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An Uncommon
Historian

BY

MATTHEW MYERS

Eric Hobsbawm wasn’t just a historian of the
twentieth-century communist movement: he was part
of it.

Review of Richard Evans’s Eric Hobsbawm: A Life in History (London: Little,
Brown, 2019)

January 25, 1933 saw the last demonstration before the Nazi seizure of power in
Germany. Countering the Nazis’ provocative march in support of fascist “martyr”
Horst Wessel three days earlier, 130,000 Communists advanced past Liebknecht
House on Berlin’s Bülowplatz, as temperature hit -15 °C.

In the biting frost and cutting wind, workers and the unemployed in dingy coats,
thin jackets, and tattered shoes filed past the Communist Party headquarters with
clenched fists, shouted slogans, and marching bands. But this was to be the party’s
funeral oration. Adolf Hitler was proclaimed Chancellor on January 30, sparking a
wave of arrests and executions that many of the marchers would not survive.
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A fifteen-year-old Eric Hobsbawm — dressed in his blue mackintosh with
makeshift winter padding sown inside — was among the workers as they sung the
Internationale and Auf, auf zum Kampf, zum Kampf. Until his last days he kept the
tattered song sheet of the verses he had once sung with his comrades from the
Socialist School Students’ League.

The singular experience of early 1930s Berlin undergirded how Eric Hobsbawm
— in the words of his biographer Richard Evans, “the best known and most widely
read historian in the world” — saw his own purpose in life. When Independent on

Sunday journalist Paul Barker asked him in 1990 why he had not resigned from the
Communist Party long before the fall of the Soviet bloc, Hobsbawm replied: “I
don’t wish to be untrue to my past or to friends and comrades of mine, a lot of
them dead, some of them killed by their own side, whom I’ve admired and who in
many ways are models to follow, in their unselfishness and devotion …. It’s a view
of someone who became politicised in 1931 and 1932 in Berlin and who has never
forgotten it.”

As Evans notes in this deeply personal and candid biography, “in this highly
politicised atmosphere it was perhaps hardly surprising that Eric soon became
interested in the Communist cause.” And it was one the historian would stick by.

Yet Hobsbawm was also a particular kind of Communist. He would later admit
that the “most formative political experience” of his life was the split between the
Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and the Social Democratic Party (SPD). He
had been won to Communism under the Comintern’s Depression-era “Third
Period” policy, which advocated frontal clashes with the SPD.  But he would then
make a lasting commitment to the policy adopted in 1935 as a corrective, the
“Popular Front” of progressive forces. This approach would structure his political
responses throughout his career, including the altogether different challenges the
labor movement faced in Britain during the late 1970s and 1980s.

A Second Nature

The historian’s political life moved in cycles: from urgent and active politicization
in the 1930s and early 1940s to the silo-ing imposed by McCarthyite repression
and academic routine, only to reemerge in the late 1970s with increasingly
influential interventions on the British left. Having come to London as an orphan
from the fervor of Berlin, as a teenager he was profoundly bored by the banal
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conversations of the boys of the English middle classes. While his friends in the
Socialist School Students’ League like Rudolf Leder talked of revolution,
literature, and sex, his classmates at St Marylebone High School spoke only in
complacent trivialities. Frustrated at not being able to put theory into practice,
Hobsbawm wrote in his diary that he would rather be back in Germany working
underground for the KPD rather than be with the miserly thousand marchers at
London’s May Day of 1934. Britain was, he wrote, “a terrible let-down.”

As a young man his work ethic and reading — which Evans meticulously recounts
from Hobsbawm’s personal diaries — was extraordinary. He read voraciously
from an early age, often in Marylebone Public Library: literature in three
European languages and all the classics of Marxism he could get his hands on. By
1934 — aged seventeen — he had been through Capital Volume I, The

Communist Manifesto, The Critique of Political Economy, The Poverty of

Philosophy, the Marx-Engels Selected Correspondence, The Eighteenth Brumaire,

The Civil War in France, Anti-Dühring, Lenin’s Materialism and Empirio-criticism

and Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, Engels’s Socialism: Utopian and

Scientific, as well as the speeches of Lenin, Wilhelm Pieck, and Farrell Dobbs. His
diaries from the 1930s were largely populated by notes on the books he had read
and the walks he had taken.

