shout hurrah for every new 

butchery […].”1434    

Norbert Mullen lampooned the Slansky Trial and the Doctors’ Plot in February 1953 in a 

satirical article entitled “WHY KARL MARX WAS HANGED: Or, how Soviet justice caught up 

with an old Zionist agent.” In it, Mullen imagined the transcript of a show trial in which Karl 

Marx and others were “charged with founding and participating in a worldwide Jewish 

bourgeois capitalist conspiracy to eradicate socialism, commit espionage against the Union 

of Soviet Socialists Republics, and overthrow the Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist government.”1435 

The following, which mentions Marx’s friend, Heinrich Heine, gives the flavour of the piece: 

PROSECUTOR: How and when did you become associated with the American-capitalist-Zionist-
socialist-Wall Street espionage and murder center? 

MARX: In February 1853, I met in Paris a German-Jewish Western refugee by the name of Heinrich 
Heine who was in the service of that abominable bourgeois Jewish espionage and murder center 
called Joint.  He received direct subsidies from the Rothschilds, who were leading members of the 
Joint, and he was also chief shareholder of General Electric Motors, the well-known producer of 
germs and bacilli for American germ warfare.  To cover up these activities, he posed as a poet.  I 
used to meet him at a well-known Paris café call Le Sphinx on Boulevard Raspail, which was a 
favourite meeting-place of Jewish spy cover-girls.1436   

Mullen went on to mock the Soviet press’s habit of putting original Jewish surnames in 

brackets: “L. Trotsky (Bronstein).” 1437  As well, Mullen parodied the embarrassing and 

contorted positions which American supporters of the Soviet Union were forced to take in 

relation to the events in Prague and Moscow: “According to the Daily Worker, 69 leading 
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American progressives have founded a ‘committee to oppose Marxism, to exterminate all 

Jews, and to fight anti-Semitism.’”1438 In using Marx in this way, Mullen was clearly making a 

point, not only about the absurdity of the accusations made during the Slanksy Trial and the 

Doctors’ Plot, but also about the betrayal of Marxism.   

“Zionist” conspiracies 

The accusations of a Zionist conspiracy made during the Slansky Trial and Doctors’ Plot were 

treated with scorn in the pages of the NL.  The charges of Zionist plotting are particularly odd 

when one recalls that Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union both voted in the United Nations 

for the partition of Palestine and the creation of Israel in 1948.1439 Indeed, Czechoslovakia 

equipped the Israelis with small arms and fighter planes in the 1948 war.1440 David J. Dallin 

wrote in the NL in May of that year – with much justice – that in “the last few months, the 

support given to the partition plan for Palestine by the Soviet Government has been more 

consistent than the position of any other power.”1441 Dallin continued:  

Throughout the world, the Communist parties and the Communist press have been unequivocally 
enthusiastic about the creation of an independent Jewish state; Communist rallies have demanded 
action in favor of Israel and in this country, the pictures of Gilda Meyerson, Moshe Shertok, and 
David Ben-Gurion have frequently adorned the pages of the Daily Worker.1442  

Yet, as Zvi Rudy has noted, the Soviet leadership supported the establishment of a Jewish 

state just as they were initiating their antisemitic drive at home.1443 Not that the NL group 

ever thought that the Soviets were sincere in their support for a Jewish state.  Dallin held that, 
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to the Soviets, “Zionism and Israel are but pawns in a great diplomatic game,” and that the 

Soviets were backing Jewish statehood in Palestine simply in order to evict the British from 

“an important foothold” in the Middle East.1444 Dallin predicted – correctly – that support for 

Zionism and Israel “will be dropped or abandoned as soon as circumstances make such a new 

switch advisable from the viewpoint of over-all Soviet strategy.”1445 Speaking of American 

communists, Louis Fischer wrote in the NL in November 1948: “These Jonny-come-lately 

pseudo Zionists merely use Israel and Zionism as a convenient excuse for one more attack on 

the western democracies.”1446  Like Dallin, Fischer foretold that the line towards Israel would 

change: “They are unscrupulously posing as friends of Israel today.  Tomorrow they may flip-

flop; all depends on what Moscow orders.”1447 

The NL group found the idea that staunch communists such as Rudolf Slansky would be 

involved in a Zionist conspiracy to be deeply improbable.  Peter Meyer conceded that Slansky 

and his co-accused were “a sorry lot” – Slanksy is thought to have had personal responsibility 

for sending at least 139 people to their deaths – yet added that “whatever their real crime, 

they were innocent of one: participation in a worldwide Zionist conspiracy against Stalin’s 

rule.”1448 Meyer wrote that “among the persons accused not one was a Zionist.  They were all 

Communists, violently opposed to Zionism.  Most of them had never belonged to, or 

sympathised with, Zionist organizations.”1449 Likewise, M.Z. Frank commented that it was of 

little consequence that “every one of the eleven Jews who were sentenced at Prague was a 
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lifelong enemy of Zionism […].”1450 Salvador de Madariaga protested that Slansky and the 

other accused had been convicted for a crime that did not exist on the statute books:     

One of the crimes for which these Jews were dragged before the “People’s Court” and sentenced 
as traitors was that of Zionism.  This is stranger for the fact that, until the Prague trial, no one knew 
that Zionism was a crime.1451 

He added that the average Czech had no idea what Zionism was: “Indeed, very few people 

really know what Zionism means; even after the execution of the Prague defendants, it is 

doubtful whether one in a hundred Prague citizens can define it.”1452 De Madariaga further 

reflected on how illogical it was to criminalise Zionism:  

Zionism used to mean an opinion shared by many Jews favourable to the creation of a Jewish state 
in Palestine.  Now that such a state exists, it can only mean sympathy toward Israel.  How such an 
attitude, even translated into action, can be deemed a crime is hard to see.1453   

Moreover, he cast doubt on the idea that the Israelis would so recklessly insert themselves 

into Czechoslovakia’s internal affairs, writing: “It so happens that Israel has carefully 

abstained from any international activity, or even opinion, that might be interpreted as 

unfriendly by the ‘people’s democracies’ of Europe, if only because many Jews live in 

them.”1454   

As we can see, the use of the term “Zionist” was considered highly suspect.  William Henry 

Chamberlin observed in early March 1953 that “The rising volume of protest from all manner 

of religious organizations in the United States indicates that few individuals are being fooled 

by the suggestion that the Soviet government is only ‘anti-Zionist’ or proceeding against 
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individual Jewish ‘counter-revolutionaries.’” 1455  Nonetheless, Chamberlin was careful to 

distinguish between anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism.  He continued:          

A reasonable distinction can be drawn between anti-Zionism and anti-Semitism; the American 
Council for Judaism, for instance, is strongly anti-Zionist without being anti-Jewish.  So were 
numerous Jewish Socialist groups.  But Soviet Communist policy has clearly stepped over this 
dividing line.  The Soviet Government has always implacably persecuted Zionism, but during the 
first decades of its existence it could not fairly be called anti-Semitic.1456 

In the same vein, Mark Alexander wrote of Israeli Communists who were attempting to 

defend what was happening in Prague and Moscow: 

In the beginning, the Communists had tried to argue that there was an important distinction 
between “Zionists” and “Jews”, which no one could deny.  By the time of the Prague trial, however, 
it had become abundantly clear that “Zionist” was merely being used as a synonym for “Jew,” the 
previous term “cosmopolitan” apparently not having been obvious enough.”1457    

Peter Meyer also felt that “Zionist” was a euphemism for “Jew.”  In his December 1952 article 

he cited the concluding remarks of the prosecutor at the Slansky trial: “It is no accident that 

of the fourteen accused eleven are the product of Zionist organizations….Zionism and Jewish 

bourgeois nationalism are two sides of the same coin, which was minted in Wall Street.”1458 

Meyer reiterated on the following page: “The word ‘Zionist’ stood for ‘Jew;’ where it could 

not be used, the defendant declared himself simply a ‘bourgeois Jewish nationalist.’  In the 

prosecutor’s summation […] it is said that ‘Zionism’ and ‘bourgeois Jewish nationalism’ are 

the same thing.1459 M.Z. Frank compared the use of the term “Zionist” at the Slansky Trial to 

the arguments put forward by the notorious antisemitic American priest, Charles Coughlin: 

“The propaganda methods of Soviet anti-Semitism are, mutatis mutandi, more like Father 

Coughlin’s agitation in the 1930s – allegedly against some but not all Jews.”1460 Frank went 
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on: “The Kremlin, like Father Coughlin, is not against the Jews.  It is not even against the State 

of Israel.  It is only opposed to Zionism, Zionists and the Zionist rulers of Israel.”1461 In Frank’s 

view, Russia’s leaders were using the “the bogey of Zionism” as “a cloak for introducing what 

may be called ‘creeping anti-Semitism.” 1462  Putting it in even plainer language, he said 

communists “sanction anti-Semitism under the guise of anti-Zionism.”1463 

Peter Meyer went furthest in condemning the charges and confessions of a Zionist plot made 

at the Slansky Trial.  In Meyer’s estimation, the bigotry and antisemitic conspiracy theories 

exhibited in Prague were even worse than those of the Dreyfus Affair (the ugliness of which 

led Theodor Herzl, famously, to organise the modern Zionist movement).  Meyer’s words are 

worth quoting at some length:         

Never in our century has there been an anti-Semitic show so abject, so terrifying, so methodically 
calculated to instigate hate against the Jews. 

To say that it is the Dreyfus case of the twentieth century would be a weak comparison.  In the 
Dreyfus affair, a single Jew was accused of treason and his treason was connected with his Jewish 
origin only by implication.  In Prague, a whole generation of Jews was accused of murder, treason, 
espionage, sabotage and other terrible crimes which were all committed within the framework of 
a worldwide Jewish conspiracy.  Slansky and his accomplices in Prague, Ana Pauker in Rumania, 
Moshe Pijade in Yugoslavia, Ben-Gurion and Moshe Sharrett in Israel, Henry Morgenthau in 
America were all accused of being participants in, and directors of, this worldwide plot.  They were 
accused of having taken part in it because they were Zionists, cosmopolitans, bourgeois Jewish 
nationalists – in a word, Jews.  All Zionist organizations – nay, all Jewish organizations, including 
the Joint Distribution Committee, including the assimilationist and anti-Zionist “League of Czech 
Jews” – were described as part of a subversive espionage net.  Israeli diplomats were supposed to 
provide the liaison between various countries, American Jewish capitalists to function as the 
financiers.1464   

Meyer even felt that the Prague trail suffered in comparison to the antisemitic forgery, The 

Protocols of the Elders of Zion: “Compared with this GPU fabrication, the story of the Protocols 

of the Elders of Zion is an innocent fairy tale – after all, the Elders did not confess in court.”1465 
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“Stalin is going the way of Hitler”: fears of mass persecution  

The NL was certain that the antisemitic campaign would expand and intensify throughout the 

Soviet Union and the satellite countries.  Meyer contended that the Slansky trial was merely 

a harbinger of worse to come: “Moscow-type trials always dramatize a certain policy; they 

point to a new ‘danger,’ a new kind of ‘enemy,’ and mass extermination of such ‘enemies’ 

always follows.”1466 Meyer saw strong hints in the transcript of the trial that the purge would 

grow: “The eleven Prague Jewish defendants were considered just a sampling.  Names of 

