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Abolish gender
Comrade Paul Demarty’s article was a 
welcome breath of fresh air (‘Getting 
out of the culture wars’, December 
10). As a 19-year-old communist, my 
entire political life has existed under 
the shadow of identity politics and the 
question of gender. It was therefore 
extremely uplifting to read an analysis 
identical to the one I have been putting 
forward to various comrades at the last 
two Communist Universities: destroy 
the social construct of gender.

It has always surprised me how 
some veteran comrades fall into the 
trap of reaction - on both sides of the 
current debate - rather than adopting 
a historical, and indeed Marxist, 
understanding of gender. Whilst the 
content of its function in a society may 
necessarily stay the same, the form 
it takes is socially malleable. Much 
like class, gender is not necessary for 
society - let alone human existence. 
By altering its form and resolving its 
contradictions, the social foundations 
of its content disappear and are 
essentially abolished.

As Marxists would we say that 
these social structures are timeless and 
necessary? No. We have to understand 
the historical element and approach it 
in a political and revolutionary way, 
recognising that the form it takes today 
is only temporal and that what we 
really want to do is tackle the question 
of its content. This is what the current 
sex/gender debate is missing.

Rather than look outwards 
(embracing politics) and question 
the nature of the society which is 
producing such evils, they instead 
look inwards, to the individual and 
identity. Much like depression and 
eating disorders, gender dysphoria is 
the mental manifestation of a wider 
social crisis. Therapy, pills and surgery 
may help the individual. However, this 

is a society-wide problem that will 
keep on reproducing itself until we see 
revolutionary change.

The debate (as it is currently 
framed) will only produce heat rather 
than light. It is therefore extremely 
important for communists to not only 
engage with it, but also to fight within 
it on Marxist terms. Otherwise, in the 
words of James Connolly, you can 
expect “a carnival of reaction” on both 
sides.

Perhaps, as the CPGB is currently 
tweaking its Draft programme (see 
‘Words as weapons’, October 8), it 
could think about taking this approach 
to gender seriously and include the call 
for its abolition.
Ollie Douglas
email

Two quibbles
In his article last week (‘A joint 
oppressor’, December 10), Jack 
Conrad is pretty soft on Andrew 
Fletcher of Saltoun, who is widely 
believed to have been in favour of 
the re-enserfing of Scots miners - 
serfdom had not long been abolished 
in Scotland and was not yet off the 
agenda.

Secondly, Paul Demarty in 
an otherwise excellent article, in 
which issues of consent and of 
what is voluntary are central, most 
unfortunately lets this slip in: “... 
nor had it taken steps to evaluate the 
effectiveness of what is, at the end 
of the day, an off-label use of drugs 
designed to fight particular cancers 
(and in some cases also used for the 
voluntary chemical castration of serial 
sex offenders)” (my emphasis). Was, 
for example, Alan Turing’s chemical 
castration that “voluntary”? And he is 
only the most famous - having indeed 
been retrospectively pardoned.
Jack Fogarty
email

Lambeth walk
Recently in the hallowed halls of 
Lambeth Palace, London, a meeting 
of several self-interest groups took 

place. The topic for discussion could 
be described as ‘how to move forward 
in Northern Ireland and beyond the 
unresolved legacy issues’.

The past in Northern Ireland 
continues to impinge on the present. 
Closure for the victims has proven 
frustratingly elusive for all who want 
truth and justice for those directly 
affected by ‘the Troubles’ (1968 to 
1998). The real ‘trouble’, however, 
may stem from the composition of 
those assembled in London, which 
stands in stark contrast when compared 
to those who were absent.

The first meeting took place 
on November 2, in the rarefied 
atmosphere of a Church of England 
Palace and was arranged, if media 
reports are to be believed, at the 
instigation of Harold Good, a former 
moderator of the Presbyterian Church 
in Ireland, and James Roddy, a leader 
in the ‘business community’ in Derry 
City - the epicentre of the Bloody 
Sunday Massacre of January 30 1972.

These two pillars of the church 
and business communities have taken 
it upon themselves to try to devise a 
mechanism through which some of 
these outstanding legacy issues may 
be resolved, put to bed or finally put 
to rest? Some pertinent questions to 
ask would be: are they acting alone or 
with a remit from the state and who 
suggested Lambeth Palace as a venue?

The unresolved legacy issues 
revolve around the various victims 
and their families, who as a direct 
result of the violent conflict here have 
had to live with the injustice of being 
maimed, bereaved, deprived of work 
or of family and loved ones.

We are led to believe through 
the media that representatives of the 
Irish and British governments were 
in attendance, along with a senior 
republican and a senior loyalist. 
They were joined by senior British 
army generals (and perhaps others 
representing the intelligence services 
and state?), as well as a British army 
veterans commissioner, a previous 
victim’s commissioner for Northern 
Ireland and an academic whose policy 
document was the focus of discussion.

While the names of all those who 
attended may not be in the public 
domain, one name does stand out: Jon 
Boutcher, previously chief constable 
of Bedfordshire Police, now retired 
and current chief investigations 
officer of Operation Kenova. He 
is currently presiding over a team 
of officers investigating possible 
links and criminal acts perpetrated 
or orchestrated by state agents (to 
include informers, police and military 
officers?). Surely his attendance is a 
conflict of interests?

What we appear to have is all 
those who in one way or another were 
combatants in the ‘conflict’, whose 
remit was possibly to find a mechanism 
by which all those in attendance could 
agree to resolve ‘legacy issues’ and 
move on. Victims were supposedly 
front and centre to the process at 
hand, yet there were no victims voices 
being represented, it seems - the fig 
leaf of having a previous victims 
commissioner in the room would be 
for many purely window dressing, and 
optics for the media.

So we had British generals, 
intelligence representatives and the 
veterans commissioner presumably not 
calling for any British overt or covert 
personnel to be charged, prosecuted or 
jailed for their nefarious acts of murder 
and collusion in possibly hundreds 
of deaths - of mainly nationalist and 
republican civilians. We had a senior 
republican, who was defending the 
corner of the ‘on the run’ republicans, 
presumably given a ‘get out of jail’ 
card. Plus a senior loyalist wanting 
to play the blame game, agreeing 
to come and justify their sectarian 
murder campaign by publishing 
information supplied to them by the 
British securocrats, army and police, 
which they used to target some of 

their victims, if they are guaranteed no 
prosecutions.

The British government wants to 
protect senior establishment figures, 
politicians and their legacy by keeping 
the truth of their involvement in the 
‘dirty war’ far from public scrutiny, 
while the Irish government may be 
there as a participating party in the 
peace process and indeed it may have 
some truth of its own which it might 
want to suppress.

The essence of resolving legacy 
issues, in this case, may be to bury 
the past. Closure, truth and justice do 
not always walk side by side and hand 
in hand when political expediency is 
involved, and protecting the guilty may 
be more important than protecting the 
truth. Will the victims get justice? Will 
the truth be heard? Will they receive 
closure as well as compensation? Who 
knows?

What we do know is that those 
charged, and in many cases not 
charged, in Lambeth Palace with 
bringing closure to this aspect of 
the conflict may well be doing the 
opposite. No victims’ voices were 
heard. No cries for justice answered. 
Those charged with delivering justice 
may well deliver further injustice and 
a cover-up. The mechanism already 
exists where ‘Troubles’-related 
prosecutions mean those found guilty 
of ‘Troubles’-related crimes would 
serve a maximum of two years in 
prison.

Perhaps they should all bite the 
bullet so to speak, tell the truth, and do 
the time. It may not be justice to many. 
The jail terms may not reflect the crime 
in the eyes of the victims. Justice may 
not be served fully. Yet truth disclosure 
and accountability may help heal 
the physical and emotional wounds 
inflicted on the people here due to the 
continued partition of the country.

Letting those who committed the 
grief, the pain and the violence decide 
who says what, where they say it 
and when they say it is tantamount 
to allowing a rapist to decide their 
sentence - putting the foxes in the hen 
house, allowing the lunatics to take 
over the asylum. They may claim with 
some veracity that it is only those in 
the room in Lambeth Palace who can 
deliver closure. But is that closure 
for the victims, whose voices go 
unheard in that room, or closure for the 
combatants, with a huge collective sigh 
of relief around that table, followed by 
a round of drinks? Will that sigh of 
relief in London be mirrored by sighs 
of anguish or silence around the dinner 
tables in the north of Ireland, many 
with an empty chair this Christmas?

I believe there are rumours this 
junta will reassemble soon for further 
discussions. Perhaps a football match 
will break out at Lambeth Palace, 
reminiscent of the trenches of World 
War I. Maybe they will even decide to 
call it a draw.

One thing is for sure though: the 
real victims will be sidelined, as the 
main players continue to take centre-
stage.
Fra Hughes
Belfast

Dog whistles
After reading Jim Nelson’s latest 
miasma of phosphorescent nothingness 
(Letters, December 10), I would like 
to issue a challenge to the comrade: 
tell me something I don’t know and 
that wasn’t in a recent edition of The 
Guardian.

I wonder who he thinks his audience 
is, given that some of his missives rely 
on the most rudimentary, dog-whistle 
anti-Toryism. Forgive me, but I think 
most readers of the Weekly Worker 
know that times are somewhat hard, 
and Boris Johnson is not exactly the 
workers’ friend. When you get down 
to the points being made, these seem to 
me to be, at best, half-baked.

I wouldn’t overstate the influence 
of the Daily Mail and The Sun and I 
wouldn’t underestimate the ability 

of working class Brexit voters to 
rationally work out that the European 
Union was an establishment tool that 
they thought would be good to give 
a bloody nose to. I’ve no doubt that 
all kinds of reactionary ideas were at 
play too, but it simply won’t do to be 
reductive on the matter. Remainer dog 
whistles are even less effective than 
anti-Tory ones.

Neither do I think it’s plausible to 
state that “this government wants to 
send as many black and brown … 
people out of the country as possible 
and as soon as possible”. I think the 
current Conservative administration 
wants to use the issue of immigration 
in a chauvinist (not racial) manner to 
underscore the point that only the ‘right 
kinds’ of people are welcome here. 
Presumably if 10,000 black African 
multi-millionaires suddenly arrived 
on cruise ships and showed interest 
in donating to the Conservatives, then 
some way would be found to make 
them welcome.

Also, I think it’s another silly dog 
whistle to state that Conservative 
ministers are stupid. I realise that this 
is a joke doing the rounds, but it’s not 
funny any more, just like jokes about 
Donald Trump’s lack of intelligence 
aren’t funny, when you think how 
many people voted for him recently. 
While I wouldn’t overestimate 
politicians’ intelligence, I wouldn’t 
underestimate it either. They are part 
of the ruling class after all, and that 
does have a collective intelligence that 
it exercises in defence of its power.
Lawrence Parker
London

Yuletide
How very good to read Eddie Ford’s 
‘Taste of things to come’(December 
10). It was like stumbling out of dense 
forest into sun-dappled meadows, 
with its sense of unanticipated 
encouragement, of new energy, 
almost of reassurance. The fact that 
clear and categorical stances were 
taken in cultural, aesthetic and even 
philosophical terms, rather than just 
political, also brings the comrade’s 
article especial credit. The point is that 
those considerations are so strangely 
absent from most other Marxist 
literature around.

One consideration that might be 
worthy of mention, however, is how 
those particular thoughts popped into 
my head during the pagan season of 
Yuletide and New Year: by which I 
mean the Solstice (on December 21) 
rather than any later fabrications such 
as ‘Christmas’. And, with exactly that 
in mind, may I wish all comrades 
everywhere far better political fortune 
than has been the case in the past period. 
Of course, the marking of change from 
long nights to lengthening days was so 
significant to ancestors of ours, as part 
of their intimate connection to Mother 
Earth. How those ancients can now 
provide a template for humankind’s 
future viability is surely one of the 
most ironic elements of our current 
lifestyles.

One final point, albeit not so 
seasonal. If the terrorist activities of 
radical Islamism are to be considered 
as the work of medievalist madmen, 
how come that far greater - certainly 
in historical terms far more sustained 
- terrorism that floods out from priests, 
officials and dignitaries of the Catholic 
church are not subjected to the same 
ruthless description or to the same 
deployment of armed special forces 
resources to eradicate it?

I refer, of course, to those 
paedophiliac attacks upon youngsters 
whilst under their so-called pastoral 
care!
Bruno Kretzschmar
email

Muslims to blame
In his letter of November 12 Bernard 
Mattson argues: “People can follow 
whatever religion they like, as long as 
they leave the rest of us alone.” But just 
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look at Britain: if Sharia Councils, the 
establishment of Muslim-only zones 
(whole towns like Bradford and parts 
of major cities: eg, the area around the 
mosque in Leicester), corrupt Labour 
councils, a 40-year tragedy of Muslim 
rape gangs and a constant trickle of 
terrorist attacks is ‘leaving us alone’, 
then I wonder what will happen when 
things get serious! I live in a fairly 
small industrial city - why does it need 
32 mosques? The only answer is an 
Islamic drive to establish territorial 
influence.

Mattson says of religious people: 
“they can still join the rest of the 
working class in taking power”. This 
will come as a revelation to those of 
us who until now had thought that 
religion, which pushes most solutions 
to the after-life, was contradictory 
to Marxism, which seeks solutions 
in transforming the actually existing 
structure of society.

Mattson asks why Islam is different. 
Christopher Hitchens, in his God is 
not great, explains at some length that 
Islam is hardly a religion at all, but 
rather a plagiarism of Judaism and 
Christianity. Here is the first catalyst 
for conflict. Unable to challenge the 
other Abrahamic religions (or atheists 
for that matter) theoretically, the 
Hadith and the ruthless proscription 
of everyday behaviour become all-
important in order to differentiate 
Islam. Bill Warner has suggested 
that no less than 83% of the Koran 
is concerned with condemning non-
believers of one type or another. Put 
this together with claims (ludicrous 
actually) to be the final and one true 
religion, and conflict is woven into 
Islam.

There has been no enlightenment 
within Islam and it is a relatively 
young and vibrant religion, lacking the 
self-doubt of Christianity, for example. 
Religions must be examined on a real-
time basis and Islam is the religion of 
mass terror and suicide bombings - far 
ahead of Christian fundamentalists, 
who generally bomb more limited 
targets. In any case, the death toll is in 
the handful versus many thousands. 
Every Muslim has an obligation to 
jihad and, notwithstanding nonsense 
arguments that this means jihad of 
the self only, the crude apologist will 
believe this when presented with the 
overall evidence.

If the ideology of Islam - misogyny, 
organised crime, promotion of 
paedophilia, torture of animals, 
homophobia, lack of all respect for 
human rights, hatred of Jews - were 
presented under a political rubric they 
would immediately be denounced 
for what they are: a vicious fascist 
doctrine. Because they are presented 
under the guise of religion Mattson and 
epigones rush to ‘respect’ the people 
promoting such barbaric ideas.

Mattson says: “New immigrants 
tend to keep their heads down (apart 
from the European ones mentioned 
above), but their children and 
grandchildren have gone to local 
schools, have local friends and feel 
that they belong - or at least that they 
should do.”

Again this is highly problematic. 
The reputable Pew Research Center 
surveys indicate that, for whatever 
reason, third-generation Muslims can 
be the most fundamentalist. Certainly 
this is counter-intuitive, but it is best 
to stick to data rather than imagine 
things as we would like them to be. 
Incidentally the Pew surveys are worth 
looking at in terms of incidents such 
as the Manchester bombing. As one 
would expect, the support for this from 
Muslims in places such as Pakistan 
is massive, but in Britain too it is not 
insignificant.

A Gatestone Institute report entitled 
‘What British Muslims really think’ 
suggests: “The 615-page survey 
found that more than 100,000 British 
Muslims sympathise with suicide 
bombers and people who commit 
other terrorist acts. Moreover, only one 

in three British Muslims (34%) would 
contact the police if they believed that 
somebody close to them had become 
involved with jihadists.” Contrary 
to Mattson making a joke about the 
number of Muslims involved with 
jihad, it would actually only take a 
few percent for them to make society 
chaotic.

The list of incidents he mentioned 
- presumably as a kind of virtue-
signalling, attempting to show his 
morally superior credentials - indicates 
that he makes the mistake of viewing 
Islam, either deliberately or not, as 
a race rather than a religion. He is, 
of course, correct to condemn the 
bombing of Muslim countries, but 
like many Islamic apologists ‘forgets’ 
the Nato terror bombing of Serbia 
in support of the Kosovo Liberation 
Army. The KLA was so bloodthirsty 
and corrupt that a couple of years after 
the ‘war’ Nato itself termed its former 
creature a “terrorist organisation”. 
The idea that terrorism in the west is 
a sort of ‘payback’ for the bombing 
of Afghanistan or Iraq is as mindless 
as it is incorrect. This took place after 
9/11 and was a direct response to that 
terrorist act. Interestingly enough, we 
rarely hear from people like Mattson 
any condemnation of Saudi bombing 
Yemen to pieces - presumably because 
it is Muslims bombing Muslims and 
therefore insensitive to mention.

In throwing Anders Breivik into the 
mix, Mattson is presumably attempting 
to make the point that there are non-
Islamic terrorists too. He actually 
makes my point: Breivik is a really 
isolated individual, whereas Islamic 
attacks are a constant threat. Breivik’s 
‘manifesto’ (freely available on the 
internet) reveals a highly intelligent 
and knowledgeable opponent who 
begins with a critique of “cultural 
Marxism”, which would not be out of 
place in many academic books about 
the Frankfurt School - in contrast to the 
rather pathetic types that the Islamists 
tend to sacrifice in terror attacks.

Yes, I do occasionally read the Mail. 
A short while ago they had a reasonable 
two-page article opposing  Julian 
Assange’s extradition, which, with a 
very few honourable exceptions, is 
two pages more than I have seen in any 
left paper. I have just finished reading 
Undercover war by Harry McCallion, 
which was reviewed in the Weekly 
Worker a few weeks ago, so I suppose 
by Mattson’s lights I am an SAS 
stooge. This nonsense of censoring 
reading to prevent one from gaining 
the ‘wrong’ ideas was a mainstream 
concept within Gerry Healy’s radically 
misnamed Workers Revolutionary 
Party and was as reactionary then as it 
is now. In a period when free speech 
is under sustained attack - not only 
from Scottish ‘justice’ minister Humza 
Yousaf, but from major universities 
as well - it is even more important 
not to have any truck with people like 
Mattson.

Taking a comment in my letter 
completely out of context, Mattson 
reckons on being able to read my 
mind: “Ted is also worried that 
French Muslims can buy knives in the 
supermarket. We’re lucky not to be in 
the US, where they can buy machine 
guns!” This is nonsense. Apart from 
federal regulations, it is not easy to 
obtain a fully automatic weapon, even 
in those States with the laxest gun laws. 
Obtaining a fully automatic weapon 
requires one to pay a $200 fee, provide 
photographs and fingerprints and a fair 
amount of other paperwork, with up to 
a year’s wait. There are quite severe 
restrictions on suitable applicants: 
things such as ever having a criminal 
conviction or mental health problems 
may act as a bar to gun ownership. So, 
far from a completely inappropriate 
jokey dig at knife purchase, I think 
that the average citizen should be 
concerned when terrorists start using 
knives and driving cars into crowded 
areas. It brings the terror to a new level 
of everyday banality.

Mattson is in favour of a “voluntary 
assimilation of immigrants in a free 
flow of human beings”. This would 
have some credibility if Muslim 
immigrants showed any sign of 
wanting to assimilate, but quite the 
reverse applies. The Islamic plan, 
which is in no way concealed by them, 
is to simply outbreed the residential 
population. In April 2006 Muammar 
Gaddafi in one of his long rants on 
Al Jazeera announced that “Islam 
will conquer Europe without firing a 
shot”. Mass immigration and the much 
higher birth rate of Muslims would do 
the job. This is clearly illustrated in the 
pronouncements of the Islam Party 
in Belgium, where in places such as 
Molenbeek it is necessary to obtain 
a Muslim vote in order to be a local 
functionary. In Belgium the Islamists 
are so strong that they do not need to 
bother about taqiyya (deception) and 
can say exactly what they think.

Another factor which Mattson and 
his ilk choose to ignore is - surprise 
- that Europe is a much smaller 
geographical area than non-Europe. It 
is simply not feasible to have so called 
open borders. I cannot think of a more 
relevant book than Douglas Murray’s 
Strange death of Europe to explain this 
fact even to the most obtuse - a fact 
which should be self-evident.

The policies of Mattson and 
company see immigrants as cheap 
labour. It is no coincidence that the 
two main groupings in favour of 
unrestricted mass immigration are the 
left and the Confederation of British 
Industry. Mattson wants immigrants 
to have “democratic and trade union 
rights”. Of course strong trade union 
representation would at least limit 
the pressure on wages for residential 
workers. It is a nice idea. However, let 
us remind ourselves where we really 
are.

The World Socialist Web Site 
reports: “The three trade unions 
represented at Lufthansa have agreed 
to wage cuts, benefit reductions 
and dismissals that surpass all the 
concessions made by the unions to 
date. The pilots’ union Cockpit (VC), 
the Independent Flight Attendants 
Organisation (UFO) and Verdi, 
which represents the approximately 
35,000 ground workers and functions 
as Lufthansa’s house union, are 
literally outbidding one another with 
concessions. According to their own 
statements, they are offering the 
Lufthansa board of directors a €1.2 
billion cut in the income of union 
members. In the spring, Cockpit 
agreed to reduce pilots’ salaries by up 
to 50% and to maintain that level until 
the end of the year. On Wednesday, 
Cockpit announced that this salary 
cut would be extended until the end of 
June 2022.”

This example is from Germany, but 
represents, I assert, pretty much what 
unions everywhere are doing. Living 
in the past, Mattson conflates what 
ought to be happening with what is 
happening.

The awful thing about the Islamic 
apologists is that they offer zero 
support to those people attempting 
the dangerous journey of breaking 
from Islam. Without its restrictions 
on apostasy and its penchant for 
forced conversions Islam would be a 
considerably smaller body. I recently 
saw Ayaan Hirsi Ali vigorously 
denounced as a ‘white supremacist’ 
and at this point you realise that with 
this level of bad faith there probably 
is going to be a religious war between 
Islam and its opponents.

A badly needed initial start could 
be ‘one law for all’. It is totally 
unacceptable that Muslim rapists in 
Rochdale who were ordered to lose 
their British citizenship at their trial 
are still, after serving a remarkably 
short sentence, stalking their original 
victims. As the girls say, they have 
been “failed again”.
Ted Hankin
email
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Time for something different
How should the principled left respond to the Starmer witch-hunt? James Harvey of Labour Party 
Marxists points to an alternative which goes beyond the narrow limits of fight or flight

The announcement of Jeremy 
Corbyn’s new Peace and 
Justice Project tells us a lot 

about the current state of politics 
on the Labour left. The “project” to 
“promote social justice, peace and 
human rights in Britain and around 
the world” will be launched at an 
online event on January 17 and has 
received the backing of leading 
official left figures, including Unite’s 
Len McCluskey, Labour MP Zarah 
Sultana … and a lot of formers, eg, 
former ANC minister Ronnie Kasrils, 
former Greek finance minister Yanis 
Varoufakis and former president of 
Ecuador Rafael Correa.1

Encouraging, for all its limits, 
this has produced a surge of support. 
Within days of the announcement 
of the launch some 65,000 people 
had registered as supporters. 
However, the politics of the new 
initiative, in themselves, seem a 
rather unremarkable restatement 
of the pious hopes and worthy 
aspirations for ‘peace and social 
justice’ that characterises much of 
the contemporary left. Who can 
disagree with “combating poverty, 
inequality and unaccountable 
corporate power”? Who does not 
want to promote “peace, global 
cooperation … climate justice, 
self-determination, democracy 
and human rights”?2 However, 
when faced with these pleas for a 
better world, there are two most 
important and interlinked questions 
for Marxists. Firstly, will there be 
democracy? Will control be vested 
in the members or supporters? Or 
will the whole enterprise be run top-
down? Will there be genuine debate 
or click button democracy? Secondly, 
what are the politics? Will the Peace 
and Justice Project be willing to 
adopt the politics necessary to 
overthrow the system that produces 
and reproduces inequality, poverty 
and war. Or will the ‘soft’ left clamp 
down on the ‘hard’ left? … as we 
saw in Momentum.

The “socialist alternative” offered 
by the Peace and Justice Project 
thus far is essentially a repetition of 
the managed capitalism outlined in 
Labour’s 2019 election manifesto.3 
Politically and economically this 
combination of very light-touch 
Keynesianism and utopian left 
reformism presented no challenge 
at all to the state and the current 
capitalist order.4 That many on the soft 
left regarded these extraordinarily 
limited politics as “ambitious and 
agenda-setting” and still think that 
they make up a radical programme 
to transform society shows how far 
socialist consciousness has shrunk in 
recent years.5

The paucity of this approach is 
reflected in the passive organisational 
form of the project, which is rooted 
in flabby, incoherent movementism. 
Instead of a militant programme, 
we are offered the chance “to 
create space, hope and opportunity 
for those campaigning for social 
justice”.6 In place of a fighting, 
coherent organisation we are invited 
to “build a network of campaigners, 
grassroots activists, thinkers and 
leaders, to share experiences and 
generate ideas about solutions to our 
common problems”.7 Although many 
awaited Corbyn’s announcement 
with great hopes, the ‘project’ is 
rather underwhelming. Instead 
of a call to begin a real fightback 
all we are presented with are the 
rehashed politics of Corbynism 
- and yet another think tank! Far 

from announcing a new beginning, 
the Peace and Justice Project really 
marks the final political bankruptcy 
of Corbynism.

The reason why the announcement 
of this new project was so eagerly 
awaited lies in the hopes of many on 
the Labour left that the enthusiasm 
for the original Corbyn movement 
could somehow be recreated. The 
return of the ‘king over the water’, 
it was hoped, would wipe away 
the bitter memories of electoral 
failure in 2019 and the subsequent 
demoralisation and retreat by the 
official left. The acceleration of 
the witch-hunt by Starmer and the 
failure of the official Labour left to 
mount any real defence of purged 
comrades only adds to the sense of 
hopelessness and disorientation. 
The left in the Constituency Labour 
Parties is desperate for leadership 
and a sense of political direction. 
However, on the basis of the available 
evidence, any hopes that it is the 
Peace and Justice Project that will 
give such a lead have been well and 
truly dashed, even before its formal 
launch. Far from taking us forward, 
this project will only further add to 
the demoralisation and confusion on 
the Labour left.

Perspectives
Given this likely outcome, we 
need to take stock and look at the 
perspectives for both the Labour 
left and the party more generally. 
Starmer and the Labour right look 
set to press ahead with the witch-
hunt and crush the Labour left as an 
effective force in the CLPs (despite 
the Corbyn leadership, the left in the 
parliamentary party amounts to little 
more than a nothing). The right want 
to ensure that Labour is once again 
secured as the safe ‘second eleven’ 
of British capitalism. The fright 
that Corbynism and the growth of 
a left mass membership gave these 
Labour lieutenants of capital must be 
expunged, if Sir Keir is to make it into 
No10 and fulfil, at last, his Pabloite 
project (ha!). But the ‘Anti-Zionism 
equals anti-Semitism’ witch-hunt 
has a logic of its own. Starmer is 
not in control, he is controlled. The 
witch-hunt itself - not some prior 
project - is what could well lead to 
him breaking the trade union link 
and to the final de-Labourisation 
of Labour. Blairism fulfilled! … 
without a master plan, without any 
theory, without think tanks or focus 
group triangulation.

