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An exemplary communist life? Harry Pollitt’s Serving My Time in comparative 

perspective 

 

Kevin Morgan 

 

 

i 

 

Traditionally, biography has been one of the weakest genres of communist 

historiography. In a country like Britain, where the communist party (the CPGB) had 

a peak membership in the 1940s of perhaps 55,000 and never elected more than two 

MPs, its leading figures held few obvious attractions for the conventional political 

biographer. Moreover, if proximity to power was not an inducement to explore their 

lives, personality and persuasion offered little compensation either. Not only were 

private papers rarely accessible, but the public face of communism was one 

relentlessly prioritising the collective over the individual, even in respect of the life 

histories which communists constructed. Though there did exist a public genre of 

exemplary party lives, these were notorious for their reticence and even mendacity 

and in Britain at least have received little scholarly attention.
1
  

 

Nevertheless, because the issue of personality and its suppression was so central to the 

culture of communism, the study of these narratives can provide crucial insights into 

the construction of both individual and collective party identities and the 

interconnections between them. Already in France, with its well-established traditions 

of prosopographical research, they have given rise to an extensive, sophisticated 

literature including important published colloquia of international scope.
2
 What 

nevertheless remains somewhat undeveloped is the comparative dimension of this 

literature. Apart from the obvious practical considerations, a possible reason for this is 

the perceived uniformity of communist political culture. Like other aspects of the 

communist experience, the creation of a standardized party ‘life’ and personality has 

sometimes been seen as essentially transnational in character, with communism 

constituting a ‘unitary system’ which in the Stalin period was becoming not only 

politically but to some degree sociologically homogenized.
3
 Where variations are 

acknowledged, these tend to be of a secondary or parenthetical character, insufficient 

to sustain meaningful comparison. However, if the standardized components of such a 

system seemingly offer no real basis for a comparative methodology, perhaps the 

corollary can also be proposed: that to the extent that such a methodology can be 

effectively employed, universalizing narratives of communist history may themselves 

be seen to be in some key respects partial or inadequate. 

 

Without entering into the larger debate of which this forms part, these questions are 

explored here by revisiting the published memoirs of the British communist leader, 

Harry Pollitt (1890-1960), and comparing them with the analogous productions of his 

French counterpart, Maurice Thorez (1900-64), and the American party chairman, 

William Z. Foster (1881-1961).
4
 Born into a socialist household in Droylsden, 

Lancashire, and joining the CPGB on its foundation in 1920, Pollitt was the party’s 

general secretary almost uninterruptedly from 1929 to 1956 and a seasoned working-

class activist embodying the qualities of proletarian authenticity thought indispensable 

in a communist leader.
5
 In this respect, he was a stock figure of the Stalinist era, and 

the emblematic significance of his memoirs is such that one might expect them to 
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conform rather closely to the conventions already established in Thorez’s and Foster’s 

texts. Indeed, the very appearance of these accouns in close succession has been taken 

to show the simultaneous or mimetic development of local Stalinist personality cults, 

here given the common form of the inspirational memoir.
6
 Thorez’s Fils du peuple, 

published in 1937, has attracted extensive commentary as just such a ‘master 

narrative’ of the exemplary communist life, and Claude Pennetier and Bernard Pudal 

have suggested that the French communist party (PCF) conformed particularly closely 

to the Stalinist canons of the time.
7
 Foster’s From Bryan to Stalin, dating from the 

same year, shares with it a number of defining features with which we can identify the 

master narrative. I shall discuss them here under the three broad headings of 

anonymity, teleology and combativity.  

 

Both Fils du peuple and From Bryan to Stalin were published in British editions, and 

Thorez’s account carried an effusive introduction by Pollitt himself. This itself 

suggests a degree of cultural and political proximity to British communism: if any 

parties might have displayed the homogeneity of popular-front era communism, it was 

surely those in the three leading western democracies. It is nevertheless argued here 

that Pollitt’s Serving My Time, published three years later than the others in 1940, 

reveals significant differences in tone and content: at least as marked, for example, as 

those which Stefan Berger recently found in comparing British and German labour 

autobiographies.
8
  

 