Jewish co-conspirators, in Czechoslovakia and abroad, appear on literally every page of the 

testimony.” 1467  He elaborated: “Slansky confessed that he had placed ‘Zionists’ in all 

important positions in the country. […] Even the non-Jewish defendant Karel Svab’s main 

crime was that he had placed ‘Zionists’ in strategic positions.”1468 Meyer wrote that, following 

the Slansky purge (and the purge of another communist leader of Jewish heritage, Ana Pauker 

in Romania), “a decision must have been made in the Kremlin itself to broaden’ the campaign 

by making Jews, all Jews, the scapegoats for all the crimes and failures of the regime.”1469 An 

editorial published on 22 December, 1952, dismayed at the seeming indifference of 

Americans towards the events in Prague, argued that, although “no one can shed tears over 

the execution of Stalinist hangmen by Stalinist hangmen,” such an attitude “misses the entire 

point: It is not Slansky & Co. that is the real issue, but the fate of 2,500,000 Jews under Soviet 

rule.”1470 The editorial continued:          

Perhaps it is not yet clear to Americans that the lives of these millions are now at stake.  In Hungary, 
Rumania and East Germany, important Communists of Jewish origin are being prepared for “trial” 
and execution.  No one cares about them; they are getting what they deserve.  But, after they are 
gone, who will next be “tried” as members of the “Jewish conspiracy” that Stalin has suddenly 
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discovered?  Who else but Jews who are not Communists?  For if Government leaders of Jewish 
extraction have not been spared, surely no ordinary Jew can hope for mercy.  The grim future of 
Iron Curtain Jewry is foreshadowed not only in the Prague purge itself but in the pogrom spirit it 
has unleashed in Czechoslovakia, which is already finding its echo in East Germany.  There, the 
arrest of Jews in Klein-Machnow, and the investigation of almost a dozen East German Jewish 
Communists which was begun after Prague, as well as hints in the East German press of coming 
purges, all enlarge the writing on the wall.1471 

In a similar vein, Eugene Lyons postulated that it was not just Jews in the highest leadership 

positions who were being victimised:  

We are sufficiently familiar with the pattern of purges to know that for every Jew arrested and 
publicly accused, hundreds and, more likely, thousands are being imprisoned and tortured without 
benefit of publicity; that for every one executed after trial, hundreds will be finished off without 
this cynical formality.1472   

Lyons guessed that much was being hidden from view: “The planned Soviet purge is like an 

iceberg.  The great bulk of it is under the surface, with only a few peaks visible.”1473 

Especially perturbing was the idea that large-scale deportations of Jews were being planned, 

or that they were already being carried out.  Again, Peter Meyer held little back in his attack 

on the Soviet Union and the satellite countries, suggesting that another Final Solution was in 

the offing:  

And it is not only a Czechoslovak affair.  The fall of Ana Pauker, the mass deportations from the 
cities of Hungary and Rumania, the Czech purge all fall into the same pattern.  The period of 
“ideological preparation,” which began with Ilya Ehrenburg’s famous article in 1948 and continued 
with violent campaigns against “Zionists” and “rootless cosmopolitans” in the Soviet Union and all 
satellite countries, is now approaching its climax.  Stalin is ready for his “final solution of the Jewish 
question.”  The Prague trial is preparation for a pogrom of genocidal proportions [emphasis in 
original].1474 

An editorial printed on January 26, 1953, raised the possibility of deportations, and submitted 

that more purges were likely to take place throughout the Soviet bloc: 

In Russia, the numerous Jewish members of the Communist hierarchy were murdered in the 1930s; 
since then, the Jews have not been much of a problem, for without any of their kind at the top 
(L.M. Kaganovich is simply Stalin’s personal Jew) the Soviet regime has been able uninhibitedly and 
methodically to eradicate the last vestiges of Jewish life in Russia, including probably the wholesale 
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deportation and liquidation of Jews. But in the satellites – especially in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, 
Rumania and East Germany – Jews were prominent in the postwar Communist regimes.  The 
problem that was solved in one fell swoop for Czechoslovak Communism is now being similarly 
resolved in East Germany and Hungary.  Bulgaria, Rumania, and Poland will soon follow.  In each 
instance, of course, the same fate is being meted out to unwanted non-Jewish leaders.1475 

It is worth noting that the NL was not alone in its fears regarding the deportation of Jews: The 

New York Times, for instance, reported on the matter several times in the late 1940s and early 

1950s.1476 C.L. Sulzberger reported in The Times in September 1949 that “Reliable information 

has been received that a mass deportation of Jews from the Ukraine and Byelorussia, on the 

Soviet Union’s western border, is under way.”1477  The Christian Science Monitor – highly 

regarded for its careful and accurate international reporting – also reported on deportations 

in March 1952.1478      

Furthermore, it is hardly the case that ethnically-based deportations were rare in Soviet 

history.  A considerable body of scholarly research has been carried out in recent decades on 

the topic of ethnic persecution and the mass deportation of ethnic groups in the Stalinist 

period, the most well-known work in this field being Timothy Snyder’s book, Bloodlands: 

Europe Between Hitler and Stalin.1479 Writing in the NL, David J. Dallin pointed to recent 
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wartime precedents in the Soviet Union, and predicted that, in the febrile Cold War 

atmosphere, Jews would be next in line for deportation:     

[…] If Moscow’s campaign against the West continues to mount in fury, Soviet Jews will ultimately 
share the fate of other nationalities which Stalin has branded “disloyal.”  If war breaks out, they 
will be wiped out like a number of other ethnic groups which were obliterated in 1942-44 for 
alleged sympathy with the Nazi enemy.  Then, the victims were the Volga Germans, Crimean 
Tartars, Chechens, Ingushes and Kalmucks.  This time, they will be, first and foremost, the Jews.1480   

Dallin, perhaps only half in jest, commented that the deportation of distrusted ethnic groups 

had risen to the level of a doctrinal matter in Stalin’s Russia.  He continued:   

The notion of nationalities which are “disloyal” in their entirety is one of Joseph Stalin’s personal 
contributions to Communist doctrine.  There is no need to establish the guilt of individuals or even 
to accuse them of specific crimes.  The mere fact of ethnic origin is sufficient to justify punishment 
in the form of mass deportation to remote, barren regions of the Soviet Union […]1481   

He went on:  

I have met witnesses of one of these operations.  Themselves Jewish Socialists who had been 
deported to the deserts of Central Asia, they had watched a doomed nation arriving: men, women 
and children from the Caucasus, in light clothing, unloading from freight cars in the middle of the 
Kazakhstan desert.  No provision had been made for their care […] Within a few weeks, they were 
dying like flies from cold, sickness and hunger.1482  

It must be said, too, that historians have seriously entertained the idea that Stalin intended 

to begin a large-scale deportation of Soviet Jewry.1483 Nonetheless, David Brandenberger, 

while not discounting the idea altogether, writes that “scholars have yet to find conclusive 

evidence that a decision to deport the Jews had been officially reached – much less ratified 

or advanced to the planning stage – by the time Stalin died on 5 March 1953.”1484 Of course, 

we will never know what would have happened had Stalin lived. 

Another concern expressed in pages of the NL was the fear that the antisemitism being 

promulgated at the highest levels in Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union would unleash a 
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wave of antisemitism among the general populace in Eastern bloc countries.  Relying on a 

report in the New York Times, Peter Meyer wrote that “Bratislavia anti-Semites” were 

“painting the sign ‘Jew’ on Jewish homes.”1485 G.E.R. Gedye said that government workers in 

Czechoslovakia were being pressured to join in the anti-Jewish campaign: “Already, the 

employees of some government organizations have been forced to ‘petition’ for the dismissal 

of their Jewish colleagues.”1486 Warning that “it is possible to dispose of a few million Jews – 

Hitler proved that”, an editorial on 22 December, 1952, went on to state:        

[…] in the performance of this grisly task – the unhappy truth must be admitted – Stalin may be 
able to enlist a certain amount of popular support; for in Eastern Europe anti-Semitism is endemic, 
and need only to be fanned by the authorities to burst into epidemic proportions.1487 

Eugene Lyons, on the other hand, thought that the growing antisemitic campaign would 

remain a governmental matter: “The official gang-up on Jews, long under way in the Soviet 

sphere, is clearly shaping up for a climax of horror unlimited.  There will be no old-style 

‘popular’ pogroms; even the butchering of innocents is a state monopoly.”1488 Here it might 

be instructive to note what Kevin McDermott has written about the state of popular opinion 

in Czechoslovakia during the Slansky episode.  McDermott has examined secret police reports 

which recorded the reactions of ordinary Czechs to the Slanksy Trial.  McDermott’s work 

shows that the fears held by the NL circle were warranted.  He describes “antisemitic 

sentiment” among Czechs during the Slansky Trial as at times “bordering on the 

pogromistic.”1489 In McDermott’s depiction, communist officials worried that they no longer 
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had control over public opinion, and even the party’s leaders, including Klement Gottwald, 

became concerned that “antisemitic responses could get out of hand.”1490 

Additionally, NL writers considered the effect all this was having, or likely to be having, on the 

Jewish populations of the Soviet Union and the satellite countries.  Peter Meyer wrote that 

“the Jews of Budapest who are putting on yellow stars when told that they will be 

‘relocated.’”1491 He added: “A wave of Jewish suicides is already sweeping Eastern Europe.  

The omens are all too familiar.  Stalin is going the way of Hitler.”1492 G.E.R. Gedye also wrote 

of Jews taking their own lives to avoid persecution:        

Among the 30,000 Jews in Czechoslovakia, there is panic comparable only to that which I saw the 
day that Hitler marched into Prague.  Now, as then, there were many unreported suicides.  The 
publicized suicides – such as those of Eric Cohn (leader of the Czechoslovak Jewish organization) 
are only the touchstones of the despair which has swept over Czechoslovak Jewry.1493  

Eugene Lyons, too, touched on the question of suicide. Lyons, who had worked in Moscow as 

a correspondent in the late-1920s and early-1930s, drew on this experience to imagine the 

psychological pressures facing Soviet Jewry: 

What remains with me even more vividly than the carnage, however, is the crushing atmosphere 
of terror in which all engineers, technicians, administrators and economic bureaucrats lived at the 
time.  The memory of an indiscreet word or an honest mistake could drive men to suicide. 