Starmer has already succeeded in 
outmanoeuvring the parliamentary 
leadership of the official Labour 
left. By their self-censorship and 
surrender to the witch-hunt, the 
Socialist Campaign Group of MPs 
have actually agreed to silence 
themselves. Like the Tribune Group 
in the late 1970s and 1980s they 
will be tolerated and may even have 
their uses for the party leadership 
as a neutered, although increasingly 
irrelevant, tame ‘left’. For the real 
left, however, the Socialist Campaign 
Group ought to be totally discounted 
as any kind of  leadership.

Despite the strength of the left 
amongst party members and the 
wave of protests that has developed, 
the purge is being intensified and 
extended ever wider. Despite that, 
Labour still remains a significant 
site of struggle for socialists, 
which should not be abandoned. 
The character of this struggle is 
determined by the nature of Labour 
as a bourgeois workers’ party - 

that is, a party with a pro-capitalist 
leadership, inextricably and 
structurally integrated into the state, 
and a membership, historically and 
organically, linked to the organised 
working class through the affiliated 
trade unions. Consequently, as 
Labour’s history shows, the wider 
class struggle in society finds 
expression and is played out within 
the party, albeit often in a refracted 
and distorted form.

Like Blair, Starmer could succeed 
in driving large numbers of socialists 
out of the party and cowing the 
rump that remains into submission. 
However, Starmer is not operating 
in a period of relative stability, as 
Blair did in the 1990s. The economic 
and political crises of the early 
2020s have an altogether different 
character, which hardly favours 
Starmer’s style of politics: ‘steady 
as she goes’ and reformism without 
reforms are hardly attractive options 
for working class voters in a period 
of declining living standards and 
mass unemployment. Furthermore, 
Labour’s (temporary?) extinction 
as a serious party in Scotland and 
the historical decline of social 
democracy and workers’ parties in 
other European states serves as a 
warning - for both the Labour right 
and the official left - that Labour’s 
position as a major party is by no 
means guaranteed.

The fundamental problem this 
poses for the official Labour left is 
that its politics - no matter how ‘left’ 
they appear - are thoroughly rooted 
in a parliamentary road to ‘socialism’ 
and thus can only function within the 
ideological framework of Labourism 
and through the structures of 
the Labour Party. This organic 
relationship explains the Labour 
left’s constant appeals for party 
unity, their affronted and genuine 
sense of outrage when their loyalty 
is questioned and the pathetic 
characterisation of Starmer’s witch-
hunt as mere “factionalism”! Even 
if Labour disappeared from the 
scene in its current form, the politics 
of the official left, as the history of 
the Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition and other attempts to 
establish an alternative to Labour 
have shown, would simply recreate 
Labourism in another incarnation.

Alternative party?
However, for many on the Labour 
left the witch-hunt has called into 
question their place in the party and 
the future of their politics. This has 
produced an increasing debate about 
whether Labour is now dead and 
whether it has any future role at all in 
the struggle for socialism.

An example of these discussions 
will be an important online 
conference hosted by the Labour 
Left Alliance on January 30. During 
this debate, supporters of Labour 
Party Marxists will argue that 
Labour still retains its character 
as a bourgeois workers’ party and, 
despite Starmer’s campaign to purge 
the left, remains a site of struggle 
for socialists. Our demand for the 
refounding of Labour as a real party 
of the working class - a united front 
of socialist and labour movement 
organisations - is a recognition of 
the place Labour occupies in both  
historical and contemporary terms in 
British working class politics.

At the present moment many of 
the comrades on the Labour left who 
are calling for new organisations or a 
new party advocate either a Labour 
Party mark two - committed to a 
more left Labourism and the utopian 
parliamentary road to socialism - or 
various forms of broad party with a 
soft-left programme, modelled on 
such failed experiments as Syriza or 

Podemos. While LPM agrees that the 
witch-hunt and the resulting crisis of 
the Labour left poses key questions 
about the type of programme and 
the type of party our class needs, we 
reject both approaches.

Many comrades in the LLA 
frequently claim that they are 
Marxists who stand for socialist 
revolution. They should openly and 
unashamedly declare it by supporting 
the LPM’s argument that objective 
conditions demand the creation of a 
working class party that, in coming 
to power, breaks up the state and 
begins the transition to communism. 
Drawing on the best traditions and 
historical experience of Marxism 
internationally, such a party would 
organise the working class on a clear, 
principled programme and would 
operate according to the principles of 
full democracy, freedom of criticism 
and unity in action. Such a party is 
not only required in Britain - it is 
required in every country. Socialism 
is internationalist or it is nothing.

So, looked at in this way, although 
the struggle in the Labour Party is 
important and a battle in which we 
must play our full part, for Marxists 
it is the fight for a revolutionary 
programme and a revolutionary party 
which remains our central goal l

Forced along by events not of his making

Notes
1. morningstaronline.co.uk/article/b/corbyn-
launches-new-project-to-promote-peace-and-
justice.
2. jacobinmag.com/2020/12/jeremy-corbyn-
project-for-peace-and-justice-launch.
3. See Labour’s 2019 manifesto: labour.org.uk/
manifesto-2019.
4. labourpartymarxists.org.uk/2019/11/28/labour-
manifesto-within-the-current-order.
5. labourbriefing.org/blog/2019/11/29/election-
2019-an-ambitious-agenda-setting-and-credible-
manifesto.
6. morningstaronline.co.uk/article/b/corbyn-
launches-new-project-to-promote-peace-and-
justice.
7. jacobinmag.com/2020/12/jeremy-corbyn-
project-for-peace-and-justice-launch.
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Final issue
Despite some excellent 

contributions this week to 
our final fighting fund of 2020, 
we are still some way behind 
where we need to be, if we’re 
going to make that £2,000 target 
for December.

Pride of place goes to comrade 
KB for his magnificent £170 
donation, while other bank 
transfers came in the shape of 
monthly standing orders from PB 
(£60) and TR (£40). On top of that, 
regular donors MF and RL each 
chipped in with £50 via PayPal, 
while US comrade PM came up 
with his usual £25 using the same 
method. Thanks comrade!

So there were only six 
contributors, but they managed 
no less than £395 between them. 
That takes our running total to 
£826, with well over half the 
month gone and exactly two 
weeks remaining to get the £1,174 
we still need. We could definitely 
do with a bit of a boost.

And the problem is, you won’t 
have me to keep egging you on 
for the rest of the month, as this 
is the final issue of the Weekly 
Worker before our two-week 
winter break. The next issue will 
appear on Thursday January 7, 

when I hope to announce our 
success in not only reaching that 
£2,000 target, but also an overall 
surplus for the year. At the end of 
November that surplus stood at 
£86, so we don’t want to finish the 
year with a double disappointment 
- a deficit for both December and 
2020 as a whole.

But I’m confident that won’t 
happen. I’m expecting some nice 
standing orders over the next week 
or so, but they won’t be anywhere 
near enough to see us home on 
their own. We need a few more 
readers to make sure we get there. 
Please click on that PayPal button 
or make a bank transfer (sort 
code 30-99-64; account number 
00744310). I’ll let you know how 
we did in three weeks time.

In the meantime, let me wish 
all our readers and supporters all 
the best for the rest of the year 
and let’s look forward to a real 
political fightback in 2021! l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund
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Rising tide of resistance
Oversubscribed and eager to fight: Clive Dean of Labour Party Marxists reports on a successful launch

Promoted by Labour Against 
the Witchhunt and Labour Left 
Alliance, the newly formed 

Campaign for Free Speech held 
an online launch rally on Saturday 
December 12. It was oversubscribed 
on Zoom and hundreds more watched 
the live stream on Facebook. So the 
organisers will certainly be pleased 
by the attendance.

With 14 speakers packed into 
four hours, it was a very busy 
event, if rather frustrating. Audience 
participation was restricted to 
written questions, and from these a 
small number were selected for the 
speakers to answer in a short three-
minute reply at the end of the session.

With a broad spread of speakers 
you get a range of political 
backgrounds. This can be a good 
thing, as each provides a fresh insight 
into the subject at hand. However, 
when the subject is free speech, the 
danger is that everyone has their own 
definition, and that contradictory red 
lines make for an illusory consensus. 
The organisers hope to clarify 
matters on January 23, when they 
hold a ‘building’ event, to amend 
and approve the ‘Draft Charter for 
Free Speech’1 and to explore ways to 
combat its suppression. It may not be 
plain sailing.

The first speaker was Graham 
Bash from the Labour Briefing. He 
described the current clampdown on 
free speech in the Labour Party as the 
worst he has known in 52 years as 
a member - even worse than under 
Tony Blair. He was inspired by the 
grassroots resistance in the party to 
the diktats from Keir Starmer and 
his general secretary, David Evans, 
despite the absence of a lead from 
the top. Eighty Constituency Labour 
Parties have passed motions in 
defiance of the ban on discussing the 
suspension of Jeremy Corbyn from 
the Parliamentary Labour Party and 
235 CLP officers have signed the 
letter calling for the ‘not competent 
business’ rulings to be rescinded. 
Comrade Bash was determined to 
speak out against the oppression of 
the Palestinians by Israel, which he 
described as an apartheid state and 
a racist endeavour. It seems these 
opinions can no longer be tolerated 
in Labour, which has even banned a 
motion in support of a charity bike 
ride for Palestinian children.

The second speaker was Kerry 
Anne Mendoza, editor of the online 
media channel The Canary. She 
declared it is deeply insidious 
to see how the witch-hunt has 
weaponised the language and tools 
of anti-racism to further the cause 
of racism. She described how the 
boycott, divestment and sanctions 
(BDS) movement against Israel 
has been declared anti-Semitic and 
outlawed in Germany. This means 
that no public-funded bodies there 
can support BDS as an expression of 
solidarity with the Palestinian cause. 
She drew a parallel with the Equality 
and Human Rights Commission 
intervention in the Labour Party here, 
which has created a legal precedent 
for suppressing free speech.

Next we heard from Jonathan 
Coulter, who was billed as 
representing Lib Dems for Free 
Speech. He told us that many leading 
figures in the Liberal Democrats are 
well aware of the lies and injustice 
associated with the witch-hunt 
in the Labour Party, but refuse to 
speak out due to tribal party loyalty. 
He described the anti-Semitism lie 
within Labour as part of a bigger 
problem, where the rightwing-
controlled media is able to tell such 

:ies unchallenged. But he called for 
a ‘broader campaign’, which would 
be supported by politicians like Ed 
Miliband and Kenneth Clarke. Some 
chance!

Next former Labour MP Chris 
Williamson raised the question 
of Julian Assange, who is about 
to spend his second Christmas 
locked up in Belmarsh prison, and 
is facing extradition to the USA 
in 2021 on espionage charges. He 
praised Julian’s record as a journalist 
shedding light on war crimes and 
demanded his immediate release. 
Comrade Williamson then identified 
sections of the secret state that 
interfere in British politics and 
drew attention to the Covert Human 
Intelligence Sources Bill, which 
will allow security services to break 
the law while investigating us. He 
pointed out that freedom of speech 
is vital to any project to enhance 
democracy and transform society, 
and we all should have the right to 
speak the truth.

Next up was comrade Moshé 
Machover, a regular contributor to 
the Weekly Worker. Moshé described 
two “devices” that are used to curtail 
freedom of speech. First, the ‘safe 
spaces’ proposition, which sounds 
reasonable, but in reality gives 
privileged groups a licence not to 
hear unwelcome opinions. We see 
this currently in Labour, where 
Evans declares that the party must 
become “a safe space for Jewish 
members”. Of course, he does not 
mean all Jewish members - just 
those who feel uncomfortable when 
they hear anti-Zionist opinions. 
The second “device” described by 
comrade Machover is the big lie of 
anti-Semitism in the Labour Party, 
and the fact that it is never quantified. 
The EHRC’s failure to document the 
scale of the problem proves that its 
report is unscientific and written in 
bad faith.

The final speaker in the first 
session was Craig Murray. He told 
us he is due to go on trial in January 
- charged with contempt of court for 
writing about … a trial. He regards 
the charges as politically motivated 
and a blatant attack on freedom of 
speech. There will be no jury and, if 
convicted, he faces up to two years 
in prison.

Craig also detailed how the 
Prevent programme has interfered 
with freedom of speech. Before 
its introduction he was frequently 
invited to speak at universities 
against the exaggeration of an 
Islamic terrorist threat, and against 
wars in the Middle East. However, 
such invitations have now dried up, 
because the scale of bureaucracy 
required to authorise such an event 
means they no longer happen. He 
then gave us some insight into how 
his journalist friends live with what 
they know is a total lie being served 
up to the British public. They know 
the anti-Semitism problem in the 
Labour Party isn’t real, but they also 
know it is their job to toe the line at 
work, and write what is required.

In answers to questions we learnt 
that Chris Williamson favours free 
speech for all, Craig Murray would 
ban racist speech, while Kerry Anne 
Mendoza is aware that bans on hate 
speech can rebound and be used 
against the left.

‘Anti-Semitism’
The second session had a specific 
theme: the struggle against the 
International Holocaust Remembrance 
Alliance definition of anti-Semitism. 
First off was Tony Greenstein, 
another Weekly Worker regular. 
He informed us that it is not really 
a definition at all. It is designed 
to block criticism of Israel and 
Zionism, and label it as anti-Semitic 
- precisely the role it plays in the 
Labour Party. The IHRA ‘definition’ 
is therefore a threat to freedom of 
speech and we should reject it.

Next up was Kevin Bean, a 
member of the University and 
College Union. He told us that 
earlier this year education secretary 
Gavin Williamson wrote to vice-
chancellors, urging them to adopt 
the IHRA ‘definition’. His letter 
contained an implied threat that 
otherwise funding may be cut 
and their ability to award degrees 
threatened. Williamson had also 
claimed that there was an anti-
Semitism problem on campuses, 
and that if he did not see the 
overwhelming majority adopting the 
definition by Christmas “then I will 
act”. According to comrade Bean, 
just 29 out of 133 universities have 

followed Gavin Williamson’s edict, 
but usually the decision to adopt the 
definition was taken by managers 
rather than via the traditional 
pseudo-democratic university senate 
body. The UCU has a long record of 
opposing the IHRA definition, and 
recently wrote to Gavin Williamson 
rejecting his call. Branches were 
watching developments closely, 
ready to counter any restrictions to 
academic free speech.

Comrade Bean then drew 
attention to the recent conference 
on anti-Semitism hosted by US 
secretary of state Mike Pompeo. 
Included amongst the speakers 
from the UK were Michael Gove, 
John Mann and Luciana Berger, the 
former Labour MP for Liverpool 
Wavertree, where comrade Bean 
was a CLP officer before his 
suspension. The conference labelled 
anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist 
movements as anti-Semitic - along 
with any opposition to Israeli or US 
foreign policy. So the anti-Semitism 
weapon is being used to narrow what 
is acceptable in political discourse, 
and in general delegitimise ideas 
which threaten the status quo.

Leah Levane from Jewish 
Voice for Labour spoke next. She 
drew attention to the widespread 
opposition to the IHRA definition 
within Israel, and to articles on 
the JVL website that debunk the 
definition. We are told that it is 
widely accepted internationally, 
another myth. As a local Labour 
councillor speaking out against the 
definition, Leah revealed that she 
wonders when an email will arrive 
telling her that she too is being 
investigated or suspended.

Sami Ramadani from the Stop the 
War Coalition was a late addition 
to the platform. He referenced a 
similar big lie that was prevalent 
at the time of the Iraq war in 2003. 
This maintained that if you opposed 
the war then you were a supporter 
of the Saddam regime. This was 
problematic for Iraqis living in exile, 
and meant many of them stayed silent 
rather than risk speaking out against 
the war. Regarding the current anti-
Semitism lie, he pointed out that this 
had been used to defeat the Labour 
left, and is now being extended to 
silence all anti-capitalist forces and 

those opposing US foreign policy.
The next speaker was Ronnie 

Kasrils, a former ANC minister 
in the South African government. 
He compared the anti-communist 
witch-hunt in apartheid South 
Africa to the anti-Semitism witch-
hunt within Labour - astonishing, 
given Labour’s previous support for 
the anti-apartheid struggle, he said. 
What started with the suppression 
of free speech in South Africa led 
on to the outlawing of opposition 
and the emergence of the terrorist 
state. Here anti-Semitism is used 
as a shield to protect Israel and 
silence us; it is used to stigmatise 
the Palestinian cause and outlaw 
BDS. Ronnie described how both 
witch-hunts falsely accuse their 
opponents: the ANC supposedly 
wanted to drive the whites into the 
sea, while supporters of Palestine 
allegedly want to see the extinction 
of the Jewish people. The reality 
is that both struggles share the 
objective of changing an unjust 
system, not destroying a people.

Ronnie Kasrils was followed by 
Ronnie Barkan, a Jewish author 
and activist living in Berlin. His 
contribution revolved around two 
points: first, the discourse that ‘anti-
Zionism is anti-Semitic’ is false, 
based on the conflation of Zionism 
with Judaism. And, second, that this 
false discourse is a distraction from 
the fight against war and oppression 
and for Palestinian rights. His 
contribution went into some detail 
to prove these points, but there were 
no direct references to the need for a 
campaign for free speech.

Steve Zeltzer spoke next. He 
explained that Zionism in America 
has a long history of collaboration 
with the state against socialist 
forces in the labour movement. 
Currently anti-terrorism laws in the 
US are being used to silence critics 
of Israel by closing down websites 
and preventing online meetings. He 
believed the correct response was 
not just to defend the victims of 
the witch-hunt, but for the labour 
movement to go on the offensive 
against Israel and in solidarity with 
Palestine.

The final speaker was Rowan 
Gaudet from Independent Jewish 
Voices (Canada). In 2019 IJVC 
launched its ‘No IHRA’ campaign 
to fight the adoption of the so-called 
definition. It was successful in some 
major cities and more recently a 
diverse coalition managed to block 
the new law in Ontario. But the 
definition was adopted anyway via 
an order in council.

At the end of the rally Tina 
Werkmann of LAW and the LLA 
declared that it had been the most 
inspirational meeting she had 
ever attended. I am afraid I cannot 
quite go along with that. Also it is 
necessary to recognise that much of 
the left will themselves struggle with 
free speech if it means tolerating 
speech attacks on ideas they hold 
dear. Can we agree to free speech 
for racists, homophobes, fascists …? 
We say ‘yes’. Others will say ‘no’.

But the good attendance and the 
international nature of the gathering 
were indeed positives - let us hope 
that more members of the Labour 
Party now appreciate that the 
struggle for socialism goes way 
beyond just replacing Keir Starmer 
and David Evans. We need to base 
ourselves on solid principles l

Witch-hunt is spreading from the Labour Party into universities, workplaces and local authorities

Notes
1. docs.google.com/document/d/1j1MJSK-
ig69libd0H96UAnE3-HFjfxclly15EssKSWo.
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Attack on right to report
Bernard Mattson investigates the charges against Julian Assange and finds them wanting

Julian Assange is fast approaching 
yet another date with the British 
courts, as they try and do their duty 

to their American master. He is alleged 
to be guilty of at least five charges:
1. exposing US war crimes;
2. helping Russia to interfere with 

American ‘democracy’;
3. endangering US agents and friends 

all over the world;
4. conspiring with a journalistic 

source; and
5. rape - or at least sexual assault.
The US government - and thereby 
the UK government too - is only 
interested in the first and the fourth: 
they want to deter journalists from 
even looking at such things, let alone 
reporting them. In this they are only 
acting as so many governments do: 
Russia, Turkey, Iran, Israel, Colombia 
- the list goes on and on. The second 
helped the mainstream media and the 
Democrats to keep up a pathetic attack 
on Donald Trump instead of taking 
him to task for anything real. The third 
is just for show. The last one is the 
only one that anybody much outside 
the US is interested in.

Let us start with the first allegation: 
exposing US war crimes. The best 
known of these was the video, shot 
from an Apache helicopter gun-sight, 
showing the slaughter of over a dozen 
civilians in Baghdad, including two 
journalists. Two young children 
were also seriously wounded. This - 
available on YouTube with currently 
over two million views - shocked 
people all over the world. There 
were plenty more exposed, including 
criminal actions in Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Guantánamo Bay in Cuba, to 
mention just a few.

That the US government and 
military - with the eager assistance 
of the UK and others - has been 
committing war crimes for decades 
is fairly well known to those who 
are awake, including Weekly Worker 
readers. What WikiLeaks had done, 
however, was to provide detail; and 
not just that, but detail straight from 
the horse’s mouth. Grass on organised 
crime and you can get killed, but the 
US government likes to pretend that 
it isn’t like that and therefore has to 
approach things a little more ‘subtly’. 
For them, the real ‘crime’ is exposure.

Leaks
Next we have ‘Russiagate’. What was 
the allegation? WikiLeaks published 
stuff from the Democratic National 
Committee (DNC) that showed that 
it had worked with Hillary Clinton to 
stitch up Bernie Sanders and make sure 
that she got the Democrat nomination 
for president in 2016. How did they 
get the information? There was a 20-
page report from the FBI soon after 
the event that many outlets, and most 
techies, agreed did not say very much.

Some techies at the time - 
academics and the like - agreed that 
a leak was more likely than a hack. 
But the report suggested that malware 
originally issuing from Russia might 
have been used. It was, however, 
pointed out that the malware was out 
there in the online world and available 
for use by anyone, Russian or not. 
Any further investigation was perhaps 
hampered by the DNC refusing to let 
the FBI see the hard drive.

However, there was enough for the 
Democrats to blame their subsequent 
defeat by Trump on WikiLeaks 
in general and Julian Assange in 
particular. Never mind blaming the 
constitution - Clinton did, after all, 
get close to three million more votes 
than Trump. Never mind blaming 
her campaign - she fought pretty 

much entirely on an ‘I’m not Trump’ 
platform (with maybe a little ‘and I’m 
a woman’ thrown in). She also had the 
disadvantage that what Trump said 
about her being bought and paid for 
by Wall Street happened to be true.

‘Russiagate’ dominated the 
Democrat-supporting media for the 
next few years until the pathetic 
attempt at impeachment failed. 
Trump’s relationship with Russia 
was the big deal, not his treatment of 
immigrants, continuing wars, tearing 
up what few ecological protections 
the federal government had in place, 
or any other of his numerous crimes 
- perhaps because they did not really 
disagree with any of those.

‘Helping Russia’ in this way 
provided entertainment for leading 
Democrats and some of their more 
gullible followers, and was a bit of 
an irritation for Trump, but no big 
deal. ‘Russiagate’ involved more than 
the DNC leak: there was the several 
hundred dollars that ‘trolls’ spent on 
Facebook winding up voters, and 
several Trumpites were seen talking 
to Russians, but the ‘leak’ was the 
only bit that WikiLeaks was involved 
in, as far as I know.

Then we have the ‘endangerment’ 
of agents and friends all over the 
place because Julian Assange, without 
a care in the world, dropped an 
unredacted tranche of information, 
so that anyone could get their names 
and details. Except that it is not true. 
WikiLeaks had a carefully encrypted 
password for the files, which Assange 
made the mistake of revealing to a 
Guardian reporter, who was supposed 
to be working with him on publishing 
the information.

Several people have said how 
impatient some of the publications 
were with Assange because he took 
such great care to make sure that no 
identities were revealed, or at least 
those that might be vulnerable. Two 
Guardian reporters brought out a 
quick book to profit from the work 
and one of them gave the game away.

Assange went to great lengths to 
try and warn the state department, 
which did not seem very interested 
at the time. Another online publisher 
put the whole unredacted report out 
- this publisher was, of course, never 
prosecuted. WikiLeaks then published 
the lot, so that anyone named could 
be warned before they could come to 
any harm. As far as I am aware from 
the many online accounts of this, and 
indeed everything involved in this 
tale, nobody has suffered death, injury, 
arrest or torture because of this release.

Conspiring with a source - this 
seems to be the basis of the ‘espionage’ 
charges that Assange is facing. The 
‘conspiracy’ is, of course, with Chelsea 
Manning, who has herself faced 
persecution. A commutation from 
Barack Obama reduced her time inside 
to seven years, instead of the 35 years 
that the courts had given her. Since her 
release, and since Trump went into 
the White House, she has been in and 
out of jail for refusing to testify before 
grand juries - and refusing to grass up 
Julian Assange or anyone else.

This is another real crime for the 
US state: Assange faces 175 years 
in jail and this is the one they want 
journalists all over the world to note 
- and be very afraid of. This is a threat 
to journalists everywhere, but the 
mainstream media - owned by the 
corporations - have barely reported it.

Most serious
The fifth ‘crime’ is in many ways the 
most serious - even though nobody 
has ever charged Assange with it. That 

is the ‘rape, ‘sexual assault’ or ‘failure 
of sexual etiquette’. What happened? 
It is likely that we will never know. 
But what was alleged? There are a 
few different accounts: not using a 
condom, holding a woman down, etc. 
but little connected detail, as far as I 
can see, in the mainstream media. The 
main thing is that people think that 
Assange has been accused of rape. 
With one woman this might lead to a 
depressingly familiar tale of ‘she said, 
he said’ - but two women!

Yes, the accusations came soon 
after another WikiLeaks exposure of 
files and I think we can reasonably 
assume that the US badly wanted to 
damage his standing in the world. 
There have been accusations against 
the women by Assange supporters and 
shouts of ‘victim blaming’ from those 
who feel that the women have been 
falsely traduced by such supporters.

There are, however, a lot of dodgy 
aspects to the whole ‘case’. Why did 
the Swedish authorities let him leave 
the country, after several interviews 
and a willingness on his part to be 
further interviewed? Why did one 
prosecutor drop the case, only for 
another to take it up again? Why, when 
Assange demanded a guarantee not to 
be extradited to the US if he returned 
to Sweden to face charges, was this 
not given? And, apparently, cuddly 
Sweden has a record of extraditions if 
the US asks - so the UK is not the only 
obedient puppy in Europe.

Talking of the UK, why, when the 
Swedish authorities wanted to drop 
the case, did the Crown Prosecution 
Service (CPS) - then under the rule 
of that well-known socialist, Keir 
Starmer - insist that it should be 
revived? And, why did the Swedish 
prosecutors not come to Britain for 
so many years to question Assange? 
He was willing for this to happen and, 
apparently, they have done it many 
times before, for more serious charges.

There are, however, far more 
searching questions to be answered. 
Craig Murray, as British ambassador 
to Uzbekistan, complained about 
human rights abuses, including torture. 
His bosses at the foreign office did 
not like that, so they kicked him out 
- even though it was true. He was also 
a speaker at the December 12 2020 
launch rally of the Campaign for Free 
Speech, where he mentioned Julian 

Assange (as did Chris Williamson), 
but told us of his difficult struggles 
to lecture in British universities due 
to the strangling bureaucracy of the 
‘Prevent’ programme. So he seems 
like a trustworthy chap.

In 2012 he wrote, on his blog, some 
of the details of the Assange case that 
he had been able to find out: he had 
a lot of questions. One of them: “But 
the key question which leaps out at 
me - and which strangely I have not 
seen asked anywhere else - is this: 
Why did Anna Ardin not warn Sofia 
Wilen?” That is, why did the first 
alleged victim not warn the second 
one? Murray gives a detailed account 
of what happened over the relevant 
days.1

Wilen wants Assange to take a 
medical test to make sure that she 
is safe and she takes her worries to 
Ardin, who assures her that the police 
can compel such a test. They go and 
see Ardin’s mate in the police, who 
wanted to make a rape case of it. Wilen 
was shocked at this development and 
refused to sign such a complaint. 
Ardin then added her own weight 
to the charge. She had many friends 
who knew that she had been having 
sex with Assange, so she produced a 
broken condom to allege his lack of 
consideration. Trouble was, there was 
no DNA to be found - of anybody.

