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OBITUARY

Brian Pear ce (1915-2008)

The famous remark attributed to Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev in 1956,
that ‘historians are dangerous people...capable of upsetting everything’, touched on
an important truth. Even if the bureaucratic dictatorship over which he presided
could hardly claim to have been the first ruling elite in history to have discovered the
inherently potentially subversive nature of historical study, the fateful year of 1956
reaffirmed this when Khrushchev’s own words and actions provoked a rebellion
against the infallible authority of the Kremlin in, among other places, the Historians’

Group of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB). One leading figure at the
heart of that revolt was Brian Pearce, and Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’ at the

Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and his ordering of
the crushing of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 would be fundamental in the
making of Pearce into one of the most ‘dangerously capable’ British Marxist

historians of his generation.

Twenty two years earlier, in 1934, in the midst of the worst period of capitalist
crisis which had only served to confirm his early revolutionary and socialist ideas,
Pearce had joined the Communist party as a first year history student at University
College, London. His talents and abilities as an historian were apparent early on,
though perhaps his confidence was slightly knocked when he just missed out on the
first class degree he (and, indeed, the party) clearly hoped he would achieve.
Nonetheless, he undertook doctoral research into sixteenth-century England with the
authoritative biographer of Queen Elizabeth I, JE Neale, though the outbreak of the
Second World War saw him abandon his thesis to volunteer and train as an army
officer! Pearce seems to have developed an early taste for military history, and after
serving in Northern Ireland, India, Burma and Malaya, Pearce was invited to work on
the government’s official History of the War (1946). Back in Londongtavar,

Pearce combined work as a civil servant in the education and training department of
the Treasury (where he began to learn Russian), with various forms of party work. In
particular, the erudite Pearce played an important and influential but somewha
overlooked role in the early modern section of the newly formed Communist Party
Historians’ Group. As David Parker notes, Pearce ‘shared with [Christopher] Hill

and the History Group’s doyenne Dona Torr a passionate desire to establish a

definitive view of the English Civil War of the 1640s as a bourgeois revolution that
conformed to their reading of the Marxist classics.’?



The Historians’ Group were an outstanding constellation of Marxist
intellectuals, but they well understood that there were some periods and topics of
history that it was quite inappropriate for them to study. The history of the labour
movement in Britain after 1920 was a notoriously problematic area, for it inevitably
would necessitate analysis of the not altogether glorious role played by the CPGB
itself during the General Strike of 1926 and subsequently. In 1949, when Pearce
privately wrote and circulated around the party an article marking the twentieth
anniversary of the appointment of Harry Pollitt to the position of general secretary of
the CPGB, he was quietly disciplined by an apparatchik. ‘It was not, he said, that
there was anything incorrect in what I had written: on the contrary...but the story
could be misunderstood and used against the party’ if in the hands of [Trotskyist]
‘enemies’, Pearce recalled.®> Yet Pearce acquiesced with such prohibitions, even
when, to his subsequent shame, in 1954, he agreed to use the euphemism ‘given an
opportunity to develop elsewhere’ instead of ‘deported’ with respect to the local
Chechens and Ingushes in a propagandist pamphlet on Northern OSetia.a
work of ‘Official History’ had come his way after his visit to the Soviet Union with
Andrew Rothstein in 1953 with the British-Soviet Friendship Society, but Pearce
would return disilusioned with the ‘actually existing socialism’ he had seen being
built there. Pearce’s friend on the Daily Worker (where Pearce had worked briefly as
copytaster in 1950), Alison Macleod, recalled him telling her about one experience
while on a long train journey from Moscow to the Caucausus. Stalin was dead, and it
was suddenly reported that the loyal Stalinist everyone had once expected would
replace him, Beria, had just been shot after a secret trial. ‘Everyone on the train was
reading Pravda with interestan unusual spectacle. Brian went up and down the
train, trying to find someone willing to talk about Beria’s execution. He failed.”®

Yet it was not until the crisis of 1956 which posed point blank the question of
taking sides with either Russiganks or the revolutionary workers’ councils thrown
up in Hungary that Pearce, like many other Communists, finally decided to break with
the party and in his words ‘shake off the incubus of Stalinism’. Some of the
complexities of the political and intellectual transition which saw Pearce become a
Trotskyist during the year of 1957 have already been explored by scholars, but it
naturally involved much reading and study of Trotsky’s writings and the literature of
the Trotskyist movement. In a parting shot to his old party, which he had in fact
already left in both spirit and deed before he was expelled, Pearce noted that ‘one of
the things | most regret about my 23 years in the Communist Party is that | allowed
myself to be miseducated into helping in the vilification of Trotsky and his
ideas...only through what you call “Trotskyism” can people who have rightly become
disgusted with Stalinism be saved, so to speak, for Marxism’.®

Pearce’s desire to ‘save’ other former Communists for revolutionary politics
now manifested itself in four years of impeccably logical and often devastatingly
powerful writing and commentary on a wide range of topics. His pioneering essays
from this period on the often strained relationship between the Communist party and
the wider British working class movement give a glimpse of some of the possibilities
for advances in knowledge and understanding which were possible once a member of
Communist Party Historians’ Group won the freedom to study the history of the party
itself. Though perhaps inevitably slightly tinged in places with the distinctly
catastrophist perspectives of the Trotskyist sect around Gerry Healy which Pearce had
joined (a perspective not dissimilar to that of the Communist International during its
“Third Period” phase which had so appealed in his youth), these articles clearly broke
new ground.



Yet among all those members of the Communist Party Historians’ Group who
revolted against Stalinism in 1956, Pearce was tragically to remain somewhat alone in
pursuing suh heretical lines of inquiry. After 1961, Pearce’s sense of independence
as a scholar took on yet further meaning when he left Healy’s Socialist Labour
League, but the inspiration of the birth and defence of ‘Soviet power’ in the October
Revolution and the Russian Civil War continued to fire and fascinate him. Picking
up the mantle left by Max Eastman, Pearce put his deep knowledge of Soviet history
together with his natural faculty for languages to emerge as the leading translator of
Leon Trotsky? From the 1960s onwards, Pearce made a name for himself far beyond
the ranks of the far left as a superbly gifted translator from French and Russian, with a
fastidious attention to detail and meaning, which won him the Scott-Moncrieff prize
three times. Through such work Pearce made a lasting contribution to scholarship in
general, and Marxist scholarship in partictlar.

In later years, his passion for the ‘oracular truth’ together with his dry laconic
wit remained undimmed. With a keen nose able to detect even the mildest whiff of
hypocrisy and with what his fellow Russiariistan Mawdsley called his ‘ear for
those historical disharmoniesich demand investigation’, Pearce continued to
challenge even the most obscure myths of Soviet history invented by what Trotsky
once called ‘the Stalinist school of falsification’. Alongside his translation work,

Pearce gave papers, penned review articles and even wrote a characteristically
provocatively titled and themed monograph How Haig Saved Lenin (198mile
‘How Trotsky Saved Pearce’ would constitute an equally provocative title for any
future study of his own life and work, many scholars of British Communism or
Russian history will doubtless feel they owe him a certain debt of gratiRedece’s
legacy remins an inspiring one for any historian who wants to ‘upset everything’
today.

Christian Hagsbjerg
Word count: 1,386.
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