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Barbarism
Ukraine’s armed forces and 
population have put up a valiant 
fight against overwhelming odds. 
The next stage militarily seems 
a foregone conclusion. But the 
political cost to capitalist rulers 
everywhere has yet to be added 
up, mainly because the root cause 
of such inhuman violence is little 
discussed and the working class 
movement is at a low ebb.

Hard though it might be, though, 
all who want human liberation from 
all the barbarisms of capitalism 
have to convince the overwhelming 
majority of who is the real enemy: 
our rulers and the social system 
they serve. We know capitalism 
means war and degradation, 
amongst its ‘profit before people’ 
effects, so we need to campaign 
all the more strenuously against 
it and all its works. And in this 
concrete situation, we must base 
ourselves on stating that the real 
enemy is at home: we oppose our 
own capitalist governments. Not a 
penny for the war machine. Troops 
out of Ukraine. Abolish Nato.
Jim Moody
email

Global revolution
Putin’s invasion of Ukraine is yet 
another chapter in the history of the 
strong state that in the 19th century 
came to the aid of capitalism and 
the advance of imperialism. 150 
years ago in various capitalist 
nations the state expanded to 
subdue the challenge of its social 
critics and the working class, while 
competing aggressively with rivals. 
The response to this was national 
struggles by weaker powers (like 
Russia and China), which led to 
revolution, but then to a strong 
national state themselves.

Now we have reached a stage 
where there is nothing but a clash of 
world powers, or would-be powers 
like Putin’s Russia, with small 
nationalities choosing between 
them. In such a situation we must 
choose the ‘side’ of opposing all 
world-dominating powers and push 
for a global revolution against all 
elites.
Mike Belbin
email

Only class war
Having compared four platforms 
put forward by - so far - Minsk 
II, two comrades at Cosmonaut 
magazine and the Democratic 
Socialists of America, I would like 
to put forward my own below, from 
the perspective of geopolitical 
realpolitik.

My preamble reads:
Considering that it is a 

multipolar world, not a unipolar 
world of geopolitical hegemony, 
that has historically given class 
movements in multiple countries 
political momentum in terms of 
regular class struggle;

Considering that developing 
countries can play off competing 
imperialist powers against each 
other, especially on trade;

Considering that, even if a 
multipolar world may make the 
great leveller of inter-imperialist 
war more likely, it also makes the 
great leveller of revolution more 
likely by utterly discrediting at 
least one imperialist power;

The following ought to be 
obligated upon immediately, 
outside a revolutionary period for 
the working class, including the 

absence of mass party-movements.
The following ought to be 

obligated upon all relevant parties 
immediately, including ‘lesser evil’ 
imperialist powers.

Then, on Ukraine and the 
Russian Federation:

Immediate, comprehensive 
demobilisation of the entire armed 
forces of Ukraine, including, but 
not limited to, heavy weapons and 
other military equipment;

Immediate, comprehensive 
ceasefire on the part of the armed 
forces of the Russian Federation;

Withdrawal by the Russian 
Federation of heavy weapons;

OSCE monitoring;
Immediate constitutional 

reform in Ukraine, including 
decentralisation, taking into 
account the Donetsk People’s 
Republic and the Luhansk People’s 
Republic;

Withdrawal by the Russian 
Federation of remaining military 
equipment, foreign armed 
formations and mercenaries - 
subject to the aforementioned 
constitutional reform;

All other provisions of Minsk II;
Immediate diplomacy for other 

relevant peace conditions;
Immediate end to all crackdowns 

on anti-war protestors.
On the US and Europe:
No direct Nato member 

involvement whatsoever, including 
no-fly zones;

No support for individuals 
choosing to fight for the Ukrainian 
government;

No weapons deliveries to the 
Ukrainian government;

Abolition of all sanctions against 
the Russian people, including vital 
sectors of the Russian economy;

Immediate denunciation of 
chauvinist practices engaged by, or 
tolerated by, Ukraine;

Immediate acceptance of war 
refugees;

Immediate satisfaction of all 
geography-based red-line security 
interests of the Russian Federation, 
on the part of all Atlanticist powers 
(the US and Europe);

Abolition of Nato, subsequent 
to the aforementioned security 
interests satisfaction.

Wage no war but the class war!
Jacob Richter
email

Ineffectual
Moshé Machover and Tony 
Greenstein seem to be flagging 
in their joint defence of the 
boycott, divestment and sanctions 
movement that is doing nothing to 
advance the anti-Zionist cause and 
much to confuse and impede it.

The best that Machover could 
come up with in his letter last 
week was the claim that anyone 
who points out that Hamas is part 
of the BDS governing structure is 
guilty of “arguing like a hasbara 
operative” - which is to say a 
Zionist propagandist. Notice that 
he doesn’t say that Hamas isn’t 
part of the governing structure: 
he merely says that socialists 
should keep quiet about it in 
order not to sound like Zionists, 
who are constantly harping on the 
theme. Presumably, that means 
that socialists should not criticise 
Putin’s invasion of the Ukraine in 
order not to sound like Joe Biden.