Nils Melzer, the UN special 
rapporteur on torture, has made 
similar allegations about the charges 
and, from a paragraph in Wikipedia, 
no less:

In a January 2020 interview 
Melzer said he had never seen a 
comparable case, where a person 
was subjected to nine years of a 
preliminary investigation for rape 
without charges being filed. He 
said Assange’s lawyers made over 
30 offers to arrange for Assange 
to visit Sweden in exchange for 
a guarantee that he would not be 
extradited to the US and described 
such diplomatic assurances as 
routine international practice. 
Melzer criticised the Swedish 
prosecutors for, among other 
things, supposedly changing one 
of the women’s statements without 
her involvement in order to make it 
sound like a possible rape.2

There is more, and one place to look is 
Jonathan Cook’s article, which I found 
on the American site Counterpunch.3 
He writes of the errors that people 
make when looking at the history of 
Assange’s ordeal over the years: “The 
fact that so many ordinary people keep 
making these basic errors has a very 
obvious explanation. It is because the 
corporate media keep making these 
errors.” And further: “Rather than 
listen to experts, or common sense, 
these “journalists” keep regurgitating 
the talking points of the British 
security state, which are as good as 
identical to the talking points of the 
US security state.”

The charges in themselves take 
away enormous support that Assange 
might have got from many left and 
liberal people all over the world - not 
least in Britain. But sex accusations 
like this? Many will be opposed to 
Assange’s extradition to the US and 
may even realise the threat to all 
journalists and journalism - but how 
can we support such a nasty piece of 
work? This also gives the mainstream 
media, including ‘liberal’ publications 
like The Guardian and The New York 
Times, cover to leave the story in the 
shadows.

This is the greatest of Assange’s 

crimes to the innocent bystander, but I 
think that we can safely say that it is 
of little import to the governments of 
the USA, UK and Sweden and their 
agencies - though they recognise its 
value to them. For the UK one can see 
the often reported low numbers of rape 
accusations brought to the CPS by the 
police, the low numbers prosecuted 
and the pathetic number of convictions.

And, as for Sweden, to quote Craig 
Murray again:

The other thing not widely 
understood is there is no jury in 
a rape trial in Sweden and it is a 
secret trial. All of the evidence, all 
of the witnesses, are heard in secret. 
No public, no jury, no media. The 
only public part is the charging and 
the verdict. There is a judge and 
two advisors directly appointed by 
political parties.

Not something to fill Julian Assange 
with confidence.

This charge wrecks Assange’s 
reputation for many - likely to be a 
smear that he can do little to combat. 
And yet there seem to be a lot of 
people who know or have met him 
- not least the mother of two of his 
children - who apparently think that 
he’s okay.

Justice?
Now we have the ‘trial’ - is that what 
it is? The extradition proceedings 
have been meticulously covered 
online (but meagrely covered, if at 
all, by the mainstream media). You 
might naively think that it would be 
possible to follow proceedings in The 
Guardian. After all, one of the items 
that comes up is the unredacted files 
put out to public view and a Guardian 
journalist has been accused - though 
not in any court - of giving away the 
password to the files.

Then there are the nonsensical - 
in legal and moral terms, rather than 
the political intentions - restrictions 
on what evidence he can produce, 
witnesses they can cross-examine, etc. 
And there is the clear and constant role 
of US actors in this: they instruct the 
prosecutors and it seems clear that the 
judge knows which side she is on.

All the time Assange has this cloud 
over his head: is he a rapist? How very 
convenient for the powers-that-be. It is 
a bit like the false assertions of ‘anti-
Semitism’ in the Labour Party: any 
honest person willing to investigate 
can find that this is untrue - though not 
in the mainstream media. So Assange, 
like the socialists in the Labour Party, 
can be slandered and libelled for the 
benefit of the, largely unseeing, public.

Judgment is due on January 4 and 
the chances of justice - ie, of Assange 
being released - must be pretty slim. 
Press reports have suggested that in 
any event one side or the other will 
likely appeal and this could go on for 
years - to the detriment of his health.

Another significant date is January 
20: Biden’s inauguration. Obama did 
not pursue the extradition of Assange, 
which may well be the main reason 
that Trump took the opposite decision. 
Biden may decide to drop the case for 
similar reasons - another one in the 
eye for Trump. But then he is keen 
on the ‘intelligence community’ too, 
so I doubt that Julian Assange will be 
holding his breath l

Notes
1. craigmurray.org.uk/archives/2012/09/why-i-am-
convinced-that-anna-ardin-is-a-liar.
2. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nils_Melzer.
3. counterpunch.org/2019/05/31/endless-
procedural-abuses-show-julian-assange-case-was-
never-about-law.
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USA

A guide for the perplexed
The country faces a systemic crisis. Daniel Lazare argues that ‘Repocratic’ politics inevitably leads to chaos

American politics can be 
confusing, and here are just a 
few examples why:

 January 2017: Democratic 
Congressman John Lewis calls 
Donald Trump illegitimate a 
week prior to inauguration day, 
on the grounds that “the Russians 
participated in helping this man get 
elected, and they helped destroy the 
candidacy of Hillary Clinton”. The 
New York Times happily agrees, as do 
Joe Biden and Hillary Clinton. But 
then just last week, a Times editorial 
assails Republicans for questioning 
Biden’s legitimacy, because by doing 
so they “are undermining the rule of 
law”.1
 November 2018: Liberal 
media outlets slam Republican 
congressman David Nunes for 
issuing a report charging the FBI 
with deliberately misleading a top-
secret national-security court with 
regard to its explosive Russiagate 
investigation. The New York Times 
dismisses Nunes’s findings as a 
“nothingburger”, Vox says, “There 
is absolutely nothing here”, while 
Rolling Stone magazine describes 
him as “Trump and Putin’s most 
useful idiot on Capitol Hill”. Less 
than 12 months later, Michael 
Horowitz, the department of justice’s 
highly regarded inspector general, 
releases another report about the 
FBI’s dealings with the national-
security court, and, lo and behold, 
it turns out that Nunes was largely 
correct after all. Even Jeff Bezos’s 
Trumpophobic Washington Post 
is forced to admit that Horowitz 
“vindicated … a fair amount” of 
what Nunes had to say.2
 October 2020: Pro-Democratic 
media outlets are outraged when 
Rupert Murdoch’s New York Post 
reveals that emails found in a laptop 
owned by Hunter Biden indicate 
that he used his father’s name to 
drum up business in China and the 
Ukraine. The neocon journalist, 
Anne Applebaum, says, “There’s 
no ‘there’ there”, tax-supported 
National Public Radio says it 
will not “waste the listeners’ and 
readers’ time on stories that are 
just pure distractions”, while the 
corporate press in general applauds, 
as Facebook and Twitter block the 
story and shut the Post out of its own 
account. But, when Hunter discloses 
that he is under investigation for 
tax fraud, the tune changes. Instead 
of dismissing the story as “Russian 
disinformation”, the Times sombrely 
notes that the investigation into the 
younger Biden’s business affairs 
puts the president-elect in “a no-win 
situation that could prove distracting 
at best and politically and legally 
perilous at worst”.3

Where liberals once decried 
censorship, in other words, they now 
cheer it on. After years of lampooning 
Republicans as head-in-the-sand 
isolationists, they engage in the sort of 
anti-Russian xenophobia that would 
make Joe McCarthy blush. While 
questioning Trump’s legitimacy 
at every opportunity, they cry foul 
the moment Republicans question 
Biden’s.

All of which is perplexing, to 
say the least. After all, American 
‘progressives’ agree that Democrats, 
for all their faults, are the party of 
relative sanity, while Republicans, 
according to no less an authority 
than Noam Chomsky, are possibly 
“the most dangerous organisation in 
human history” due to their know-
nothing attitude towards global 

warming.4 But how can Democrats be 
better when they engage in cover-ups, 
misinformation and outright lies? And 
how can Republicans be worse when 
people like Nunes struggle to tell the 
truth about FBI malpractices despite 
a liberal chorus of abuse? How can 
Americans tell the good guys from 
the bad guys when they’re constantly 
switching sides?

Crisis
But if little of this makes sense, it is 
because people are looking at US 
politics the wrong way. Americans 
are encouraged - even mandated - to 
view them through a ‘Repocratic’ 
lens, in which a ‘not totally awful’ 
party is forever doing battle with 
one that is far worse. Or so bien-
pensant intellectuals remind us. But 
the viewpoint is misleading. For one 
thing, it is far from clear that the 
Republicans are worse. While talking 
a good game when it comes to climate 
change, for instance, Democrats are 
just as wedded to fossil fuels, while, 
in terms of foreign policy, they have 
emerged in recent years as even more 
aggressive and bellicose.

But, in any case, the viewpoint 
is misleading, because it suggests 
that one or both of the parties are 
driving the crisis, when events are 
driving them. The American political 
crisis is not partisan, but systemic. 
Instead of Republicans or Democrats 
undermining society, it is a case of a 
structural crisis undermining society 
and everything in it. Rather than 
causative, Repocrats are reflective 
of a larger process of constitutional 
decay.

This is the only way to understand 
the charges of illegitimacy that 
are constantly flying about. If the 
parties are illegitimate, it is because 
legitimacy in general is in short supply 
in a constitutional structure that is 
impossible to change, that has never 
been debated in full since its adoption 
more than 230 years ago, and which 
frustrates democracy at every turn, by 

subordinating it to a growing minority 
dictatorship. Rather than confronting 
such questions, bourgeois politics 
are configured so as to avoid them. 
They allow Americans to argue over 
this or that Supreme Court nominee, 
while discouraging them from asking 
why appointments are for life or 
how justices can pretend to interpret 
a constitution whose meaning is lost 
in the mists of time. (It’s just not 
relevant, you see.)

It enables them to root for 
candidates in various swing states 
without questioning why swing states 
exist in the first place or why the 
Electoral College is allowed to distort 
politics by tripling the weight of lily-
white ‘rotten boroughs’ like Vermont 
and Wyoming, while short-changing 
multi-racial giants like California and 
New York.

It fairly condemns Americans to 
remain perched on the edge of their 
seat during the upcoming January 5 
special elections in Georgia, which 
will determine whether the Senate 
remains in Republican hands or falls 
under the control of the Democrats. 
At the same time, it effectively 
‘disappears’ the question of why 
the Senate exists, why equal state 
representation has been allowed to 
continue, and how it has turned into 
perhaps the most undemocratic major 
legislative body on the face of the 
earth.

US politics are structured so as 
to prevent Americans from straying 
from the proper path. They do not 
make sense because they are not 
supposed to. They are designed, 
rather, to disorient and confuse. 
America’s two-party system is 
likewise constructed so as to keep 
politics in a state of permanent 
underdevelopment. By now the oldest 
such system in modern history - even 
older than the Tory-Whig system that 
prevailed in Britain from 1687 until 
the mid-1800s - it is the only one in 
which the two parties have switched 
sides, with the Republicans, the party 

of Lincoln and anti-slavery, drifting to 
the right and Democrats, the party of 
racism and state autonomy, moving 
to the pseudo-left, as they jettisoned 
their pro-segregationist ‘Dixiecratic’ 
wing and embraced the rhetoric of 
feminism and civil rights. The results 
are beyond exhausted. Yet, while poll 
after poll shows America’s huddled 
masses yearning for an alternative, 
it only grows more entrenched, as 
voting and registration laws continue 
to harden. As the social democratic 
magazine Jacobin pointed out in 
2016,

Over the three decades following 
US entry into World War I, 
as working class and socialist 
parties burgeoned throughout the 
industrialised world, American 
elites chose to deal with the problem 
by radically restricting access to the 
ballot. In state after state, petition 
requirements and filing deadlines 
were tightened and various forms of 
routine legal harassment, unknown 
in the rest of the democratic world, 
became the norm.5

The process continues to this day, 
as Republicans and Democrats do 
everything in their power to deepen 
and extend their duopoly. The more 
they do, the more unscrupulous, 
unresponsive and corrupt the system 
grows and, paradoxically, the more 
partisanship intensifies. The result 
is a generation of gridlock that is 
now heading in the direction of 
outright civil war, as neo-fascist 
brawlers like the Proud Boys take 
to the streets in growing numbers.6 
After enduring three years of hell 
due to Russiagate, Republicans are 
salivating over the prospect of using 
Hunter Biden’s troubles to subject 
Democrats to similar torture. Indeed, 
conservatives are already calling for 
the appointment of a special counsel, 
so that an investigation can proceed 
“free of political interference”, as 
one Republican congressman put 

it.7 This will render the incoming 
administration all but helpless, while, 
of course, raising political interference 
to a higher level still.

Poisonous
Politics will be both more poisonous 
and more ineffectual. Democrats may 
have won the presidency, but after 
losing at least 10 House seats, the 
power structure will be more divided 
than ever. A clean sweep in Georgia 
may redress the balance to a degree, 
but it will still leave the Dems with a 
50-50 tie, with vice-president Kamala 
Harris casting the deciding vote. 
This will put them at the mercy of 
centrists like Democrat Joe Manchin 
of West Virginia - a self-proclaimed 
“moderate conservative”, who is 
closely tied to the coal industry and 
has voted with Trump more often 
than not, and Republican Susan 
Collins of Maine - another ‘moderate’ 
who supported the back-to-back 
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, 
opposed the 2015 nuclear accord with 
Iran, co-sponsored a bill imposing 
up to a 20-year prison sentence on 
anyone encouraging or participating 
in an anti-Israel boycott, and who 
infuriated feminists in 2018 by voting 
to confirm rightwing Supreme Court 
nominee Brett Kavanaugh.

A Manchin-Collins partnership, 
if that is what shapes up, will dash 
progressive hopes all the more. And 
that is if the Dems win a clean sweep in 
Georgia. If they do not, the combination 
of a Republican-controlled Senate 
and a Republican near-majority in 
the House will leave them writhing 
in agony. The ‘correlation of forces’ 
will favour rightwing Democrats like 
Virginia Congresswoman Abigail 
Spanberger - famous for declaring 
last month that “we need to not ever 
use the words ‘socialist’ or ‘socialism’ 
ever again”. She will end up in the 
driver’s seat, while left Democrats 
like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez wind 
up more marginalised than ever. 
But Spanberger will be on a road to 
nowhere, as the structure continues to 
go downhill.

The symmetry is striking. At the 
height of Russiagate, Democrats 
whispered to one another that 
collusion was all for show and that 
the only thing that mattered was 
driving a racist authoritarian out 
of the White House by hook or by 
crook. Today, Republicans are no 
doubt whispering the same thing, 
as Trump continues to insist against 
all the evidence that he won by a 
landslide. Tales of massive voter 
fraud are also for show, so that 
Republicans can cut their enemies 
off at the knees. The more the crisis 
intensifies, the more vicious, short-
sighted and confused American 
politics will grow. Republicans and 
Democrats will continue grappling 
and clawing at one another, as they 
tumble off a cliff l

Notes
1. nytimes.com/2020/12/11/opinion/republican-
election-trump-supreme-court.html.
2. washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/12/13/
vindication-nunes-memo.
3. nytimes.com/2020/10/15/us/politics/giuliani-
russian-disinformation.html; and nytimes.
com/2020/12/10/us/politics/hunter-biden-
investigation.html.
4. chomsky.info/05172016-2.
5. S Ackerman, ‘A blueprint for a new party’ 
Jacobin November 8, 2016: jacobinmag.
com/2016/11/bernie-sanders-democratic-labor-
party-ackerman.
6. Saturday December 12, saw the Proud Boys’ 
largest rampage in Washington yet: see  youtube.
com/watch?v=C9Z6JKXLNDs.
7. twitter.com/RepKenBuck/
status/1336012676640755713.
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SCOTLAND III
Jack Conrad

Separatism, 
federalism, 
centralism

Breaking apart existing states is not the road to socialism, but the road to defeat

Those who rigidly adhere to a moralistic, 
third-worldist anti-imperialism cannot 
possibly bring themselves to countenance 

self-determination for ‘unworthy’ peoples - the 
most obvious example being Israeli Jews and 
the British-Irish in the six counties of Northern 
Ireland.1 Given its junior role in building, 
administering and maintaining what was a vast 
British empire, that must include Scotland too. 
After all, historically, even “left-of centre”2 
Scottish nationalists sought not an end to that 
empire, but, as a “mother nation”, equal rights 
with England to plunder and profit.3

Interestingly, though the motivations are 
transparently different, similar arguments can 
be heard coming from cosmopolitan liberals. 
According to ethical philosopher Allen 
Buchanan, an advocate of the “remedial rights 
only theory”, calling for self-determination 
for non-oppressed nations risks endless 
fragmentation. Unless there has been “a 
long train of abuses”,4 there ought to be no 
justification in international law for the “right of 
self-determination”.5 Only if “serious injustices” 
have occurred can a case be made for secession 
as a “remedial right”. Without that safeguard, 
without that restraint - and there is a truth here 
- every region, every community, every street 

could claim their right to self-determination and 
thus bring about the complete breakdown of 
society. Territorial “integrity” must, concludes 
Buchanan, be upheld.6

Communists are not committed to upholding 
the integrity of the capitalist state: what matters 
to us is winning the unity of the working class 
in overthrowing the capitalist state and then 
defending the socialist state which replaces it … 
and towards that end it is necessary to neutralise 
enemies and gain allies.

That - neutralising enemies and gaining allies 
- explains why the Bolsheviks championed 
the right of Ukraine, Poland, Latvia, Georgia, 
Finland, Uzbekistan, etc, to self-determination 
… and were prepared to extend that right even 
to the Cossacks. Not, of course, because the 
Cossacks were deserving, kindly and suitably 
oppressed. No, on the contrary, they were the 
tsar’s chosen oppressors: internally they served 
as a mounted paramilitary police force. Amongst 
workers, students, peasants and members of 
revolutionary organisations, the Cossacks 
“achieved iconic status as the embodiment of 
tsarist brutality”.7 A privileged estate, or caste, 
the Cossacks lived tax-free, in semi-militarised, 
often quite isolated, settlements scattered across 
southern Russia and Ukraine. They were widely 

viewed as natural counterrevolutionaries.
But that is exactly the point. The Bolsheviks 

sought to split rank and file Cossacks from their 
ataman commanders and, if possible, bring 
them over to the side of the revolution. Hence, 
they started to offer concessions and treat the 
Cossacks as “an ethnic or national group”.8 
Without such a shift the camp of revolution could 
only but be weakened and the counterrevolution 
strengthened. In January 1918 units of Red 
Cossacks were established and they went on 
to become one of the biggest, if not the most 
reliable, cavalry formations in the Red Army.9

So, the demand for self-determination is 
not some unwarranted sop to petty bourgeois 
reactionaries, or an unrealisable panacea - a 
cure-all for capitalism’s national antagonisms. 
Rather, self-determination is one of many 
weapons in the armoury of communism. If 
properly applied, it advances the interests of the 
working class.

In this light it matters not a jot that the 
Bolsheviks were forced to invade Ukraine in 
order to crush the white armies of Kornilov and 
Denkin, or that they counter-invaded Poland in a 
vain attempt to reignite the German revolution. 
Such instances can be the subject of historic re-
examination. However, none of that proves that 

Bolshevik support for self-determination was 
a sham or that the demand should never have 
appeared in their programme.

Nor does it matter a jot that ecstatic 
independence celebrations in the Caribbean, 
Asia and Africa were followed by subordinate 
economic development, corruption and widening 
social inequality. Blaming the Bolsheviks’ 
demand for national self-determination, on the 
basis of such ‘evidence’, would be like blaming 
the working class suffrage movement of Sylvia 
Pankhurst for the election of Margaret Thatcher 
in 1979.

There is a tenuous connection. The Workers’ 
Suffrage Federation did, after all, demand 
votes for women. But such a premise and the 
election of Thatcher hardly amount to identity. 
Communists should never apologise for helping 
to bring about universal suffrage because the 
UK’s first female prime minister was a breaker 
of trade unions, a homophobic bigot and a dyed-
in-the-wool British chauvinist. That is what 
Aristotle called an “accidental unities”, not an 
essential outcome.10

One can legitimately debate whether or not 
the Basque Country, Catalonia, Palestine, Tibet, 
Quebec, Kurdistan or Scotland tick all the right 
boxes needed to be classified as full nations. 

SUPPLEMENT
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The main point in each and every such case is, 
though, what people living in such places think. 
We neither invent nor ignore national grievances. 
Instead, deal positively with problems where 
they exist: eg, protest against discrimination, 
insist on equality, seek to overcome national 
antagonisms through common struggles, fight 
for extreme democracy. That is the communist 
approach.

Hopefully, having left no room for doubt that 
the right to self-determination is fundamentally 
a political question - not a moral reward, a fraud 
or a matter of fulfilling exact criteria - let us 
proceed.
To state the obvious, when communists advocate 
Scottish self-determination, it is not the same 
as advocating independence. As Lenin wrote: 
“Generally speaking, we are against secession. 
But we advocate the right to secede in view of 
the Black Hundreds’ policy of Great Russian 
nationalism.”11

Elsewhere he explains:

We demand freedom of self-determination 
… not because we have dreamt of splitting 
up the country economically, or the ideal of 
small states, but, on the contrary, because 
we want large states and the closer unity 
and even fusion of nations, only on a truly 
democratic, truly internationalist basis, 
which is inconceivable without the freedom 
to secede.12

An often used metaphor is marriage. Saying 
a partner should have the legal right to end a 
marriage is not the same as recommending 
divorce. Of course, as opinion polls amply 
testify, Scotland is far from content. What was 
a marriage of convenience for those above has 
soured for many below. There is disenchantment, 
resentment, an icy-cold chill.

Scotland, as a matter of principle, ought, 
therefore, to have the right to freely decide its 
own future. Under our contemporary conditions 
that is no more than elementary democracy. 
However, it does not follow that communists 
are indifferent as to how that right is exercised. 
The unacceptable status quo must be ended. 
Nowadays it fuels division and weakens the 
working class. That is why the various left-
loyalist ‘no’ campaigns are so wrongheaded. 
Eg, the Healyite Socialist Equality Party, which 
cannot, will not advocate the right of Scotland to 
self-determination.13 The same goes for ‘this is 
all a diversion’ economism: “Putting differences 
aside” over the national question in order to 
prioritise the “fight against austerity” is not only 
to abandon high politics.14 It is to constitute 
oneself as part of the problem, not part of the 
solution.

Marxism favours the closest possible 
voluntary unity of peoples in general and 
workers in particular. That means accepting 
the right of people in Scotland to choose 
what constitutional arrangement they want to 
live under. We are not hung up about getting 
Westminster to grant Scotland a second 
referendum. As a matter of principle, we reject 
referendums. The Holyrood parliament ought to 
be able to decide on independence with no more 
than a vote by MSPs.

That said, at every stage, communists fight 
for their own programme. Under the specific 
circumstances of today, the federal republic 
slogan fits the bill perfectly. It encapsulates our 
commitment to working class unity alongside 
the right of Scotland and Wales to separate.

Not that federalism is a principle with us. 
Quite the reverse. Our principle, when it comes 
to the state, is democratic centralism. Though 
Russia was a ‘prison house’ of nations, Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks emphatically rejected all 
notions of federalism.15 As can be seen from 
Stalin, their principal spokesperson on the 
national question, they considered proposals 
for a “federal state” as “absolutely unwise and 
reactionary”.16 Only in August-September 1917, 
in State and revolution, did Lenin make his first 
tentative step in the direction of federalism as 
a transitionary form “to a centralised republic”. 
He made the point that Marx and Engels “upheld 
democratic centralism, the republic - one and 
indivisible”. They only countenanced the 
federal republic in exceptional circumstances: 
ie, the call for a federation between Britain and 
Ireland. However, that did not mean adopting 
federalism as a principle. Marx and Engels never 
ceased making the argument for “a unified and 
centralised democratic republic”.17 That is what 
we want to move towards in Britain … and in 
Europe too.

Needless to say, nationalism and Marxism 

are antithetical. Nationalists see national 
divisions as inevitable, natural, even desirable. 
They strive to bring together all classes within 
the nation ‘under one banner’. That, surely, 
explains why the Scottish Socialist Party’s 
main spokesperson, Colin Fox, boasts of 
helping to establish the “cross party” Scottish 
Independence Convention and having sat on 
the ‘yes’ campaign’s advisory board in 2014 
alongside Nicola Sturgeon (deputy SNP leader 
and deputy first minister), Dan Macdonald 
(property developer) and Sarah-Jane Walls 
(businesswoman). The honorary vice-chair 
of the advisory board was none other than Sir 
George Matheson, former boss of the Royal 
Bank of Scotland.

Preposterously, Fox views Scottish 
independence as a chance to “free five million 
Scots from the yoke of British imperialism”. 
He adds this rather petulant plea: “Socialists 
didn’t argue that Ireland should not have its 
independence, or India in 1947, or all those 
other countries shackled to the British empire, 
did they?”18 As if Scotland, a junior imperial 
partner, can be compared with Ireland and India.

Marxists view nationalists as (at best) 
unstable, untrustworthy and potentially 
treacherous allies. In general, though, there can 
be no doubt that nationalism is a pernicious, 
deadly enemy. Especially, it should be said, 
within our own movement. Nationalism was 
responsible for the tragic failure, the fracturing 
of the Second International in August 1914. In 
the name of national defence, social democrats 
sided with their own ruling class. Workers were 
urged to slaughter their class brothers. The 1928 
Stalinite counterrevolution within the revolution 
was nationalist too. And the Soviet Union 
inspired other such aberrations: China, North 
Korea, Albania and Cambodia.

Because of that horrible history socialist 
nationalism has to be reimagined. Alan 
McCombes writes against “striving to 
replace capitalist globalisation with socialist 
globalisation” and against “gigantic socialist 
mega-states”. Instead of what is, well, the classic 
Marxist road to communism, he proposes, that 
“our more immediate goal” should be to “build 
socialism from below - a socialism that is based 
on decentralisation, diversity and voluntary 
cooperation”. A formulation worthy of the 
father of anarchism, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 
himself. Admittedly, McCombes confesses, 
no-one can “claim that it’s possible to build a 
fully-fledged socialist society in a small country 
on the edge of Europe”. But “we can”, he says, 
“push forward in a socialist direction, blazing a 
trail which others will then follow”.19 Colin Fox 
soon dispensed with all such subtleties: no ifs, no 
buts, he campaigns for “an independent socialist 
Scotland, a modern democratic republic”.20 
Bill Kidd too. Once of the SSP, now Scottish 
National Party MSP for Glasgow Anniesland, 
he announces in the same extraordinary, 
parochial manner: “If there isn’t a Scottish road 
to socialism, there isn’t one at all.”21

Self-determination
We seek to emulate the best of the past: eg, the 
Communist Party of Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels; the German Social Democracy of 
August Bebel, Wilhelm Liebknecht and Karl 
Kautsky; the Russian Social Democratic Labour 
Party of Vladimir Lenin, Lev Kamenev, Grigory 
Zinoviev and Leon Trotsky. Not as mimicry, 
but in order to make a qualitative leap both 
organisationally - by positively overcoming 
the confessional sects - and programmatically. 
Obviously, making a party of several millions - 
necessary for a revolution in a country like Britain 
- is the work of many years. Putting together a 
programme is another matter. Whatever the 
inadequacies - inevitable due to the absence of 
constant testing and fine-tuning, which can only 
be provided by practical engagement in large-
scale class battles - it can be the work of a select 
few communist militants, if - and this is vital 
- they have schooled themselves thoroughly in 
the theory of Marxism. We have done just that.