Hobsbawm admonished himself in his diary for not working harder: “Drown
yourself in Leninism. Let it become your second nature.” After reading twelve
pages of Lenin, Hobsbawm noted: “Astonishing how that cheers me up and clears
my mind. I was in a total good mood afterwards.” “This is not the feeling that most
people have after ploughing through Lenin’s theoretical works,” Evans notes. “I
read, eat, think, sleep … Buy books – Day Dream …” Hobsbawm confessed.

When not studying historical materialism, his encounters with the British
working class were only from afar. The workers he observed by Paddington
Station were to him “Rough, brutalised by their milieu, undernourished and
weakly, they are still — and I’m not speaking politically — more ‘human beings’
than the people I know.” This romanticism was not, however, to last.

Uncompromising Absolutism

Hobsbawm could imagine what revolution could look like only outside Britain. On
a London County Council-funded language exchange, he was able to see the early
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stages of the French Popular Front Government of 1936. Listening to Maurice
Thorez and to Spanish Communist La Pasionaria speak, he was deeply impressed
by the Communist Party’s strategy of alliance between the working class and
lower middle class. Bastille Day was “the most astonishing, the finest, the greatest
and the most impressive afternoon of my experience …. Can you imagine a million
people on the streets quite crazy with joy? Absolutely dead drunk with the
consciousness of their unity and their strength?”

Hobsbawm of the 1930s and 1940s had none of the equivocation about the Soviet
Union which he had in later years. “Lenin and Stalin were such [great statesmen],
Trotski [sic] was not,” he wrote in his diary. Hobsbawm wrote to his cousin Ron
defending the Moscow trials: “… that the Trotskyists should wreck seems clear
(Kirov), that they should be willing to cede USSR territory is not impossible:
perhaps they wanted in the end to double-cross Hitler and Japan, perhaps they just
thought it a necessary if regrettable concession.” The methods were “open and
above board.” Hobsbawm had no time for those who switched sides like Arthur
Koestler, author of Darkness at Noon. They were:

People for whom politics is merely a gymnasium for their conscience
and culture …. Koestler compares his relationship with Russia with
love. But the creation of a new world is not to be compared to a
honeymoon. What do they understand of the vigilance of the old
functionaries, who know what it is to make a revolution? It was at the
beginning surely not easy for Dzerzhinsky to have people shot. What
keeps them going and sustains their objective cruelty? Trust. Belief
in the proletariat and the future of the movement …. The boundary
between revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries among
intellectuals runs between believing in and doubting the working
class.

Hobsbawm also remained supportive of the party line even during the Nazi-Soviet
Pact of 1939; he co-authored a pamphlet with his Cambridge Socialist Society
colleague Raymond Williams that highlighted Stalin’s defensive policy to avoid
war, notwithstanding the Red Army invasion of Finland in 1940. In one poem
during the early 1940s — Evans writes — Hobsbawm imagined a woman sleeping
with Trotskyists, “expressing an obvious fear of betrayal, but he crossed out the
word Trotskyists and replaced it with ‘literary men.’” Evans notes that “Eric’s
faith in the Soviet Union had all the uncompromising absolutism of an adolescent
crush.”

https://newleftreview.org/search?query%5Bauthor%5D=Raymond+Williams


26/03/19, 06*34An Uncommon Historian

Pagina 5 di 11https://jacobinmag.com/2019/03/eric-hobsbawm-historian-biography-communist-party/

Staying in the Party

Another great test of Communist loyalty were the events of 1956.
Notwithstanding Nikita Khruschev’s “Secret Speech” denouncing Stalin and then
the Soviet-led invasion of Hungary, Hobsbawm unlike most of his interlocutors
chose to remain in Party ranks. When he raised remarks critical of the leadership,
he was in turn subject to criticism. Leading CPGB figure John Gollan accused
Hobsbawm of being in favor of Trotsky’s “proposed” solutions to internal party
democracy. Isaac Deutscher — Trotsky’s biographer — advised Hobsbawm to
stay in the CPGB. His commitment, however, was now only formal. When asked
by his student, Donald Sassoon, in the early 1970s about whether he should
himself join the Communist Party, Hobsbawm replied that he shouldn’t, as he
would spend all his “time fighting against Stalinists.”