Such a divergence reveals more than something of their respective authors’ 

personalities. Both Fils du peuple and Serving My Time had an explicit ‘exemplary’ 

function, providing a mirror to the party of the ideals with which its members were 

also to identify themselves. Pollitt’s book was even subtitled ‘an apprenticeship to 

politics’, written so that its readers ‘should so conduct themselves’ as to fit themselves 

like him for political leadership.
9
 Previously Pollitt had presented Thorez’s account in 

much the same light, and in France its lessons for party activists were systematically 

promulgated.
10

 Such productions do not therefore belong to some marginal realm of 

cultural autonomy, but have been held to encapsulate a sense of political identity 

whose significance was clearly understood by author, reader and party alike. In this 

perhaps lies the relativizing value of comparison. If, as is argued here, Serving My 

Time in some respects subverts the Thorez-Foster master narrative, then the 

exemplary party life has in this instance a more ambiguous significance. For, if the 

argument is accepted that the suppression of the individual personality acted as a 

mechanism of the ‘total institution’, then so, by extension, must the expression of 

personality have implicitly delimited it. 

 

 

ii 

 

The identification of such productions with anonymity must at first seem perverse. It 

used to be held by some commentators that leaders like Thorez and Pollitt wielded an 

‘absolute power’ within their parties analogous to that of Hitler, Mussolini or Stalin.
11

  

The premature appearance of their memoirs – Thorez’s when he was only thirty-seven 

– seems to confirm their standing as party satraps requiring appropriate literary 

expression, like the idealized portraiture then emerging as a favoured genre of 

socialist realist painting.
12

 Nevertheless, as Pennetier and Pudal demonstrate, the 

individualization of the form was in many ways misleading. Even at the apex, Stalin 
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was presented as the creature as much as the creator of the party, and the ideal-type 

communist leader lacked not only charisma but any personal history or character traits 

that could set them apart from the party.
13

 In the post-war people’s democracies, 

autobiographies were initially not sanctioned at all as detracting from the collectivity; 

and after Fils du peuple it appears that no authorized autobiography of a living French 

communist appeared for another thirty years.
14

 Equally, however, a biographical 

format could mask the effective subsumation of the individual personality in the 

larger collective myths of the party. As a Soviet art journal put it, also in 1937: in 

Stalin’s portraits ‘the “personal” and the “social” merge into one’.
15

 

 

Fils du peuple conforms to these conventions in every detail. As Pudal, Stéphane 

Sirot and others have demonstrated, Thorez’s life history provides no more than a 

vehicle for the party’s collective values, embodied in its leader while at the same time 

assimilating him to the bureaucratic persona of the party. It is not so much that 

matters like Thorez’s illegitimacy are dissimulated, for such conventional omissions 

would hardly distinguish the model communist biography from those of British 

Labour leaders.
16

 Similarly, the falsification or evasion of political embarrassments is 

hardly without parallel in the lives of active politicians. Instead, what Pennetier and 

Pudal call the volume’s ‘anti-individualism’ lies in the absence of almost any personal 

inflexion, whether true or false, and whether or not of any moral or political 

sensitivity. It has been aptly said that Thorez’s ‘I’ is at no point ‘a lived “I”’, and is 

totally displaced by the ‘we’ of the party on his attainment simultaneously of 

manhood and party membership.
17

 Everything is renounced, even in his origins, ‘that 

might set him apart or single him out’.
18

 Essentially, his ghost-written narrative is one 

of powerful collective myths with which its author’s life is identified in a purely 

formal fashion. 

 

Foster was born nineteen years before Thorez, in 1881, and nearly half of his From 

Bryan to Stalin is devoted to the forty years of his life before the communist party 

existed. Nevertheless, it is equally with Thorez’s an exercise in anti-individualism, to 

which, by virtue of Foster’s longevity, it adds an even stronger sense of the teleology 

by which the party as destination shapes the narrative almost from the cradle. Foster’s 

basic object was to portray his progression from an honest but misguided syndicalism 

to the higher form of revolutionary consciousness which communism was held to 

represent, and which he repeatedly identified with the agency of the Russian 

Revolution and its leaders. His adhesion to the party was thus the hinge on which the 

narrative hung, in this sense resembling the ‘second birth’ which has been identified 

as a distinguishing feature of the lives of French and Italian communists.
19

 To borrow 

Sandro Bellassai’s expression, Foster’s narrative epitomizes the ‘exemplary 

presentation of one’s own life story divided into “before” and “after” entering the 

party … [which] alone marked an existential watershed between the kind of hazy and 

defective personal “prehistory” and a new sense of completeness and maturity …”’
20

 

In this respect, the only fundamental variation in such narratives was in the point at 

which they began. Thorez’s great political asset, as one of the ‘Leninist generation’ of 

the 1920s, was that politically speaking he had virtually no prehistory by which to 

have been contaminated.  

