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The events of summer 1914, which led the French Socialists and the German Social Democrats to 
support de facto the entry into the First World War of their respective countries, have remained en‐
graved in people’s memories and have been historically interpreted in two different ways with re‐
gard to the new International. First, the Socialist leaders “betrayed” their own supporters. Second, 
the support for war represents the “failure” of the very spirit of the International; a spirit which was 
created to strengthen the principles of transnational solidarity within the working class and help it 
develop common struggles. By the way, these terms – “failure”, “betrayal” – were directly used by 
the Socialist parties’ members immediately after the outbreak of the First World War,[1] prior to 
being confirmed by historians.[2]

It is nonetheless necessary to study the life of the Second International, regardless of what happe‐
ned in 1914,[3] by reinstating its action against war in the very history of its development, while it 
was still alive.[4] From this point of view, one cannot speak of failure; it rather succeeded in creating 
a common feeling based on a desire to oppose war and the ability to respond to dangerous interna‐
tional situations. Nevertheless, analyzing the reactions of the International, and the different Sociali‐
st parties which composed it, in the face of the international diplomatic crises of that time[5] reveals 
certain limits.

In order to do this, we adopt a three-stage approach. First, we demonstrate the International’s gro‐
wing ability to get an international visibility by organizing its struggle against war. At the time of its 
creation, the goal of that institution was not to oppose war. For that matter, the Second Internatio‐
nal’s first congresses paid limited attention to the issues of war and peace, as it can be read in their 
reports or in the newspaper articles about them. However, this changed over the 1890s. The Inter‐
national’s interest in the issues of war and opposition to war began to increase. The Zurich (1893) 
and London (1896) Congresses already testified of the particular attention paid to these issues. Du‐
ring this last Congress, it was definitely decided that the May Day demonstration would also aim to 
publicly display the labor movement’s opposition to war.

Over time, the International started to implement a wide range of practices which were meant to 
“create” its internationalism: demonstrations and particular rituals on the occasion of congresses, 
and a series of publications (leaflets, lampoons, manifestos, and starting from 1909, the reports of 
the International Socialist Bureau) spread among the countries. We have summarized these pheno‐
mena, in reference to the historian Kevin J. Callahan, with the term “demonstration culture”. The 
creation of this demonstration culture is closely connected to the International’s opposition to war. 
The International’s different public demonstrations progressively became the expression of an op‐
position to war and this opposition was their raison d’être. As international crises came one after 
another, the International learned how to react to situations of danger. It better handled the crises’ 
temporality and managed to give an answer to what was happening at the international level.

In the second part of our research, we analyze what was happening on the scale of the Socialist 
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parties of the three nations. The representatives of the three parties were the protagonists of the 
birth of an internationalist feeling, apart from what was happening at the level of the International. If 
we analyze how these debates spread among the three countries, the importance the war and pea‐
ce issues had in those debates, and how the socialists dealt with them within their countries’ bor‐
ders, it can be observed that internationalism had not been imposed by the International’s institu‐
tions but that international networks were also being formed at the level of ad hoc exchanges bet‐
ween the Socialist representatives of the different countries.

This study of the two levels of internationalism is vital to show how that internationalism subsequen‐
tly evolved when the European diplomatic situation was disrupted by international crises – This is 
what we undertook in the third part of the work.

Various observations are highlighted. The International’s capacity to react in the face of crises has 
a limit: during the 1905 Moroccan crisis, when France or Germany were directly involved in the cri‐
ses, the International’s capacity to react significantly weakened and slowed down. The result is that 
the Socialist parties of the different countries sometimes harbored doubts on their foreign 
comrades’ attitude in the face of the belligerent actions of their respective governments.

Despite this limit, the International learned over the years how to react to these situations of 
danger. For example, in 1912, the Basel Congress and the different international meetings which 
were held almost at the same time in the three countries proved that the International had hencefor‐
th learned how to make its voice heard in the opposition to war. This was important to the extent 
that the International thus showed to governments that, in the event of war, they had to take into 
account the response capacity of organized socialism. The International then did not fail in its oppo‐
sition to war. On the contrary, it did very well.

The International followed a double temporality: on one hand, its involvement in the protest against 
the war, born in the 1890s, grew linearly over the years. On the other hand, the years 1911-1914 
constituted a special moment in this development; it constituted its peak, so to speak. During these 
years, the international socialism stage was constantly scattered of solidarity demonstrations bet‐
ween the socialisms of the different countries, which intended to set up a joint opposition to the 
danger of war.

Our study focuses on the French, German, and Italian cases. We considered it significant to choo‐
se the two parties which had the greatest influence in terms of the number of delegates sent to the 
International’s congresses and initiatives taken in common (manifestos, joint demonstrations) on 
the international socialism stage. Analyzing Italy enabled us to underscore the importance of Fran‐
ce and Germany in the International. Moreover, this analysis also enables us to show that whether 
or not it was involved in an international crisis did not have any influence in the undertakings the In‐
ternational achieved. Adding Italy in the research necessitates pushing the analyses until 1915, un‐
til its entry into war, thus adopting a historical timeline different from those used in the studies on 
the Second International, which normally end with the beginning of the war in 1914.

In light of these considerations, it then seems that the Second International did not fail: on one 
hand, it developed around a real defense of peace, which constituted an essential part of its politi‐
cal identity; on the other hand, it can hardly be considered a failure as so many forms of mistrust 
between national Socialist parties prevented them from becoming closer around a set of concrete 
actions to avoid war.
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