This is the climate of amorphous terror in which, we may be sure, the two and a half million Jews 
in the Communist areas live today.  In the concern for a handful of doctors or officials told off for 
public sacrifice, free men should not overlook the colossal tragedy of Soviet Jewry as a whole; 
trapped, helpless, earmarked for persecution, and forbidden to weep.1494 

The Menshevik core of the NL circle, it should be recalled, knew what it was to fear for their 

safety for being Jewish, having fled both Berlin and France to escape the Nazis (as noted in 

the previous chapter). 
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The campaign to “stay Stalin’s hand”   

As we have seen, the NL recognised the propaganda value of this growing antisemitism in the 

Soviet bloc.  This does not mean, however, that NL writers did not hold deep and genuine 

concerns over the growing persecution of Jews on the other side of the iron curtain.  Jonathan 

Frankel says of the charges made against the Moscow doctors: “These accusations unleashed 

panic among the Jews of the Soviet Union and were met by reactions of disbelief and 

foreboding in Western Europe, the U.S.A., and Israel.”1495 It does appear that NL writers 

thought they were witnessing from afar the beginning stages of another Final Solution.  This 

is most evident in the campaign launched by the NL to call attention to the issue.  There was 

an unmistakable air of urgency to this campaign.  The writer of an editorial in early December 

1952 felt that Stalin was clearly telegraphing his intentions: “Less than a decade after Hitler’s 

massacre of six million Jews, Stalin does not even hide in crematoria the new corpses he is 

preparing to add to that number.”1496 The campaign by the NL to publicise the issue, it is 

important to note, was part of a broader campaign of protest by the leading organisations of 

America’s Jewish community.  Lucy Dawidowicz (an occasional contributor to the NL), writing 

in the 1954 edition of The American Jewish Year Book, stated: “With the memory of Nazi 

Germany’s murder of 6,000,000 Jews still fresh in their minds, American Jews were in the 

main convinced that only a tremendous worldwide protest could stop the further 

development of the Communist anti-Semitic campaign.”1497 The Jewish labour movement – 

especially the Jewish Labor Committee – was notably active in this campaign.  A protest 

meeting was held by the Jewish Labor Committee in New York on 21 December, 1952, which 
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drew 1,500 people and messages of support from, among others, President Truman and 

President-elect Eisenhower (these two messages were published in the NL on 5 January, 

1953).1498 The Social Democratic Federation – to which the NL was still affiliated at this time 

– protested with other political groups outside the offices of the communist newspapers, the 

Daily Worker and the (Yiddish language) Morgen Freiheit, on 30 January, 1953. 1499 

Meanwhile, within the garment unions, according to Dawidowicz, “the Communist minorities 

who opposed resolutions condemning Communist anti-Semitism were branded as ‘red 

fascists.’”1500 The protest also spread beyond the Jewish community: Dawidowicz reported 

that “Non-Jewish religious organizations also voiced their abhorrence of and protest against 

the Soviet anti-Semitic campaign.”1501 In Israel, protest became violent when, on 9 February 

1953, a bomb was detonated at the Soviet embassy (four members of the embassy were 

injured).1502  

The NL began its campaign with an editorial printed on 22 December, 1952 entitled – in upper 

case – “A TIME FOR PROTEST”.  Like the editorial published in early December (cited above), 

this editorial stated that Stalin was clearly signalling his aims, but it went on to propose the 

mobilising of international opinion to prevent another act of genocide:     

Rarely has the world had such advance notice of a coming catastrophe as Stalin has given of his 
intention to commit genocide against Iron Curtain Jewry.  Hitler cremated nearly six million Jews 
in relative secrecy, and at the height of the war; Stalin announces by means of staged trials, 
broadcast over the radio, that his goal is the liquidation of the remnants left by Hitler.  One force 
alone can, just possibly, deter Stalin from carrying out this monstrous crime – the force of world 
opinion.  At a time when he is prating ever louder of “peace” and “brotherhood”, he cannot afford 
to repel by dark deeds the very nations he would lure into his grasp by pretty words.  It is up to 
these nations to join in raising an outcry that will stay Stalin’s hand.1503 
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It then suggested the exact form such an international protest might take:   

First, let the non-Communist nations frame a resolution, to be presented to the United Nations 
Assembly, denouncing the Soviet Union’s resort to anti-Semitism and warning it against initiating 
a campaign of genocide against the Jews.  We can think of no nation better equipped to lead this 
protest than India, which is even now fighting against the like persecution of Indians and other 
non-Europeans in South Africa.1504 

The editorial also recommended that “It would be especially desirable to have someone 

publish the official transcript of the Prague ‘trial’ as a ‘Black Book of Soviet Anti-Semitism’, for 

this transcript alone is enough to damn the new Hitlerism.”1505 The concluding paragraph 

offered this tentative hope: “If world opinion could be built up to the realisation that Stalin 

plans genocide against the Jews, it is, we repeat, just possible that 2,500,000 lives may be 

spared.”1506 

This was followed a week later by the publication in the NL of an open letter from the Congress 

for Cultural Freedom.  The letter, addressed to the Secretary-General of the United Nations, 

requested that an investigation be made by the United Nations into the Prague trial and 

“other trials of a similar character” in order to determine whether breaches of the United 

Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights had occurred.1507 In arguing 

for such an inquiry, it recommended the use of a tactic already used in the area of labour 

rights (described in the previous chapter):     

The precedent for such action has already been clearly established by the creation of the Ad Hoc 
Committee of the United Nations Economic and Social Council for the Investigation of Forced Labor 
as an instrument of political coercion and denial of fundamental human rights.1508 

The letter went on to raise the spectre of genocide and to compare the Prague trial to Nazi 

antisemitism: 
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The introduction of “Zionism” as an issue in the Prague trial, and the insinuation that international 
Jewry and the new state of Israel are seeking to provoke conflicts among nations, is a charge so 
close to incitement to racial genocide for which a number of leaders of National Socialism were 
sentenced to death at Nuremberg that the Prague Government and those who instigated the 
Government’s action already stand convicted before the bar of world opinion of similar crimes for 
a similar purpose, namely to divert public attention from their own misdeeds.1509   

The NL printed some of the names of those who signed the letter: John Dos Passos, James T. 

Farrell, Sidney Hook, Julian Huxley, Salvador de Madariaga, François Mauriac, Denis de 

Rugemont, Bertrand Russell, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Ignazio Silone, Upton Sinclair, Stephen 

Spender.1510  

In addition, the case of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg – the “atom spies” – was brought into the 

NL’s campaign.  The NL’s campaign against antisemitism in the Soviet bloc coincided with the 

controversy over whether the Rosenbergs were guilty of spying for the Soviets and whether 

they should have their sentence commuted (clemency was denied and the Rosenbergs were 

executed on 19 June, 1953).  A  significant international campaign was organised on behalf of 

the Rosenbergs.1511 The NL circle was clearly anxious to rebut assertions made by communists 

that, as Oliver Pilat put it, “the Rosenbergs were railroaded because they were Jews.”1512 Lucy 

Dawidowicz described a campaign by the communists which was essentially the mirror image 

of the NL’s campaign against antisemitism in the Soviet bloc: “Since the Rosenbergs are Jews, 

their conviction is being used to ‘prove’ that the United States is embarking on a full-scale 

program of anti-Semitism.” 1513  Dawidowicz quoted William L. Patterson, an American 

communist, as saying: “The lynching of these two innocent American Jews, unless stopped by 

the American people, will serve as a signal for a wave of Hitler-like genocidal attacks against 
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the Jewish people throughout the United States.”1514 As contributors to the NL saw it, the 

campaign to grant the Rosenbergs clemency was yet another example of the communists’ 

cynicism with respect to racial and ethnic minorities.  Dawidowicz wrote: “The Rosenberg 

protests are part of International Communism’s anti-American campaign.  The Rosenberg 

case has superseded the Willie McGee case in the Communist war against America: First it 

was the Negroes, now the Jews.”1515  In Dawidowicz’s view, this cynicism extended to the 

original decision to use the Rosenbergs as spies:       

According to some former Communists, Soviet agents, in setting up espionage rings, deliberately 
recruit Jews and members of other minority groups to carry out dubious missions, so that, in the 
event of exposure, public hostility will be diverted away from the Communist apparatus toward 
these minority groups.  The Communists also seek in this way to provide themselves with a fertile 
area for agitation and propaganda among these insecure minorities whose insecurity the 
Communists themselves have helped to increase.1516 

Drawing a direct link between the Rosenberg case and the Slansky trial, Dawidowicz wrote: 

“Unless one is a principled opponent of capital punishment (for Goering and Slansky and 

Rosenberg), there seems to be only one valid reason why anti-Communists should have any 

interest in commutation of the Rosenbergs’ death sentence” [emphasis in original].1517 That 

reason was, in Dawidowicz’s opinion, to elicit information from the Rosenbergs regarding 

“Soviet espionage rings” in the United States.1518   

The NL then moved from emphasising the cynicism of the communists in the Rosenberg case 

to accusing at least some of the Rosenbergs’ supporters of hypocrisy.  It did so by sending a 

telegraph to thirty-five public figures who had been cited in the Daily Worker as opposing the 

death penalty in the Rosenberg case.1519 The telegram requested that those in favour of 
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clemency for the Rosenbergs also offer an “[…] EQUALLY FORTHRIGHT CONDEMNATION OF 

ANTI-SEMITC PRAGUE TRIAL AND IMMINENT EXECUTION OF SOVIET JEWISH DOCTORS.”1520 

It published the responses of those who answered the telegram, as well as the names of those 

who did not respond, on 26 January, 1953.  One of those who failed to respond was Rabbi 

Abba Hillel Silver, a fact that the NL noted in an editorial on 16 February, 1953, when it again 

pressed Rabbi Silver for a denunciation of antisemitism in the Soviet bloc.1521 Though the 

exercise was clearly meant to embarrass those who could not bring themselves to attack the 

Soviet bloc in print, some of the respondents were singled out for praise.  The Manhattan 

Project scientist and Nobel prize winner Harold Urey, who stood by his belief that “the 

Rosenberg conviction is based on doubtful testimony and that the punishment is too severe,” 

was nonetheless commended by the NL for saying that the Rosenberg case “fades to 

complete insignificance compared to the Prague trial, the attacks on the nice doctors, and the 

imminent anti-Semitism in the U.S.S.R.” 1522  The article said of other replies: “We fully 

expected, of course, the kind of responses we received from Rev. A.J. Muste, Rev. John 

Haynes Holmes, Rev. Donald Harrington, Waldo Frank and other democrats who do not keep 

two sets of books.”1523 The NL thought Rabbi Max Felshin’s reply “most eloquent of all.”1524 

Felshin’s excoriating statement read, in part:    

In the light of these disturbing reports, the pious protestations that anti-Semitism is outlawed in 
Russia are utterly discredited and have become a hollow and bitter mockery.  We have been 
watching with increasing misgivings and dismay the gradual liquidation of every vestige of Jewish 
culture in Soviet Russia, the disappearance of Yiddish writers, the hoax of Biro-Bidjan, the cloaked 
persecutions of so-called “cosmopolitans,” etc., etc.  But we have kept our silence for fear of 
worsening the situation.  We reasoned that, as long as anti-Semitism had not become an open, 
official, avowed instrumentality of Soviet state policy, we would use moral restraint and refrain 
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from provocative criticism.  We felt that, since everyone was suppressed in Russia, the Jews were 
no exception among the rest of the population.  

Today, however, the bursting of the lid of special Jewish persecution is brazenly and shamelessly 
off.1525  

Felshin went on to speak of the “medieval blood accusations against the Jewish doctors” and 

the “Nazi-like terror and extermination instituted by Soviet authorities and satellites against 

their Jewish subjects.”1526   

The most famous respondent to the NL’s telegraph was Albert Einstein.  The NL offered only 

faint praise for Einstein’s statement.  Einstein agreed that “the official trials staged by the 

Russian Government, not only that in Prague, but also the earlier ones since the second half 

of the Thirties, deserves unconditional condemnation.”1527  Yet Einstein also doubted the 

value of statements of protest from abroad.  In fact, he thought such protests would be 

counterproductive:   

A public statement by myself or somebody else would never reach effectively those whose attitude 
one wishes to influence.  In this respect, you cannot compare the actions in favor of the Rosenbergs 
with the action you are proposing to me in the case of the Jewish doctors.  I cannot see how such 
action can have any other effect than to the fan the flames of mutual hatred.1528  

Nonetheless, he did go on to propose “a kind of corporate condemnation from the side of 

science and scholarship,” a form of protest which, he felt, had merit in that it “would obviously 

be independent of politics.”1529 As its treatment of Rabbi Max Felshin’s statement shows, the 

NL had no quarrel with those who opposed the execution of the Rosenbergs.  The NL was not 

troubled in the least by dissent or by opposition to the death penalty.  It did, however, take 

issue with those who refused to protest – in similarly strong terms – the events in Prague and 

Moscow.  Einstein had barely, if at all, passed the test set by the NL.  
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Lastly, the NL turned to an ally in the international labour movement in its campaign against 

antisemitism in the Eastern bloc.  On 2 March, 1952, the NL published an article by J.H. 