 

Foster, meanwhile, was evidently made aware of his limitations as an autobiographer, 

for two years after From Bryan to Stalin he produced a second volume of purportedly 

more ‘personal’ reminiscences, Pages From a Worker’s Life.
21

 As his biographers 
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note, though the narrative focus does shift from ‘party’ to ‘class’, the author’s self 

remains obstinately submerged in the larger collectivity.
22

 Moreover, Foster’s 

dessicated attempt at a personal perspective was evidently incompatible with a 

developmental or even continuous narrative. Instead, what was effectively no more 

than a scrapbook of loosely connected sketches concluded with a section in which 

Foster the individual disappeared completely, to make way once again for ‘Socialism 

Victorious’ in the USSR.
23

 

 

My third defining characteristic, ‘combativity’, is one which Pudal has identified both 

with Fils du peuple and with other contemporary biographical materials generated by 

the PCF.
24

 Here I use the term in a more restricted sense than Pudal, meaning not just 

the ‘struggle’ to which every communist was theoretically committed, but the 

qualities of discipline, firmness and intransigence towards the ‘class enemy’ which 

Thorez himself used to invoke.
25

 The significance of these attributes was further 

impressed upon communists by the cadre autobiographies collected by all communist 

parties, whose questionnaire format itself provided a sort of template for the model 

communist life, and which were used in France to record all compromising 

associations, including those with forces of the state, agents or police inspectors, 

journalists and ‘members of enemy parties’.
26

 This posture of total implacability is 

clearly displayed in Fils du peuple, where almost the only ‘personal’ anecdotes of the 

adult Thorez convey ‘combativity’ in this sense. In one scene, perfectly capturing the 

volume’s utter unreality, Thorez is described ejecting an examining magistrate from 

his prison cell. 

 

Calmly and firmly I said to him: ‘Excuse me, but I must ask you to get out at 

once. … You may be a magistrate. … But I am a Communist and a worker, a 

political prisoner with whom you have nothing whatsoever to do. Get out!’ 

 And without more ado he went.
27

 

  

Foster, who was more credible in such a role, also punctuated his memoirs with 

constant clashes between communists and the forces of authority, as one can be sure 

that his life was also so punctuated. Replete with scabs, spies and gunmen, an entire 

section of his Pages from a Worker’s Life carried the heading ‘Agents of the Enemy’. 

Others, on ‘Strikes’ and ‘Prison’, conveyed the same basic message. 

 

 

iii 

 

In contrast to the cadre biographies, there were no established procedures for the 

production of such narratives. Whether it is really true that their authorization came 

from Stalin, there was scope for a degree of autonomy which did not exist in matters 

of formal party policy. Even so, the basic parameters were clearly understood. In 

1937, a first official CPGB history, written by the veteran Tom Bell and casually 

approved by Pollitt, came in for fierce criticism both from Moscow and within Britain 

and was withdrawn.
28

 Repeatedly the demand was made for the closer scrutiny of all 

such works before publication, and for the wider dissemination of pro-Soviet 

materials.
29

 Criticisms were routinely made of the CPGB paper the Daily Worker: that 

books by renegades were favourably reviewed, or party congress proceedings shown 

with empty seats, or an ex-policeman allowed to serve as ballet critic.
30

 There were, in 

theory, no nooks and crannies in the Stalin era. 
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However, Pollitt’s Serving My Time departed from the master narrative so far 

described in clearly signalled ways. From the handful of surviving draft chapters, it is 

clear that his text was worked over to remove inappropriate allusions or emphases, 

always in a sense that brought it closer to its international prototypes. Nevertheless, 

even the published version presents a narrative conforming to the wider conventions 

of British labour autobiography at least as much as to the special requirements of a 

communist party life. Of these, it may even be regarded as a somewhat heterodox 

vehicle. 