The polarization of Hobsbawm’s legacy after 1989 mystifies his repeated
condemnations of Soviet policies after 1956 as well as his partial equivocation
when it had fallen. Yet after 1989 he criticized the USSR as a “nightmare,”
Communism as a “blind alley … or at least a historical detour,” and argued that
“Socialism in one country” had been nothing but a mistake. Yet although
Hobsbawm had welcomed Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms, he was seriously shaken
by the collapse of the USSR. He not only predicted violence and war in the former
Soviet republics but also argued that this upheaval would also put social reforms in
the West in jeopardy.

A Radical Intellectual

From the 1950s Hobsbawm’s daily life was punctured by academic conferences
attended, dissertations written, journals edited, countries visited, books or
articles written, and the promotions he was denied or given. Special Branch
reports recount that Hobsbawm never sold the CPGB newspaper Daily Worker

nor took part in usual party activities like meetings or pickets. Hobsbawm’s
quotidian rituals (bar his salacious escapades in London’s Soho district filing
“meticulously researched” copy on “strip clubs” and the jazz scene for the New

Statesman) would not have raised eyebrows in any university common room.

On his way to Birkbeck he would regularly bump into Michael Foot on the number
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24 bus from Hampstead (Michael getting off at Parliament, Eric at Goodge
Street). Evans’s book shows the ordinariness (and to some extent, the increasing
complacency) of a radical intellectual’s middle-class existence. The contradictions
which grow out of this lifestyle only strengthened as Hobsbawm’s international
fame and success mounted.

Hobsbawm’s ignorance of the practical activities of political organizing, however,
left him more time for intellectual reflection and study. The process by which
Hobsbawm the historian worked is described in intricate and textured detail by
Evans; his office door at his house on Nassington Road by London’s Hampstead
Heath was left slightly ajar, pipe smoke swilling to the ceiling. Two desks would be
surrounded by open books and amassed papers which threatened to swallow him.

He complained that fatherhood had been “slowing down my productivity” and
exhibited an inability to cook or wash up (he was consigned to drying). Evans
paints a picture of Hobsbawm as all-consumed in the amassing of knowledge — so
much so that he once was so transfixed by a book he was reading on the number 24
bus that he failed to recognize his daughter sitting down next to him.

A Public Intellectual

His total focus brought results. His multitude of books displayed a style of history
writing which was both accessible and cogent — this being partly fed by his
lecture notes for Birkbeck students. Books like Primitive Rebels, The Age of

Revolution, Labouring Men, Industry and Empire, Bandits, Revolutionaries, The

Age of Capital, The Invention of Tradition, Worlds of Labour, The Age of Empire,

and Age of Extremes shaped the thinking of generations of historians. While none
of Hobsbawm’s books was published in the USSR before 1989, he had incredible
success in Latin America and India and was published in dozens of languages
across the world.

Not sharing his subject’s political or intellectual worldview, the Marxism which
deeply informs Hobsbawm’s work however takes a backseat in Evans’s narrative.
Ironically, this theoretical heritage of his books appears less prominently than
their commodity form and exchange value (with meticulous breakdowns of
accrued royalties and a graph of the historian’s changing income).

Hobsbawm would become one of Britain’s most influential public intellectuals. He
was especially important as a political figure following his Marx Memorial Lecture
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of 1978 entitled “The Forward March of Labour Halted” — which argued that the
labor movement could no longer take for granted a continual expansion of
working-class strength on which basis it could assume future success. As
Hobsbawm’s more politically charged engagements in the pages of Marxism

Today, the Guardian, and the Times found traction in the Labour Party (Neil
Kinnock called him his “favourite Marxist”), he came more and more into the
public eye.