Oldenbroek, secretary-general of the ICFTU concerning the developments in Prague and 

Moscow.1530 Oldenbroek began by noting the long-established opposition of trade unionists 

to racial bigotry and then went on to decry the growing campaign of antisemitism in the Soviet 

Union:          

Free Trade Unions have always firmly opposed racial discrimination and have often been active in 
relief measures for its victims.  The Executive Board of the ICFTU was, consequently, only 
reaffirming the deep-rooted aversion of millions of working men and women throughout the world 
to all forms of racial intolerance when, at its last session, it adopted a declaration condemning in 
the strongest terms the anti-Semitic aspects of the Prague trial.   

Since then, the conscience of the civilized world has been further shocked by the news of the 
monstrous accusations brought against the Moscow doctors, nearly all of whom, as Soviet 
propagandists went out of their way to emphasize, are Jews.  The Moscow doctors are the latest 
victims of a campaign which started some three or four years ago in Soviet Russia and which has 
been gathering momentum since.  At first the campaign was directed chiefly at writers and 
administrators.  They were never openly labelled as Jews; “cosmopolitan” was the word, and it 
came to have the force of anathema.  The campaign has now been broadened to include Jews in 
all walks of life, and now “bourgeois Zionist” is the hate-inspiring epithet.1531   

Oldenbroek could not be certain that Stalinist antisemitism was genocidal, but he was sure 

that its goal was to disenfranchise and isolate Russia’s Jewish community:  

It is not yet clear whether Stalin aims, as Hitler ultimately did, at the physical extermination of the 
Jews.  But it is clear that he is seeking to drive them out of public life, to terrorize them and thus 
snap a link between Russia and the free world.1532 

After listing the ways in which he thought Stalin was seeking to profit – both domestically and 

internationally – from his antisemitic campaign, he nevertheless concluded his article by 

declaring himself perplexed that Stalin could put himself so at odds with the prevailing views 

of trade unionists in non-communist countries, asking: 

But has he [Stalin] calculated the effect of this despicable policy on the labor movement of the free 
world?   
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That is another mystery of the Kremlin, to which the ICFTU does not pretend to have an answer.  
What we do know for certain is that this latest move of Stalin’s has confirmed free trade unionists 
everywhere in their determination to work for his downfall as steadfastly as they did for that of his 
predecessor, Hitler.1533 

Here we see, yet again, the NL bringing to bear the sentiments and organisations of the left – 

in this case the international labour movement and its opposition to racial prejudice – in its 

efforts to discredit the Soviet Union.  While the NL continued to raise the issue of antisemitism 

in the Soviet bloc in the months and years following Stalin’s death – indeed, it did so right up 

until the fall of communism in 1991 – Stalin’s passing brought its campaign surrounding the 

Slansky trial and the Doctors’ Plot to an end.    

Explanations for Stalinist antisemitism 

As well as condemning and campaigning against the rise of official antisemitism in the Soviet 

bloc, NL writers attempted to explain the motives that lay behind it.  These explanations were, 

of course, speculative.  For the most part, Stalinist antisemitism was felt to be calculating 

rather than anything based on deep conviction.  William Henry Chamberlin thought that 

“there is a difference in motivation and may be some difference in application” between 

National Socialist antisemitism and Stalinist antisemitism.1534 He continued: “Hitler seems to 

have genuinely believed in his demented racist theories.  For him anti-Semitism was a 

consuming passion, which obsessed him until the end of his career and on which he would 

never compromise.” 1535  In Chamberlin’s view, there was almost an inevitability to 

antisemitism in the Soviet bloc.  Even so, antisemitism was still not seen as a central feature 

of communism as it was for Nazism:    

As David Dallin pointed out recently in THE NEW LEADER, there are strong reasons why Soviet 
Communism had, in the end, to turn anti-Semitic.  The Jews were foredoomed to be scapegoats in 
the present drive against “rootless cosmopolitans.”  But Soviet anti-Semitism, although it may well 
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bring appalling excesses with the passing of time, gives the impression at the moment of being a 
matter of cold-blooded opportunism, rather than of fanaticism.1536 

Once again, we see that NL writers turned to simple political cynicism as a way of explaining 

the actions of communists on questions of racism. 

Keeping the satellite states of Eastern Europe within the Soviet orbit was one of the more 

common explanations given for Stalinist antisemitism.  Peter Meyer hinted that economic 

imperialism on the part of the Soviet Union – the desire to tie the Czech economy to that of 

the Soviet Union – may have been one of the motives behind the Slansky trial.  He wrote:     

Others confessed to having obtained dollar credits – again to make Czechoslovakia dependent on 
‘foreign Jewish capitalists.’  Especially diabolical was the Jewish plan to obtain dollars by an ‘export 
offensive’ in which Czech goods were sold to Western countries (instead of delivering them to 
Russia, of course).1537  

Linked to this was the need to maintain political stability as the Soviet Union forced its 

economic model on the states of the Eastern bloc.  According to G.E.R. Gedye, Czech Jews 

were being made to play the role of scapegoat for the privations arising from collectivisation 

and for the lack of success in industrial production: 

The food needed to keep the sullen, resentful factory workers going was not forthcoming; 
production kept falling.  When Moscow ordered fresh turns of the screw to secure the promised 
deliveries of war potential from Czechoslovakia, Slansky warned that this could only cause the 
situation to deteriorate further.  It did, and he was arrested. 

Since then, a year has passed, and things have gone from bad to worse Russia still cannot get her 
deliveries.1538 

William Henry Chamberlain also pointed to a “scapegoat element at Prague,” writing:  

The dissatisfaction of Czech workers with Communism and their inclination to slacken effort in 
reaction to the deterioration of living standards has been reflected in many statements made by 
the Communist trade union bosses.  What better propaganda remedy than to make Ludvik Frejka, 
author of the Two and Five Year Plans, stand up in court and say: “I sabotaged in such a way that 
there is still rationing of electricity and food!”.1539   
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Similarly, J.H. Oldenbroek wrote: “Stalin no doubt reckons that anti-Semitism will help 

neutralize the resistance of the traditionally Jew-baiting peasantry and middle classes of his 

satellites.”1540 

It was also argued that Jewish communists were being sacrificed in one of Stalin’s factional 

manoeuvres, whose purpose, again, was to maintain communist rule in the satellite states.  

According to this explanation, in order to pacify the disaffected populations of Eastern 

Europe, Stalin had chosen to purge Jewish communist leaders in favour, as Peter Meyer put 

it, of “native sons.”1541Meyer elaborated:       

The fact that passive resistance was increasing among all layers of the population and that there 
was a series of wildcat strikes in the factories might have influence this decision.  Men like Gottwald 
and Zapotocky in Czechoslovakia, Gheorghiu-Dej in Rumania were still needed – for a while.  The 
Rudolf Slankys and the Ana Paukers, the hated Jews, were ideal scapegoats.1542 

G.E.R. Gedye offered much the same thesis, arguing that faithful communists of Jewish 

background had been targeted as part of strategy of sham nationalism in the satellite states:         

The new line is that lack of patriotism by a satellite Communist will not fit Stalin’s bill.  While 
obeying Moscow to the letter, he must appear to do so not for the sake of the International, but 
because obedience will bring prosperity and happiness to the masses of his own country.  In other 
words, Stalin’s most loyal and most unscrupulous servants must be replaced by dummy Titos, 
preaching Communism for nationalism’s sake. 

That this should hit the “cosmopolite” Jews was inevitable.1543   

For Gedye, it was simply a matter of ruthless political calculation:    

The Jew, with his critical intelligence and strong reaction from Nazism, has served his turn in 
Communism’s militant phase; in the stage of attempted consolidation of power, he is a liability and 
must go.  The new anti-Semitism is as utilitarian as that.1544   

Czechoslovak President, Klement Gottwald, might have suffered the same fate as Slansky, but 

was saved, in Gedye’s view, by the Kremlin’s need to keep up the appearance of national 
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independence: “He owes his life only to the new policy of replacing ‘Muscovites’ and 

internationalists by ‘tame Titos.’”1545 In June 1952, even before the antisemitic nature of the 

Prague purge became fully apparent, Gedye offered the same analysis – that is, that a 

fraudulent Titoism had been concocted in Moscow – to explain the reasons behind the purge 

taking place in Romania. 1546  Though he did not dwell on the antisemitic aspects of the 

Romanian purge, Gedye charged that Ana Pauker, formerly Rumania’s foreign minister and 

the second-highest ranking person in the Romanian Communist Party, had, as a part of this 

strategy, been “flung to the anti-Stalinist Communist and anti-Semitic Rumanian wolves.”1547      

International politics (beyond the satellites states) was also thought to be at work.  Among 

other things, it was suggested that a desire by the Soviets to expand their influence in the 

Middle East was behind the attacks, with the Soviets trying to gain the support of Arab 

countries by playing on anti-Israel and anti-Jewish sentiment.  Gedye wrote: “The 

Machiavellian skill with which the dictatorship set the stage is paying dividends.  The anti-

Semitic line is going over with non-Jews.  Soviet intrigues among the Arab states are greatly 

facilitated.”1548 Adolf A. Berle Jr. concurred with this view:     

Diplomatic considerations enter into the campaign.  The Kremlin is clearly wooing neo-Nazi 
movements in Germany and Italy; anti-Semitism was their slogan in Hitler’s day.  Kremlin strategists 
probably believe anti-Semitism will make Communism popular in West Germany, which they 
intend to take.  Unquestionably, they expect it to buy the sympathy of the Arab world, opening the 
wounds of the Israel-Arab war.  It is “smart” diplomacy, from which the propaganda apparatus in 
these areas expects to collect dividends.1549  

J.H Oldenbroek echoed Berle’s view:  

Stalin no doubt reckons that anti-Semitism will help neutralize the resistance of the traditionally 
Jew-baiting peasantry and middle classes of his satellites.  He also hopes for political dividends in 
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the Arab countries and, perhaps, in Germany.  All these calculations are important to a man 
planning aggression on a world scale.1550 

Whether or not Arabs and others were impressed by this display of antisemitism was not 

recorded (other than the vague assertion that it was “paying dividends”). 

Disenchantment with Israel was also advanced as a reason for Soviet antisemitism.  Writing 

in particularly caustic terms, Salvador de Madariaga argued that the Soviet Union had 

betrayed Israel (the creation of which the Soviet Union and its satellites had supported 

diplomatically) in order to further its expansionist aims in the Middle East.  The Prague trial 

signalled this change of allegiance:      

The anti-Semitic and anti-Israel character of the Prague trial can, therefore, have but one meaning 
– that the men of Moscow have made up their minds to throw over Israel to gain favour with the 
Arabs. 