 

Least of all could it be described as anonymous. On the contrary, Pollitt’s 

autobiographical persona was delineated in a highly personalized narrative style 

drawing on the literary models of his own formative years. Foremost among them 

were Robert Blatchford’s Clarion, with its occasionally rather overdone eschewal of 

pomposity, and the plebeian life histories of H.G. Wells, on whose Kipps Pollitt 

mentioned having once spent his ‘last tanner’.
31

 A characteristic Wellsian device, 

entirely foreign to the conventions of the communist life, was Pollitt’s use of bathos, 

intruding incongruous details into solemn narratives, often with a sense of the 

ridiculous. This may be compared to the ‘readiness to crack a joke in the midst of the 

most serious discussion’ which even adversaries recalled as one of his most engaging, 

but also politically effective, skills.
32

 Formally, there was nothing incompatible with 

Stalinism in the purely personal details with which he embellished his walk-on parts 

in History. Nevertheless, the accumulation of such details made for a more 

individualized account, with a vivid sense of time, place, occupational and 

associational culture. Consciously or otherwise, Pollitt projected himself very much as 

a personality distinguishable from his party. 

 

At the same time, bathos was inimical to teleology. This is best illustrated by what 

should have been a political contest of considerable symbolic significance: Pollitt’s 

1929 Seaham election campaign, his first as party leader, against his ultra-moderate 

Labour counterpart, Ramsay MacDonald. It is true that references to popular 

indifference to his campaign have been excised from Pollitt’s published text, and an 

admission that ‘somehow or other we never seemed to get the votes’ is transformed 

into the formulaic pronouncement that ‘in every case these electoral fights have led to 

the strengthening of the fight of the workers against capitalism’. Nevertheless, even 

the published account depicts not so much the groundswell of inexorable social forces 

as a battling minority making little or no impression on the population at large. It is 

encapsulated in the story Pollitt tells of his humble Baby Austin, pelted with rotten 

fruit, confronted with MacDonald’s glistening Rolls Royce and then suffering the 

final indignity of its wheel coming off. The scene closes with the candidate and his 

entourage pushing the car to the nearest garage to hoots of derision.
33

 Told with a note 

of self-mockery entirely foreign to the canons of socialist realism, it is a long way too 

from the rhetoric of martyrdom and persecution associated with Labour pioneers like 

Keir Hardie.
34

 

 

Such an anecdote calls to mind Arthur Koestler’s perplexity on arriving in Britain to 

discover communists who were ‘English’ even more than they were communist, ‘and, 

even more bewilderingly … tended to indulge in humour and eccentricity – both of 

which were dangerous diversions from the class struggle’.
35

 Pollitt was certainly 

aware of this self-perception of the ‘English democracy’ as, in G.K. Chesterton’s 
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words, ‘the most humorous in the world’. Cited in a Labour memoir circulating in 

Pollitt’s youth, Chesterton ascribed this to the English being ‘quite undignified in 

every way’, contrasting them in this respect with the Scots.
36

 It was a well-established 

theme, and perhaps there is an echo of the old antagonism between Hardie and 

Blatchford in Pollitt’s easy-going depictions of the wider populace and its foibles, 

including a shared fondness for drink. Perhaps these cultural distinctions need to be 

fed into generalized discussions of labour biography. Just as Scots have figured 

prominently in discussions of socialist ‘martyrdom’,
37

 it is intriguing that Pollitt 

nowhere mentions even Hardie among his several glowing references to English 

socialist pioneers.  

 

More than this, however, the communist teleology of Pollitt’s memoirs was not 

merely attenuated by eccentricity but in some respects inverted, as Pollitt depicted his 

own ‘glorious salad days’ as a sort of golden age of working-class activism. Here 

there is no hint of a conversion narrative, nor of anything ‘defective’ either in his 

personal ‘pre-history’ or in the social contours of the northern England in which he 

grew up. On the contrary, his induction into the socialist movement is conveyed with 

a nostalgic fervour confounding the expected development from lower to higher 

stages of political consciousness. Recalling the innocent salutations of the Clarion 

cyclists of his youth, Pollitt even defended these from the ‘clever people’ – obviously 

other communists – ‘who today have fallen under the spell of phrase-mongering and 

scoff at such “sentimental stuff”’. Comparing their artless greeting of ‘Boots!’ and 

‘Spurs!’ with the communists’ clenched-fist ‘Red Front’ salute, Pollitt added that 

‘personally’ he had ‘never been enamoured of salutes, slogans and badges’ – an 

extraordinary observation at the height of Stalinism.
38

 In another passage, he 

commended the superior moral ardour of socialists like William Morris, citing 

Morris’s pastoral utopia News from Nowhere. 