So, although the CPGB is not yet a party - 
that remains our central aim - we have gone to 
great lengths to equip ourselves with a party 
programme, a draft programme, in recognition 
of where we are at in terms of constituting a real 
force. Unlike the narrow economism that so often 
passes for common sense on the left nowadays; 
unlike the disaster socialism, preached by the 
programmeless Socialist Workers Party, which 
blithely claims that the “break-up of the British 
state” will strengthen the forces for change;22 
unlike the left nationalist satellites of the SNP, 
we take a consistently Marxist approach to the 
UK state.

Here is our main enemy. In our minimum 
programme - ie, within the technical limits 
imposed by the capitalist system - communists 
therefore emphasise, bring to the fore, class (as 
opposed to sectional) demands that challenge 
the logic of the market, such as the provision 
of health, housing, education and benefits 
based on need, and political demands which 
challenge how we are ruled. The abolition of the 
monarchy and the House of Lords, a people’s 
militia, the disestablishment of the Church of 
England, etc are all elementary. A democrat who 
cannot support such demands is no democrat. A 
socialist who cannot support such demands is no 
socialist.

What about the national question? We demand 
self-determination for Scotland and Wales, and a 
federal republic of England, Scotland and Wales 
(the initial form which we envisage for working 
class rule in Britain). Communists are quite 
prepared to take self-determination to extremes. 
If there is a genuine sense of grievance that grips 
the masses, as opposed to the elite, let Orkney 
and the Shetlands, Jersey, the Isle of Man, 
Cornwall, etc, decide their own fate, up to and 
including separation. But we are always obliged 
to take into account, to judge, to assess the 
bigger economic, political and military picture. 
We could not tolerate a counterrevolutionary 
staging post being established offshore, let alone 
onshore.

But our efforts go towards persuading people 
to unite. Separation into numerous tiny statelets 
is a road to defeat - that is for sure. When this 
anarchist ideal was put into practice, as it was 
in Spain in 1868-74, it led, as Engels regretfully 
observed, to “the boundless and senseless 
disintegration of the revolutionary resources” 
and a walkover for counterrevolution.23 
Balkanising Britain would have the same result. 
Indeed, that is why we oppose leftwing calls for 
breaking up the European Union. Brexit, like 
Scottish separatism, weakens the potential of the 
working class to make and defend a revolution. 
Far from setting off a cascade of progressive 
demands and developments, as the proponents 
of disaster socialism glibly claim, it will be 
right populism that benefits. In the patriotic 
name of ensuring national competitiveness, the 
strong state is combined with austerity, cheap 
labour, low business tax rates, deregulation and 
buccaneer capitalism.24 Socialism is a positive 
movement, it comes about not through national 
schism, economic dislocation and fostering 
cross-class unity, but growing working class 
organisational strength, increased political 
consciousness and the conflict of class against 
class.

Even given harsh national oppression, 
communists in general favour unity and the 
biggest possible states, because they provide 
the best conditions for the coming together and 
eventual merger of peoples. Separation can 
become a communist demand if unity is imposed 
by force and there is no immediate prospect of 
the working class taking power. Needless to 
say, as we have comprehensively shown, the 
relationship between England and Scotland has 
not primarily been characterised by violence, 
certainly since the 1707 Act of Union. In fact, 
England and Scotland - ie, the ruling classes - 
were co-sponsors of the imperial British project.

The first victim was Ireland. Land was 
confiscated and cleared of people. In the north-
east colonists, mainly from lowlands Scotland 
and northern England, were planted. Elsewhere 
absentee landlords were installed. During the 
great famine of 1845-49, the Irish peasantry was 
callously left to starve. Some 20%-25% of the 
population died of hunger and disease or were 
forced into emigration. Natives in the Americas, 
India, Australia and Africa were treated no 
differently by their Anglo-Scottish masters.

In the interests of common humanity, 
colonial robbery, economic subordination and 
brutal oppression had to be ended. But the how 
is decided on the basis of different historical 
conditions and prospects in each and every case.

For example, Marx once thought that 
British colonialism would ensure an industrial 
take-off in India - incorrect, as things turned 
out. Not that Marx held a mechanical view 
of capitalist progress. The Indian masses, he 
wrote in July 1853, would only benefit if there 
was a proletarian revolution in Britain or they 
themselves had “grown strong enough to throw 
off the English yoke altogether”.25

However, Scotland is no India. To suggest 
or even hint otherwise is to equate victimiser 
with victim. And yet, and yet ... The 1707 
Act of Union had no popular mandate. Rich 
and powerful men decided on both sides. 
‘Democracy’, if we can call it that, was entirely 

within their fief. There were only 4,000 voters in 
the whole of Scotland at the time. It suited their 
interests to make a British state - and as we have 
said before, bribery helped too.

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland is still constitutionally the 
unity of hereditary crowns. Not the voluntary 
union of free peoples. Sovereignty resides 
with the “Queen-in-parliament” (Encyclopedia 
Britannica). Even with the today’s universal 
suffrage there remains a problem. Given the 
decline of class-consciousness and the rise, 
in particular, of Scottish nationalism, the 
government in Westminster, whether it be Tory 
or Labour, is seen as an English government. 
It was the same with Brexit. There was a huge 
disparity between, on the one side, England’s 56 
million population and, on the other hand, the 
rest of the UK with a total of 10 million. It is all 
too easy to explain every problem as being due 
to London (English) rule.

Devolution, to state the obvious, has only 
served to exacerbate national resentment - 
Holyrood is dominated by the SNP, the Cardiff 
assembly by Labour. Meanwhile, having 
smashed Labour’s ‘red wall’ with the ‘Get 
Brexit done’ sledgehammer, Boris Johnson’s 
Tories have a commanding 80-strong majority 
in the House of Commons.

As already noted, Engels wrote favourably 
about a federation in the British Isles. For 
example, in his ‘Critique of the Erfurt 
programme’ he commented in passing that 
federalism “would be a step forward” in Britain, 
which in spite of its single parliament has 
“three different systems of legislation”.26 He 
had in mind a voluntary federation of Britain 
and Ireland. That would be “a step forward” 
towards the “one and indivisible republic” - the 
form most suited to the needs and struggles of 
the proletariat. Of course, we do not advocate a 
federal republic in Britain because of Engels. We 
advocate a federal republic because the national 
question in Scotland and Wales is palpably real. 
A federal republic “would be a step forward” 
given the circumscribed powers of the Scottish 
parliament and the Welsh assembly and 
constitutional fact that sovereignty still resides 
with the monarch-in-parliament.

Most leftwingers absolve themselves of what 
they wrongly imagine as the ‘bourgeois’ task of 
ending the monarchy and winning a democratic 
republic. The SWP, Socialist Party in England 
and Wales, etc do so by way of a two-pronged 
alibi. The first prong is rightist: nowhere in the 
UK are workers fighting under the banner of a 
federal republic. No, they are interested in wages, 
jobs, housing and ending austerity. The second 
prong is leftist: instead of demanding a republic, 
we should go for socialism. Excuses, excuses. 
There is no dialectic that leads from narrow 
economic demands to socialism. Nor is the leftist 
excuse about demanding socialism ever applied 
to the rightist ‘wages and conditions’ alibi. Why 
should it? Excuses are excuses. When it comes 
to trade union politics, they do not turn up their 
noses with haughty references to the maximum 
demand for the abolition of the wages system - 
a vital step under socialism, which needs to be 
upheld, explained and popularised as an idea in 
the here and now.

So, in rejecting the communist minimum 
programme, with its emphasis on winning the 
battle for democracy, these comrades at one and 
the same time make maximalist gestures, while 
practising the capitalist politics of the working 
class. A hopeless muddle, which, if we are ever 
going to realise socialism, must be corrected, 
overcome, or completely marginalised.

Left-right overlap
Despite their acrimonious split, Alan 
McCombes, Colin Fox and Tommy Sheridan 
unitedly portray Scotland as an oppressed nation 
akin to colonial Ireland, India, etc. Morally 
repugnant, historically dishonest ... but politically 
expedient. Since the 1970s SNP votes have gone 
up, along with the rising tide of nationalism - 
a seemingly unstoppable bandwagon, which 
no opportunist could resist following. Hence 
the transformation of Messrs McCombes, Fox 
and Sheridan from dull Taaffites into tartan 
socialists. Out went 1918’s clause four; in came 
1320’s Declaration of Arbroath. Out went the 
portraits of Leon Trotsky; in came portraits of 
John MacLean. Out went Militant: what we 
stand for; in came a phoney history of Scotland 
languishing under the English yoke for 300 
years. Simultaneously, no less absurdly, today 
they boast that Scotland occupies a privileged 
position in the global struggle for socialism. 
After regaining independence Scotland will 
cut a messianic path. Marvelling, the people of 
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other, less advanced countries will gain courage 
and seek to emulate, what Imagine (2000) calls 
Scotland’s “earth-shattering” lead.27

Of course, McCombes was the real author 
of this left-nationalist fantasy - a scaled-down 
variation on the old British road to socialism. 
Despite being pitiful, even as a work of ‘Marxist’ 
revisionism, this attempt to write a popular 
“socialist vision for the 21st century” remains 
the highest intellectual achievement of the SSP. 
That is why it is still worth citing.

Sheridan was, of course, given top billing on 
the front cover, because the SSP was furiously 
promoting his personality cult. Sheridan’s face 
appeared on leaflets and posters. Sheridan had 
a special column in Scottish Socialist Voice 
(largely written by McCombes). When Sheridan 
appeared before the SSP’s annual conference, it 
was a media occasion - cue music, lights down, 
ham speech, rapturous applause. McCombes 
played Svengali; Sheridan was his Trilby. The 
former hungered for the big time. The other 
had a “narcissistic” personality with a “sense 
of entitlement”.28 A potent, but volatile mixture, 
which ended in 2006, with the SSP blowing apart 
after Sheridan’s crazily misjudged decision to 
fight News of the World in the libel courts (fully 
backed by SWP and SPEW).

How to assess Sheridan nowadays? The 
Fallen Idol of Scottish socialism? The Clown of 
Scottish socialism? The Living Dead of Scottish 
socialism? Perhaps he is all three. We will have 
to leave it to the future to judge. What is certain, 
though, is the damage Sheridan has done to the 
cause of socialism in Scotland.

As for McCombes, he has stepped back 
from front-line politics to spend more time with 
nature. He works as communications editor for 
the John Muir Trust (doubtless a worthy charity, 
dedicated as it is to preserving “wild places” 
in Scotland, England and Wales). And yet, 
unlike his former prodigy, McCombes remains 
committed to the SSP. A rump, which under the 
decidedly uncharismatic leadership of Colin 
Fox, has become little more than an external 
faction of Nicola Sturgeon’s SNP.

According to the SSP’s approved version of 
history, after 1746 the ruling class in Scotland 
“started to turn more and more Anglified”. In the 
19th century (sic) they began to “drop the term 
‘Scotland’ completely, preferring to describe 
themselves as ‘North Britons’”.29 Actually, that 
began in the 17th and 18th centuries. Anyway, 
we are told, the “impulse from below is in the 
opposite direction”. Presumably, that is why 
Scottish voters voted overwhelmingly for all-
Britain parties till the rise of the SNP in the 
1970s. Nonetheless, again according the SSP’s 
approved version of history, today the ruling 
class - “drawn from all parts of the United 
Kingdom” - is British, while the “national 
identity” of the Scottish people is “saturated” 
with the spirit of “democracy and justice”.30 Put 
another way, Scotland is a proletarian nation; 
Britain is bourgeois.

A construct which unmistakably echoes 
the Italian writer and political activist, Enrico 
Corradini (1865-1931). A dedicated man of 
the left, Corradini supported strikes and protest 
campaigns and as a result suffered arrest on at 
least 30 occasions. Yet in 1911 he helped found 
the Italian National Association - an organisation 
which drew into its ranks journalists, poets and 
artists opposed to both liberalism and orthodox 
Marxism. Corradini fused the direct action 
and general strikism of Georges Sorel with the 
nationalism of Charles Maurras.

Here, borrowing, twisting, inverting standard 
leftwing language, Corradini presents his creed:

We must start by recognising that there are 
proletarian nations as well as proletarian 
classes; that is to say, there are nations 
whose living conditions are subject to great 
disadvantage, to the way of life of other 
nations, just as classes are. Once this is 
realised, nationalism must, above all, insist 
firmly on this truth: Italy is, materially 
and morally, a proletarian nation. What is 
more, she is proletarian at a period before 
her recovery. That is to say, before she 
is organised, at a period when she is still 
groping and weak. And, being subjected to 
other nations, she is weak not in the strength 
of her people, but in her strength as a nation. 
Exactly like the proletariat before socialism 
came to its aid ... just as socialism taught the 
proletariat the value of the class struggle, we 
must teach Italy the value of the international 
class struggle.31

Hence for Corradini, “Socialism is the 
philosophy of proletarian classes - nationalism 

is the philosophy of proletarian nations.” “Class 
struggle” is thereby subsumed by “international 
struggle”.32

Benito Mussolini, Joseph Goebbels and 
Gregor Strasser embraced these red-brown 
politics with a passion. “We are proletarian 
nations that rise up against the plutocrats,” 
declared Mussolini on the eve of his ‘march on 
Rome’.33 Strasser imagined himself answering 
the call “not of the proletarian class, but of the 
proletarian nation”.34 For Goebbels, the SA, 
Hitler’s stormtroopers, were “a living, breathing 
symbol of the proletarian nation”.35 Italy and 
Germany were, of course, deemed proletarian 
nations, and as such categorically opposed to the 
bourgeois nations of France and Britain.36

There has clearly been an unwitting, 
historically uninformed, but unmistakable reflux 
of Corradini’s nationalism. Big business, the 
rich and powerful are damned for being “bitterly 
hostile towards the idea of independence”. Does 
this blanket description include Stagecoach 
tycoon Sir Brian Souter? He was, after all, a 
big donor to Alex Salmond’s SNP. Presumably, 
this sponsor and main financier of the ‘Keep 
the clause’ campaign in 2000 (clause 28 was a 
Thatcherite piece of legislation which banned 
teachers from treating homosexual relations as 
real and valid) is an honorary proletarian.37

Nevertheless, despite the pro-independence 
Scottish bourgeoisie, we are told that the 
“cringing” British unionism of Scotland’s 
bankers, landowners and wealthy businessmen 
“conforms to a historical pattern” stretching 
back over 1,000 years.38 In other words, those 
above are historically constituted quislings. 
Meanwhile, the feudal levy called up by 
William Wallace and Andrew Moray, Jacobite 
highlanders fighting for the restoration of the 
Stewart dynasty, pro-Moscow Red Clydesiders, 
poll tax resisters and SNP voters are joined 
together as national partisans.

McCombes and Sheridan are at pains to 
stress that they bear no ill-will towards English 
people as such. Admittedly, on a personal level, 
they have behaved in a courteous and civilised 
manner when I’ve been in Scotland. We had 
an organised presence in the Scottish Socialist 
Alliance and early SSP conferences. Myself 
and McCombes debated. Yet we have the 
tell-tale story about how Scotland’s national 
identity has been “warped and distorted” 
and how a “permanent sense of resentment” 
against its “domineering neighbour” results.39 
Mysteriously, never expressed electorally till 
the 1970s. Nonetheless, only with the break-up 
of the UK, or so we are told, will everything 
be put to right - just like the break-up of the 
USSR, Yugoslavia, Ukraine, etc. Leaving the 
EU will doubtless do the same for England’s 
“warped and distorted” national identity too. 
No, the whole approach stinks of reaction and 
endless division. There is, to restate the obvious, 
no possibility whatsoever of the World Union 
of Socialist States coming about through such 
poison.

Given their origins, most Scottish left 
nationalists consider themselves principled 
internationalists. A socialist Scotland, we 
are reassured, would not be an “isolationist 
Scotland”.40 Oh no. It would not involve 
“rebuilding” Hadrian’s Wall or quarantining 
“ourselves from the rest of the world”.41 
Rebuilding Hadrian’s Wall would, of course, 
mean extending Scottish territory southwards 
and the annexation of the bulk of Northumberland 
and a good slice of Cumberland. Seriously 
though, whether or not Scottish left nationalists 
aim for an existing or a greater Scotland is 
beside the point. Scotland might want to have 
mutually beneficial connections with the rest 
of the world, but would the rest of the world 
benevolently reciprocate? Fidel Castro did not 
isolate Cuba. That was America. Why should a 
‘socialist’ Scotland be any different?

The ‘tartan revolution’ comes with a left-
nationalist warranty. Scotland will not be 
“brought to its knees” by an economic blockade. 
Scotland will avoid the starvation, poverty and 
wars of intervention visited upon Russia. Hence, 
supposedly, Scotland - or so continues the sales 
patter - will “stand up” to the forces of global 
capitalism and become an international “symbol 
of resistance” to economic and social injustice.42 
Brave words. But is it mere left-nationalist 
braggadocio?

Apparently, Scotland can succeed where others 
have failed, because it is “fabulously wealthy”. 
Scotland has the “material foundations” for a 
“thriving” socialist democracy. Besides “long 
coastlines” and a “clean environment”, Scotland 
has a “flourishing” culture and “legions” of 
internationally acclaimed musicians, writers, 

actors and film directors. On top of these 
blessings, Scotland has “land, water, fish, 
timber, oil, gas and electricity in abundance”. 
Better still, Scotland has a “moderate climate.”43

Stalin notoriously countered Zinoviev, 
Kamenev and Trotsky with reference to Russia’s 
continental proportions and immense wealth 
in natural resources. Land, oil, forests, gold, a 
population that stood at around 150 million 
... and a very, very long coastline. He did not 
mention a “moderate climate”, true. Despite that 
absence, Stalin boasted, in his version of Imagine 
- the second edition of Foundations of Leninism 
- that Russia had all it needed internally. Not 
to achieve the “final and complete victory of 
socialism” - that required the efforts of other 
countries - but enough to “build up a socialist 
society”.44

Stalin made a calculated turn in 1924 against 
those banking on international revolution. But, 
in 1928, responding to the mounting pressures 
of isolation, he launched an anti-working 
class, anti-peasant counterrevolution within the 
revolution. Its name - the first five-year plan. 
Socialism in one country proved to be anti-
socialism in one country.

From a safe remove of nearly a century, 
Scottish left nationalists occasionally burnish 
their political credentials by heroically 
associating themselves with Leon Trotsky and 
his uncompromising tirades against Stalin’s 
national socialism - little more than retelling 
the stories of childhood nowadays. Alan 
McCombes, Tommy Sheridan and Colin Fox 
all got their political training sitting at the feet 
of Ted Grant and Peter Taaffe. Yet, despite 
a Militant Tendency schooling, today they 
promote a Scottish version of ‘socialism in one 
country’.

Scotland with its diminutive economy and 
population can hardly be expected to replace the 
Soviet Union as the non-capitalist superpower. 
However, if, by some historical quirk, a left-
nationalist government did come to power in 
Holyrood, international capitalism would act 
with a frightening ruthlessness. In the immediate 
aftermath of October 1917 Winston Churchill 
announced he would “strangle the Bolshevik 
baby in its cradle”. Would Scotland be able to 
withstand the kind of siege warfare imposed on 
Soviet Russia by the dominant capitalist powers? 
The only honest answer is, probably not.

The fact of the matter is that Scotland has 
a “dependence” on the global economy that 
is far greater than Russia’s. The degree of 
“dependence” being determined, of course, by 
the level of development of the “productive 
forces”.45 Scotland is economically advanced; 
Russia was hellishly backward: a former 
colonising semi-colony, characterised by 
“primitiveness of social forms and low level of 
culture”.46

Scotland’s £168.14 billion gross domestic 
product47 is underpinned by banking, whisky and 
oil. In total the kingdom exports £33.8 billion 
worth of goods and services internationally.48 
So some 20% of GDP comes from overseas 
markets - the US, Netherlands, France, Germany 
and Norway ranking at the top.49 By contrast, 
in 1913, exports accounted for “less than 3% 
of Russian GDP”.50 Leaving aside oil and gas, 
Scottish exports to the “rest of the UK” amount 
to £51.2 billion.51 Hence, if the “rest of the UK” 
were a foreign country, roughly 55% of its GDP 
would be accounted for by exports. Then there 
are imports: computers, finished steel, electronic 
components, cars, tobacco, timber, aircraft parts, 
foodstuffs, etc. In money terms £59.4 billion 
comes in from the rest of the UK (£20.6 billion 
from the rest of the world).52 A position within 
the global division of labour which renders 
Scotland highly vulnerable.

If a left-nationalist Scotland really threatened 
the imperialist order, as we are told it would, 
what is to stop the UK, EU and the US imposing 
asphyxiating sanctions - that or simply imposing 
a complete land, sea and air blockade? If 
Scotland were put under siege, it would surely 
face industrial breakdown, mass starvation and a 
population exodus within months, if not weeks. 
If that failed to bring Scotland to “its knees”, 
there is always a colour (tartan) revolution or, as 
a last resort, armies of intervention. No partisan 
of the working class can afford to dismiss such 
a prognosis.

Poland
Unflattering though it is, McCombes, Sheridan 
and Fox not only stand in the same ‘socialist’ 
camp as Enrico Corradini. There is Józef 
Piłsudski and his Polish Socialist Party too. Who 
was Piłsudski? In the late 19th century, he was 
something of a hero amongst the leading circles 

of European social democracy.
The PSP adopted Piłsudski’s socialist-

nationalist programme for the reconstitution of 
the Polish Commonwealth out of the German, 
Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires (the 
country had been all but partitioned out of 
existence by the 1815 Congress of Vienna).53 
Needless to say, having a Polonised-Lithuanian 
background, Piłsudski was inclined towards 
a greater Poland: ie, “a federal republic of the 
Polish, Lithuanian and Ukrainian nations”.54

Superficially, this appeared to be in line 
with the global strategy expounded by Marx 
and Engels. Tsarist Russia, which had taken 
something like 60% of Polish territory, 
constituted “the last great reserve of all 
European reaction”.55 The tsar maintained his 
absolutist rule at home by ensuring the survival 
of little absolutisms abroad. Not that the role of 
Britain - the most advanced capitalist country at 
the time - should be forgotten. Russian tsarism 
and British capital were “the two great pillars” 
of European reaction.

Every popular movement, revolutionary 
uprising or democratic settlement faced 
the danger of being crushed by the Russian 
colossus (with the full connivance of its British 
paymaster). That is why Marx and Engels 
advocated freedom for a smaller, not a greater 
Poland, and a “general war of revolutionary 
Europe” against Russia.56

It should be pointed out, however, that the 
Marx-Engels team was acutely aware that 
from the mid-19th century Russia was rapidly 
changing. Defeat in the 1853-56 Crimean War, 
at the hands of Anglo-French forces, exposed 
Russia’s hopeless backwardness. In order 
to keep things the same, everything had to 
change. Alexander II kept in place his absolutist 
regime by giving the go-ahead to the growth of 
capitalist relations of production. Inexorably, 
this brought forward the day when the masses 
would decisively enter the stage of history. As a 
result, tsarism was haunted by mounting internal 
contradictions and was less and less inclined to 
“engage in such activities as the conquest of 
Constantinople, India and world domination”.57 
Russia was ripe for its 1789.

Polish uprisings in the 18th and 19th centuries 
were directed primarily against Russia. On 
every occasion the lead was taken by the Polish 
aristocracy, the szlachta. Not surprisingly then, 
the partitionist powers sought to liquidate the 
szlachta as a class. Russia incorporated the 
richest into its nobility, Prussia, meanwhile, 
fostered a bourgeoisie. The final solution lay in 
destroying the economic basis of the szlachta. 
Serfdom was abolished - in Prussian Poland in 
1823, in Austrian Poland in 1849 and in Russian 
Poland in 1864.

Poland became in capitalist terms the most 
advanced part of the Russian empire. Trade 
unions formed in the 1870s and socialist groups 
- crucially Proletariat - briefly functioned in the 
1880s.

Interestingly, the Proletariat Party took a 
militantly anti-nationalist position. Despite 
knowing the opinions of Marx and Engels on 
Poland, the leadership of the Proletariat Party 
- Ludwik Waryński, Stanisław Kunicki and 
Szymon Dickstein - favoured revolutionaries in 
Poland joining their efforts with “our Russian 
brothers”.58 The Proletariat Party established 
close contacts with the Russian Narodnik 
organisation, People’s Will. The Proletariat 
Party believed that the Polish national question 
was gradually withering, and Russia now held 
the prospect of revolution.

They were only partially right. Aristocratic 
Poland had become history. The peasantry 
were national, but passive. The bourgeoisie 
had but one interest - business. Nevertheless 
in 1892 the PSP arrived on the scene. It sunk 
real roots. Unlike the Proletariat Party it was no 
conspiratorial sect. The luminaries of European 
socialism were approached to endorse its call for 
the reconstitution of Poland. Most did: August 
Bebel, Karl Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, Jules 
Guesde, Antonio Labriola, Henry Hyndman, 
Eleanor Marx-Aveling.

However, the PSP found a critical reception 
amongst important sections of the working class 
in Poland itself. Many - especially the very 
large number of Jewish workers - had taken on 
board, had made their own, the anti-nationalist 
outlook espoused by the Proletariat Party. As a 
result, the PSP sought to camouflage itself in 
the colours of internationalism. The PSP was an 
affiliated member of the Socialist International. 
But there was always an underlying nationalism. 
As already noted, the PSP sought not only a 
breakaway Russian Poland (Congress Poland): 
the goal was to organise all Poles along national 
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lines and reconstitute a greater Poland out of 
the Russian, German and Austro-Hungarian 
empires. That meant hiving off members from 
existing multinational socialist parties in Russia, 
Germany and Austria. Relations became tense, 
often hostile.

Rosa Luxemburg
Though initially PSP members, Rosa Luxemburg 
and Julian Marchlewski vehemently objected to 
prioritising the national question. Indeed, they 
produced a sophisticated historical analysis of 
Polish society, which, although it ran counter to 
the strict letter of Marx and Engels, provided the 
conclusions necessary for putting the workers’ 
movement in Poland onto an entirely different 
footing.

In 1897 Luxemburg wrote The industrial 
development of Poland. Here she showed that 
the working class must inevitably become the 
main opponent of tsarist absolutism. Thereby 
the operative slogan ought to be unity against 
existing states, not the resurrection of national 
ghosts. Marx’s stance on Poland was obsolete, 
she argued. Luxemburg - boldly, though 
wrongly, at least in my opinion - ticked him 
off for advocating Polish independence back 
in 1848. Nevertheless, Marx’s method served 
admirably. Marxism, as Luxemburg stressed, is 
not a dogma, but a method of investigation and 
a living revolutionary practice.

Reconstituting the Polish Commonwealth 
was dismissed as being either reactionary or 
hopelessly utopian. Freeing Poland had to 
go hand in hand with freeing Russia. Russia 
“seethed with revolution” and could no longer 
be viewed simply as the bulwark of reaction.59 
While tsarism decayed, the working class had 
begun to rise. Indeed, the revolutionary deluge 
Luxemburg expected at any moment would 
sweep away tsarism and Polish nationalism 
alike. Or so she hoped.