In other words, we must pretend 
that the problem doesn’t exist for 
the good of the cause. But it’s 
strange to find such an argument 
in the Weekly Worker, since not 
long ago Eddie Ford sailed into 
the Socialist Workers Party in 
these pages for blandly referring to 
Hamas as a “Palestinian resistance 
group” without mentioning its 

“thoroughly reactionary agenda”, 
which is a threat not only to 
women, gays and labour, but to 
Jews as well (‘Thin edge of the 
wedge’, December 2). Why didn’t 
Machover dash off a letter back 
then chiding Ford for speaking 
out? Or does he in fact agree with 
the SWP’s ‘see no evil’ approach?

Greenstein goes to even more 
absurd lengths in his article 
in the same issue (‘Get out of 
the Zionist ghetto’, February 
24), which questions whether 
Hamas is anti-Semitic at all. As 
he points out, Hamas adopted 
a “supplement” to its notorious 
charter in 2017, clarifying that 
Jews and Zionism are not identical 
and that “the persecution of any 
human being … on nationalist, 
religious or sectarian grounds” 
is wrong. As commendable as 
this was, the gesture would have 
been more convincing if Hamas 
had simultaneously repealed the 
original document with its chilling 
references to the Protocols of the 
Elders of Zion and its claim that 
Jews were behind the French and 
Russian revolutions and all other 
calamities since. But it didn’t. 
Instead, Hamas kept it in place 
so as to appease hard-liners, who 
regard the supplement as merely 
‘a tool for the future’ that does not 
constitute a change of ‘principles’ 
from the original charter.

So Hamas is the same nasty 
Muslim Brotherhood affiliate it 
always was, and its rebranding 
effort fools no-one. Greenstein 
goes on to argue, however, that 
anti-Semitism on Hamas’s part 
is unimportant, because it’s “a 
classic example of the reflective 
racism of the oppressed”. He adds 
sarcastically: “Perhaps we should 
concentrate, when it comes to 
the United States, on the use of 
‘honky’ as a pejorative slur on 
white people, or the use of the 
slogan, ‘One settler, one bullet’, 
by the Azanian Peoples Front?”

This is nonsense as well. 
Greenstein’s description of racism 
as “the exercise of structural 
political power in pursuit of 
systematic discrimination against 
a particular group” is very much 
the sort of guff one hears from 
petty bourgeois nationalists, 
especially here in the US. But 
it’s one-sided and incomplete. 
Racism is indeed a material force 
that the strong use to oppress the 
weak. But it’s also an ideology 
that views race as the motor force 
of history. As such, it’s an ‘equal 
opportunity employer’ capable 
of infecting anyone who’s on the 
top, the bottom or in between. As 
any socialist organiser knows, 
black nationalists crying ‘honky’ 
can undermine a strike just as 
effectively as whites crying 
‘nigger’. So both manifestations 
must be combated - vigorously 
and equally - so the strike can go 
forward.

And this doesn’t mean 
subordinating black concerns, 
as Greenstein contends. To the 
contrary, it means calling on all 
workers to raise the banner of 
anti-racism, so as to achieve true 
class unity.

This is what makes the 
Hamas question so important. 
BDS includes it in its governing 
structure because it sees itself 
as an expression of Palestinian 
civil society, Islamists and 
secularists alike. It tries to 
overlook Hamas’s ferociously 
reactionary programme (with an 
assist from people like Machover 
and Greenstein), because its focus 
is on national unity and it’s also 
soft on racism, which, after all, is 

nationalism’s first cousin. As for 
imperialism, BDS is soft on that 
as well. Instead of opposing it, it 
seeks to enlist it in the anti-Zionist 
cause by calling on the US to do to 
Israel what it is currently doing to 
Iran, Syria, Cuba and now Russia 
- which is to subject it to a brutal 
economic blockade.

Should socialists have called 
on France and Britain in the late 
1930s to impose an economic 
blockade on Nazi Germany? 
Considering that both countries 
were in the process of strangling 
Republican Spain, such an appeal 
would have been as demoralising 
as it was ineffectual. So how 
is BDS’s appeal to American 
imperialism any different?
Daniel Lazare
New York

Great Purge
The Socialist History Society - 
which I believe is a successor to 
the former ‘official’ CPGB History 
Group - held a really interesting 
talk given by historian Geoffrey 
Roberts entitled ‘Stalin’s library: 
a dictator and his books’. This is a 
compelling intellectual biography 
of Stalin, told through his personal 
library, and a video of the talk is 
available on the SHS website.

It was quite an unusual 
approach by Roberts to study 
Stalin, the person, through 
exhaustive and intensive study of 
all the books, papers, pamphlets 
held by him; and all his personal 
notes, annotations and comments, 
handwritten on many of them. 
Roberts said he wanted to avoid 
writing yet another biography 
of Stalin and therefore avoid 10-
plus years of research and study, 
as well as adding to considerable 
biographies already in existence, 
but ironically his intended 
narrowed-down scope actually 
required him to do precisely that. It 
meant reviewing and considering 
literally everything Stalin said and 
wrote, formally, with principal 
insights coming from the informal 
notes.