The Arab-Islamic world is in ferment.  Poverty, political fragmentation, glaring social inequality 
make it a fertile ground for Communism.  It may well be, therefore, that the men of Moscow have 
decided to court Arabia Infelix, and, as a first act of homage, to sacrifice eleven Jews to her.  They 
are completing, in this way, the evolution which makes them the heirs of the Nazis.  The same 
ruthless police state; the same concentration and extermination camps; the same occupation, 
domination and exploitation of neighboring countries; and now, the same use of Jewish bodies for 
experiments – whether for so-called scientific reasons, as under the Nazis, or for diplomatic 
reasons, under their Soviet imitators.1551 

Here we should recall that the Soviet bloc’s assistance to the new Jewish state went well 

beyond diplomatic support: Czechoslovakia supplied both small arms and fighter aircraft in 

the first Arab-Israeli war of 1948.1552 Thus, William Henry Chamberlin suggested that “the 

Communist collapse into anti-Semitism” could be attributed in part to “indignation over 

Israel’s failure to become a Soviet satellite despite Czech arms shipments.”1553 The issue of 

Czech arms shipments had been mentioned in an NL article in January, 1951.  In it, Mátyás 

Rákosi, the Hungarian communist leader, was reported to have expressed frustration that, 
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despite all the diplomatic help which the Soviets had given Israel, and despite being provided 

with Czech arms (which were made available “though the intervention of Moscow”), the 

Israeli government had treated the USSR with “ingratitude.”1554  M.Z. Frank also wrote of the 

Soviet Union’s “disappointment” with Israel, especially following the breaking of a seaman’s 

strike by the Israeli government at the port of Haifa in 1951.1555 Frank wrote: “[…] Cominform 

agents had infiltrated the seamen and manipulated the strike from behind the scenes. Israel’s 

merchant marine would today be at the mercy of the Cominform had the Communist-

engineered strike succeeded.”1556 

Antipathy towards Zionism within the Soviet bloc was believed to be another reason for Soviet 

antisemitism.  The attempt to stamp out Zionism had, of course, long predated the Slansky 

trial and Doctors’ Plot.  Guido G. Goldman, in his 1960 monograph, Zionism Under Soviet Rule, 

1917-1928, wrote that the Communists launched their first “intensified attack on Zionism” in 

the middle of 1922.1557 According to Goldman, 1928 saw “the final termination of all tolerated 

Zionist activity in Soviet Russia.”1558 Goldman went on to add: “Virtually all organized Zionist 

activity in the Soviet Union had been put to an end by 1930.  Only a few isolated groups 

remained, and these, too, were liquidated in the early 1930s.”1559 In Frank’s judgement, the 

turning point – from anti-Zionism to antisemitism – came with the appointment of Israel’s 

ambassador to the Soviet Union:    

On the Day of Atonement in 1948, Israel’s first Ambassador to the U.S.S.R., Mrs. Golda Meyerson, 
attended a synagogue in Moscow.  All she said to the congregation was this sentence in Yiddish: 
“Thank you for remaining Jews.” Thousands of Jews thereupon followed her silently from the 
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synagogue into the streets, many of them weeping.  This was the first spontaneous popular 
demonstration ever to take place in Stalin’s Moscow.1560  

The NL’s editorial for 22 December 1952 described the reception accorded Golda Meyerson 

at this event as “an overwhelming, spontaneous and unmistakably pro-Zionist ovation” 

[emphasis added].1561 The same editorial pointed to “the great exodus of Jews to Israel since 

Communism came to power in Eastern Europe” as proof of the increasing support for Zionism 

within the Soviet bloc (as well as being evidence of disaffection with the Soviet system among 

the bloc’s Jewish communities).1562       

According to the NL, any support given to Zionism – no matter how small – was a cause for 

deep alarm in the Kremlin.  In the NL’s view, Zionism was seen by the Soviet leadership as an 

obstacle to the full assimilation of Jews into Soviet society.  The 22 December editorial stated:  

In Zionism – and this is the truly startling fact brought out at Prague – Stalin sees an intolerable foe.  
Though the proportion of practicing Zionists in the Soviet Empire must be tiny indeed, and is far 
outweighed by the anti-Zionists – among whom the most vicious has been the Slanksys – 
nevertheless Zionism is a force whose very presence hinders the Sovietization of the Jews.1563 

At a deeper level, the editorial suggested that any allegiance – other than that given to the 

party or state – was simply unacceptable in a totalitarian state.  It argued that Zionism was 

“an ‘alien infection’ which Communism regards as ‘treasonable’ because it is a competing 

faith.”1564  The editorial continued: “For much the same reason, another ‘alien infection’, 

Christianity, has never been tolerated by either Hitler or Stalin.”1565 It also suggested that the 

Kremlin was capable of genocide in its campaign against this “competing faith”:    

The whole idea, of course, is to render the masses leaderless and more susceptible to Communist 
indoctrination.  It is hardly possible to kill every Christian and thereby kill Christianity; but it is 
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possible to dispose of a few million Jews – Hitler proved that – and to eliminate Zionism as a 
competing force simply by eliminating all potential carriers of it.1566 

The question of emigration from the Soviet bloc to Israel was also cited as a reason for Soviet 

antisemitism.  David J. Dallin wrote: “The ardent desire of Russian Jews to emigrate to Israel, 

which has become obvious in spite of all repression, is regarded by the regime as another sign 

of disloyalty.”1567 

Nationalism was also put forward as a reason for Stalinist antisemitism.  J.H. Oldenbroek 

referred to the growth of Russian nationalism in the Soviet Union from the war years 

onwards:           

There is another respect in which Stalin’s motives resemble Hitler’s.  That is the “master race” 
notions with which the Georgian dictator hopes to revive Russian patriotism and make it serve his 
ends.  This is a development of the last war, when millions of Russian peasants, who were not 
interested in fighting for his regime, were persuaded to die for the Russia of Alexander Nevsky, 
Peter the Great, Suvorov and Kutuzov. […] Hence the seemingly endless series of “discoveries” that 
the real authors of most modern inventions were Russians.  Hence the rehabilitation of countless 
figures of Russian history – previously despised in Communist doctrine, now state heroes.  Into this 
myth of Russia’s historic world mission the Russian-Jewish scientist, doctor, musician or writer 
clearly does not fit.1568 

In M.Z. Frank’s view, an intolerant Russian nationalism had taken the place of Lenin’s “broad-

minded attitude toward non-Russians,” resulting in the adoption of heavy-handed 

assimilationist policies for Jews and others: “The original Soviet attitude toward national 

minorities has developed, through the years, into what is now a rabid Russian chauvinism that 

seeks to Russianize all ethnic groups in the Soviet Empire.”1569 

While the NL went to some pains to discount the importance of McCarthyism and Cold War 

hysteria in the United States – a “phantom danger,” in Norbert Muhlen’s opinion – it did think 
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that such an atmosphere prevailed in the Soviet bloc.1570 Its editorial for January 26, 1953, 

held that the Prague trial and the arrest of the doctors in Moscow were evidence of 

“paranoia” in the Kremlin:                   

As the face of Communism rapidly becomes that of Nazism, Communism reveals a striking 
resemblance to its evil twin also in its inner dynamic.  The most ominous fact about the orgy of 
terror that has gripped every corner of the Soviet Empire is its increasingly paranoid quality.  The 
fact is ominous because it signifies that the Communist hierarchy, hitherto known for its cold and 
ruthless cunning, has given way to unreason, and perhaps even panic. 1571 

As well as indicating that paranoia had set in among the leadership of the Soviet Union, the 

editorial argued that developments in Prague and Moscow showed that the nations of the 

Soviet bloc were being readied for war: 

In the satellites, as distinguished from the Soviet state, the Jews are more necessary as scapegoats 
not only for the classic reason that general discontent must somehow be diverted, but also – and 
this is perhaps immediately more important – to place in power “native sons.”  They are more 
reliable in that they are less “cosmopolitan,” are more likely to keep in check the native population, 
and may be less finicky about working up a militarist-nationalist spirit against the West.  The 
Kremlin is appealing, that is to say, not only to the Nazi remnants of Germany, but to all of the 
feudal, reactionary, nationalist and militarist remnants that have fastened on Central and Eastern 
European society for generations.1572 

The lack of concern over how the news of the persecution of Jews would be received in the 

West was thought to be another indication that the Soviet Union was preparing for war:                                           

Anne O’Hare McCormick notes, in the Times, the brazen indifference to Western public opinion 
implied in ‘Stalin’s deliberate evocation of the spirit of Hitler’.  Almost alone among commentators, 
she concludes as we have that these Hitler-like, paranoiac manifestations are ominous.1573   

The editorial also argued that allegations of a “fifth column” operating in the Soviet bloc, as 

well a Soviet press that was “even more virulently anti-American than usual,” were 

“uncomfortably reminiscent of Nazism in the days immediately preceding the attack on 
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Poland.”1574 Here it is worth noting that when this editorial was written the armistice for the 

proxy war between the Soviet Union and the United States in Korea had not yet been signed 

(it was signed in July 1953).  As with the American press in general, the tone of the NL’s 

commentary on the Soviet Union became noticeably more pugnacious following the outbreak 

of war in Korea in June 1950, and so it seems understandable that the NL would believe that 

the Slansky Trial and the arrest of the Moscow doctors demonstrated that a war psychology 

had taken hold in the Soviet Union. 

This war fever was thought to be exacerbating a growing xenophobic paranoia in the Soviet 

Union.1575  David J. Dallin thought that Jews were viewed with particular suspicion by the 

Soviet regime because, among the Soviet Union’s many ethnic groups, they were the most 

resistant to the Kremlin’s militantly anti-Western propaganda:                            

Why are the Jews, for centuries hounded and persecuted under the Tsars, now heading the list of 
Stalin’s “disloyal elements”?  Chiefly because Russian Jews are, of all groups in the Soviet Union, 
the most apt to reject the current anti-Western campaign.  This is even true, to some extent, of 
Jewish Communists, who in other respects follow the party as slavishly as their comrades.1576 

According to Dallin, the benign attitude of Soviet Jews towards the West was the result of the 

peculiar history of Russian Jewry:      

For historical reasons, the Jews have for centuries had closer ties with the West than the rest of 
Russia’s population.  A great many had lived, visited or studied in Western countries.  Countless 
others, as a result of the large-scale Jewish emigration to Western Europe and the United States in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century, have relatives abroad.  Moreover, Yiddish, the 
mother tongue of most Russian Jews, is closely akin to German, providing a linguistic link with the 
people of Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Whenever the Soviet Government has found it 
expedient to raise the Iron Curtain slightly, as in the years 1941-46, there has been a flood of 
correspondence between Russian Jews and their kinsmen abroad.  During the hard times of the 
war and immediate postwar period, moreover, money and parcels streamed into Russia from 
Jewish communities and individuals in the United States.1577 

Thus, Jews were the least susceptible to a caricatured picture of life in Western countries:    
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That is why Soviet Jews find it so difficult to swallow Stalin’s crude, primitive anti-Western 
propaganda.  They will not accept the myth that American soldiers in Korea gouge out the eyes of 
newborn infants and force the mothers to swallow them.  They cannot be convinced that 
thousands of unemployed are dying of starvation in the streets of American cities and that the U.S. 
is preparing a war so DuPont can make a few more millions.1578 

That lack of credulity extended to conditions in the satellite countries:  

They also refuse to believe that the standard of living in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Rumania – 
where many of them still have friends and relatives – has shot up since those countries’ 
incorporation into Stalin’s empire.  Nor are they happy at the sight of Moscow promoting that 
strange amalgam of East German Communists and Nazis which goes by the name of “Socialist Unity 
Party.”1579 

Dallin also drew a connection between the internationalist inclinations of Jewish Communists 

and the purge of Trotsky and his followers:   

It is no coincidence that, in the first of the famous Moscow Trials, ten of the sixteen defendants – 
like eleven of the fourteen more recently at Prague – were Jews, and that all were sentenced to 
death and summarily executed.  Nor was it a coincidence that the leader of the International 
Communist opposition to Stalinism was Leon Trotsky, with his broader international outlook than 
that of Stalin.1580 

J.H. Oldenbroek argued along similar lines to Dallin, writing that, “Hitler and Stalin both 

endeavoured to build up totalitarian police states hermetically sealed off from the rest of the 

world, not only physically, but intellectually.”1581  In Oldenbroek’s view, Hitler wanted to 

eliminate the Jews due to their being “a compact group” with “friends and relatives in the 

outer world,” and Stalin wished to do the same to further his own “dictatorial purposes.”1582      

The NL circle drew a very clear moral from the advent of state antisemitism in the Soviet bloc: 

namely, that the well-being of minorities could never be assured in a non-democratic system.  