 

There is not half enough of this type of propaganda today. We have all become 

so hard and practical that we are ashamed of painting the vision splendid – of 

showing glimpses of the promised land. It is missing from our speeches, our 

Press and our pamphlets, and if one dares to talk about the ‘gleam’, one is in 

danger of being accused of sentimentalism. Yet … [this] gave birth to the 

indestructible urge which helped the pioneers of the movement to keep fight, 

fight, fighting for freedom, when it was by no means as easy as it is today.
39

 

 

Pollitt might have added that the promised land already existed in the shape of Soviet 

Russia, and that communists were meant to be foremost in propounding its 

achievements. That he did not, as we shall see, will not have gone unnoticed in 

Moscow.  

 

The honouring of Pollitt’s formative influences even seeped over into his account of 

the party itself. Particularly in the aftermath of the Moscow show trials, ‘renegades’, 

that is, those who for any reason had broken with the party, were routinely traduced or 

else written out of party histories. In Italy, for example, references to the early ‘leftist’ 

communist Amadeo Bordiga were expunged from a 1940s reprinting of Giovanni 

Germanetto’s memoirs, and ‘Bordigism’ was retrospectively constructed as a 

Trotskyist deviation.
40

 In France, later editions of Fils du Peuple appeared with 

defectors or expellees removed from the photographs reproduced.
41

 In Britain too, a 

passing allusion to Trotsky was removed from a speech reproduced in Serving My 
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Time, and Pollitt had no hesitation in depicting as careerists the ‘big-wigs’ who had 

broken with communism. It was not, however, a blanket proscription, for Pollitt 

warmly recalled the suffragist and left communist Sylvia Pankhurst, expelled from the 

CPGB almost at its foundation and the nearest British equivalent to Bordiga. Far from 

dissimulating his own close involvement in Pankhurst’s Workers’ Socialist 

Federation, he pointedly described its members as ‘the most self-sacrificing and hard-

working comrades’ he had ever associated with. For Melvina Walker, who like 

Pankhurst appears to have abandoned the CPGB for a more leftist alternative, he 

claimed to have had the same deep regard as that so eloquently attested for his own 

mother.
42

 Given that one of the complaints concerning Bell’s history had been its 

recognition of figures like Pankhurst at the expense of the CPGB’s current leaders, 

Pollitt can hardly have been unaware of the unorthodoxy of this presentation.
43

 

 

There is one alteration to his text which is particularly revealing. Describing how in 

the 1920s he was regarded ‘more as a militant trade unionist than as a Communist’, 

Pollitt’s original draft contained a direct rebuttal of this allegation with the promise of 

a fuller explanation in a later chapter. This later passage was not published, and does 

not survive in a draft version. Nevertheless, the allegation itself remained and it is 

instructive to see how his text was now ‘corrected’ to concede the limitations of his 

trade union outlook and depict a formulaic progression to revolutionary maturity 

under the influence of Bolshevism.  

 

All my activity had necessarily been in the workshops and trade unions, and 

naturally had influenced my outlook and way of looking at things. I was only 

beginning now to have the chance of studying the fundamental works of Marx 

and Lenin and, of course, the experiences of the Russian Revolution and the 

Bolsheviks were invaluable in helping me forward from an outlook based on 

militant trade unionism to Communism.
 44

 

 

This inserted passage has all the hallmarks of the master-narrative, for essentially 

Foster’s memoirs are no more than a book-length elaboration of the same basic theme. 

Interpolated in such a fashion, it shows how Pollitt’s life might have been constructed 

in more conventional terms. 

 

 

iv 

 

The most singular feature of Serving My Time is the repeated transgression of the 

boundaries defining the model party life. As well as labour movement big-wigs, stock 

images were provided of political fainthearts, and of the millowners and ‘big nobs’ for 

whom Pollitt’s hatred even as a child was powerfully evoked. Interspersed with such 

passages, however, are episodes depicting individuals acting outside of their 

prescribed roles, often assisted by the Blatchfordian social lubricant of laughter. A 

favourite device is the depiction of individuals from opposing sides of the class or 

political battlefield, who nevertheless establish contact at a basic human level. 