Luxemburg criticised the Proletariat Party 
for its terrorism, its conspiratorial methods 
and its lack of a minimum programme. 
Advocating socialism as the only aim disarmed 
Polish revolutionaries politically. Fighting for 
democracy and overthrowing tsarism would 
provide the bridge for uniting the Polish and 
Russian proletariat. Having done that, the 
“combined” working class movement would 
tackle the rule of Polish and Russia capital.60

Luxemburg’s polemical target was clearly 
the PSP. She branded it as social-patriotic, 
nationalist-socialist and national socialist. The 
PSP relied on carefully selected words and 
phrases plucked from the Marx-Engels corpus 
… that and “disparaging and vilifying the 
Russian people and Russian social democracy”.61 
Serious theoretical work was noticeably absent. 
Certainly, the PSP leadership showed no real 
concern for working people in Russia: empty 
platitudes, yes, but in practice the PSP sought 
to divide a working class that was objectively 
being drawn together by capitalist development 
and which, in the tsarist state, faced a common 
enemy.

Luxemburg displayed no indifference 
towards the national oppression suffered by 
her fellow Poles - a frequent charge. On the 
contrary, tsarism’s barbaric treatment of the 
Polish nationality was roundly condemned. 
Nor did she adopt a dismissive attitude towards 
Polish culture. What was progressive should 
be defended and enriched by the working class 
movement. But Luxemburg was contemptuous 
of programmatic calls for national breakaways. 
She did not want Alsace-Lorraine separated off 
from Germany and returned to France. Nor did 
she want a reconstituted Poland.

Almost without exception every state in 
Europe had national minorities and overlapping 
populations. Germany, for example, contained 
Danes, Alsatian French as well as Poles. The 
German Social Democratic Party organised all, 
irrespective of nationality. The idea of splitting 
workers “along nationalist lines” was an 
anathema for Luxemburg.62

A year after the PSP’s formation, Luxemburg 
and Marchlewski split away, citing its nationalist 
programme. Together they helped establish the 
Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland 
(SDKP - later added to with an ‘iL’ given the 
merger of the Lithuanian group led by Felix 
Dzerzhinsky).

Whether their decision to split was right 
or wrong need not concern us here. But 
what they established was arguably a sect. 
And, despite Luxemburg’s reputation as a 
‘libertarian Marxist’, the SDKPiL was run along 
authoritarian lines by her partner, Leo Jogiches. 
On the positive side, though, the title of their 
‘party’ announced not loyalty to the ‘kingdom 

of Poland’, no, needless to say, it announced 
that they would organise only in Russian Poland 
(and Lithuania). The SDKPiL had no interest in 
redrawing borders or damaging working class 
unity: in 1906 it formally became a national 
section of the Russian Social Democratic 
Labour Party, going on to be an erratic ally of 
the Bolshevik wing (in fact, the Poles were, in 
general, closer factionally, and in their emphasis 
on spontaneity, to Trotsky).

Nonetheless, Luxemburg’s anti-nationalist 
arguments were undeniably powerful. As a 
mere 23-year-old, she “enthralled and won 
over the great majority” of the 1893 congress 
of the Second International.63 Sympathy for her 
forthright internationalism was combined with a 
growing disenchantment with the PSP. The 1896 
London congress voted down the PSP motion 
for an independent Poland.64 Instead delegates 
opted for the Kautsky-inspired resolution in 
favour of self-determination (a change fully 
supported by Russian social democrats):

This congress declares that it stands 
for the full right of all nations to self-
determination and expresses its sympathy for 
the workers of every country now suffering 
under the yoke of military, national or other 
absolutism. This congress calls upon the 
workers of all these countries to join the 
ranks of the class-conscious workers of the 
whole world in order jointly to fight for the 
defeat of international capitalism and for 
the achievement of the aims of international 
social democracy.65

Frankly, Luxemburg overcompensated. She 
wanted to throw out the slogan of national 
self-determination, along with the nationalist 
bathwater. Self-determination was impossible 
under capitalism and undesirable under 
socialism, she contended. Neither being true, 
Luxemburg deserved the stinging rebukes she 
received from Lenin.

Lenin stood by the right of Poland to secede. 
But, alongside Luxemburg, he argued for the 
voluntary unity of Polish and Russian workers. 
In point of fact, he insisted on unity as a 
principle time and time again. Eg, we find Lenin 
typically writing - on this occasion in 1916 - 
that socialists in the “oppressed nation must, in 
particular, defend and implement the full and 
unconditional unity, including organisational 
unity, of the workers of the oppressed nation and 
the oppressor nation”.66

So, whatever the sometimes heated 
exchanges that took place between Lenin and 
Luxemburg, they were agreed that objective 
conditions demanded the organised unity of 
workers - Russians, Ukrainians, Georgians, 
Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Poles, etc 
- in the battle to overthrow tsarism. Pilsudski, 
by contrast, strove for an independent Poland 
and an independent PSP. Russian “imperialist” 
revolutionaries were told to keep out and go 
away.67 Lenin was consequently loath to regard 
the PSP as a “genuine” socialist party.68 Quite 
right too.

ABCs
Most Scottish left nationalists, knowing the 
ABCs of European history, prefer not to be 
identified with Piłsudski - in May 1926 he 
led a Bonapartist military coup, which got the 
belated support of the PSP. No, understandably, 
they want to identify themselves with other, 
more acceptable, figures. John Maclean 
and Che Guevara both feature as icons at 
SSP conferences and rallies. Revealing, 
though Maclean and Guevara were brave 
revolutionaries, they wandered far and wide 
from the basic principles of Marxism.

Gripped by “spy mania”, Maclean refused 
to join the CPGB when it was formed.69 He 
was convinced that British government secret 
agents provided its finances. Instead, he 
founded a short-lived left-nationalist sectlet. 
As for Guevara, his politics owed far more to 
Maoism than Marxism.

Nevertheless, I have come across Scottish 
left nationalists who are prepared to defend 
Piłsudski and the PSP against Lenin and 
Luxemburg. Allan Armstrong - “communist, 
republican socialist, Scottish internationalist 
and freethinker” - “seriously” argues that 
Lenin and Luxemburg should have carried 
out Piłsudski’s programme of breaking up the 
Russian empire.

Of course, that is in effect to say that Lenin 
and Luxemburg should not have been Lenin 
and Luxemburg - instead they should have been 
Joseph Piłsudski. Formulating things in this, the 
only correct, way actually reveals that Armstrong 

is politically deluded. Though he thinks of himself 
as a Marxist, that is patently untrue. He is in actual 
fact a Piłsudskite. Being positively committed to 
the break-up of Britain and the division of the 
world’s peoples, he is convinced that nationalities 
and nations will characterise communism. So he 
is, therefore, being perfectly consistent when he 
defends Piłsudski.

Not surprising then, all things considered, 
Lenin’s and Luxemburg’s “political 
formulations”, according to Armstrong, “failed 
(... only too clear in the case of Poland)”. It was 
Lenin and Luxemburg, who were responsible 
for handing the struggle for self-determination 
“to Piłsudski’s ‘national-socialists’ on a 
plate”.70 As an aside, we see once again, the 
inability/refusal of Scottish left nationalists 
to distinguish between separation and self-
determination. What Armstrong means by self-
determination is separation. An inexcusable 
conflation.

But let us examine the argument. Did 
the politics of Lenin and Luxemburg fail? 
I think “the case of Poland” proves exactly 
the opposite. Lenin and Luxemburg were by 
no stretch of the imagination responsible for 
handing the struggle for self-determination to 
Piłsudski and his national socialists. Remember, 
Piłsudski was the dominant figure in the PSP - 
a party which had real roots in Polish society. 
By comparison Lenin and Luxemburg began 
with virtually nothing.

In 1904 discontent, arising from the Russo-
Japanese war, saw PSP membership soar from 
4,000 to 40,000. Piłsudski hurried to Japan and 
struck a deal with the Mikado - the Japanese 
emperor, Mutsuhito. Poland would open a 
second front. Piłsudski established the Militant 
Organisation, which would lead an armed 
uprising.

However, the outbreak of the 1905 Russian 
Revolution changed everything. Separatism 
suddenly seemed irrelevant. Hostility to 
“overbearing” Russian neighbours vanished. 
Workers in Warsaw and Lodz took their lead 
from workers in St Petersburg and Moscow in 
what was a common fight to overthrow tsarism.

Moreover, PSP members increasingly 
looked to the SDKPiL for theoretical and 
practical leadership ... and by their own volition 
adopted its theoretical foundations and slogans. 
The SDKPiL grew from a sect to something 
far more substantial (though it remained much 
smaller than the PSP). Piłsudski, however, 
suffered defeat. “The pure nationalists, 
the ‘social patriots’,” writes Luxemburg’s 
biographer, “saw with horror their hopes of an 
independent Poland were ebbing away as fast 
as the Russian Revolution was advancing.”71

The PSP cleaved into two at its 8th 
Congress in February 1906. The PSP-
Revolutionary Faction, staying true to its 
nationalist programme, inevitably ended up 
abandoning revolution for militarism and 
diplomatic wheeler-dealing. Meanwhile, the 
PSP-Left Faction rejected the programme of 
national independence. In substance it adopted 
the programme of the SDKPiL. Poland should 
have autonomy within a democratic Russia.72

We in the CPGB likewise seek to split 
the forces of left nationalism. Genuine 
internationalists, real working class partisans, 
should break with those who would break 
working class unity. Join with us in the struggle 
for a mass Marxist party, a mass Communist 
Party l
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The Bolsheviks in 1917:
champions of the unwritten constitution

A curious case
Were the Bolsheviks under the leadership of Kamenev supporters of the Provisional Government and 
hostile to soviet power? Lars T Lih puts the story straight

Lev Kamenev was the de facto 
leader of the Bolshevik Party for 
a few weeks in March and early 

April 1917, before Lenin’s return 
to Russia. Even after, he remained 
in the top leadership core of four or 
five persons. Yet he has gone down 
in history as someone whose outlook 
differed from Lenin’s in profound 
ways - as someone who was 
practically indistinguishable from 
a ‘moderate’ Menshevik; someone 
who supported the ‘bourgeois’ 
Provisional Government, denied that 
the war was imperialist, was hostile 
to the idea of soviet power, supported 
‘revolutionary defencism’ and in 
general acted in non-revolutionary 
ways. Anyone who reads this 
article and the accompanying 
documentation will realise that this 
portrait is the complete opposite of 
the truth. A curious case, indeed!

This article is the first entry 
in a three-part series under the 
general title of ‘The Bolsheviks in 

1917: champions of the unwritten 
constitution’. The second entry will 
be devoted to the way Lenin defined 
the message that the Bolsheviks 
wanted to send to the workers, 
soldiers and peasants of Russia in 
1917. Since Lenin and Kamenev are 
so often seen as polar opposites, these 
two entries will not only document 
the content of the message, but reveal 
an underlying core consensus. The 
third entry will look at the Bolshevik 
message from yet another angle: 
namely, from the point of view of 
the ‘moderate’ or ‘agreementist’ 
socialists who opposed it. Front and 
centre here will be Irakli Tsereteli, 
the main proponent of ‘revolutionary 
defencism’.

As accompanying documentation 
for the present article, I have prepared 
a long list of extracts from Kamenev’s 
pronouncements in March and April 
1917 under the title ‘Kamenev one-
liners’. Later I will explain the nature 
of this document and why I gave it 

this rather odd name. Suffice to say 
here that it provides a more complete 
view of what Kamenev was saying 
and doing during this period than 
anything now available. As a general 
introduction to the projected series, 
I will set out the Bolshevik message 
in terms that are valid for the whole 
revolutionary year, from February to 
October.

Bolshevik message
This message and the accompanying 
tactical guidelines are a core 
Bolshevik consensus, uniting 
Kamenev and Lenin, Stalin and 
Trotsky. The heart of the message 
can be stated in one sentence: an 
exclusive worker-peasant vlast based 
on the soviets is the only way to 
effectively defend the revolution and 
carry out its goals.

Let us start unpacking this 
sentence by defining vlast. Vlast can 
be defined as the sovereign authority 
in a society, the institution with the 

right to make ultimate decisions and 
to see those decisions enforced. It 
is variously translated as ‘regime’, 
‘power’, ‘authority’, ‘government’ 
and more. The Bolsheviks called 
for a vlast that could carry out 
revolutionary goals vigorously and 
with all the power of the state. The 
essential feature of this revolutionary 
vlast was its class basis: workers 
and peasants. The institutional 
embodiment of this vlast - the soviet 
system that was asserting itself across 
Russia - was less essential, but still 
an overwhelmingly likely outcome 
under the concrete circumstances of 
Russia in 1917.

Now let us move on to ‘defend the 
revolution and carry out its goals’. 
The Bolsheviks were not original in 
their understanding of these words 
and did not want to be. The first 
revolutionary goal: ending the war 
as rapidly as possible, but with a 
‘democratic’ peace (no annexations, 
no indemnities, national self-

determination). Second: land to the 
peasants, along with liquidation of 
the pomeshchiki (gentry landowners) 
as a class. Third: an effective 
state response to the accelerating 
economic crisis in a way that 
prioritised the interests of the 
narod - ‘the people’, a category that 
comprised workers, peasants and the 
urban ‘petty bourgeoisie’. Finally, 
defence of the revolution essentially 
meant preventing the dispersal of 
the soviets and the wide range of 
democratic organisations - ‘the 
committees’, as exasperated elite 
Russia referred to them - recently set 
up in the army, the factories and the 
villages.

These aims can be summed 
up in the traditional triad: peace, 
land, bread. But no-one needed the 
Bolsheviks to tell them that peace, 
land and bread were basic goals. 
All the socialist parties in the soviet 
system - and even many reformers in 
the parties of elite Russia - accepted 
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these goals just as I have defined 
them. What distinguished the 
Bolsheviks was rather their stance 
on a basic choice that confronted the 
soviet constituency - the workers and 
soldiers who elected representatives 
to sit on the soviets - about how to 
achieve these commonly accepted 
aims.

The Bolsheviks insisted that only 
an exclusive worker-peasant vlast 
could carry out the goals of the 
revolution. ‘Exclusive’ is the meaning 
of ‘all’ in ‘All power to the soviets!’ 
The soviet constituency faced an 
unavoidable choice in its pursuit of its 
aims: achieving revolutionary goals 
by means of a political agreement 
with elite reformers, or rejecting 
any such agreement. ‘Agreement’ 
(soglashenie) was the word both 
sides used to describe the content 
of basic choice - this unavoidable 
fork in the revolutionary road ahead. 
The Bolsheviks coined the term 
‘agreementism’ (soglashatelstvo) to 
show their heavy disapproval of the 
tactics advocated by the ‘moderate’ 
socialists. The Bolsheviks were 
not the only anti-agreementists, 
however, since similarly-minded 
factions were a significant presence 
among the Mensheviks and the 
Socialist Revolutionaries. They 
were, however, the only anti-
agreementist party.

We now can reformulate the 
Bolshevik message: the revolutionary 
narod cannot achieve its goals by 
means of a meaningful political 
agreement with elite society, or 
even its liberal reformist wing. Why 
not? Because of a profound clash of 
class interests between narod and 
elite society. Since the Provisional 
Government that was set up during the 
February days was the representative 
of elite society, it was therefore 
counterrevolutionary in its essence - 
so asserted the Bolsheviks. Consider 
(the argument continued): the war 
is imperialist, Russia’s ‘Allies’ are 
imperialist, the war aims inherited 
from the secret treaties negotiated 
by the tsarist government and still 
in force are imperialist. Yet the 
agreementist socialists want to arrive 
at a democratic peace and revision 
of war aims with the cooperation 
of the Provisional Government and, 
behind them, the Allies. This effort 
is doomed to defeat. Yet these  so-
called ‘revolutionary defencists’ 
ask the soviets to support the war 
effort with the bogus claim that the 
Provisional Government is sincerely 
working to revise war aims in a 
democratic direction.

Similar critiques were aimed at 
agreementist tactics for all the other 
revolutionary aims. Do you really 
expect gentry landowners to give 
land to the peasants? Do you really 
expect Russian capitalists to push 
the state to regulate the economy 
in a way that favours the narod? 
Class interests are the motor of the 
revolution, and therefore - asserted 
the Bolsheviks - a clash between 
the Provisional Government and the 
revolutionary narod is absolutely 
inevitable. This point was reiterated 
again and again by Kamenev and 
Stalin in March, and later by Lenin, 
Trotsky, Bukharin and an army of 
Bolshevik agitators afterwards.

Right now (March-April), the 
soviet constituency - naive and new 
to politics - does not yet grasp these 
essential truths. We Bolsheviks 
will show them otherwise; but our 
efforts would be in vain if events 
did not teach the same lesson more 
convincingly still: agreementism 
- and the agreementists - must be 
rejected.

From this outline of the driving 
forces and prospects of the Russian 
Revolution is derived a set of tactical 
guidelines. The actual replacement 
of the Provisional Government by 
a worker-peasant vlast will take 
place when - and only when - a solid 

majority of the soviet constituency 
is disillusioned with agreementism. 
This imperative has positive 
implications for what the Bolsheviks 
must do and negative implications 
for what they must avoid. At this 
point, I will narrow the focus to the 
last two weeks in March 1917, after 
Kamenev and Stalin had returned 
from internal exile and before 
Lenin returned from foreign exile. 
What were the concrete measures 
adopted by the Bolshevik leadership 
in Petrograd to put their tactical 
guidelines into practice?

On the positive side, the Bolshevik 
leaders called for and began to carry 
out agitation campaigns based on 
concrete policy proposals that (a) 
would reveal the Bolsheviks to have 
real-world answers to the urgent 
concerns of the soviet constituency 
and (b) would be unacceptable to the 
agreementists and to the Provisional 
Government. Such campaigns were 
traditional tools of what I have 
elsewhere termed the campaignism 
of the pre-war international social 
democratic movement.

The central slogan/proposals 
adopted by the Bolshevik leaders 
in March consisted of two demands 
on the Provisional Government: 
publish the secret treaties! Announce 
an immediate call to begin peace 
negotiations on democratic principles 
with any or all belligerents! In late 
March, these two demands were 
put forth in the factories and other 
local rallies. When the Bolsheviks 
proposed that the All-Russian Soviet 
Conference in late March make 
these demands on the Provisional 
Government, they were soundly 
rebuffed by the agreementist 
leaders of the soviet majority. Irakli 
Tsereteli, the chief spokesman of the 
agreementist socialists, immediately 
sensed what turned out to be the 
case: these measures would alienate 
Russia’s allies (indeed, they were 
meant to) and lead eventually to a 
separate peace with Germany and 
Austro-Hungary.

These demands and the 
campaigns built around them 
continued throughout the year. Here 
is a remarkable fact: the Second 
Congress of Soviets in October 
installed a government based 
exclusively on the soviets and issued 
two notable decrees. One decree 
issued a call for immediate general 
peace negotiations and announced 
the publication of the secret treaties. 
The other decree ended gentry land 
ownership and transferred land to 
the peasants - a measure which, of 
course, the Bolsheviks had always 
called for. In other words, what the 
Bolsheviks demanded at the March 
All-Russian Soviet Conference, 
prior to Lenin’s return - namely, an 
anti-agreementist and exclusively 
soviet government, a call for general 
peace negotiations, publication of 
the secret treaties, immediate land to 
the peasants - predicted exactly what 
the Second Congress of Soviets in 
October actually did.

Making demands
The reader may have picked up on the 
word ‘demand’. Let us dwell on this 
a little, since it led to some confusion 
later on - first between Lenin and 
Kamenev in April, and then among 
historians up to the present day. 
People hear that Kamenev and Stalin 
asked the soviets to demand that 
the Provisional Government open 
general peace negotiations, call for 
revolutions in allied countries in 
order to bring about a democratic 
peace, publish the secret treaties, and 
so on and so forth. Then these people 
reason: if the Bolsheviks demand that 
the Provisional Government do this 
or that, it must be because they hoped 
and expected that the Provisional 
Government might actually do these 
things. And that means they were 
little more than reformers that gave 

the liberal government ‘critical’ or 
‘conditional’ support. And it also 
means, doesn’t it, that they thought 
soviet power was unnecessary, 
since the liberals at the helm of the 
Provisional Government could be 
counted to carry out revolutionary 
policies?

The idea that Bolshevik leaders 
thought these things needs only to be 
stated clearly and explicitly to reveal 
its complete absurdity. In the first 
place, any such belief would have 
been stupid and uninformed. Who 
stood at the helm of the Provisional 
Government’s foreign policy? The 
foreign minister, Pavel Miliukov, 
and the war minister, Aleksandr 
Guchkov. Both of these men had 
long political careers and their 
truly imperialist views on foreign 
policy were known to any informed 
observer. Second, Kamenev was just 
about the last person in Russia to be 
naive in this particular way about 
Miliukov and Guchkov: there exists 
a long paper trail of Kamenev’s pre-
war exposés of liberal foreign policy 
and of the imperialist ambitions of 
Miliukov and Guchkov in particular. 
Thirdly, as we shall see, at the 
same time they were making these 
‘demands’, Kamenev and Stalin 
were telling anyone who would listen 
that the Provisional Government was 
counterrevolutionary in its essence 
and would inevitably move against 
the revolution in the near future.

So why did they make these 
‘demands’? Kamenev explained this 
very clearly a couple of weeks later 
in April in his critique of Lenin, who 
condemned ‘demands’ as an agitation 
technique. Kamenev’s explanation is 
worthy of our close attention:

You know, comrades, that at the 
present moment, not one meeting 
goes by without a resolution 
being passed that demands the 
publication of the secret treaties. 
Should we, as a political party, 
take on ourselves to demand the 
publication of the secret treaties - 
announce that this is our political 
demand? People will say to me: 
excuse me, you’re demanding 
something impossible. But the 
demands I make are not founded 
on the expectation that Miliukov 
will respond to me and publish the 
treaties.

The policy of making 
demands that I am advocating 
is an agitational device for the 
development of the masses: a 
method of exposure of the fact that 
Guchkov and Miliukov cannot 
do this, that they do not want the 
publication of the secret treaties, 
that they are against the policy of 
peace. It is a device for showing 
the masses that, if they really want 
to create a revolutionary policy on 
an international level, then the 
vlast must be transferred into the 
hands of the Soviet.

The negative implication of the need 
to attain majority support was the 
imperative of avoiding premature and 
disorganising attempts to overthrow 
the Provisional Government before 
the Bolsheviks had a solid majority 
in the soviet constituency for their 
anti-agreementist message. For this 
reason, the Bolshevik leaders in 
March were very careful to point 
out that they were not calling for 
an uprising now, this very minute. 
There was no real disagreement 
with Lenin on this point. Kamenev 
and Stalin said in March: we don’t 
want to replace the government 
now, but a little later, when we have 
majority support. Lenin said in 
April: we don’t want to replace the 
government now, but a little later, 
when we have majority support. 
Too many historians look at these 
positions and conclude that there is 
a great gulf between Kamenev and 
Lenin: one did not want to replace 

the government and the other did!
We will end this section by 

repeating the one-sentence summary 
of the Bolshevik core consensus that 
we have just now tried to unpack: an 
exclusive worker-peasant vlast based 
on the soviets is the only way to 
effectively defend the revolution and 
carry out its goals.
Dealing with 
anomalies
For most readers, I would guess, 
the following discussion will be 
completely unsurprising. Kamenev 
thought the war was imperialist? 
Well, yeah, he was a Bolshevik, 
wasn’t he? But for a certain type 
of reader - the knowledgeable, the 
specialists, those who are familiar 
with the secondary literature about 
1917, either because they read it 
or they write it - much of what I 
show here will be flabbergasting. 
Why is this? Because they have a 
certain interpretive framework and 
because they think this framework 
rests on indisputable facts - and 
this framework excludes even the 
possibility that Kamenev said what 
he in fact did say.

I have sometimes referred 
disparagingly to these supposed 
facts that prop up the standard 
interpretation as ‘recycled one-
liners’ - and indeed, this is a fairly 
precise description. There are a 
certain number - not a very high 
number - of Kamenev quotes that 
travel from secondary account to 
secondary account. All specialists 
know them. And, because of that, 
they are completely sceptical of my 
findings about Bolshevik consensus.

There are only two problems. 
First, as far as I am aware, there 
exists to date no detailed account 
of Kamenev’s arguments and 
pronouncements during this period 
(and very little for other periods). I do 
not think there is a single document 
by Kamenev from March/April 
available in English (besides the ones 
I have already put online). To remedy 
this, I am preparing a document 
with a much more complete set of 
translations. The second problem is 
that within these documents lurk a 
great many one-liners that, far from 
supporting standard interpretations, 
pose insuperable problems for them.

A personal note: for the last 
decade or so, I have advanced a 
new interpretation of the course of 
Bolshevik events in this short period 
- one that points to a core Bolshevik 
consensus, which can be precisely 
defined. And the most common 
reaction I get from my specialist 
colleagues is: Lars, that can’t be 
right. What about this [recycled one-
liner] or that [recycled one-liner]? 
And this is a perfectly justified and 
legitimate challenge! I should be able 
to explain away seeming anomalies: 
that is, data that seem on their face 
to cause problems for my particular 
interpretation. And, one by one, I 
have investigated these challenges: 
for a catalogue of my research results, 
see most conveniently the online 
series ‘All power to the soviets!’ that 
John Riddell made available on his 
blog.1

But, annoyingly, my diligence 
in this respect means I am always 
on the defensive! I am always 
looking like I’m trying to explain 
away inconvenient facts - which I 
am, because I should! So now I am 
going on the offensive and putting 
forth inconvenient facts for others 
to explain away. My document, 
‘Kamenev one-liners’ (which follows 
this article) presents a whole heap of 
anomalies - many, many more than 
were ever presented to me. They 
show Kamenev again and again 
saying and doing the things he could 
not have said or done if the standard 
interpretation was valid.

I have paid my dues by taking 
seriously all the anomalies flung at 

me. It is time for those who cling to 
the old interpretation to pay some 
dues of their own by seriously 
considering in good faith how 
this material can possibly fit with 
the standard interpretations that 
portray Kamenev as a demi-semi-
Menshevik.

‘One-liners’ is a somewhat 
figurative description - many items 
in my document stretch out to 
several sentences. Furthermore, I am 
not suggesting that they provide a 
complete and fully nuanced picture 
of Bolshevik activity during March 
and April: I have extracted the items 
that in and of themselves cause most 
damage to opposing interpretations. 
Nevertheless, these ‘one-liners’ 
present a fully accurate picture of 
what Kamenev was saying and 
thinking in this crucial period.

My Kamenev one-liners are taken 
from newspaper editorials, speeches 
and resolutions that we can reliably 
say come directly from Kamenev 
or with his full endorsement. My 
document can be divided into two 
parts: before Lenin arrived in Russia 
and after.

In the following section, I will 
document the Bolshevik message 
using material from the one-liners. In 
the final section, I will look at what 
Kamenev found troubling about 
the April theses. Our interest here 
is not whether Kamenev correctly 
understood what Lenin was saying, 
but rather: what does his critique 
show about his own views of what 
was happening in Russia and how 
the Bolsheviks should respond? 
As we will see, Kamenev was an 
eloquent and passionate exponent 
of the Bolshevik message and a firm 
supporter of the drive for full soviet 
power.
March 1917 
Bolshevik message
The basic logic of the Bolshevik 
message is set out clearly enough 
in Kamenev’s first Pravda editorial 
that appeared right after his return 
to Petrograd. First and foremost 
is the inevitable clash between 
the ‘democratic’ narod and the 
‘bourgeois’ Provisional Government:

We must realise that the paths 
of the democracy and of the 
Provisional Government 
will diverge - that, when the 
bourgeoisie comes to its senses, it 
will inevitably attempt to halt the 
revolutionary movement and not 
permit it to develop to the point 
of satisfying the essential needs of 
the proletariat and the peasantry.