Peter Meyer sensed that there was something more going on here than a mere opportunistic 

desire to gain new allies abroad, “to win the Arabs or appease the German Nazis,” as he put 
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1579 Ibid.  
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it.1583 Rather, he contended: “There can be no shirking the conclusion which is now emerging 

so unmistakably: The inner dynamic of totalitarianism leads to genocide”.1584 William Henry 

Chamberlin wrote in December, 1952: “These developments afford final proof that the rights 

of all minority groups are best safeguarded by free institutions, the rule of law and a system 

of moral values that repudiates all elements of race and class prejudice.”1585 He developed 

this idea further in March of the following year, listing the lessons to be learned from the 

“Soviet plunge into anti-Semitism”: 

That where Jews are not free as individuals, they can never be safe against persecution as a group. 

That neither Jews nor members of any other “minority” can feel secure under a system that 
habitually resorts to ruthless “liquidations” of other groups on political, economic or ethnic lines. 

That, whatever the failings free societies may have in the realization of full human brotherhood, 
minority groups are best safeguarded against the more vicious forms of persecution under free 
institutions and the rule of law.1586 

Eugene Lyons likewise concluded in March, 1953:  

Ethics aside, an exposed and vulnerable minority can have no truck with arbitrary power.  Though 
a dictatorship may find it expedient to promote slogans of racial tolerance today, a new expediency 
may make some minority the special target of its malevolence tomorrow.  The only safety for its 
minorities is in a democratic society, where the intrinsic value of the individual person is taken for 
granted.1587 

The same sentiment can be found in many other NL articles discussing the problems of 

minorities, both in the Soviet Union and the United States.      

The idea that democracy and individual rights were of vital importance to minorities was, it 

should be recognised, hardly a novel idea in socialist thinking.  As Jack Jacobs points out, Karl 

Kautsky, writing in 1882, remarked that “Jew-baiting” was endemic to autocracies and “would 

not be possible in a free land.”1588 Kautsky was, it is true, referring to grass-roots examples of 

 
1583 Meyer, “Stalin Plans Genocide,” 5.  
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1586 Chamberlin, “Stalin Injects an Old Poison,” 18.  
1587 Lyons, “American Jews and the Kremlin Purges,” 15.  
1588 Jacobs, “Marxism and Anti-Semitism,” 402-03.   
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Jew-baiting, rather than the state antisemitism of Stalin’s last years (though Kautsky believed, 

as did members of the NL circle, that the Tsarist authorities were the “inciters” of 

pogroms).1589 In any case, the principle regarding democratic government and minorities is 

the same.  What is more, it is likely that members of the NL group were familiar with Kautsky’s 

ideas on this matter: for instance, Menshevik leader and NL contributor, Raphael 

Abramowitch, met with Kautsky and appears to have been much influenced by his ideas (as 

were most Marxist intellectuals of his generation).1590  Quite a number of articles, either 

written by Kautsky or discussing his opinions, were published in the NL.1591 A 1925 article in 

the NL declared Kautsky to be “the greatest living Marxist.”1592 Returning these warm feelings, 

Kautsky sent his “best wishes for the success” of the newspaper in 1934.1593 Indeed, copies of 

the NL were frequently sent to Kautsky in Vienna, and Kautsky’s wife, Luise Kautsky, wrote to 

the NL in 1935: “We could not now afford to miss your paper, whose general attitude is very 

satisfactory to us” (the NL proudly printed these remarks on its front page).1594        

Conclusion   

From the time it began publication until the period under review, the NL maintained a strong 

interest in the question of racial – and to a much lesser degree, religious – intolerance.  

Though the NL clearly grasped how significant racism was to Cold War politics, its interest in 

the topic was by no means dictated by the propaganda war between communist states and 

 
1589 Ibid., 409.  
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1594 “Karl Kautsky on The New Leader,” The New Leader, June 29, 1935, 1. 
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Western democracies.  As we have seen, from the commencement of publication in the early 

1920s up until the early 1950s, the NL’s coverage of this issue was extensive.  Prior to the 

period being studied here, it prominently reported the lynching of Black Americans, pushed 

for the passage of federal legislation to eradicate lynching, and called on the major parties to 

disown the Ku Klux Klan in the clearest possible terms.  In the late 1940s and early 1950s, it 

was certainly not a newcomer to the politics of anti-racism.  Rather, it simply continued what 

was by then a well-established tradition, giving a great deal of attention to racial segregation 

and civil rights, the difficulties confronting Native Americans, and the creation of the 

apartheid state in South Africa, among other issues.  With a large proportion of its 

contributors belonging to an ethnic minority, many in the NL circle plainly felt they had a 

personal stake in the struggle against racism and bigotry.  Doubtless most had experienced 

antisemitism in their own lives or had heard stories of anti-Jewish persecution from family 

members who had emigrated from Europe and the old Russian Empire.   

Yet, the NL also drew on the socialist tradition in its commentary on racism and other forms 

of bigotry.  As the scholarship cited in this chapter demonstrates, in the nineteenth century a 

wide divergence of views existed among European socialists on the question of antisemitism: 

some socialists could be described as antisemitic, many socialists rejected antisemitism out 

of hand, and still others thought that antisemitism may have its uses in the fight against 

capitalism.  This changed substantially at around the turn of the twentieth century, with the 

standard position of European socialists becoming one of strong opposition to antisemitism. 

This opposition included Lenin, who had no tolerance for antisemitism.  The matter had long 

been settled by the time the NL began printing articles on Soviet antisemitism in the late 

1940s.  To a certain extent, a similar evolution occurred among socialists in the United States.  

Although the Socialist Party of America was, from its founding, in principle opposed to racial 
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discrimination, in its early years the party also had white supremacists as members, did little 

to defend black Americans, and was prepared to accept racial discrimination against Asian 

immigrants.  Nonetheless, this muddled attitude changed over time, and the party became 

outspoken in its defence of black Americans and firmly opposed to racism more generally.  

The NL, it must be emphasised, was always on the liberal wing of the party on these questions.  

In this, the NL shared the outlook of the Jewish labour movement, especially that of the 

ILGWU.  In its first years of publication, the NL subscribed to a socialist understanding of the 

causes of racism and bigotry, and it is important to stress that the NL retained a socialist – or 

near-socialist – analysis of racism and bigotry in the period from 1946 to 1953.  That is, articles 

appearing in the NL in this period continued to place the accent very much on economic 

causes and social conditions in their analysis of racial prejudice.  

In spite of the NL’s deep antipathy towards communism, it took some time for it to digest 

what was happening with the anti-cosmopolitan campaign and to accuse the Soviets of 

antisemitism.  It seems that, in the beginning stages of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign, even 

the NL circle could not quite believe that a regime of the left – no matter how debased it may 

be in other respects – would stoop to antisemitism.  Members of the NL circle were probably 

less surprised by the antisemitism of the anti-cosmopolitan campaign than others, but 

nonetheless they do seem to have needed time to adjust their thinking to this development.  

In this period, both David J. Dallin and Jacob Pat maintained that the Soviet authorities were 

innocent of any kind of deliberate antisemitism.  One index of this uncertainty is that the NL 

did not, to any appreciable degree, editorialise on Soviet antisemitism in these early years.  

As the anti-cosmopolitan campaign progressed, however, the NL became more forceful in its 

commentary (if not in its editorials, then at least in its columns and articles written by 

contributors).  The tone of the NL’s commentary reached a distinctly higher pitch with the 
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Slanksy Trial and the Doctors’ Plot.  With these two developments, it began an editorial 

campaign against Soviet antisemitism, and the articles it ran left no doubt that communist 

regimes were engaging in antisemitism.  The NL circle does appear to have feared that mass 

deportations – or even genocide – were real possibilities in 1952 and early 1953, and it 

became part of larger campaign to bring the world’s attention to the anti-Jewish purges taking 

place in the Soviet bloc.  It is undeniably the case that the NL had Cold War propaganda in 

mind in its commentary on these purges, but it is also true that the NL was carrying on a 

tradition of campaigning left-wing journalism, just as it had campaigned on behalf of 

minorities – and against racial persecution – in the United States and elsewhere.                               
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Conclusion 

It was stated in the general introduction that this thesis was largely an argument with the 

New Left’s analysis of the anti-Stalinist Left.  In reaction to the Vietnam War, many scholars 

and intellectuals felt themselves repelled by anti-communism and anything associated with 

the Cold War.  It is not hard to comprehend or to sympathise with this attitude.  A small 

stream of scholarship in recent years has only confirmed and further documented what was 

already known: that many atrocities were committed in the name of anti-communism.1595  

While not enamoured of the oppressive Soviet system, these scholars and intellectuals did 

not wish to perpetuate a Cold War mentality, or add to East-West tensions, by demonising 

communist regimes.  They therefore took an “anti-anti-communist” position (the NL was 

probably one of the first publications to use this term).1596 Again, it is entirely understandable 

that many would take such a position.  Important things were lost and misunderstood in this 

wholesale rejection of anti-communism, however.  It should be stressed that this thesis was 

never meant to be yet another attack on New Left scholarship.  Or more precisely, the 

intention was not to disparage New Left scholarship in its entirety.  New Left revisionist 

scholars have made important contributions to, for instance, the historiography of the 

Russian Revolution and the Soviet Union.  Yet, New Left scholars have also, in this writer’s 

view, misinterpreted anti-communist labour history to a serious degree.  Still, it is almost fifty 

years since the Vietnam War ended, and more than thirty years since the fall of the Soviet 
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Union.  We can now, surely, reconsider anti-communist movements – in particular the anti-

Stalinist Left – without the rancour of previous years.  To his great credit, Hugh Wilford has 

already started this process with respect to the NL.   

There are two novel aspects to this thesis.  It is the first time anyone has analysed what was 

written in the NL in a sustained and systematic manner.  Earl Latham could be said to have 

scrutinised NL articles in a similar way, but his examination, as noted in the general 

introduction, was confined to about five pages in a book principally devoted to 

McCarthyism.1597 Paul Kessler’s master’s thesis, “The New Leader and Its World,” is invaluable 

as a rare piece of scholarship on the NL and as a historical document.1598 Completed as it was 

in 1950, it offers details and insights into the early history of the NL that are hard, if not 

impossible, to find elsewhere.  Although Kessler did not say if he conducted interviews or had 

informal conversations with members of the NL circle, it is a very safe guess that he was 

guided and assisted in his research by Sol Levitas and other members of the group (for one 

thing, it is difficult to imagine that he could have had access to back issues of the NL at that 

time at any location other than at the NL offices).  For all its value, however, Kessler’s thesis 

gives a largely impressionistic account of what was written in NL articles.  In the main, it avoids 

taking a detailed look at the content of NL articles.  Also, published as it was in 1950, Kellser’s 

work could not examine the NL as both a newspaper and a magazine.  The thesis covers the 

period of transition, the years immediately before and after 1950, when the NL changed to a 

magazine format.  Perhaps what has most been lacking in the histography of the New York 

intellectuals has been a careful survey of the articles that these intellectuals wrote for 

publications such as the NL.  As a result, breezy assumptions are often made about the anti-
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Stalinist Left without those assumptions being checked against the textual evidence.  In this 

sense, this thesis is more an examination of the journalism of the New York intellectuals than 

a re-examination of their journalistic work.    