Deployed so often as to suggest a sort of tacit political credo, it precisely recalls the 

Blatchford who taunted Hardie that his opponents were always ‘malignants’, and that 

Hardie was ‘incapable of imagining such a person as an honourable soldier, sailor, or 

Tory’.
45

 

 



 8 

Examples from within the political left may be passed over as befitting the current 

communist rhetoric of working-class unity. This could not however be said of the 

foreman whom Pollitt described as securing him a job, because ‘he was a member of 

the Salvation Army, and did not believe in punishing a man for his activity on behalf 

of the workers’; or of the Conservative Party worker who, in the Seaham campaign, 

inadvertently gave Pollitt a lift, only discovering his true identity on pulling up at his 

own destination. ‘He stared for a moment in amazement, then burst out laughing and 

said, “Well, the joke’s on me. Jump in. I’ll drive you to Blackhall!”’ This, by common 

consent, was the most embattled and sectarian period in the entire history of British 

communism.
46

  

 

Not only enemy parties but even ‘bosses’ could be caught in such moments of 

fraternization. Recalling his first expedition to workers’ Moscow, Pollitt described in 

approved accents how irresistibly his loathing for the exploiters was further aroused 

by moving amidst their former surroundings. On the other hand, he also described 

having befriended on his outward voyage one of these self-same exploiters, whose 

family owned one of the London shipyards in which Pollitt worked. ‘Well, to think 

that such a nice young man as you should be that man!’, exclaimed his interlocutor, 

like the denouement in a West End play: 

 

After that it was plain sailing … and we had many interesting conversations 

about the Labour movement, the conditions of the workers and Socialism. 

When I returned from Russia I found a pile of books at my lodgings which had 

been sent by Mr Fletcher, and until he died he used to send me boxes of apples 

and pears grown on his estate. But they did not succeed in diverting me from 

my aims!
47

  

 

Told for some unexplained literary effect, the story has an echo in a private letter from 

one of Pollitt’s employers of the 1920s describing him as ‘an excellent workman and 

… one of Nature’s gentlemen’.
48

 After his death, a former Special Branch detective 

even wrote to the Times to recall how Pollitt would invite him over for a drink, sit 

next to him on the top of the bus and if necessary protect a colleague from physical 

violence.
49

 One of the curiosities in turn of Pollitt’s recently released MI5 files is the 

almost benign tone in which ‘Harry’ and his activities are depicted, even down to his 

impromptu music-hall renditions at communist social gatherings.   

 

Pollitt’s depictions of the police themselves therefore require special mention. For 

both Foster and Thorez, police figured as brutalised symbols of class oppression, 

exposing the fraud of the rule of law and the disposition of state and employers to 

open violence. Pollitt’s very different imagery may be illustrated by the contrasting 

tableaux which he and Thorez presented on the first page of their autobiographies. 

Thorez’s opening scene is of a pit disaster, a socialist realist image with police 

portrayed like sentinels at the local colliery gates, keeping out the ‘screaming crowds’ 

as if oblivious to their common humanity.
50

 Pollitt, by contrast, evokes a ‘solitary dim 

light’ in the mean, unpaved but seemingly placid street in which he was born, before 

adding irrelevantly that it stood near ‘the house of the local policeman (whose wife 

proved a good friend to our family during many hard times)’. Seemingly gratuitous – 

for neither policeman, nor wife nor streetlamp are mentioned again – the allusion 

imperceptibly invokes a sense of community and of what Orwell would have called 

‘decency’.
51

 The two other references to the police in Serving My Time are of a 
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similar character. Even Pollitt’s arrest on trumped up sedition charges, just four days 

after his wedding in 1925, gives rise to a notably indulgent recollection of how the 

detective set to interview him turned out to be the same ‘pleasant gentleman’ with 

whom he had unknowingly exchanged toasts during a weekend’s honeymoon in 

Surrey. ‘I can only say that my sense of humour got the better of me and I had a good 

laugh at having been so thoroughly taken in’, Pollitt writes. By now this may perhaps 

be described as a characteristic emphasis.
52

 

 

Police brutality in Britain was never on a par with what took place in France or the 

USA: these were not simply differences of literary effect. Even so, more or less 

continuously up to the time at which Pollitt was writing, communists had been 

subjected to an arbitrariness of treatment as if beyond the pale of Britain’s unwritten 

constitution. Consequently, it is the use which Pollitt made of such incidents that is 

significant. Even in prison, though he described conditions as degrading and 

brutalising to those who administered them, he also drew attention to exceptional 

figures who stood out for their ‘really fine character’. One apparently was the prison 

governor, whom Pollitt asked for special leave to send his mother a birthday letter. 