Why is this inevitable? Because of 
the ‘social nature of the strata’ behind 
the Provisional Government. Since 
class forces are the underlying motor 
of the revolution, we can be sure that 
if the Provisional Government is not 
openly counterrevolutionary as yet, 
“it is only because they don’t have 
the strength for it”.

Therefore, of course, the 
Provisional Government deserves 
nothing more than a vote of no 
confidence from the soviets. Or, 
as Kamenev puts it more strongly, 
“absolute lack of confidence 
[nedoverie] in any liberal promises”. 
From this it follows that socialist 
agreementism is doomed: “The 
active forces of the great revolution 
are working for us; they are exposing 
the inadequacy and the limitations 
of any attempt to solve the tasks 
of the revolution by means of 
compromise.”

Bottom line: “This full 
satisfaction of the demands [of the 
proletariat, peasantry and army] is 
possible only when full and complete 
vlast [vsia polnota vlasti] is in their 
own hands.” The immediate goal, 
then, is a worker-peasant vlast that 
rejects agreementist compromise, 
eliminates the counterrevolutionary 
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liberals and carries out the goals of 
the revolution. Or, in the snappier 
form adopted a couple of months 
later: ‘All power to the soviets!’

The most overwhelming force 
driving apart the Provisional 
Government and the soviet system 
is the imperialist war. An unsigned 
Pravda editorial on March 26 that 
I believe was drafted by Kamenev 
explains why the imperialist war 
makes support for the Provisional 
Government impossible:

Some will say to us: why don’t 
you call outright for support of 
the Provisional Government, just 
as the bourgeois and radical press 
is doing, as the party of Socialist 
Revolutionaries is doing, and 
Plekhanov and all social-patriots 
are doing? … Those who talk of 
‘support’ forget or do not wish to 
say that this government by its 
origins and by its interests remains 
a government of imperialist war.

The whole opening section of 
Kamenev’s speech to the conference 
was a rabble-rousing denunciation 
of the war. In a climactic passage, 
Kamenev spoke of the immense 
damage done by the imperialist war, 
not only to the Russian narod, but 
also the narody - the popular masses 
- in all countries:

In this grave moment, do not 
allow illusions to possess us: only 
one thing is demanded of you, 
the same that we should demand 
of ourselves - the truth. Too 
many high-sounding words have 
covered up the robber policies 
that triumphed and led to war 
… We must say that this is not a 
narodnyi war, that this war was 
not dreamed up by the narody, 
that the imperialist classes of all 
countries have doomed us to this 
war.

In his speech to the conference, 
Kamenev urged the soviets to 
demand that the Provisional 
Government move toward peace: 
“We must say: revolutionary Russia 
demands that the Provisional 
Government formulate the will 
of revolutionary Russia toward 
peace, and [revolutionary Russia] 
expects that only an uprising of 
the oppressed narody of other 
countries will support the Russian 
Revolution.” Can we deduce from 
this that Kamenev seriously believed 
that the Provisional Government 
might actually call for “an uprising 
of the oppressed narody of other 
countries”? Please. In the very same 
speech, Kamenev insisted on the 
counterrevolutionary nature of the 
Provisional Government:

The Provisional Government 
comes out of the milieu of 
militaristic bourgeois circles. 
It has been able to fulfil a few 
of the tasks set out by us [the 
Soviet] and by our masses in their 
revolutionary creativity, despite 
its class nature, only under the 
pressure of the revolutionary 
masses. This same government 
is the banner that covers up the 
organisation of counterrevolution. 
We must say that this 
counterrevolution that is being 
organised is already attacking 
the Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies.

He also insisted - in a key statement 
- that the soviets were well on their 
way to becoming a fully-fledged 
revolutionary vlast:

Our attitude toward the 
Provisional Government at the 
present moment can be expressed 
this way: we foresee inevitable 
clashes - not between individuals, 
not between official bodies, not 

between groups, but between the 
classes of our Russian Revolution. 
We therefore should direct all our 
forces toward supporting not the 
Provisional Government, but 
the embryo of a revolutionary 
vlast, as embodied by the Soviet 
of Worker and Soldier Deputies, 
which sits here in our person.

The metaphor of an ‘embryo’ vlast 
was one way the Bolshevik leaders 
avoided a direct call for revolutionary 
replacement of the Provisional 
Government right now, while 
making clear their firm intention to 
install a vlast based on the soviets 
a bit later. As Kamenev told the 
All-Russian Soviet Conference in 
late March, “right now we do not 
want to overthrow this Provisional 
Government, we do not want to take 
the initiative of any revolutionary 
struggle against this government at 
the given moment, this very minute”. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that that the 
soviet system “will grow into the 
vlast”. I rather doubt that Kamenev’s 
agreementist opponents or any 
elite observers were particularly 
reassured by Kamenev’s statement 
that “we do not want to overthrow 
this Provisional Government right 
now, this very minute”.

Why did the Bolsheviks not call 
for an overthrow of the government 
“right now, this very minute”? On the 
one hand, the Bolsheviks themselves 
- not to mention the still chaotic 
soviet system - were not ready to 
effectively take and hold power:

Have we developed to the point 
that we can create the dictatorship 
of the proletariat? No. What is 
important is not taking the vlast: 
what is important is keeping it. 
This moment will come, but it 
will be advantageous for us to put 
it off, since right now our forces 
are still inadequate.

On the other hand, the Bolsheviks 
were far from enjoying majority 
support from the soviet constituency 
and therefore they needed to find 
imaginative ways to acquire this 
support. As Kamenev said in camera 
to fellow Bolsheviks on March 18,

We are the representatives of 
the revolutionary element in 
Petrograd, but, in the meantime, it 
seems that the wide masses do not 
understand us. Evidently, since 
we are essentially correct, we are 
formulating our resolutions and 
decisions in a way that the masses 
do not understand.

The best way to acquire majority 
support was to set in motion massive 
agitation campaigns that would 
put forth concrete proposals to 
current problems - proposals that 
only a worker-peasant vlast would 
realistically be inclined to carry out. 
The goal was to enable the soviet 
constituency to “see clearly the 
actual aims of the governments”:

And when millions of soldiers and 
workers on all fronts see clearly 
the actual aims of the governments 
that dragged them into the bloody 
shambles, it will mean not only an 
end to the war, but also a decisive 
step against the system of violence 
and exploitation that causes all the 
wars.

Campaigns aiming at a full, 
exclusive worker-peasant vlast 
were necessarily directed not only 
against the government, but against 
the ‘revolutionary defencism’ of 
agreementist socialists, who argued 
that a democratic peace and a revision 
of war aims could be achieved with 
the cooperation of the Provisional 
Government. When the Bolshevik 
Central Committee in Petrograd 
passed the following resolution on 

March 22, ‘revolutionary defencism’ 
had barely begun to cohere, yet the 
Bolsheviks leaders were swift to 
condemn it. The resolution opposed 
not only “the imperialist current that is 
zealously cultivated and inflamed by 
the liberal bourgeoisie”, but also “the 
nationalist current in the revolution, 
as represented by the petty bourgeois 
groups that have attached themselves 
to the revolution”. Any hesitation in 
opposing this socialist “nationalist 
current” would be a betrayal of basic 
principles.

As the ‘one-liner’ document 
shows, Kamenev hit all these talking 
points again and again throughout 
March, Reading through this material 
is instructive, precisely because it is 
so repetitious and insistent. Kamenev 
set forth the core Bolshevik message 
loud and he set it forth proud. Tying 
it all together was a view of

the Soviets of Worker and 
Soldier Deputies in the cities 
and the Soviets of Peasant and 
Batrak Deputies in the villages, 
as embryos of a revolutionary 
vlast that will be prepared at 
a given moment in the further 
development of the revolution to 
institute a full and complete vlast 
in alliance with revolutionary 
democracy, so that the demands 
of the insurgent people may be 
fully realised.

Worker-peasant 
vlast
In April 1917, Kamenev wrote 
Pravda articles and made speeches 
at party conferences that criticised 
what appeared to him to be 
troublesome aspects of Lenin’s April 
theses. These articles and speeches 
are famous in their way: see how 
the Bolsheviks failed to grasp the 
wisdom of Lenin’s bold new vision! 
Yet, if any historian has analysed 
Kamenev’s actual argument - if 
any secondary account does more 
than quote in passing two or three 
notorious phrases - I have not seen it. 
In my ‘one-liner’ document, I have 
provided sufficient extracts from 
Kamenev’s pronouncements for us 
to see what was on his mind. And 
what was on his mind was the fastest 
and most effective way to achieve 
full soviet power.

Kamenev may or may not have 
understood Lenin’s outlook correctly 
- for us, this is not the interesting 
question. In my view, mutual 
misunderstandings account for the 
lion’s share of this dispute. Before 
getting into Kamenev’s concerns 
then, a couple of remarks on his 
understanding the April theses will 
be helpful. First, please note what 
did not bother Kamenev about the 
April theses. He leaves without 
criticism Lenin’s calls for no support 
for the imperialist war, no support for 
revolutionary defencism, no support 
for the Provisional Government, 
and full support for a worker-
peasant vlast based on the soviets 
to be established only with majority 
support from the soviet constituency. 
Why should he have opposed this 
core part of the Bolshevik message? 
He had been hitting away at the same 
points himself since his return to 
Petrograd in mid-March.

What, then, did bother Kamenev? 
Answer: Lenin’s alleged call for 
“the immediate transformation of 
the bourgeois-democratic revolution 
into a socialist one”. But, if we turn 
to the actual April theses, we are hard 
put to find any such call - Kamenev 
is reading something into Lenin’s 
theses that is not there. I think I 
can explain why Kamenev imposed 
this interpretation - but, some other 
time! I will point out here that, when 
Lenin realised the damage caused by 
this misinterpretation, he wrote an 
article entitled ‘A basic question’, in 
which he energetically disassociated 

himself from it. The text of this article 
with commentary can be found in 
my ‘All power to the soviets!’ series.

Why was Kamenev so insistent 
that the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution was not yet complete? 
Because he was a pedant obsessed 
with the proper Marxist label for 
the ongoing revolution? No - as my 
excerpts plainly show, his overriding 
concern was about the viability 
of the worker-peasant alliance. 
According to the rules of Marxist 
discourse then applying (they 
changed later), a worker-peasant 
vlast could only be the product of a 
democratic revolution, not a socialist 
one. And why was Kamenev so 
concerned with the peasant-worker 
alliance? Because both his long-
term Bolshevik convictions and 
his perceptions of what was going 
on around him told him that soviet 
power was a viable proposition only 
through the worker-peasant bloc.

Thus we can easily perceive 
how off-base and even bizarre 
is the common interpretation of 
Kamenev’s argument: the bourgeois-
democratic revolution is unfinished 
- and therefore we should allow the 
Provisional Government to go on 
its way undisturbed and allow elite 
society to run things. No, no, no - 
Kamenev’s  argument is exactly the 
opposite. The bourgeois-democratic 
revolution is unfinished, yes - but 
therefore we need to replace the 
liberal Provisional Government 
as soon as possible with a worker-
peasant vlast that will be up to the 
job of finishing up the democratic 
transformation of Russia. And if the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution is 
in fact finished - meaning that the 
worker-peasant bloc is no longer 
viable - then the chances of any kind 
of truly revolutionary vlast in Russia 
in 1917 are very dim!

If the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution is finished, then this 
bloc could not exist, no definite 
tasks would stand before it, and 
the proletariat would conduct a 
revolutionary struggle against 
the bourgeois-democratic bloc. 
Working together at such a 
moment would be completely 
impossible.

The insistence on the worker-peasant 
bloc is the heart of Kamenev’s 
critique. Here is a paraphrase of his 
full argument in April:

Our most urgent aim is - or 
should be - to replace the Provisional 
Government in the near future with 
an exclusive worker-peasant vlast, 
based on the soviets, that alone will be 
capable of defending the revolution 
and carrying out its goals. To achieve 
this aim, we need, first and foremost, 
a strong alliance between workers 
and peasants. We need to respect the 
non-socialist goals of our allies. We 
need aggressive agitation campaigns 
that make vivid demands on the 
Provisional Government in order 
to expose its counterrevolutionary 
nature. We cannot be passive, 
waiting for objective circumstances 
to do our job. We need to make 
concrete policy proposals for solving 
pressing problems, or the soviet 
constituency will listen to other 
voices. But some aspects of comrade 
Lenin’s theses seem to imply that 
this standard Bolshevik view of 
things must now be ditched - thus 
dooming our fundamental goal in 
this revolution, the one that is now 
going on in Russia: establishment of 
an exclusive worker-peasant vlast.

Thus Kamenev. Let us briefly 
focus on a few of his key points. 
As Kamenev remarked, the official 
name of the soviets themselves 
- ‘Soviets of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies’ - “shows that they represent 
a bloc composed of petty bourgeois 
and proletarian forces, before 
which stand unfinished bourgeois-

democratic tasks”. The central item 
in the list of unfinished “democratic” 
tasks is land to the peasants:

the revolution is not yet 
completed, because the whole 
mass of gentry [pomeshchik] land 
still finds itself in the hands of the 
gentry. We should acknowledge 
that gentry land owning - 
formally and factually a classic 
holdover of feudalism - is not yet 
liquidated.

Kamenev explicitly notes that 
the revolution in Russia is not the 
classic type of bourgeois revolution, 
in which the bourgeoisie itself runs 
the show. On the contrary, this is 
a 20th century-style ‘bourgeois 
revolution’, in which the proletariat, 
not the bourgeoisie, has hegemony. 
And the central challenge of 
preserving proletariat hegemony is 
“working with the bloc, supporting 
it, constructing our tactics with the 
aim of making sure we do not tear 
apart the bloc”. This imperative 
continued to be the mantra of 
Bolshevism, receiving eloquent 
expression, for example, in Lenin’s 
final articles in 1923.

Kamenev reiterates the points 
made in March about the inevitable 
clash between the Provisional 
Government and the soviets, while 
explaining that

the Provisional Government will 
inevitably clash not only with 
the proletariat as a class with a 
socialist outlook, but also - in view 
of the fact that the government is 
bourgeois and imperialist - it will 
also clash with the entire petty-
bourgeois bloc.

The war is a central reason for the 
inevitable clash of the government 
with the whole range of democratic 
organisations: “Either the revolution 
will cut short the war or the war 
will attack the conquests of the 
revolution.”

Kamenev’s critique in April is 
usually dismissed as the losing side 
of the battle within the party, as a 
roadmap that was not followed. 
On the contrary, his analysis in 
his April remarks of the driving 
forces and prospects of the Russian 
Revolution is shrewd and insightful. 
The worker-peasant bloc was indeed 
central to Bolshevik tactics - and 
Lenin very soon went out of his way 
to show that he never doubted it. 
Any ‘steps toward socialism’ in the 
form of advanced state regulation 
of the economy would only take 
place if the peasants signed on 
(see Lenin’s ‘A basic question’ 
mentioned earlier).

Kamenev’s misunderstanding of 
Lenin’s April theses is in its way 
a fortunate thing - even though it 
led to major misunderstandings of 
Kamenev himself. Nevertheless, his 
reading of the April theses goaded 
him to insist on axiomatic points 
that might otherwise have gone 
unarticulated. His whole critique 
was based on the aim of installing in 
the near future an exclusive worker-
peasant vlast based on the soviet 
that would replace the Provisional 
Government. This project could 
only come to fruition if there existed 
a viable worker-peasant alliance 
based solidly on overlapping class 
interests.

We should give the last word 
to Kamenev - in a pithy remark 
that more than most evokes the 
revolutionary atmosphere of the 
time: “In one of these crises, and 
perhaps in the very near future, the 
question of the vlast will be posed 
in the sharpest possible form.” Be 
ready! l

Notes
1. johnriddell.com/2017/10/12/the-bolsheviks-in-
1917-index-to-a-debate.
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One-liners
Lev Kamenev in March-April 1917
Unsigned editorial: 
‘The Provisional 
Government and 
revolutionary 
social democracy’ 
(Pravda March 14 
1917)
Full worker-peasant vlast
The proletariat and the peasantry 
and the army composed of 
these classes will consider 
the revolution now begun as 
completed only when it has 
satisfied their demands entirely 
and in full - when all remnants 
of the former regime, economic 
as well as political, have been 
torn up to their very roots. This 
full satisfaction of their demands 
is possible only when full and 
complete vlast [vsia polnota 
vlasti] is in their own hands. 
Insofar as the revolution is going 
to develop and to deepen, it will 
come to this - to the dictatorship 
of the proletariat and the 
peasantry.
Provisional Government is 
counterrevolutionary by nature
The Provisional Government, 
in accordance with the social 
nature of the strata from which 
it came, would like to hold back 
the development of the revolution 
at its first steps. If they haven’t 
done so as yet, it is only because 
they don’t have the strength for 
it … We must realise that the 
paths of the democracy and of 
the Provisional Government 
will diverge - that, when the 
bourgeoisie comes to its senses, 

it will inevitably attempt to halt 
the revolutionary movement and 
not permit it to develop to the 
point of satisfying the essential 
needs of the proletariat and the 
peasantry.
Against agreementism
The active forces of the great 
revolution are working for us; 
they are exposing the inadequacy 
and the limitations of any 
attempt to solve the tasks of 
the revolution by means of 
compromise.
Absolute lack of confidence in 
the government
The slogan of the moment 
still remains: organisation of 
the forces of the proletariat; 
consolidation of the forces of 
the proletariat, peasantry and 
army by means of the Soviets 
of Deputies; absolute lack of 
confidence [nedoverie] in any 
liberal promises.

‘Without secret 
diplomacy’ (Pravda 
March 15 1917)
We need to show the soviet 
constituency the actual aims of 
the imperialist war
The narody, drawn into an 
imperialist war against their will, 
[need] a clear answer about the 
reasons why this war is being 
fought. And when millions of 
soldiers and workers on all fronts 
see clearly the actual aims of the 
governments that dragged them into 
the bloody shambles, it will mean 
not only an end to the war, but also 
a decisive step against the system 
of violence and exploitation that 
causes all the wars.

Comments to 
Petersburg 
Committee, 
March 18 1917
We need to win over a 
majority of the soviet 
constituency, and we can 
be confident that we will 
succeed, if we present our 
message correctly
It is surprising that the 
Bolsheviks are not occupying 
a dominant position in the 
Petrograd Soviet of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies - and 
why do they allow into the 
soviet the liquidators, who 
do not express the outlook 
of the Petrograd workers? 
We are the representatives of 
the revolutionary element in 
Petrograd, but in the meantime 
it seems that the wide masses 
do not understand us. Evidently, 
since we are essentially 
correct, we are formulating our 
resolutions and decisions in 
a way that the masses do not 
understand.
We should take the vlast 
when we are confident of 
being able to keep it - and this 
moment is coming
Have we developed to the point 
that we can create the dictatorship 
of the proletariat? No. What 
is important is not taking the 
vlast - what is important is 
keeping it. [Nevazhno-vziat’ 
vlast, vazhno-uderzhat’.] This 
moment will come, but it will be 
advantageous for us to put it off, 
since right now our forces are still 
inadequate.

‘On the Provisional 
Government’ 
- resolution 
passed by Central 
Committee, 
March 22 1917
Provisional Government is 
counterrevolutionary
The Provisional Government, as 
one put forward by the conservative 
bourgeois classes of [elite] society 
and tied by its interests to Anglo-
French capital, is incapable of 
resolving the tasks put forward by 
the revolution. Its active opposition 
[protivodeistvie] to the further 
development and deepening of 
the revolution is paralysed only 
by the growth of the revolutionary 
forces themselves and of their 
organisations. [We must] make 
clear the true class essence of the 
present government.
Full and complete worker-
peasant vlast
The Soviets of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies in the cities and the 
Soviets of Peasant and Batrak 
Deputies in the villages, as embryos 
[zachatki] of a revolutionary vlast 
that will be prepared at a given 
moment in the further development 
of the revolution to institute a full 
and complete vlast [polnota vlasti] 
in alliance with revolutionary 
democracy so that the demands of 
the insurgent people may be fully 
realised.
International revolution is 
required to bring the Russian 
Revolution to its full conclusion
The Russian Revolution - the 
first in a series of revolution and 

uprisings by the proletariat that 
the imperialist war will inevitably 
engender - can only secure for the 
peoples of Russia the maximum 
of democratic liberties and social 
reforms if it becomes the starting 
point for the revolutionary 
movement of the western European 
proletariat against their own 
bourgeois governments.
Against revolutionary defencism
The Social Democratic Party, as 
the leader of the proletariat in this 
struggle for peace, must tirelessly 
make clear the true meaning of the 
present imperialist war and must 
struggle undeviatingly against 
the imperialist current that is 
zealously cultivated and inflamed 
by the liberal bourgeoisie, but also 
against the nationalist current in 
the revolution, as represented by 
the petty bourgeois groups that 
have attached themselves to the 
revolution. Any vacillation in this 
struggle and - what is worse - any 
bowing to this nationalist current, 
would be a betrayal of the tasks of 
the international proletariat and, 
thereby, the true interests of the 
tasks of both the proletariat and the 
entire toiling population of Russia.

‘Our platform’ 
(Pravda March 26 
1917 - unsigned)
Support for the Provisional 
Government is unacceptable
Some will say to us: why don’t 
you call outright for support of 
the Provisional Government, just 
as the bourgeois and radical press 
is doing, as the party of Socialist 
Revolutionaries is doing, and 
Plekhanov and all social-patriots 

Petrograd soviet: the Bolshevik’s had to win their constituency
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are doing? … Those who talk of 
‘support’ forget or do not wish to 
say that this government by its 
origins and by its interests remains 
a government of imperialist war. We 
are socialists and internationalists. 
In our struggle with imperialist 
governments we do not for a 
minute tie our hands. Therefore for 
us the task of the moment is the 
organisation of proletarian forces 
and of the revolutionary democracy 
generally, to whom only the further 
deepening and development of the 
revolution will present the question 
of taking up a full and complete 
vlast [polnota vlasti] from the hands 
of a Provisional Government that 
has exhausted itself.
International revolution is 
required to end the war with a 
democratic peace
Only a peace that has been created 
by the peoples rising up against 
imperialism is capable of satisfying 
the demands of the toiling masses 
of all countries and nations. The 
path to this peace is through the 
struggle of the proletariat in each 
of the warring countries against the 
imperialist ambitions of their own 
country …

But liberated Russia must do 
what tsarism could not do and 
did not want to do: by its own 
revolutionary example, by its open 
declaration of the necessity of 
ending the imperialist war that is 
tormenting the peoples of the whole 
globe, it must draw all the toilers - 
all those who in all countries have 
no interest in wartime profits - onto 
the path of the struggle against 
imperialism.

Speeches and 
resolutions at 
All Russian Soviet 
Conference 
(March 29-April 3 
1917)
Resolution on war: ‘The war 
is imperialist and threatens 
revolution’
The present war arose on the 
ground of imperialist (aiming 
at conquest) aspirations of the 
dominant classes of all countries, 
aiming at the conquest of new lands 
and at the subordination of small 
and backward states. Each extra 
day of war enriches the financial 
and industrial bourgeoisie and 
destroys and weakens the forces 
of the proletariat and the peasantry 
of all warring countries. In Russia, 
furthermore, this prolongation of 
the war creates a menacing danger 
to securing the conquests of the 
revolution and to carrying it out to 
the end [do kontsa].
Resolution on war: ‘Only worker-
peasant vlast can justify war 
(and publish and repudiate the 
secret treaties signed by the 
tsarist government)’
Only a complete liquidation of the 
entire foreign policy of tsarism 
and the imperialist bourgeoisie - 
together with the liquidation of the 
international secret treaties and a 
genuine transfer of the vlast into 
the hands of the proletariat and the 
revolutionary democracy - would 
herald a [genuine] change in the 
imperialist character of the war, as 
far as Russia is concerned.
Resolution on Provisional 
Government: ‘Its class essence 
ensures its enmity toward 
deepening the revolution’
The Provisional Government 
consists of representatives from 
the conservative-bourgeois classes 
who are tied to the interests of 
Anglo-French imperialism … the 
forces of counterrevolution - now 
organising by using the Provisional 
Government as a banner and with 
its open tolerance - have already 
begun an attack against the Soviets 

of Worker and Soldier Deputies; 
the Soviets of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies are the only bodies that 
express the will of the revolutionary 
narod.
The counterrevolutionary 
Provisional Government 
deserves no credit for any 
revolutionary measures
We must say: the Provisional 
Government comes out of the 
milieu of militaristic bourgeois 
circles. It has been able to fulfil a 
few of the tasks set out by us [the 
Soviet] and by our masses in their 
revolutionary creativity, despite its 
class nature, only under the pressure 
of the revolutionary masses. This 
same government is the banner 
that covers up the organisation of 
counterrevolution. We must say 
that this counterrevolution that is 
being organised is already attacking 
the Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies.
An atmosphere of 
counterrevolution
The comrade from Pskov said 
that we breathe an atmosphere of 
counterrevolution. This needs to be 
said in any resolution in which we 
state our attitude to the Provisional 
Government: yes, we breathe an 
atmosphere of counterrevolution.
The vlast of the soviets is 
the only counterforce to 
counterrevolution
Let me ask you: where do 
we find pushback [otpor] to 
this counterrevolution? In the 
Provisional Government, used by 
the bourgeois counterrevolution as 
a front for its organisation and to 
which it swears fidelity? Or is the 
only pushback - not only to tsarism, 
but to bourgeois counterrevolution 
- found in the embryo of the 
revolutionary vlast of the narod 
itself: this Soviet of Worker and 
Soldier Deputies?
Don’t kid yourself: the war is 
imperialist
In this grave moment, do not allow 
illusions to possess us: only one 
thing is demanded of you, the same 
that we should demand of ourselves 
- the truth. Too many high-sounding 
words have covered up the robber 
policies that triumphed and led to 
war. Not high-sounding words, 
not a cover-up for the imperialist 
war, but the truth, the naked truth 
about what kind of war this is - this 
is what all the narody demand. 
We here, we alone - the victorious 
revolution - can say this truth, and 
we must say it. We must say that 
this is not a narodnyi war, that this 
war was not dreamed up by the 
narody, that the imperialist classes 
of all countries have doomed us to 
this war.
Did I mention that the war is 
imperialist?
Let all our comrades know, let all 
former members of the International 
of the workers know, that we salute 
not only the socialist in the streets 
of Berlin who called on the narod 
to throw over their subjugation to 
capital and is now therefore sitting 
in Wilhelm’s prison - not just him, 
but all those who remain faithful 
to the banner of international 
socialism, who, at the first sounds 
of the imperialist call to arms, 
said: ‘No, bourgeois gentlemen, 
this is your war! We may still be 
insufficiently strong to oppose our 
will that aims at the brotherhood of 
the narody to your will that aims 
at dividing markets and colonies 
among yourselves, but we protest 
against the fact that you, the slave-
owners, use us to divide up and 
grab profits.’
Kamenev calls for ‘demands’ 
on the government [Did 
Kamenev seriously think that 
the counterrevolutionary 
Provisional Government would 
call for uprisings in Allied 
countries? Or was he making 