The other novel feature of this thesis is the use of the immanent critique concept as a means 

of understanding the discourse of the anti-Stalin Left.  All of the major studies in the 

historiography of the New York intellectuals note – although usually only briefly – the various 

crimes and misdeeds which led these intellectuals to take a stand against the Communist 

Party.1599 It was mentioned in the general introduction that these studies concentrate heavily 

on the journal Partisan Review, which, as Terry A. Cooney has written, aimed at “emphasizing 

literary and cultural discussion more than political analysis.”1600 Therefore, much has been 

made of the fact that the New York intellectuals stood against the communists, as Cooney 

puts it, on “cultural grounds,” espousing “literary freedom” and literary modernism and 

scorning “proletarian literature.” 1601  It is doubtless true that the New York intellectuals 

disagreed strongly with the Communist Party on cultural and aesthetic matters, and more 

generally on the issue of intellectual freedom.  In addition to this, most histories of the New 

York intellectuals do at least hint at the fact that the anti-Stalinist Left opposed the 

Communist Party for specifically left-wing reasons, although this is a point that could have 

been brought out more clearly in the historiography of these intellectuals.  Joseph Doorman, 

for instance, writes very briefly that the New York intellectuals had wrestled with the question 

of whether “economic justice and political equality actually exist” in the Soviet Union.1602    

 
1599 For instance, see Bloom, Prodigal Sons Cooney, 114, 125; Cooney, The Rise of the New York 
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This thesis has gone one step beyond establishing why the New York intellectuals opposed 

the Communist Party, and shown how one of its publications went about opposing the 

communists.  It has shown not only that the NL opposed communism for left-wing reasons, 

but that it continued in the period under review to oppose communism using left-wing 

arguments.  Indeed, the NL continued to employ left-wing arguments against Leninist regimes 

right up until the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Week in, week out, we find NL writers judging 

Soviet-type regimes according to socialist criteria, and for these regimes to be found wanting 

by such criteria.  The thematic case studies on working conditions and on antisemitism in the 

Soviet bloc illustrate that the NL’s commentary on these topics was entirely in line with 

standard socialist thinking on working-class rights and anti-racism.  The NL did not even 

venture outside the bounds of left-wing discourse in its use of totalitarianism theory.  As we 

have seen, the NL group’s version of totalitarianism theory originated with Menshevik 

thinking on (as the Mensheviks viewed it) the authoritarianism of the Bolsheviks, and with 

the German Marxist theoretician, Rudolf Hilferding.  Unlike neo-liberals or Catholic thinkers, 

the NL circle never felt that fear of totalitarianism was a reason to move in a reactionary 

direction.  Fear of totalitarianism was not, in the eyes of the NL circle, to be used as an excuse 

to stop pursuing egalitarian social policies.  The evidence strongly supports the conclusion 

that, by judging Leninist parties and Soviet-type regimes in the way that it did (by engaging in 

an immanent critique), the NL was attempting to uphold socialist principles.  The immanent 

critique framework used in this research not only offers a new reading of the anti-Stalinist 

Left, but it is a theoretical framework that could be used much more widely to understand 

different tendencies and intellectual currents in socialist and labour history.     

Some may dispute whether this immanent critique argument can be applied to the NL’s 

commentary and reporting on the Soviet Union.  The immanent critique argument can only 
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be valid if Communists and NL writers shared a common set of values, and some may object 

that Marxist-Leninists and democratic socialists simply did not hold the same principles and 

beliefs.  It is unquestionably the case that Marxism-Leninism and democratic socialism grew 

a great distance from one another other over time, but as the historian and senior member 

of the Italian Socialist Party, Giuseppe Tamburrano, remarked in 1970: “Whether we like it or 

not, socialists and communists have the same origins.  They claim to spring from the same 

class and their general declared aims are similar.”1603 Without in any way disregarding the 

substantial differences separating communists from democratic socialists – which is the very 

basis of this research – more than enough commonality existed for the immanent critique 

argument to be valid.   

Another objection that could be made against the immanent critique argument is that of 

cherry-picking.  That is, that this argument ignores examples of right-wing critiques used 

against communism by NL writers.  This was certainly a nagging concern in the earlier stages 

of researching this thesis.  Consequently, a sharp lookout was kept for any evidence that 

might have contradicted the immanent critique argument.  Very little contradictory evidence 

of this sort was found.  A few instances could be cited of articles about the Soviet Union which 

spoke positively of capitalism or “free enterprise.”1604 It is worth emphasising that the few 

articles of this kind were not written by regular NL contributors or columnists.  Moreover, 

with the possible exception of Max Eastman’s deeply polemical contribution to the NL’s 

debate on state planning (discussed in chapter 2), this writer did not come across any article 

in the NL which suggested that the abolition of private property or the diminution of “free 

enterprise” were the root cause of Soviet totalitarianism.  This could not be more different 
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316 
 

from the commentary found in right-wing publications.  In clear contrast to those 

publications, one is hard-pressed to find arguments in the pages of the NL in support of the 

proposition that property rights are the basis of political freedom.  Likewise, although the NL 

protested religious persecution under Soviet-type regimes, it did not share the Right’s 

preoccupation with “godless” or “atheistic” communism or posit that Soviet totalitarianism 

came about as a result of the erosion of traditional religious beliefs.  In short, there is a 

profound difference between the anti-communist discourse found in the NL and that of right-

wing publications of the time such as The American Mercury, Human Events, The Freeman, or 

National Review (whose first edition came out after the period under review, in November 

1955).  The NL circle had entirely different motivations for opposing communism, and that 

could not help but produce a different type of discourse.  To be blunt, the NL’s commentary 

was also generally of a higher, more erudite level than the commentary in these publications.  

As the research progressed, and as doubts such as these were put to rest (at least to the 

satisfaction of this writer), the conviction that the immanent critique argument was sound 

only grew stronger. 

It could perhaps be argued that the NL’s support for military “preparedness” during the Cold 

War is evidence that it had moved to the Right.1605 While the Left has always harboured deep 

concerns about militarism, there is nothing inherently “right-wing” about arguments in favour 

of military preparedness.  Indeed, the NL was constantly accusing the Soviet Union of being 

the aggressive and militaristic power, which could be viewed as another example of the NL’s 

immanent critique of the Soviet Union.  Solomon M. Schwarz, writing in the NL, even warned 
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of Soviet militarism in October 1943, at the height of the Second World War.1606 Support for 

military preparedness – provided it is of a strictly defensive nature – has always been a part 

of the socialist tradition.  To point to just one example, Harold R. Weinstein, in his 1936 

political biography of the French socialist leader Jean Jaurès, wrote that Jaurès “became an 

ardent partisan” of conscription.1607  Weinstein went on to emphasise: “Jaurès, however, 

drew a sharp line between preparation against attack and the bellicosity of militarism.  He 

firmly believed in ‘the holy war for la patrie’ if France were attacked, but denounced ‘the 

foolish war of an adventurer.’”1608 Many other examples could be referenced to demonstrate 

that support for defensive military preparedness is well within the socialist tradition, and 

certainly not prima facie evidence of a move to the Right on the NL’s part.  Assisting other 

nations to defend themselves against a perceived threat is hardly incompatible with the 

socialist tradition, either.        

As with any research project, certain trade-offs were unavoidable in selecting what to include 

and what to leave out of this thesis.  Looking back, perhaps the main regret is that more 

themes could not have been covered in this thesis.  In the general introduction it was noted 

that other subjects, besides workers’ rights and antisemitism, could have been examined to 

show that the NL was engaged in an immanent critique of Soviet-type regimes (the themes 

of militarism, imperialism, nationalism were mentioned).  Yet, the central purpose of this 

thesis was to look in detail at how NL writers interpreted events in the Soviet bloc.  To examine 

a number of other themes would have meant sacrificing that detail.  Another regret was that 

more time could not have been spent exploring the NL archive at Columbia University.  The 
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Taminent Library and Wagner Archives at New York University also has extensive material on 

the NL, but a visit to that archive had to be ruled out due to time constraints.  Of course, 

research funding is limited – particularly for the humanities – and this will no doubt always 

be one of the difficulties involved in conducting historical research in another country, and 

especially for countries so far away.  Even so, this writer considers himself very fortunate to 

have had the opportunity of searching through the NL archive at Columbia University.  Being 

able to hold original copies of letters written to the NL by the likes of Victor Serge was a pure 

joy.  As it was, it was only possible to sift through a small proportion of the letters and other 

material held at the Columbia archive in the time available.  In any case, it was always 

intended that the focus of thesis would be the NL articles themselves, and these articles were 

accessible in a digitised archive (although there are missing periods in the digitised NL archive, 

and it was necessary to track down those missing editions at the Columbia archive).  It would 

appear, though, that this thesis is one of the first academic studies to make use of the NL 

archive.  Reading through the correspondence held at the NL archive was particularly 

illuminating in that it revealed just how close the relationship was between Sol Levitas and 

senior figures in the AFL such as Matthew Woll and Irving Brown.  This archived 

correspondence between the NL and the leadership of America’s union movement deserves 

to be investigated in greater depth by labour historians.               

The problem of how to deal with dictatorial regimes and anti-democratic movements is still, 

of course, very much with us.  Freedom House is an organisation which monitors “the state 

of freedom” around the world and classifies countries as “free,” “partly free,” and “not free” 

in an annual report.1609 Incidentally, Freedom House had a fairly strong connection to the NL, 
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with two members of the NL circle, Dorothy Thompson and Harry D. Gideonse, having played 

central roles in its creation (Gideonse served for a long time as the chairman of the board of 

the organisation).1610 Freedom House stated in its report Freedom in the World 2022: the 

Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule:   

The present threat to democracy is the product of 16 consecutive years of decline in global 
freedom.  A total of 16 countries suffered declines over the past year, while only 25 improved.  As 
of today, some 38 percent of the global population live in Not Free countries, the highest 
proportion since 1997.  Only about 20 percent now live in free countries.1611   

It should be noted that Freedom House’s 2023 report suggests that this growth in 

authoritarianism might be coming to an end.  It stated: “There were signs during the past year 

that the world’s long freedom recession may be bottoming out, which could set the stage for 

a future recovery.”1612 Plainly, though, scholars and intellectuals still have an inescapable 

obligation to think and write about undemocratic regimes.  In its time, the NL took upon itself 

the task of fighting communism and fascism.  Today, those who believe in democracy are 

faced, among other things, with the growth of proto-fascist movements around the world, 

the aggression of the autocratic Putin regime, as well as the continuing abuses of regimes that 

label themselves socialist.  Any scholar who wishes to learn how previous generations dealt 

with left-wing or right-wing dictatorial regimes (and the movements that created those 

regimes) will find that the NL digitised archive is a rich repository of thinking on the subject. 

As was noted in the general introduction, Hugh Wilford thinks that the NL could be of use to 

left-wingers who are looking to find a “usable past radical past,” due to “the publication’s 

consistent support for industrial unionism, antifascism, anti-anti-Semitism, and its advocacy 
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of the civil-rights movement.”1613 For scholars and intellectuals on the Left, reading through 

the pages of the NL could be helpful in thinking about many present-day questions of foreign 

policy.  To take only one example, those on the Left who do not feel any kind of affinity with 

realpolitik or the “realist” school of foreign policy, but who are appalled by the kind of 

interventionist policies pursued by George W. Bush and Tony Blair, may wish to consult a 

“symposium” which was published in January 1952 edition of the NL.1614 In this symposium, 

Raymond Aron, Wilhelm Roepke, Fedor Stepun, and Boris Shub, each gave their response to 

an article published in the journal Foreign Affairs by George F. Kennan, who was soon to 

become the US ambassador to the Soviet Union.  In the fevered atmosphere of the early 

1950s, the question of “roll-back” versus “containment” of the Soviet Union was often hotly 

debated in the American press.  This writer was impressed by the sober way in which these 

commentators opposed any policy which would result in “total war,” but also by their 

suggestions for giving assistance to dissidents living under communist regimes in the Eastern 

bloc.1615  Many similar examples could be cited.  Despite the fact that some editions are 

missing, the NL digitised archive is a superb resource for historians, and it is hoped that this 

thesis may prompt scholars of the labour and socialist movement to delve into that archive.  