‘He listened, quite unmoved, but, when I had finished, said to the warder, in as gruff a 

voice as possible: “See that A.44 has a special letter.”’
53

 In contrast to the standard 

communist memoir, Pollitt seemed set on depicting individuals as ultimately 

irreducible to the social or political roles with which they were publicly identified. 

 

 

v 

 

Harry Pollitt was an old hand. Experienced in his dealings with Moscow, he was fully 

aware that his book would nowhere be more closely scrutinised than by the hard, 

clever people of the Comintern: just as he knew that every comment he made at the 

CPGB’s central committee, and every letter he sent to its Moscow representatives, 

was subjected to the same careful scrutiny. He knew perfectly well how to ‘talk 

Bolshevik’, or ‘talk Stalinist’; and he also knew when he was not doing so. In 

explaining the differences between these autobiographies, variations of indigenous 

political culture therefore provide only part of the answer. The further question 

remains: why was Pollitt’s indigenous culture allowed some authenticity of 

expression, when Thorez’s in particular was not?  

 

Several reasons may be suggested, all in some way linked with the peculiar 

circumstances in which the book was written. Though Serving My Time was 

constructed as an exemplary life history, culminating in Pollitt’s becoming CPGB 

general secretary in 1929, it was commissioned and written at the time of his 

temporary removal from the party’s inner leadership because of his resistance to the 

Comintern’s initial line of opposition to the war. Relations for a time were badly 

strained, and the signing of the contract with the communist publishers Lawrence & 

Wishart would have signalled to both Pollitt and the party his continuing standing as 

one of the party’s foremost leaders. This would tally with his restoration to the party’s 

political bureau, against the initial instincts of the Comintern, just a month later, in 

January 1940, and by the failure to replace him by any single individual as the party’s 

main figurehead.
54

 According to intelligence reports, his fellow leaders understood 

that his ‘popularity with the rank and file was such that expulsion or severely 

disciplinary action would have a serious effect upon the membership’.
55
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The signing of the contract is itself an interesting detail, as if party and individual 

were separate legal entities and even a general secretary’s life remained his own 

intellectual property.
56

 It also reminds us of the significance for these exemplary lives 

of their respective markets. In contrast to the ‘protected market’ of the much larger 

PCF,
57

 the CPGB’s literature had always circulated in quantities exceeding the party 

membership, creating a material dependency on this domestic market as well as on the 

Comintern. If communists like Wal Hannington started publishing authorized 

memoirs long before their French counterparts, and even before Thorez himself, this 

was partly because they depended on the income generated to support their activities 

as political campaigners.
58

 With the apparent discontinuation of Comintern subsidies 

at the beginning of the war, and the return to their trades of a number of communist 

functionaries, eventually including Pollitt himself, Serving My Time may thus be 

linked with other activists’ memoirs produced in circumstances of financial need.
59

 In 

any case, if it was written for a ‘Labour movement’ readership and not just a 

communist one, both commercial and political considerations of the party’s 

marginality must have been among the factors involved.
60

  

 

A further consideration was that Pollitt more than any of his colleagues had the ability 

to reach this wider readership. After the CPGB’s damaging display of subservience 

over the war, Serving My Time may thus be seen as an attempt to reaffirm the party’s 

British credentials through its most plausible indigenous leadership figure. It was 

precisely this aspect, in opposition to the ‘fable of “Stalin’s agents”’, that Pollitt’s de 

facto successor, the austere pro-Moscow theoretician R. Palme Dutt, stressed in his 

Daily Worker review of the book.
61

 In this sense, Pollitt’s was a usable history serving 

the party’s wider interests. Nevertheless, there was still the contract to be signed: 

exploiting Pollitt’s personal qualities was only achievable by projecting him as an 

individual distinguishable from the party in a way that seems never to have been true 

of Thorez. One striking illustration of this phenomenon comes from the 1940 Labour 

Party conference held just a month after the book’s publication. There, the veteran 

trade unionist Frank Rowlands, like Pollitt once a founder of the communist-

sponsored Minority Movement, stood up to denounce the communists’ latest efforts to 

undermine the war effort only to add the significant caveat: ‘ I pride myself on my 

friendship with Harry Pollitt – one of the best fellows I have ever met in my life – but 

he is in the wrong party.’
62

 Nobody ever said that of R. Palme Dutt. 