‘demands’ solely for agitational 
purposes?]
We must say: revolutionary Russia 
demands that the Provisional 
Government formulate the will 
of revolutionary Russia toward 
peace, and [revolutionary Russia] 
expects that only an uprising of the 
oppressed narody of other countries 
will support the Russian Revolution 
and will create a peace that in some 
small measure will make up for the 
immense waste of narodnyi blood, 
of narodnyi forces, that the vampire 
of militarism has already sucked out 
of the world.
Agreementism is doomed - 
no support for Provisional 
Government
Our attitude toward the Provisional 
Government at the present moment 
can be expressed this way: we 
foresee inevitable clashes, not 
between individuals, not between 
official bodies, not between groups, 
but between the classes of our 
Russian Revolution. We therefore 
should direct all our forces toward 
supporting not the Provisional 
Government, but the embryo of a 
revolutionary vlast, as embodied by 
the Soviet of Worker and Soldier 
Deputies, which sits here in our 
person.
The policies of the Provisional 
Government are determined by 
its class nature
Political parties and assemblies 
[such as this one] do not judge 
according to specific individuals, 
but according to the class nature 
of those strata to which a given 
individual belongs. And if this is 
the case, then we must say in this 
resolution that, putting on one side 
the course of development of the 
Russian Revolution and putting 
on the other side the class from 
which Guchkov and Miliukov have 
emerged, [there is] another organ of 
the revolutionary vlast - not [yet] a 
vlast, but its embryo.
Kontrol by the soviets of the 
Provisional Government aims 
not at ensuring that government 
policy is revolutionary (which 
will never happen), but to 
prepare for the government’s 
removal
We must call for support, not for 
this legal defender of the illegal 
support for counterrevolution - the 
Provisional Government - but 
rather for the establishment of the 
strictest kontrol, in expectation of 
the moment when the development 
of the revolution in its elemental 
path leads to a clash of the different 
classes of Russian society. We will 
then be compelled to fight off the 
attacks of the Guchkovs. These are 
the truths we must proclaim …
‘Absolute lack of confidence’ 
in the Provisional Government 
[repeating the phrase from his 
first editorial on March 14]
I think that if revolutionary 
democracy wants to further develop 
the revolution, there is only one 
position it can take: absolute 
lack of confidence [absoliutnoe 
nedoverie] in the government, 
one that did not arise from the 
milieu of revolutionary democracy. 
[Applause] … We must say: the 
Provisional Government comes 
out of the milieu of militaristic 
bourgeois circles.
We fully intend to replace the 
Provisional Government with a 
soviet vlast - only not ‘this very 
minute’
In this resolution about relations 
to the Provisional Government, 
unless you counterpose the organ 
of the revolutionary vlast to the 
Provisional Government, unless 
you state what is actually the case - 
[namely] that this organ will grow 
into the vlast - then [although] right 
now we do not want to overthrow 
this Provisional Government, we do 
not want to take the initiative of any 

revolutionary struggle against this 
government at the given moment, 
this very minute …
A ‘double vlast’ [dvoevlastie, 
usually translated ‘dual power’] 
is intolerable, and can only 
end with the single vlast of the 
soviets
We now confront the undoubted 
fact of a double vlast. From the 
report made yesterday by comrade 
Steklov, it is completely clear 
that the relation between the 
revolutionary movement and the 
Provisional Government is not only 
the result of an agreement, but at the 
same time the result of a struggle 
both internal [that is, between the 
parties to the agreement] and, to a 
considerable degree, stubborn … 
We need to say, in the resolution 
on our attitude to our Provisional 
Government, how we understand 
this double vlast, and also whether 
there exists, besides the Provisional 
Government, another organising 
centre of the revolution, and [if so] 
what mutual relations exist between 
them.
The soviets are not yet a vlast
The will of the revolutionary narod 
expresses itself in one organ - an 
organ that is incarnated in the 
multifarious Soviets of Worker and 
Soldier Deputies, scattered over the 
whole Russian land. This is where 
the will of the narod is concentrated 
and in no other place. And if this 
is the case, we must speak, not 
of support for the Provisional 
Government, but exclusively of 
support for these Soviets of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies.
The foreign policy of the 
Provisional Government is 
identical to tsarism
And, comrades, I call you to face 
the truth. Dare to look this truth 
in the eye. We have overthrown 
tsarism, and this means the 
liberation of the narody inside 
Russia. But does it also mean our 
liberation from the methods of 
foreign policy that tsarism used, 
with complete lack of any input 
from society [pri polnom bezglasii 
vsekh]?
No confidence in the Provisional 
Government
We need to say in the resolution 
exactly, clearly and definitely that 
the issue is not that the Provisional 
Government is composed of these 
individuals or those, but rather 
that it represents the interests of a 
certain class of society - one that 
does not cease to be a specific 
class with its specific interests, 
even though 10 or 12 [individual] 
representatives make this or that 
declaration. We need to say to the 
narod that if the government is 
tied by its interests to English and 
French capitalism, then we cannot 
give our confidence to specific 
individuals. Political parties and 
assemblies [such as this one] do 
not judge according to specific 
individuals, but according to the 
class nature of those strata to which 
a given individual belongs …
Support for the Provisional 
Government? Are you kidding?
When we speak of support, are 
we talking about support for the 
dozen or so individuals, in whom 
we do not believe, because we 
believe in not a single one of these 
individuals, we don’t believe in 
Guchkov nor Miliukov? Or are 
we talking about confidence and 
support for a party [the Kadet 
liberal party] that characterises 
the role of the Soviet of Worker 
and Soldier Deputies in the way 
we have just seen [Kamenev 
had just quoted imperialistic 
resolutions from the recent Kadet 
party congress]? Or are we talking 
about support for the bourgeoisie 
as a class, that is openly busy with 
counterrevolution? What kind 
of support are we talking about: 

support for a party, for a group, for 
individuals or for classes in this 
revolution?
Ending this brutal war is our 
first priority
Gathered here together as sovereign 
[polnovlastnye] representatives 
of the narody of Russia, we must 
say: ‘We not only call all the 
oppressed, all the enslaved, all the 
victims of world imperialism to an 
insurrection against slavery, against 
the imperialist classes, but we also 
say in the name of the Russian 
revolutionary narod: not one drop 
of unnecessary blood will we allow 
to flow to serve the interests of the 
bourgeoisie, either ours or theirs’ 
… The Russian revolutionary army 
and the proletariat did not carry 
out a revolution simply in order to 
allow the blood to flow even one 
extra hour, one extra unnecessary 
minute.
Support for the Provisional 
Government implies coalition - 
the kind of coalition called for 
by socialists on the extreme 
right wing of Social Democracy, 
such as Plekhanov
It would be completely logical for 
those representatives of the Soviet 
of Worker and Soldier Deputies 
who yesterday defended a certain 
attitude toward the war in a manner 
well-known to us, as expressed in 
the resolution [about the war] that 
we [that is, you, the majority of the 
conference] adopted, and logical for 
those comrades who proposed to us 
that we support this government, 
as in the executive committee’s 
proposed resolution [about the 
government] - I would consider it 
logical on their part if they took 
the step [coalition] that has already 
been predicted by one of the 
socialist groups - the group headed 
by GV Plekhanov. He has written 
that, if we take the war as it is now, 
along with the secret treaties whose 
repudiation or publication has been 
rejected here - if we call for support 
for the Provisional Government 
- then it is natural to extend this 
support right up into entry into 
the government. I myself stand on 
another point of view.
Bolshevik Party 
conference, end of 
March
‘An expression of support - even 
a hint - is impermissible’
The point about support in the 
resolution proposed by Steklov 
[that is, the agreementist resolution] 
is utterly unacceptable. An 
expression of support - even a 
hint - is impermissible. We can’t 
support the government, because 
it is imperialist - because, despite 
its declaration, it remains in 
alliance with the Anglo-French 
bourgeoisie … In last evening’s 
amendments to the resolution, we 
said that support was not possible. 
In view of the double vlast, the 
will of the revolutionary narod is 
incarnated not in the Provisional 
Government, but in the Soviets of 
Worker Deputies, and it is they that 
must be strengthened, for they are 
bound to clash with the Provisional 
Government.
The soviets and only the 
soviets express the will of the 
revolutionary narod
The task of the Congress is to 
proclaim to all of Russia that the 
sole expresser of the will of the 
revolutionary narod is the Soviet 
of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, 
and that we must strengthen 
and support them and not the 
Provisional Government.
‘Our differences’, 
April 8 1917
Endorses speeches and 
resolutions presented at All-
Soviet Conference
[Lenin criticises the policy of 
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Pravda] as expressed at the time 
of the congress of Soviets and in 
the statements of the Bolshevik 
delegates at that congress. This 
policy of Pravda is precisely 
formulated in the resolutions about 
the Provisional Government and the 
war, as drafted by the Bureau of the 
Central Committee and accepted 
by the Bolshevik delegates at the 
congress.
Against revolutionary defencism
[We will defend this platform] 
against the demoralising influence 
of ‘revolutionary defencism’, as 
well as against comrade Lenin’s 
critique.
Against agreementist socialist 
leaders in the soviet
[Lenin’s tactic] differs profoundly 
from the tactic that the 
representatives of Pravda at the 
All-Russian Congress defended 
against the official vozhdi of the 
Soviet [‘moderate’ socialists such 
as Tsereteli], as well as against the 
Mensheviks, who are dragging the 
soviet to the right.

‘On Lenin’s theses’ 
(Pravda April 12 
1917)
Against revolutionary defencism
What should be the policy of 
the party in relation to the war? 
The defencists says: we need to 
defend the revolution at the front. 
Pravda says: we need to unfurl 
right now in Russia an extremely 
broad campaign aimed at the whole 
narod for universal peace, and by 
so doing helping out the proletariat 
of all countries to have an uprising 
against their governments. What say 
Lenin’s theses? Nothing.
Uprising later, not now
If comrade Lenin is correct that “we 
need to overthrow the Provisional 
Government, but definitely not 
right now” - and he undoubtedly is 
correct about this - then we must 
forthrightly label any call to an 
immediate overthrow as one that 
is not appropriate at the present 
moment [emphasis added], one that 
is harmful and that disorganises 
the forces of the revolutionary 
proletariat.
Worker-peasant bloc implies 
that the revolution is ‘bourgeois-
democratic’
But steps toward socialism, to 
the overthrow of capital, can only 
be done by the workers. But the 
workers take into account that in 
the context of an uncompleted 
democratic revolution in the most 
economically backward country 
in Europe, in a moment when the 
village has not yet even liquidated 
[all the effects of] serfdom - that 
this context and this moment does 
not at all correspond to “decisive 
steps” to socialism.

Kamenev on 
how to achieve a 
worker-peasant 
vlast as soon 
as possible 
(critique of 
Lenin’s proposed 
resolutions 
in Kamenev’s 
report to the 
April Bolshevik 
party conference, 
April 24 1917)
The replacement of the 
Provisional Government by an 
exclusive worker-peasant vlast 
is an urgent matter of the near 
future
In one of these crises, and perhaps 
in the very near future, the 
question of the vlast will be posed 

in the sharpest possible form.
A worker-peasant vlast implies 
a ‘bourgeois-democratic 
revolution’, not a purely 
socialist revolution, in which 
the proletariat does not need 
allies
[In the latter part of March] the 
Bolshevik line received a definite, 
precise expression. We are 
against revolutionary defencism 
and against the Provisional 
Government, but, at the same 
time, we are against the immediate 
overthrow of the Provisional 
Government and against the 
immediate transformation of the 
bourgeois-democratic revolution 
into a socialist one. [Why?] In 
Russia … the revolution is not 
yet completed, because the whole 
mass of gentry [pomeshchik] land 
still finds itself in the hands of the 
gentry. We should acknowledge 
that gentry landowning - 
formally and factually a classic 
holdover of feudalism - is not yet 
liquidated, and that therefore the 
aforementioned evaluation [that is, 
Russia is experiencing a socialist 
revolution] is premature …

If the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution is finished, then this 
bloc could not exist, no definite 
tasks would stand before it, and 
the proletariat would conduct a 
revolutionary struggle against 
the bourgeois-democratic bloc. 
Working together at such a 
moment would be completely 
impossible …

Either the proletariat stands 
before tasks that can be carried 
out by itself alone, and not a 
single other social group is able 
to help him - and in that case we 
break up the bloc and move over 
to carrying out tasks that can be 
fulfilled only by the proletariat. 
Or we take into account the fact 
that under the circumstances of the 
present moment this bloc is viable 
and it has a future - and then we 
participate in the bloc and build 
our tactics such that this bloc is 
not torn apart [razorvat’].
The very name of the soviets 
- ‘worker and soldier deputies’ - 
implies a worker-peasant bloc
We regard the soviets of worker 
and soldier deputies as the 
organising centres of our forces 
and the centres of the vlast. We 
must acknowledge that they are 
the central nodes [uzlami] of the 
revolution. Their name alone 
[that is, ‘worker and soldier 
deputies’] shows that they 
represent a bloc composed of petty 
bourgeois and proletarian forces, 
before which stand unfinished 
bourgeois-democratic tasks … 
If we acknowledge the soviets 
as centres of the organisation 
of our forces, we therefore also 
acknowledge that there are tasks 
that can only be accomplished by 
an alliance [soiuz] of the workers 
and peasants. And this means that 
the bourgeois revolution is not 
yet finished, that it has not yet 
exhausted itself.
The proletariat indeed has a 
special role: the ‘hegemon’, 
the freely accepted political 
leader, of the worker-peasant 
bloc
I think we all understand that, 
when a Bolshevik talks about the 
bourgeois revolution, he has in 
mind not the classical bourgeois 
revolution that we usually see in 
the 18th century, but a revolution 
that is taking place in the 20th 
century and therefore contains in 
itself all the particularities of this 
century: that is, it is taking place 
in a time of war and there exists 
the hegemony of the proletariat … 
In the process of revolution, the 
party of the proletariat will present 
itself exactly and precisely as the 
party of socialist transformation 

[perevorot]. But that is one 
specific task. The other task 
consists of working with the bloc, 
supporting it, constructing our 
tactics with the aim of making sure 
we do not tear apart the bloc.
Our mantra must be: make 
sure we do not cause a schism 
between workers and peasants 
[cf Lenin’s final articles in 
1923]
We are going forward with the 
[worker-peasant] bloc and we 
can still take a number of steps 
together. I hope that a proletarian 
party will act in this manner. The 
other task consists of working 
with the bloc, supporting it, 
constructing our tactics with the 
aim of making sure we do not tear 
apart the bloc.
The Provisional Government 
is counterrevolutionary 
both against the socialist 
proletariat and the democratic 
‘petty bourgeois masses’
Only by taking into account the 
concrete context - the existence 
of revolutionary petty-bourgeois 
masses, who travel with the 
proletariat only part of the way 
- can we build our tactics. We 
must say that this Provisional 
Government will inevitably clash 
not only with the proletariat as 
a class with a socialist outlook, 
but also - in view of the fact that 
the government is bourgeois and 
imperialist - will clash with the 
entire petty-bourgeois bloc … 
Comrade Lenin doesn’t like the 
term ‘revolutionary democracy’, 
because it muffles the socialist 
face of the proletariat, but in 
essence we have to say that the 
clash of the bourgeoisie with the 
entire revolutionary democracy is 
inevitable.
We need majority support 
in the soviet constituency 
(as comrade Lenin seems to 
realise)
When comrade Lenin says that 
the Provisional Government 
rests on the confidence given 
it by the soviet and therefore 
overthrowing it [at the present 
time] is not possible [svergnut’ 
ego nel’zia], then he by that very 
acknowledgment sets boundaries 
to the tasks of the proletariat at the 
present moment …

We as a proletarian party should 
state that we cannot speed up this 
process [by premature attempts at 
overthrow]. For this reason, I’m 
completely in accord with comrade 
Lenin when he speaks out against 
too sharp a turn toward the slogan, 
‘Down with the Provisional 
Government’, but I think the point 
should have been made just a 
little earlier … And as a result of 
this [inevitably looming] large-
scale clash of the petty bourgeois 
with the Provisional Government, 
the slogan, ‘Down with the 
Provisional Government’, will lose 
its Blanquist character. This slogan 
will then compel these masses 
to aim at the establishment of a 
government that will actually fulfil 
its demands.
The war ensures that the 
Provisional Government will 
act in a counterrevolutionary 
fashion against soviet and 
other mass organisations
The continuation of the war is 
incompatible with the degree 
of freedom now enjoyed by the 
petty-bourgeois masses: to fight 
a war with the kind of [mass] 
organisations that now exist, 
to fight in an atmosphere of 
[continual] mass rallies, is a thing 
that is completely unheard of and 
doomed to defeat in every way. 
Thus a contradiction has arisen: 
on the one side, complete freedom 
and organisations not seen before, 
and, at the same time, the attempts 
of the imperialists to continue 

the war. And this will inevitably 
push the Provisional Government 
to struggle against this free 
organisation of the petty-bourgeois 
soldier masses and against a whole 
range of freedoms … Either the 
revolution will cut short the war or 
the war will attack the conquests 
of the revolution. To fight a war 
like they are fighting now is a 
thing that is, of course, impossible.
It is not enough to say the 
war is imperialist: we have 
to propose concrete ways of 
achieving peace
It is now utterly clear that the war 
is imperialist and that it can be 
ended only by socialist revolution. 
It is correct that defencism must be 
rejected. I maintain that this war 
can be ended only by a worldwide 
revolution and that fraternisation 
is the most direct means for this. 
But, besides having a definite 
policy for the front in the form 
of fraternization, shouldn’t we 
also, inside the country, carry out 
a struggle for peace as a political 
party should? If we don’t do it, 
then the other parties will take this 
task upon themselves …

If you know that the struggle 
for peace begins in actual fact only 
when the revolutionary proletariat 
stands at the vlast, and at the same 
time you know that the time for 
this hasn’t come, then why aren’t 
there concrete suggestions for [the 
intervening period], but nothing 
more than demands to liquidate the 
war? We have to show the masses 
concrete methods of struggle for 
the period when the vlast has not 
yet come into our hands.
We need a positive policy for 
the period between the present 
moment and the moment when 
we replace the Provisional 
Government
We give no confidence to the 
Provisional Government; we 
know that it must give up its vlast 
after clashing with the organised 
soviets and that the soviets will 
be compelled to take over the 
vlast, whether at that moment 
it wishes to or not - but do we 
have any kind of tactic up to 
that moment, when the vlast has 
not yet been transferred into the 
hands of the bloc? … We have 
to show the masses concrete 
methods of struggle for the 
period when the vlast has not yet 
come into our hands; we must 
make an effort so that comrade 
Lenin’s general, magnificently 
laid out maximum programme is 
brought into contact with real life 
by taking into consideration the 
circumstances of the present war 
…

Of course, all of our activity 
can be considered explanation, 
but then it would be enough 
to write resolutions and 
explanations. That’s hardly 
enough. We need concrete, active 
steps that will give the masses 
the possibility of arriving through 
their own practical experience 
at a whole series of definite 
attitudes toward the Provisional 
Government … [By limiting 
yourself to ‘explanations’ à la 
Lenin,] you are playing into the 
hands of our opponents and you 
will just sit around until objective 
conditions give you the vlast.
Lenin’s ‘patient explanation’ 
is no substitute for ‘genuine 
political work’
We will be left without [genuine] 
political work, we’ll be nothing 
but theorists, propagandists, who 
write excellent treatises about the 
future socialist revolution, but 
who distance ourselves from the 
situation we are now experiencing 
as political activists, as a political 
party with a definite outlook. 
But, in the opposite case, if we 
demand a series of political 

actions, we will know what 
demands from the soviet should 
be proposed by the comrades 
who are carrying on responsible 
work in the Executive Committee 
[of the soviet], we will know 
that we cannot limit ourselves 
to explanations … If you go to 
the Executive Committee and 
you are asked what you have 
decided about the Provisional 
Government, and you say: it’s not 
time yet to replace it, although 
at the same time it should be 
replaced [eventually], and for 
that reason we’re going to wait 
until the vlast is transferred into 
the hands of the soviets, and until 
then we will explain and explain 
- by doing this, you will be giving 
the vlast into the hands of our 
opponents.
Kontrol by the soviets is an 
agitation technique to help 
us remove the Provisional 
Government (and certainly not 
- ha ha - to get it to carry out 
revolutionary policies!)
But if we understand kontrol as a 
stage to the transfer of the vlast 
and organise it as a beginning, 
as a stage, then that will be our 
political demand, one that will 
really lead us forward, because 
the vlast should belong to the 
soviets, but the soviets are not 
taking the vlast.
Making ‘demands’ is an 
effective agitation technique; 
it in no way implies any 
expectation that the 
government will actually carry 
out the demanded policies, 
but the opposite: we bet our 
political future on the refusal 
of the Provisional Government 
to carry out revolutionary 
policies
You know, comrades, that at the 
present moment, not one meeting 
goes by without a resolution 
being passed that demands the 
publication of the secret treaties. 
Should we, as a political party, 
take on ourselves to demand the 
publication of the secret treaties - 
announce that this is our political 
demand? People will say to me: 
excuse me, you’re demanding 
something impossible. But the 
demands I make are not founded 
on the expectation that Miliukov 
will respond to me and publish 
the treaties. The policy of making 
demands that I am advocating 
is an agitational device for the 
development of the masses - a 
method of exposure of the fact 
that Guchkov and Miliukov 
cannot do this, that they do not 
want the publication of the secret 
treaties, that they are against the 
policy of peace. It is a device 
for showing the masses that, 
if they really want to create 
a revolutionary policy on an 
international level, then the vlast 
must be transferred into the hands 
of the soviet.
This agitation technique is 
particularly useful in the 
context of welding together a 
worker-peasant bloc
The policy of making 
demands: a policy that makes 
it a responsibility of a political 
party to group around itself the 
forces of the masses - not only 
proletarian masses, but also 
petty-bourgeois ones? In the form 
of a practical demand, we see 
the necessity of grouping these 
masses [around ourselves] in 
full awareness that, when these 
masses really understand the 
policies of the government, it will 
lead them to a direct clash with it 
and put before them the issue of 
the overthrow of the Provisional 
Government - an overthrow 
that will thus follow as a result 
of a lengthy process of the 
organisation of our forces l
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Principle, not dogma
No one can discredit Marxism better than ‘Marxists’. Mike Macnair responds to criticisms from Gerry 
Downing and Levi Rafael

I have been too busy at work to 
reply before now to comrade Gerry 
Downing’s letter of November 

12 (‘Objectivist?’) or comrade 
Levi Rafael’s of November 19 
(‘Bureaucracy’).

Comrade Downing argues that I 
“forthrightly embrace the politics of 
the Second International and reject 
the Third” - leaving out altogether the 
fact that the series that I wrote was 
just about the party question and the 
meaning of ‘democratic centralism’. I 
have argued at considerable length in 
my book, Revolutionary strategy, that 
the split in the Second International 
cannot and should not be undone. In 
the very series comrade Downing 
is criticising, as well in the book, I 
argued that a wager on civil war by 
western and central European social 
democracy - which they rejected - 
could have been victorious, while 
their actual choice to avoid civil war in 
1918-21 left them facing a one-sided 
civil war (‘fascism’) and in the end 
a general European war much more 
destructive than a civil war vigorously 
prosecuted by the workers’ movement 
in 1918 and afterwards would have 
been.

What I reject is not waging civil war 
where it is necessary, nor the creation 
of a regular workers’ army and so on 
- but militarising the workers’ party, 
and then in 1921 presenting that local 
expedient as a general principle.

Delusion
Comrade Downing claims that 
the failure of the Trotskyists in the 
1940s was due to “mass murder of 
the revolutionary Trotskyists by the 
collaboration between the Nazis, 
imperialists and Stalinists”. Besides 
leaving out altogether the serious 
splits among the Trotskyists, about 
which I wrote in my article on the 
issue,1 he is under a delusion if he 
supposes that there were “masses” of 
Trotskyists subject to “mass murder”: 
the Fourth Internationalists started 
the war with under 10,000 organised 
members and ended the war with 
rather more, thanks mainly to growth 
in Latin America and Sri Lanka. The 
small nuclei of Trotskyists could only 
have triumphed against the masses 
of Stalinists, social democrats and 
left nationalists by the power of their 
ideas; and their ideas turned out to be 
adapted to the conditions of 1914-18 
and not those of 1939-45, which was 
why they were crippled by splits and 
marginalised.

Is this a matter of complete 
determination by “objective 
conditions” and “mechanical 
objectivism” on my part? There are 
large philosophical questions about 
the usefulness of ‘subject’ and ‘object’ 
analysis; but let us leave these on one 
side. In 1943-48 ‘objective’ conditions 
of revolutionary crisis existed, in the 
sense in which Lenin spoke of them: 
the ruling class could not go on in 
the old way, and very broad masses 
were not willing to go on in the 
old way. In the upshot, capital and 
Stalinism between them were able to 
establish a new form of subordination 
of the proletariat - the ‘cold war’ - 
largely through capital making major 
economic concessions to both the 
European and Japanese proletariat, 
and to what became known as ‘third 
world’ capitals.

Considering the proletariat as 
a collective historical actor, or 
more narrowly considering the 
broad vanguard of the proletariat 
- the conscious activists of the 

workers’ movement - as a collective 
historical actor, the failure to use the 
opportunity to overthrow capital and 
the Stalinist regime was a subjective 
failure: mistaken choices, chiefly 
of supporting Stalinist political 
ideologies. Considering the Fourth 
Internationalists as a historical actor, 
they made subjective mistakes in 
1939-48, which reduced their potential 
political impact, as it gradually became 
clear to broader layers that capitalist 
rule was being restabilised. But, 
largely, the fact that there was mass 
support for Stalinism, though it was a 
subjective error of the broad workers’ 
vanguard, presented itself to the 
Fourth Internationalists (considered as 
a subject) as an objective circumstance 
(one which they commonly refused to 
recognise).

Suppose there was a mass 
Trotskyist movement. In fact, such a 
thing existed in two places post-war, 
Bolivia and Sri Lanka. In both cases, 
the programmatic conceptions of the 
Trotskyists failed to deal with the 
rise of radical bourgeois nationalism 
in the cold war period; the Bolivians 
were politically defeated and reduced 
to fragments; the Sri Lankans ended 
up as a typical third-world social 
democratic party.

The underlying reason is the 
tendency for the ‘transitional method’ 
to fail to pose the question of political 
order, and hence a tendency for 
‘united front tactics’ to collapse into 
popular-front variants.

‘Aha,’ says comrade Downing: 
Macnair fails to accept that the 
German working class could have 
taken power in 1923 and failed 
because of the “Kautsky-educated 
KPD [Communist Party of Germany] 
revolutionaries”; on the other hand, 
the “Lenin educated-in-dialectical-
materialism Bolsheviks succeeded”; 
but, if the Provisional Government 
had succeeded in assassinating Lenin 
in July 1917, the Bolsheviks would 
have failed.

I decline to enter into the July 
1917 counter-factual, except to say 
that I take comrade Downing to 
mean by “dialectical materialism” 
the willingness to enter into the leap-
of-will, revolutionary initiative; and, 
if Lenin had indeed successfully 
“educated” the Bolsheviks in 
revolutionary initiative, assassinating 
Lenin would not have altered the 

result in October; so that comrade 
Downing’s argument is here a non-
dialectical contradiction.