Hobsbawm’s political attempt to save a Left in crisis also entangled him within the
intellectual world which gave birth to New Labour. Hobsbawm’s 1978 lecture had
touched a nerve of a British left facing serious industrial and electoral defeats. But
it also offered intellectual succor to those who wished to turn the labor movement
away from traditional “class politics” towards the “third way” between Left and
Right. As Ben Pimlott argued, “If ‘New Labour’ had intellectual founding fathers,
Eric Hobsbawm could certainly claim to be one of them.”

Hobsbawm’s ire focused particularly on the “hard left,” made up of the
triumvirate of Trotskyists, Bennites, and hard-line Communists. Hobsbawm was
a stringent critic of what he called the “retreat into extremism,” wondering if its
adherents — like miners’ leader Arthur Scargill — were “living in the same
country — even on the same planet — as most of us.” Evans has uncovered
previously inaccessible personal letters, like one sent by Hobsbawm to Ralph
Miliband in January 1984. In it he characterized the Left of 1980s Britain as
divided between a “sectarian” against the “non-sectarian” left, noting approvingly
that his own ideas had been taken up by the “soft-left” Labour leader Neil
Kinnock. Tony Benn and the “hard left: didn’t have a monopoly on the “left,” he
argued.

The “Rational Left”

Anyone who ever challenged Hobsbawm from the Left — with the exception of
Perry Anderson — gets short shrift in Evans’s narrative. The great irony, here, is
that those elements of the supposedly out-of-touch, “sectarian,” “hard,” and loony
left which Hobsbawm had counterposed to the “rational left” under Thatcher are
in 2019 leading the Labour Party.

The “rational left” which Hobsbawm had sought to orient toward (and who
provide the name of his book of Marxism Today essays from the 1980s) now
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largely stand on the opposite side of the divide. Neil Kinnock, former Labour
leader, and Giorgio Napolitano, Italian president from 2006–2011 (whom
Hobsbawm interviewed for a book on Italian Communism), are the most glaring
examples.

These one-time sober and responsible reference-points for Hobsbawm’s broad
democratic alliance have become the fiercest defenders of the neoliberal
consensus, while those who were marginal in the 1980s have now become central.
Yet this curious (and awkward) turn of events doesn’t make it into Evans’s
narrative, which ends with Hobsbawm’s death in 2012.

Evans shows the extraordinary skill with which Hobsbawm was able to analyze
broad sweeps of human history, but also shows that for his friends and comrades,
his political judgement remained his Achilles heel. As with his journalistic
endeavors after the Forward March of Labour Halted, identifying a crucial process
and tendency did not automatically imply a ready-made political strategy to
respond to it. As one of the leading figures in the Socialist Club at Cambridge
University, Harry Ferns commented, “Eric knew everything, but he seldom knew
what to do.” Ram Nahum, another one of Hobsbawm’s Communist
contemporaries at Cambridge, grumbled that “Eric is making the party into a
debating society.” The ever-loyal official historian of the CPGB, James Klugman,
wrote that Hobsbawm was “quite all right on history … but not so on politics.”

Hobsbawm’s growing political importance during the late 1970s and 1980s, as an
intellectual with crucial influence on Labour’s internecine struggles, only fed such
frustrations. Perry Anderson argued that Hobsbawm had helped to bring about a
catastrophic defeat for the left through “surprisingly simple-minded” conclusions
to its problems. In Anderson’s portrayal, Hobsbawm believed that

the overriding task was to ensure the restoration at any cost of a
“moderate” leadership capable of attracting middle-class voters back
to the Party — regardless of the obvious fact that it was just the
exhaustion of this kind of traditional Labourism, demonstrated at
dismal length through the 1970s and late 1960s, which had led to the
rise of the Left in the first place.