 

A final and more speculative conjecture is that Pollitt consciously used his memoirs 

both to project an image of Britain as a relatively tolerant and humane society and to 

articulate a vision of communism informed by the same values. The plausibility of 

this interpretation rests upon two bitter political disillusionments which Pollitt had 

suffered in the preceding two-and-a-half years. One was that over the war, and it is 

not difficult to see how the image Pollitt constructed of British society cut through the 

conflation of fascism and the ‘bourgeois’ democracies displayed in communist 

propaganda at the time he was writing. In many ways more disturbing was the arrest 

as a British spy in 1937 of Pollitt’s former inamorata, Rose Cohen, who had moved to 

Moscow with her Russian communist husband in the late 1920s. Pollitt cannot have 

known that Cohen had immediately been shot. Nor can he have known that he was 

himself tentatively lined up for a Comintern show trial. He was however aware of 

what he believed to be Cohen’s disappearance into a labour camp, and is said to have 

made strenuous representations on her behalf.
63

 Already at this time, unpecified 
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changes in the party leadership were apparently mooted.
64

 It is a world away from 

Serving My Time, and is an aspect of Pollitt’s life that is nowhere alluded to there.  

 

Sadly, over this issue, as over the war, Pollitt always upheld the formal positions of 

his party, and in the longer term his concessions to realpolitik were to leave a deep 

residue of cynicism. For the time being, however, Comintern archives reveal how a 

note almost of national defiance entered into his internal communications with the 

Comintern. A few months earlier, in March 1939, he had responded to slighting 

references to British communists at the congress of the Soviet communist party with 

an apparent allusion to the Cohen affair, noting how ‘if one crosses swords on a 

personal question there are all sorts of ways of getting a dig in later’. Addressed to 

J.R. Campbell, the CPGB’s representative in Moscow, the letter ended 

unambiguously. 

 

One thing let me say Johnny, you have no need to be ashamed of your section 

of the C[ommunist I[nternational]. The more I see of some others … the more 

proud I am of our own Party. Forgive me for being British.
65

 

 

In the debate over the war in October 1939, Pollitt even described the Soviets as 

having been ‘compelled … to do many things which none of us expected … at the 

price of antagonising very important sections of the working class movement’:  

 

I say this, and I only say what [other] comrades … have themselves said but 

won’t say for a book. That the thing that has disturbed them in recent months 

has been the disappearance of internationalism in the pronouncements that have 

been made from Moscow. … I tell you there is enough thinking about the poor 

German people and not enough about the poor British people.
66

 

 

No such comments were made in public: the ‘book’ – the stenogram that was made of 

all such deliberations – was only accessible to Comintern scrutineers in Moscow. 

Nevertheless, it is not difficult to find encoded in Serving My Time something of the 

same identification with the ‘poor British people’ and the values he saw as threatened 

by fascism. Perhaps, too, his presentation had a more personal resonance. Implicated 

as he was in the fate of Rose Cohen, it may be that subconsciously Pollitt needed to 

convince himself that not only gaolers and employers but revolutionaries like himself 

retained their basic humanity in spite of the public roles they took upon themselves. 

Possibly it was not so much the honourable Tory as the decent communist in which 

Pollitt needed both author and reader to believe. 

 

Comintern documentation about Serving My Time must rest in Pollitt’s closed 

personal file. However, there is accessible a Comintern report on a newspaper article 

he wrote for May Day 1940, just a few weeks after the book was published. Perhaps 

this can function as a surrogate commentary, for the article is here described as 

requiring ‘special attention’, having appeared ‘very unnecessarily’ when an official 

manifesto was already in preparation. Furthermore, like Pollitt’s concluding 

peroration in Serving My Time, it omitted any reference to the USSR and passed over 

the most obvious opportunities to invoke Lenin and Stalin.
67

 The whole piece, the 

rapporteur concludes, ‘sounds like the call of a – shall we say – British revolutionary 

movement (which ignores the Soviet Union)’. ‘British’ is underlined three times, with 
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heavy disapproval. Its limitations as a dissenting text notwithstanding, re-reading 

Serving My Time one may speculate that this was precisely Pollitt’s intention.
68

  

 

 
This chapter draws upon research on communist biography funded by ESRC award number R000 

237924. 
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