If they do, they will find that book reviews in the NL are particularly valuable for discovering 

largely forgotten socialist writers and their works.  Scholars interested in antisemitism in the 

Soviet Union have much to gain by visiting the NL digitised archive, too.  Also, particular 

attention was given to the scholarly work of Solomon M. Schwarz in this research, and it is 

 
1613 Wilford, “Playing the CIA’s Tune,” 16. 
1614 “America and the Russian Future,” The New Leader, January 14, 1952, 2-3; Raymond Aron, “Learning 

From Past Errors,” The New Leader, January 14, 4-6; Wilhelm Roepke, “Neither War nor Containment,” The 
New Leader, January 14, 1952, 6-8; Stepun, “The End of Western Illusions,” 8-10; Boris Shub, “Non-
Intervention Is Fatal,” The New Leader, January 14, 1952, 10-11.  

1615 Aron, “Learning From Past Errors,” 4. 
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the author’s wish that this will encourage scholars to inquire into Schwarz’s work and the 

many other books and pieces of scholarship written by members of the NL group.    

Underlying the immanent critique argument of this thesis has been the question of continuity 

and discontinuity.  This thesis has argued that there was more continuity than discontinuity 

in the politics and discourse of the NL.  That is not to say that the NL did not evolve at all over 

the years.  A 1954 editorial marking thirty years of publication, entitled “Our Fourth Decade,” 

stated that in years 1944 to 1953 – roughly the years of the period under review – the “main 

effort” of the NL became “educational rather than agitational.”1616 There is something to be 

said for this judgement.  Almost inevitably, the NL underwent a change of style when it 

stopped being a newspaper and became a magazine.  Although it retained its regular 

columnists, the NL was perhaps more polished, and somehow slightly less expressive of the 

rough-and-tumble of New York activist politics, as a magazine.  Nonetheless, the same 1954 

editorial went on to insist that the NL had not lost its pugilistic spirit in this period.  It stated:  

But we also fought – for greater understanding of our democratic allies overseas, for humane and 
realistic aid in the building of democratic institutions in former Axis states, for sharp distinctions 
between international Bolshevism and the oppressed peoples of Russia, China and the satellite 
states.1617  

As evidenced by its campaigns against forced labour and against antisemitism in the Soviet 

bloc, as well as its strong support for civil rights in the United States, the NL could still at times 

be a crusading publication.  True, the NL may no longer have been an agitprop newspaper, 

but it was still a social democratic publication.  Though Sol Levitas remained loyal to social 

democracy, it is clear that he also tried as editor to fuse European social democracy with 

 
1616 “Our Fourth Decade,” The New Leader, October 11, 1954, 15. 
1617 Ibid. 
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American political traditions.  His obituary in the NL said of his activities in the United States 

in the 1920s (prior to his joining the NL staff):        

For seven years he crisscrossed America to raise funds for Russian exiles […] In those many journeys 
across the country he came to know the U.S. as few natives have, and these encounters gave his 
socialist philosophy the tinge of pragmatism and openness to ideas which he sought to embody in 
THE NEW LEADER.1618 

Despite all the changes that took place at the publication, it is the lack of significant revision 

to the NL’s politics that is most striking.  As was mentioned in the chapter on workers’ rights, 

the NL proclaimed on its masthead that it was “Devoted to Social Democracy.”  It was not at 

all reluctant to call itself as a liberal publication, but it continued to be devoted to social 

democracy throughout the period under review, and indeed retained its social democratic 

character right up until Myron Kolatch halted publication of the digital magazine in 2010. 

Social democracy may offer a clue as to why the NL never moved sharply to the Right.  On the 

surface, it might seem that the NL was the most likely of all the publications of the New York 

intellectuals to transform itself into a neoconservative journal.  As Barry Gewen, writing in the 

last print edition of the NL, pointed out:    

Here was a publication that was vehemently anti-Communist and unswervingly pro-Israel.  Here 
was a publication that often lacked sympathy for the ‘60s youth culture or was antagonistic to it.  
Here was a publication that counted Sidney Hook and Lionel Trilling among its spiritual godfathers, 
and Irving Kristol, Daniel Bell, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and Nathan Glazer among its most 
prominent contributors.1619     

Gewen went on to pose the question: “So why didn’t it end up as a voice for neoconservatism?  

Why didn’t it take the path Commentary took?  It was as if The New Leader reached a turning 

point, then refused to turn.”1620 Gewen answered this conundrum by submitting that “one 

should never discount the importance of The New Leader’s Social Democratic heritage.”1621  

 
1618 “S.M. Levitas,” 3. 
1619 Barry Gewen, “Openness Was the Upside,” The New Leader, January-April, 2006, 37. 
1620 Ibid. 
1621 Ibid. 
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He went on to say that Myron Kolatch “was never willing to jettison the New Deal or abandon 

the interests of the economically vulnerable.”1622 Gewen is right to note the attachment to   

social democracy, but by itself this is not a very satisfactory explanation.  After all, other 

writers and editors of the anti-Stalinist Left had presumably been just as committed to the 

Left, and just as committed to bettering the lot of the downtrodden, but later became 

neoconservatives. 

Jack Ross, in his history of the Socialist Party of America, has offered some intriguing thoughts 

that could provide a fuller answer to this question.  Ross was writing about a previous 

generation of socialists, but his main point is arguably applicable to the NL in the 1960s and 

1970s.  The point Ross makes concerns two senior socialist figures, Algernon Lee and James 

Oneal (Sol Levitas, as noted at the beginning of this thesis, became editor of the NL after Oneal 

was forced to resign for health reasons).  Ross writes that Lee and Oneal’s “unrestrained 

interventionist vitriol” with respect to America joining the war against Nazi Germany, as well 

as their anti-communism, “may superficially suggest a pattern that culminated in 

neoconservatism.”1623 Yet the positions that Lee and Oneal adopted did not result in them 

taking up an early version of neoconservatism.  Before going any further, we should recall 

that those New York intellectuals who became neoconservatives were typically Trotskyists in 

their youth.  Ross goes on:  

[…] with few caveats, Lee and Oneal remained doctrinaire Marxists to their dying days, taking their 
movement, such as it was, with the utmost seriousness.  Those who in later generations traced 
their ideological beginnings back to Lenin and Trotsky inherited from them a frank elitism and 
embrace of duplicity as a virtue, leading them ever further away from Marxism, if not from any 
principle whatsoever, in vast contrast to such fanatical and ossified ideologues.1624 

 
1622 Ibid.  
1623 Ross, Socialist Party of America, 397-98. 
1624 Ibid., 398. 
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Following Oneal’s departure, the core members of the NL circle could not in any way be 

characterised as “ossified ideologues,” and most were not Marxists, but the early political 

views of most members of this group were moulded by either the Socialist Party of America 

or by Menshevism, rather than by Trotskyism.   

Though one can argue about whether Trotskyist parties were in fact guilty of “a frank elitism 

and embrace of duplicity as a virtue,” there is no doubt that this is how Leninist parties were 

portrayed by the Mensheviks and the Old Guard faction of the Socialist Party of America, and 

that these beliefs deeply informed the NL’s politics.  As the many articles cited in this thesis 

illustrate, accusations of elitism and deceitfulness made against Leninist parties were legion 

in the NL.  Mensheviks believed that a socialist society would be brought about by a mass 

working-class movement – not by an “elite” vanguard party intent on pushing the dialectical 

processes of history forward – and the Old Guard of the Socialist Party of America believed 

strongly in democracy, not in a secretive and authoritarian mode of politics.  Thus, it could 

very well be, as Ross suggests, that there were certain principles and norms of behaviour 

which made democratic socialists and social democrats much less disposed, in comparison to 

Trotskyists, to becoming neoconservatives later in life.  Admittedly, this is mostly a matter of 

speculation, but it is worth pondering the reasons behind the NL’s stubborn attachment to 

social democracy, and the effect that this had on the publication.                       

Of far more importance than the question of why the NL did not become a neoconservative 

journal is the question of what we choose to remember about socialist history.  This thesis 

was written from an Australian’s perspective, and one of the things that first piqued the 

interest of the author about the NL circle was how utterly different its brand of anti-

communism was to anti-communist movements in Australia.  When Australians think of anti-
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communism in our own history, we most likely think of Robert Menzies and the referendum 

to ban the Communist Party, or perhaps of B.A. Santamaria and his industrial “Groupers” and 

the Democratic Labour Party (DLP).  In addition to its extreme anti-communism, the DLP, an 

offshoot of the Roman Catholic Church, generally took right-wing positions on domestic 

matters.  Indeed, a number of individuals who belonged to Santamaria’s movement later 

became right-wing press commentators or Liberal Party politicians, including one former 

prime minister. 1625  In Australia, in other words, there has been a straightforward 

identification of anti-communism with right-wing politics.  Unsurprisingly, despite the fact 

that there were left-wing anti-communists in this country, anti-communism has been deeply 

unappealing to most on the Left in Australia.  Hopefully, this thesis will show or reinforce to 

scholars on the Left, in Australia and abroad, that anti-communist tendencies have been a 

significant part of the socialist tradition.    

Moreover, for all the faults of these tendencies, the NL and other like-minded publications 

can provide the Left with heartening examples of intellectual integrity.  Right-wingers, it 

seems, never tire of deriding left-wing intellectuals, such as Sidney and Beatrice Webb or 

Harold Lasky, for coming to the Soviet Union’s defence on matters such as the terror famine 

of the early 1930s (the Holodomor), mass deportations, and the Moscow show trials.1626 

Robert Conquest wrote of these intellectuals “falling […] in too many cases into the mental 

idiocy of pure Sovietophilia.”1627 Harsh as such comments are, they are often warranted.  

 
1625 For discussions on the DLP’s role in Australian right-wing politics, particularly with respect to the Liberal 

Party, see Michael Lyons, “Defence, the Family and the Battler: The Democratic Labour Party and its Legacy,” 
Australian Journal of Political Science 43, no. 3 (2008): 425-442; Malcolm Saunders, “A Note on the Files of 
‘The Movement’ in South Australia,” Labour History no. 99 (2010): 179; John Warhurst, “Catholics in Federal 
Parliament: Politics, Perception and Self-Image,” Australian Quarterly 80, no. 1 (2008): 16-40. 

1626 “Facing Soviet Reality,” The Spectator, July 22, 1978, 3; Robert Conquest, Reflections on a Ravaged 
Century (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2000), 125-26. 

1627 Conquest, Reflections on a Ravaged Century, 127. 
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Many preposterous and intellectually dishonest things were said on behalf of Stalin’s regime 

by left-wing intellectuals, and historians have a duty to ensure that these apologetics are 

remembered.  At the same time, this has created the false impression that the Right had a 

monopoly on anti-communism.  Nothing could be further from the truth, as this thesis has 

demonstrated.  The Left can look to the example of The New Leader, a publication that was 

honest with its readers – and itself – about the Stalinist system.   
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