As to 1923, I think the arguments 
of Mike Jones are strongly persuasive: 
‘Germany 1923’ Revolutionary 
History Vol 5, No 2,2 and ‘Germany 
1923 and the Communist 
International’ Revolutionary History 
Vol 8, No33; and consider also the 
arguments of August Thalheimer in 
1931: ‘1923: A missed opportunity? 
The German October legend and the 
real history of 1923’.4

That is, the idea that, firstly, 
Germany in autumn 1923 was 
analogous to Russia in autumn 1917 
and, secondly, the KPD failed when 
it did not take the initiative is false: it 
radically overstates the degree of crisis 
of the German state and its room for 
manoeuvre. To make Russia in autumn 
1917 analogous to Germany after 
the new Stresemann government’s 
abandonment of ‘passive resistance’ in 
the Ruhr and the policy of defaulting 
debts through hyper-inflation would 
require not the assassination of 
Lenin, but a separate peace between 
the Provisional Government and 
Germany in August 1917.

Misunderstandings
This brings us to comrade Rafael’s 
apparent misunderstanding of my 
arguments, starting with Brest-Litovsk.

The seizure of power in October 
1917 was a gamble on the spread of 
revolution into central and western 
Europe. No-one imagined until later 
that more than tentative steps towards 
socialism were possible on the basis 
of the resources of Russia alone. Even 
if the proletariat did not take power, 
Lenin argued in late September that a 
Russian peace initiative must succeed:

Such peace terms [without 
annexations and general self-
determination of nations] will 
not meet with the approval of 
the capitalists, but they will meet 
with such tremendous sympathy 
on the part of all the peoples and 
will cause such a great worldwide 
outburst of enthusiasm and of 
general indignation against the 
continuation of the predatory war 
that it is extremely probable that 
we shall at once obtain a truce and a 
consent to open peace negotiations. 
For the workers’ revolution against 

the war is irresistibly growing 
everywhere, and it can be spurred 
on not by phrases about peace (with 
which the workers and peasants 
have been deceived by all the 
imperialist governments, including 
our own Kerensky government), 
but by a break with the capitalists 
and by the offer of peace.

If the least probable thing 
happens - ie, if not a single 
belligerent state accepts even 
a truce - then, as far as we are 
concerned, the war becomes truly 
forced upon us, it becomes a 
truly just war of defence. If this is 
understood by the proletariat and 
the poor peasantry, Russia will 
become many times stronger even 
in the military sense ...5

Contrary to this expectation, generals 
Paul von Hindenburg and Erich 
Ludendorff chose to stab the German 
army in the back in December 
1917-March 1918 for the sake of 
landlord-class solidarity against 
Bolshevism, by refusing peace on 
any terms short of radical German 
annexations from Russia.

To attempt to fight, rather than 
capitulating to these terms, in March 
1918, would have been another 
gamble. If it had worked, it would have 
accelerated the German revolution. If 
it had failed, the Bolsheviks and Left 
Socialist Revolutionaries would have 
gone down fighting, like the Paris 
Commune.

On the other hand, the capitulation 
at Brest-Litovsk bought time for the 
organisation of the Red Army. But it 
did so at the expense of the minority 
(the narrow majority of the Bolshevik 
leadership) overriding the large 
majority in the soviets. The price was 
then (1) the need to rig or suppress 
soviet elections; (2) the turn of the 
Left SRs to terrorism, and the need for 
Red Terror in response to this; and (3) 
that this, in turn, helped the German, 
Austrian, etc, social democratic 
bureaucrats to mobilise support in the 
working class against a Soviet-model 
revolution.

I make the point with caution, and I 
do so in the light of the devastation of 
the international workers’ movement 
by Stalinism and its fall. But I do not 
think that it is now clear that overriding 
the majority in order to capitulate to 
German demands in March 1918 was 

right.
Where comrade Rafael gets the idea 

that I think capitalist rule was restored 
in 1921 (as opposed to the turn to partial 
capitalism under the New Economic 
Policy) I do not know. My point was 
that the Bolsheviks, making in 1921 
an economic opening towards capital 
and the petty-proprietor classes (petty 
bourgeoisie and peasantry), thought 
it was necessary to balance it with 
a political closure against the petty 
bourgeoisie - essentially, the ban on 
factions. But they did not realise that 
by banning parties and factions they 
were banning the essential means by 
which the proletariat as a class could 
organise against the section of the petty-
proprietor class, which is the labour 
bureaucracy.

Comrade Rafael argues - as he 
has before - that “bureaucracy is not 
something that can be ‘overthrown’”. 
On this issue I refer him to my article, 
‘Trying Stalinism again?’ Weekly 
Worker May 29 2008, which replied to 
just such an argument.

Comrade Rafael also claims that the 
degree of atomisation of the workers’ 
movement is such that “to say that the 
labour bureaucracy is an auxiliary of 
the bourgeois state today is, I think, 
a bit of an exaggeration”. What is 
missing here is that the domination 
of the labour bureaucracy - that is, 
the procedural forms of bureaucratic 
control - functions at the present to 
sterilise otherwise promising attempts 
at large-scale workers’ organisation 
against capital: in the Brazilian 
Workers’ Party, in Rifondazione 
Comunista, in the Corbyn movement. 
And, in fact, the petty ‘turf’ interests 
of the small-time bureaucrats of the 
Socialist Workers Party, Socialist Party 
in England and Wales, and so on in 
the UK, and their equivalents in every 
country, block any actual effective 
unification of the self-identified 
Marxists.

Comrade Rafael accepts that 
there is a need for democratisation of 
workers’ organisations, but he says 
that bureaucratic rule - meaning, the 
concrete instruments by which the 
full-time officials hold the ranks in 
subordination - cannot be overthrown. 
This is a simple, non-dialectical 
contradiction.

I agree that there is a need to 
discriminate against the bourgeoisie. 
How? Capital rules not by mass 
voting support for entities which call 
themselves ‘Bankers’ Party’ or ‘Bosses’ 
Party’, but by corruption, applied to 
entities which call themselves ‘Labour 
Party’ (UK), ‘Democratic Party’ 
(USA), and so on. To discriminate 
against capital is then to attack the 
means through which capital rules by 
corruption. For example, by banning 
the funding of newspapers and other 
media by commercial advertising; by 
treating payments to lobbying firms as 
bribes; by imposing a strict system of 
scale fees on the legal profession and 
treating payment of more than a scale 
fee for the type of dispute as a bribe; 
and by penalising these offences with 
property forfeiture in both the giver 
and the taker l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. ‘Heroes and sinners’ Weekly Worker October 15.
2. marxists.org/history/etol/revhist/backiss/vol5/
no2/jones.html.
3. marxists.org/history/etol/revhist/backiss/vol8/
no3/jones.html.
4. whatnextjournal.org.uk/Pages/History/1923.
html.
5. ‘The tasks of the revolution’: marxists.org/
archive/lenin/works/1917/oct/09.htm.

Marxism, real Marxism that is, has nothing in common with the dogmatism of religion



What we 
fight for
n Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with 
the highest form of organisation 
it is everything.
n  There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion.
n Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing debate 
we seek to achieve unity in action 
and a common world outlook. As 
long as they support agreed actions, 
members should have the right to 
speak openly and form temporary 
or permanent factions.
n Communists oppose all impe-
rialist wars and occupations but 
constantly strive to bring to the fore 
the fundamental question–ending war 
is bound up with ending capitalism.
n Communists are internationalists. 
Everywhere we strive for the closest 
unity and agreement of working class 
and progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’.
n The working class must be 
organised globally. Without a global 
Communist Party, a Communist 
International, the struggle against 
capital is weakened and lacks 
coordination.
n Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched.
n Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally.
n The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote.
n We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe.
n Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism.
n Communists are champions of 
the oppressed. Women’s oppression, 
combating racism and chauvinism, 
and the struggle for peace and 
ecological sustainability are just 
as much working class questions 
as pay, trade union rights and 
demands for high-quality health, 
housing and education.
n Socialism represents victory 
in the battle for democracy. It is 
the rule of the working class. 
Socialism is either democratic or, 
as with Stalin’s Soviet Union, it 
turns into its opposite.
n Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition to 
communism–a system which 
knows neither wars, exploitation, 
money, classes, states nor nations. 
Communism is general freedom 
and the real beginning of human 
history.
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Friedman doctrine in 21st century
Monopolies are rule-makers and rule-breakers, but attempts to ensure free 
competition are utopian in the extreme, says Michael Roberts

The Stigler Center at the 
Booth Business School of 
the University of Chicago 

has just published an e-book 
commemorating Milton Friedman’s 
pronouncement on the valuable and 
virtuous role of modern capitalist 
corporations.1 Named after leading 
neoclassical economist, George 
Stigler, the Stigler Center wanted to 
honour the work of Milton Friedman 
in justifying capitalist corporations 
as a force for good.

For those who do not know, 
Milton Friedman was the leading 
economist of the ‘Chicago school’ 
in the post-war period and the 
renowned exponent of ‘monetarism’: 
ie, the claim that inflation of goods 
and services prices is caused by 
changes in the quantity of money 
circulating in an economy. Friedman 
was notorious for his support for 
‘free markets’, small government 
and dictatorships (he gave advice to 
the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile in 
the 1970s).2

What interested the Stigler 
Center was Friedman’s view on 
corporations, the form that modern 
capitalist companies have taken 
since the late 19th century, when they 
replaced most firms directly owned 
by their managers, their families 
or partnerships. The ‘Friedman 
doctrine’, as it has been called, says 
that a firm’s sole responsibility is to 
its shareholders. And, as such, the 
goal of the firm is to maximise returns 
to those shareholders. Corporations 
are there to maximise profits and that 
should be their sole aim, without any 
distractions of ‘social responsibility’ 
or other ‘external’ concerns. Indeed, 
if firms or corporations do just that, 
in the world of free markets, gains to 
the whole community will follow:

there is one and only one social 
responsibility of business - to 
use its resources and engage in 
activities designed to increase its 
profits so long as it stays within 
the rules of the game, which is 
to say, engages in open and free 
competition without deception or 
fraud.3

The Stigler book aims to defend and 
promote Friedman’s characterisation 
of the aim of capitalist corporations. 
But it also contains essays by those 
who disagree. I will not discuss 
the details of the essays defending 
Friedman’s doctrine - I prefer to 
look at the arguments of those who 
disagree. But let us start by saying 
that Friedman is clearly right: the aim 
of capitalist firms or corporations 
is to maximise profits for their 
owners, whether directly owned 
or through shareholders. And he is 
right to say that any other motives or 
aims adopted can only detract from 
achieving that profit.

Of course, where Friedman is 
wrong is to assume that capitalism’s 
drive for profits in a ‘free competitive 
market’ will benefit all - not just the 
capitalist owners, but workers and the 
planet. It is nonsense for defenders 
of Friedman in the Stigler book, like 
Steve Kaplan, to conclude:

Friedman was and is right. 
A world in which businesses 
maximise shareholder value has 
been immensely productive and 
successful over the last 50 years. 
Accordingly, business should 
continue to maximise shareholder 
value as long as it stays within 
the rules of the game. Any 
other goal incentivises disorder, 
disinvestment, government 

interference and, ultimately, 
decline.

Trap
But the critics of Friedman’s doctrine 
from the Keynesian/heterodox 
economists fall into a trap. Their 
line, as argued by Martin Wolf and 
Luigi Zingales, is that Friedman’s 
doctrine fails because there are no 
free competitive markets in modern 
capitalism. Corporations have 
become so big that they have become 
“price makers”, not “price takers”. As 
Wolf puts it, the big corporations do 
not keep to the rules and regulations 
for a ‘level playing field’ in markets: 
“... corporations are not rule-takers, 
but rather rule-makers. They play 
games whose rules they have a big 
role in creating, via politics.”4

The implication of this critique 
of the Friedman doctrine is that if 
corporations kept to “the rules”, 
then capitalism would work for 
all. In other words, there is nothing 
wrong with private corporations 
producing for profit and exploiting 
their workers to do so. The problem 
is that they have become too big 
for their boots. We need to regulate 
them so that, in making their profits, 
they all compete fairly with each 
other and also take into account 
the “externalities”: ie, the social 
consequences of their activities.

This critique assumes that 
competitive capitalism is a ‘good 
thing’ and works. But would 
competitive capitalism, if it existed or 
were imposed by governmental rules, 
deliver a ‘fair and just society’? In the 
days when ‘competitive capitalism’ 
supposedly existed - namely in 
the early 19th century - Friedrich 
Engels pointed out that free trade 
and competition in no way provided 
an equitable and harmonious 
development of production for the 
benefit of all. As Engels argued, 
while the classical economists offer 
competition and free trade against 
the evils of monopoly, they fail to 
recognise the biggest monopoly of 
all: the ownership of private property 
for a few and lack of it for the rest.5 
Competitive capitalism did not avoid 
increased inequality, damage to the 
environment, extreme exploitation of 
its workers and regular and recurring 
crises in investment and production. 
That was precisely because the 

capitalist mode of production is for 
profit (as Friedman says) - and from 
that, all else flows.

Yes, said, Engels, “Competition 
is based on self-interest and self-
interest in turn breeds monopoly. In 
short competition passes over into 
monopoly.”6 But that does not mean 
monopoly is the evil that must be 
banished and that a return to free 
markets and competition (within 
the rules set) would work. This is 
the trap that some left economists 
fall into when they talk of the evils 
of ‘state monopoly capitalism’.7 
It is not monopolies as such, or 
their ‘capture’ of the state, that is 
at the heart of the argument against 
Friedman’s doctrine. It is capitalism 
as such: the private ownership of the 
means of production for profit. This 
is the strongest critique of Friedman’s 
justification of the corporation.

Instead, the likes of Martin Wolf 
and Joseph Stiglitz just want to 
correct the ‘rules of the game’.8 Wolf 
wants what he calls a “good game”, 
where

companies would not promote 
junk science on climate and 
the environment; it is one in 
which companies would not 
kill hundreds of thousands of 
people, by promoting addiction 
to opiates; it is one in which 
companies would not lobby for 
tax systems that let them park 
vast proportions of their profits in 
tax havens; it is one in which the 
financial sector would not lobby 
for the inadequate capitalisation 
that causes huge crises; it is 
one in which copyright would 
not be extended and extended 
and extended; it is one in which 
companies would not seek to 
neuter an effective competition 
policy; it is one in which 
companies would not lobby hard 
against efforts to limit the adverse 
social consequences of precarious 
work; and so on and so forth.9

For Wolf, the task is “how to 
create good rules of the game on 
competition, labour, the environment, 
taxation and so forth”.

This is not only a wrong analysis 
of modern capitalism: it is utopian 
in the extreme. How can any of 
the above inequities described by 

Wolf be ended, while preserving 
capitalism and the corporations? 
We only have to consider the never-
ending story of banking folk and their 
connivance with the corporations 
to hide their profits from national 
governments.10 According to the Tax 
Justice Network, multinational firms 
shifted more than $700 billion in 
profits to tax havens in 2017 and this 
reduced global corporate tax receipts 
for national governments by close to 
10%.

Carbon-emitting fossil-fuel 
corporations have shifted billions 
of profits into various tax havens. 
In 2018 and 2019, Shell earned 
more than $2.7 billion - about 7% 
of its total income in those years 
- tax-free, by reporting profits in 
companies located in Bermuda and 
the Bahamas that employed just 
39 people and generated the bulk 
of their revenue from other Shell 
entities. If this oil and gas major 
had booked the profits through its 
headquarters in the Netherlands, it 
could have faced a tax bill of about 
$700 million, based on the Dutch 
corporate tax rate of 25%.

And then there are the ‘FAANGs’ 
- the big tech corporations which 
have amassed huge profits during 
the Covid-19 pandemic, while many 
small companies go to the wall. They 
dominate software and distribution 
technology through intellectual 
property copyrights and suck up any 
competition. Governments around 
the world are now considering how to 
regulate these giants and bring them 
under the “rules of the game”. The talk 
is of breaking up these ‘monopolies’ 
into smaller competitive units. I 
am sure that Friedman would have 
approved of this solution as part of 
his ‘doctrine’.

But would it solve anything really? 
More than a century ago, US anti-
trust regulators ordered the break-
up of Standard Oil. The company 
had grown into an industrial empire 
that produced more than 90% of 
America’s refined oil output. The 
company was broken up into 34 
‘smaller’ companies that still exist 
today. They are named Exxon Mobil, 
BP and Chevron. Do Wolf, Stiglitz and 
opponents of ‘monopoly capitalism’ 
really reckon that the ‘Standard Oil’ 
solution has ended the “irregularities” 
of the oil corporations, or improved 
their “social responsibilities” and 
environmental safeguards globally? 
Do they really think ‘stakeholder 
capitalism’ can replace the 
corporation and do the trick?11 

Regulation and the restoration of 
competition will not work, because 
all it means is that Friedman’s 
doctrine continues to operate l

Michael Roberts blogs at
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. promarket.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/
Milton-Friedman-50-years-later-ebook.pdf.
2. See my 2006 review of Friedman’s work in my 
book, The great recession, p119.
3. M Friedman, ‘The social responsibility of 
business is to increase its profits’ The New York 
Times Magazine September 13 1970.
4. ft.com/content/e969a756-922e-497b-8550-
94bfb1302cdd.
5. See my book, Engels 200 Lulu 2020 (lulu.com/
en/gb/shop/michael-roberts/engels-200/paperback/
product-y9pzdr.html.
6. marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/df-
jahrbucher/outlines.htm.
7. See, for example, tribunemag.co.uk/2020/06/
the-era-of-state-monopoly-capitalism.
8. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2016/03/02/
changing-the-rules-or-changing-the-game.
9. ft.com/content/e969a756-922e-497b-8550-
94bfb1302cdd.
10. See thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2013/02/01/the-never-ending-banking-story.
11. thenextrecession.wordpress.com/2018/10/06/
regulation-does-not-work.

Milton Freidman: apologist of capitalism
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Europe after Brexit
As the British and European powers continue haggling, Paul Demarty assesses the state of the EU

Attention, in these last stages of 
the Brexit negotiations, has 
focused on what it all means for 

Britain: the length of lorry tailbacks 
in Kent, the arrangements of customs 
borders through the British Isles, 
the impact on national prosperity, 
on medical supplies, on everything 
imaginable ...

To the establishment circa 2015, 
now reconciled in despair to Brexit, 
this adds up to a colossal, self-
inflicted wound, which saw ‘red 
wall’ workers vote effectively for 
further deindustrialisation, the elderly 
for shortages of medical supplies 
and staff, Thatcherite financiers for 
an end to passporting, and so on. 
For us communists, who refuse to 
romanticise the old ‘normality’, it 
seems indeed to be an incomparable 
failure of political regime, and a 
poison pill for all who have attempted 
to build a new order in light of it. 
This will be so, whether or not Boris 
Johnson can cease his vacuous 
brinksmanship long enough to do a 
deal.

There remains the question of the 
other side of the negotiating table, 
however. If the picture painted of 
post-Brexit Britain is unflattering, 
what of post-Brexit Europe? Is the 
European Union better off without us, 
or has a lethal precedent been set for 
further disintegration?

Both opinions are available, and 
viable to a point. Evidence for the 
EU coming out stronger than it went 
in comes in two forms. Firstly, it has 
successfully maintained a united 
front at all the crucial moments in 
the process. The Franco-German 
core backed Ireland to the hilt, with 
the result that successive Tory prime 
ministers have been forced to accept 
in principle a border separating 
Northern Ireland from Great Britain. 
Ireland will still suffer, as will other 
EU states which have a lot of trade 
with Britain. But, just as Lenin 
gambled on the European revolution 
to save the infant soviet state, so 
Brexiteer ideologues gambled that 
Brexit would prick the EU balloon, 
unleashing the contradictions between 
the remaining states. That certainly 
has not happened.

The second pointer is the matter 
of Britain’s historic role in the EU as 
a saboteur of its grandest ambitions. 
The core states operate on a shared 
strategy (albeit with variants and 
competing interests). That strategy is 
to slowly create out of the EU a ‘great 
power’. Only the most deranged 
Gaullist could argue that France, 
for example, can play that role 
herself ever again (though perhaps 
Emmanuel Macron allows himself to 
dream sometimes …); and Germany’s 
defeat in two consecutive world wars 
ought to dissuade even those who 
can see past the great national guilt 
of the Hitler years. Britain’s primary 
commitment, however, is to its 
alliance with the US, and so the UK’s 
role was to retard developments in the 
direction of European consolidation. 
With the UK gone, in theory greater 
progress ought to be possible.

However, the bad news, first of 
all, is that, though the EU was not 
popped like a balloon, a precedent has 
nonetheless been set. A country has 
left the union - admittedly at greater 
cost to itself than to the EU - but 
enormous diplomatic capital has been 
expended hammering out a deal with 
a polity whose government lacked, 
for most of the negotiation period, a 
mandate to strike any plausible deal. 
A few more ‘victories’ of this sort will 
tend to exacerbate the contradictions 
between the EU powers. And those 
contradictions are real: between the 
northern and western powers and their 
‘problematic’ southern and eastern 
subordinates, who increasingly resent 
their second-class status relative to 
the Franco-German core.

End of a dream?
In reality, Brexit is merely one of 
many crises to test the EU regime 
this century, and particularly in the 
last 10 years. The 2000s began with 
the rollout of the euro currency, and 
the doomed attempt to agree an EU 
constitution - sunk by referenda in the 
very countries whose elites thought 
it was such a great idea. Not to be 
denied, the Eurocracy repackaged that 
constitution as an incomprehensible 
treaty; but even that was voted down 
by the Irish, who were then - with 
the EU’s famous respect for popular 
sovereignty on full display - given 
another referendum and asked to give 
the right answer this time.

That was in 2008-09, and it is not 
difficult to see why the Irish might have 
proven so troublesome. They initially 
bore some of the worst consequences 
of the financial crisis: the votes 
on the Lisbon Treaty followed the 
nationalisation of the Anglo-Irish 
Bank (and then the collapse of its 
rival, Allied Irish), with the result 
that the Irish state was effectively 
bankrupt. Not long afterwards, the 
contagion spread. Most disastrously, 
the Greek economy collapsed - laden 
with debt, particularly to German 
financial capital. The Greek crisis 
would last until 2015, when the 
European authorities humiliated the 
government of Alexis Tsipras (as 
a social catastrophe, of course, it 
persists today); it is almost certainly 
worse because the EU authorities 
conspired to protect German financial 
firms from a default on their Greek 
investments - a default that was 
inevitable, and indeed took place.

The bare facts of this sorry saga 

are fairly well-known at this point. 
We bring it up, because, as Adam 
Tooze argues in his history of the 
crisis, Crashed, the story is one of 
decisive action by the US government 
and federal reserve, contrasted with 
hopeless obstructionism from the 
core European powers - especially 
Germany and those EU institutions 
most in its thrall. Tooze reports the 
claim of Nicolas Sarkozy, the repellent 
former French president, that Angela 
Merkel’s attitude as the crisis hit was 
“chacun sa merde!” (‘to each his own 
shit!’) - though her people claimed 
that she used a more elegant quotation 
from Goethe to make the same point.1

So far as Perry Anderson is 
concerned, in a recent essay on the 
house historians of the EU, there 
is something similar going on with 
Brexit. He objects to Luuk van 
Middelaar’s contention that the 
cornering of Britain into a choice 
between humiliation and economic 
ruin is good strategy, by suggesting 
that it need not have happened:

If the Union’s great breakthrough 
was to [overturn] one rule after 
another in pursuit of financial 
stability … wouldn’t it have 
made more sense to concede to 
Cameron the brakes on migration 
he was asking for to win his 
referendum, rather than to risk 
Britain’s desertion by invoking 
immovable principles that are 
continually being moved? If, 
when necessity calls, the Treaty of 
Maastricht’s precise and detailed 
clauses on budgetary discipline 
and its prohibition of central bank 
purchase of government debt can 
be dismissed in the shake of a 
lamb’s tail, why not the far vaguer 
provisions of the Treaty of Rome 
on the free movement of labour?2

Of course, no such compromise was 

politically possible on the issue. There 
are contingent reasons for this - the 
fact that so much political capital was 
spent limiting financial contagion, for 
example - and problems of political 
structure (treaties cannot be quietly 
ignored, as Maastricht was in the 
early 2010s, except by the consent of 
the signatories, so any ‘brakes’ would 
be subject to veto).

But there are also problems of 
political dynamics among the wider 
population. Though left and liberal 
‘remainer’ sentiment relied a great 
deal on sympathy for migrants 
and the free movement of people 
within the EU, the truth is that free 
movement EU-style immanently 
generates anti-migrant sentiment. 
The decisions in the cases of Viking 
and Laval illegalised trade union 
action taken to ‘level up’ wages of 
migrant workers to prevailing local 
standards. State aid and budgetary 
discipline laws obstruct attempts by 
national units to mitigate the effects of 
financialisation. The result is stagnant 
real incomes in the boom years and 
collapse in bad times, combined with 
a situation where migrant labour must 
undercut native labour. Even if we 
had a strong, militant, socialist labour 
movement across the continent, there 
would be some uptick in xenophobic 
attitudes. We have no such thing, of 
course, so the result is a carnival of 
reaction.

Finally, there are geostrategic 
concerns. The brute fact is that it is no 
accident that the Fed and the American 
executive could act so decisively in 
2007-08 - theirs is the global reserve 
currency. The Americans could take 
the risk because of their extraordinary 
advantages in the financial system; 
the euro could have been killed off by 
determined economic encirclement, 
and came close to collapsing anyway 
(Greece’s potential exit was termed 
‘drachmageddon’ by some sharp-

tongued pundit), but it would have 
taken a true cataclysm to do the same 
to the dollar.

That strength is intimately 
connected to military-strategic 
factors. The EU’s great ‘successes’ 
in the past 10 years are all, on 
closer inspection, a matter of crisis 
management, of successfully reacting 
to events outside its control. Its 
strategic weakness was demonstrated 
rudely by Donald Trump’s abrogation 
of the Iran nuclear deal: however 
much Macron, Merkel and co frothed 
about how it was not merely a matter 
between the USA and Iran, the fact is 
that a deal with the European powers 
opposed by the US is worthless to 
the Islamic republic, since Europe 
is utterly incapable of defying US 
sanctions.

The defenders of a post-Brexit EU 
will watch the number of member-
states drop for the first time since the 
days of the Coal and Steel Community 
that kicked it all off in 1951, but 
conclude that things might have 
been worse. The underlying picture, 
however, is troubling. The European 
bourgeoisie succeeded in creating 
a united trade bloc; they succeeded 
in attaching political institutions to 
it, which function fairly well in their 
particular opaque manner. But they 
failed to make the leap to become 
a true world power - disposing in 
practice of almost no troops, having 
no spheres of influence apart from 
those possessed by member-states, 
and having no unified political 
culture beyond that which emerges 
chaotically from the electoral cycles 
of those member-states.

The centripetal forces - ambition 
to recapture the global leadership lost 
to the Americans in the 20th century; 
deepening economic links between 
states - are outpaced by the centrifugal 
ones: the divergence of interests 
between member-states, the exposure 
of ‘solidarity’ as fraudulent during the 
financial crisis, and the emergence of 
anti-liberal reaction from Budapest to 
Burnley.

True European unity is yet possible, 
but the power of the bourgeoisie to 
further it appears exhausted l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk

Contradictions 
north and 

south, east 
and west

Going to wire, again
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