
 

This is an electronic reprint of the original article. This reprint may differ from the original 
in pagination and typographic detail. 

 
[Book review] Talbot C. Imlay, The Practice of Socialist Internationalism: European Socialists
and International Politics, 1914–1960, Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2018; 496 pp.;
9780199641048, £85.00 (hbk)
Braskén, Kasper

Published in:
European History Quarterly

DOI:
10.1177/0265691418822189n

Published: 01/01/2019

Document Version
Accepted author manuscript

Document License
Publisher rights policy

Link to publication

Please cite the original version:
Braskén, K. (2019). [Book review] Talbot C. Imlay, The Practice of Socialist Internationalism: European
Socialists and International Politics, 1914–1960, Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2018; 496 pp.;
9780199641048, £85.00 (hbk). European History Quarterly, 49(1), 131–133.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265691418822189n

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

This document is downloaded from the Research Information Portal of ÅAU: 23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1177/0265691418822189n
https://research.abo.fi/en/publications/16f55d7b-9fa6-4b43-91dc-70bd01b85ec1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265691418822189n


 

 

Talbot C. Imlay, The Practice of Socialist Internationalism: European Socialists and 
International Politics, 1914–1960, Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2018, 480 pp., ISBN 978-0-
19-964104-8, £85.00. 
 
Talbot C. Imlay’s book on socialist internationalism offers a fresh look at an often marginalised topic. 
By analysing the formation and practice of socialist internationalism between 1914 and 1960 it shows 
how international politics in Europe were related to socialist politics on the international and national 
level. It constitutes a welcome contribution to the interlinked history of socialism, internationalism, 
and international politics.  

The geographical scope of the book is restricted to socialist internationalism in Europe, and 
especially the ‘big three’ majority social democratic parties in Germany (SPD), France (SFIO) and 
Great Britain (Labour). The definition of ‘socialist’ is thus restricted to social democratic parties. 
Indeed the narrowing down gets even steeper when realised that it is a story of an exclusive club of 
men, including most prominently such characters as Ramsay MacDonald, Arthur Henderson, Morgan 
Phillips, Léon Blum, Guy Mollet, Otto Wels and Rudolf Hilferding. An interesting observation 
offered in the introduction is that the connection between the socialist ‘top dogs’ and base remains 
unclear and vague (pp. 7–8). An important conclusion is thus that socialist internationalism 
represented very much a closed circle that defined itself against both communist and christian 
internationalism. The tendency to build coalitions and electoral alliances on the national level was in 
other words not mirrored on the international arena where it remained purely socialist.  

While the term ‘practice’ in the book title might allude to perspectives on international 
socialism from below, it is exclusively focused on high politics. This is emphasised by the authors’ 
decision to exclude the international socialist trade union movement, which might have introduced 
more colourful examples of socialist practices. Despite these restrictions, Imlay offers an important 
new history of socialist internationalism, based on archival research in 12 countries, that challenges 
persistent traditions to study politics within national constraints. Moreover, any future study that will 
tackle the issue of socialist internationalism from below will need to relate it to Imlay’s indispensable 
work on the debates and policy decisions taken on the highest levels.  

The book is structured around the political spaces opened up when preparing and planning 
international congresses, and leadership meetings organised within the framework of the socialist 
internationals. Here, the post-war periods (1920s), and (1940–1950s) are presented as crucial 
moments in 20th century history when socialist internationalism experienced strong revivals on the 
international arena. Throughout the book Imlay offers a fascinating analysis of how the cooperation 
of the ‘big three’ socialist parties in Britain, France and Germany played out through different 
national and international crises. Themes discussed in the book include the re-construction in Europe 
after World War I, the Ruhr occupation in 1923, European security issues in the face of a weak League 
of Nations, the challenges of re-configuring the British and French empires, and the problem of 
disarmament (and the reality of international re-armament during the interwar years). For the Cold 
War period, major themes concern the quest for European unity, international political and economic 
co-operation, security issues related to the NATO, and the decolonisation process. Imlay contends 
that it worked as an important transnational actor that challenged the hegemony of christian 
democratic internationalism, and thus contributed in important ways to how the reconstruction of 
Europe after 1945 was envisioned and realised. 

An intriguing argument in the book is related to anti-colonialism. According to Imlay it was an 
issue pushed to the margins of socialist politics due to the fact that it was eagerly championed by the 
Communist International. Therefore the formation of the communist-led ‘League against 
Imperialism’ in 1927 is defined as the main cause to European socialists to discredit anti-colonialism 
as a ‘bolshevik’ project during the interwar period, and promote colonial reform rather than colonial 
independence. It shows, on the one hand, how important a role the hostility between socialist and 
communist internationalism became for defining the socialist political identity. On the other hand, 
the argument opens up the question if indeed everything pushed to the forefront by the communists 
could be dismissed by the socialists as ‘bolshevik’? Would the socialists have been more anti-colonial 
if the communists had not been pro-active in the matter? Could, moreover, such an argument even be 
made in relation to anti-fascism, where the communists were taking the lead during the 1930s? 



 

 

Indeed, the 1930s (which in the book is only discussed in a short entra’cte) represented a nadir for 
socialist internationalism, and the veritable disintegration of the LSI as a platform for high politics 
after 1933 stands out as an exceptional defeat.  

In conclusion, one can not disagree with Imlay’s note on how curiously historical the subject 
of the book has become as the nationalisation of the socialist parties seems to represent the new 
normal. However, if we turn the tables, the two post war periods have also shown us that the 
nationalisation of socialism has not been irrevocable when concerted efforts have been made to revive 
internationalism. Despite the fate of exclusive socialist internationalism, the possibilities and 
potentials of interlinked liberal and socialist internationalism in Europe remain their urgency. The 
book thus forms a new standard work on socialist internationalism and will prove important in re-
assessing the role of international socialism, and internationalism more generally, in the forging of 
European international politics. 
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