With academic success and growing political influence came accolades and the
magnetic pull of the British establishment. Hobsbawm became an honorary fellow
at Kings College Cambridge in 1973, a fellow of the British Academy in 1976, and
was elected to the exclusive private members Athenaeum Club in 1983. Gordon
Brown became a regular dinner party guest at Nassington Road. Rejecting a
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knighthood, he opted instead to accept the Companion of Honour from Tony
Blair — a man Hobsbawm was later to call “Thatcher in trousers.”

Sinking in First Class

The journey from demonstrating in 1933 Berlin to kneeling before the Queen
brought unwelcome scrutiny. The then-Secretary of the British Academy, Peter
Brown, remembered that Hobsbawm was seriously disconcerted after being
accosted at the Institut français in London by someone claiming he had sold out to
the establishment. He replied that one had to join it to change it. Brown
remembered that in the “settings of the Academy and the Athenaeum … so far as I
am aware he made not the slightest move to change anything.” Author Claire
Tomalin asked him how he could square his “wonderful bourgeois household …
with every comfort and pleasure’ in Hampstead with being a Communist; he
replied ‘If you are on a ship that’s going down, you might as well travel first class.’”

Hobsbawm nonetheless maintained his commitment to internationalism to the
end. He was a supporter of the Palestinian people’s rights, condemning the Israeli
army’s actions in Gaza in 2008 as “barbarism” and signed letters condemning the
occupation. In the LRB on January 29, 2009, he wrote: “Let me not beat around
the bush: criticism of Israel does not imply anti-semitism, but the actions of the
government of Israel occasion shame among Jews and, more than anything else,
they give rise to anti-semitism today …”

Views on Hobsbawm’s legacy have sometimes been polarized, especially under the
force of the free-wheeling condemnation during the triumphalism that met the
collapse of the USSR. Evans’s biography seeks to personalize that story, to
showcase Hobsbawm’s own intimate and unedited voice. The twenty-three
archives and libraries visited in preparation of the book as well as the eight
hundred pages exhibiting the results offer unparalleled access to Hobsbawm’s
personal life.

That said, this focus on his “inner life” diverges from how Hobsbawm saw his own
place in history. In his autobiography, Interesting Times, he rarely chose to use the
pronoun “I,” instead preferring the first-person plural. That the historian’s own
personal history, in the singular, could be written only after his death indicates the
staying power of his past commitment and intellectual project.

After the short twentieth century reached its end, the concrete boundaries of
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Hobsbawm’s progressive collective subject narrowed. It increasingly took form in
those genteel intellects who could fit around the dinner table at Nassington Road,
rather than the living, breathing, workers of the world. For those, like Evans, who
never shared Hobsbawm’s political project but existed in the same milieu, this
change is no great loss. This growing disconnect is not probed: indeed, it is the
very thing which made Hobsbawm, as the title of the book’s last chapter puts it, a
“national treasure” worthy of biography rather than the disdain reserved for his
more steadfast comrades beyond the pale of the rational left.

The history of Hobsbawm in the singular is predicated on the crisis of collective
purpose in many of his generation of communists. Along the way, the living “we”
that won Hobsbawm’s extraordinary talents to the socialist cause went astray. It
was the one he and Social Democratic Party journalist, Friedrich Stampfer,
experienced on Berlin’s freezing streets on December 15, 1933. Stampfer, like
Hobsbawm, saw

Tens of thousands of pasty-pale faces that expressed not only their
poverty but also their willingness to sacrifice themselves for a cause
that they believed was the right one. Their rough voices spoke out
their hate, a hate that was justified a thousand times over, for a social
system that had condemned them to poverty and misery and their
protest against the grotesque insanity, the screaming injustice of our
social circumstances.

As a dynamic new generation of socialists face a planet in crisis and an imperious
and self-assured far-right, the urgency of Hobsbawm’s youthful commitment
speaks just as forcefully to their future as his extraordinary oeuvre. For their sakes
— and for the planet’s — let us hope their “times” are not only “interesting” but
successful. Sinking in first class is not an option for those who can’t afford tickets.
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