There were three major 
conclusions made by Roberts from 
his study of interest and relevance 
to socialists and communists. 
One, it was clear that Stalin 
was an absolutely committed 
and dedicated communist and 
revolutionary, who was utterly 
committed to the socialist 
revolution and the achievement 
and building of socialism - 
necessarily first in the USSR, 
but ultimately on a global scale. 
I personally never had any doubt 
about that, although I know some 
readers of the Weekly Worker will 
differ.

Two, Stalin genuinely believed 
that the USSR was under massive 
external and internal attack and 
subversion during the 1930s by 
a combination of the overthrown 
classes (monarchists, landlords, 
capitalists, NEP men, kulaks, 
white-ists etc), defeated rightists 
and leftists from within the Soviet 
Communist Party, and linked with 
intelligence agencies, including 
from Germany, Japan and Britain. 
The controversial so-called Great 
Purge was genuinely seen by 
Stalin as a form of really intense 
and sharp class struggle between 
the enemies of Soviet state power 
and the defenders of socialism, the 
majority of the Communist Party 
and the majority of the Soviet 
people. So the notion that this 
was just a cunning wheeze - a set 
of fabrications and inventions by 
Stalin to consolidate his personal 
power and eliminate his enemies - 
is shown by Roberts to be nonsense.

To repeat my previously 
expressed view, I do believe 
that Stalin did indeed use the 
Great Purge to eliminate some of 
his political opponents, but the 
primary purpose was to fight and 
eliminate the enemies of Soviet 
state power. I also believe that 
many high and middle-ranking 
members of the party and Soviet 
state apparatus did also use 
the purges to protect their own 
positions and to try and eliminate 
their own opponents and enemies. 
Innocent people were caught up 
and were killed. That complexity 
in these dramatic and dynamic 
processes led to the changes in 
the top leadership of the NKVD 
and other people’s state security 
organs.

Roberts’s evidence suggests to 
me that the great majority of the 
investigation and trial evidence 
of the anti-Soviet conspiracies in 
the 1930s was largely factual and 
true. If the whole exercise was a 
fabrication dreamed up by Stalin, 
why would there be the need 
for such incredibly lengthy and 
detailed accounts of the histories, 
connections and activities of all 
the various conspirators? Veteran 
anti-Soviet Trotskyist Gerry 
Downing has claimed that it was 
all a put-up job; verdicts and 
sentences were predetermined; 
and the troika system was used 
to rapidly arrest, charge, try and 
execute the victims. In that case, 
why the need for the vast volumes 
of extraordinarily detailed 
evidence given by the convicted 
themselves? It simply does not 
make any sense.

Thirdly, in response to a 
question from the floor as to 
whether Stalin genuinely believed 
Trotsky was linked to German and 
Japanese intelligence as part of a 
massive anti-Soviet conspiracy, 
Roberts simply said yes. Equally, 
Stalin genuinely believed that 
Sergei Kirov had been assassinated 
by anti-Soviet terrorists in 1934. 
So, again, the idea the purges were 
a massive fabrication by Stalin 
and/or that Kirov was murdered 
by Stalin as some sort of political 
rival or due to a more fundamental 
political division is shown to be 
nonsense.

Finally, what to say about Jack 
Conrad’s latest opus on Stalin in 
last week’s Weekly Worker (‘Many 
were the dead’, February 24)? 
Well, elsewhere Conrad talks 
a good game about the need 
for a mass Communist Party (I 
agree) and the need for a mass, 
majority, proletarian revolution 
to overthrow capitalism and 
establish the political, economic 
and state power of the working 
class: ie, socialism as the first 
stage towards a worldwide 
communist society. (I agree, 
although the process of revolution 
is curiously absent from the Draft 
programme: one minute we 
are raising minimum demands 
and the very next minute we 
have working class power and a 
working class constitution!)

But, when it comes to real class 
struggle and real revolution in 
the real existing USSR, Conrad’s 
Kautskyism comes to the fore. He 
is, obviously, completely opposed 
to the very real class struggles 
fought by genuine communists 
against the enemies of Soviet 
state power, which did very 
much include the Great Purge of 
1937-38, as one specific episode. 
The socialist revolution did not 
start and finish within 10 days in 
October-November 1917.
Andrew Northall
Kettering

https://weeklyworker.co.uk/
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PROTESTS

Support the GOSH security guards strike
Friday March 4, 12 noon: Solidarity rally. Assemble north 
end of Queen Square, London WC1. Security guards at Great 
Ormond Street Hospital are on strike for equality and against race 
discrimination. The mainly black, brown and migrant workers 
are outsourced on poorer terms and conditions than the in-house 
workers. They demand full sick pay, annual leave and overtime pay.
Organised by the United Voices of the World union:
www.facebook.com/events/1333177207157131.

Cost of living crisis: we can’t pay
Saturday March 5: Day of action with 21 protests nationwide. 
While we face hikes in energy prices, food, fuel, national insurance 
and more, wages remain stagnant. Protest to defend living standards.
Organised by The Peoples Assembly:
thepeoplesassembly.org.uk.

Stop the war in Ukraine
Protests organised by Stop the War Coalition. Demand Russian 
troops out and no to Nato expansion. Britain has played a 
provocative role in this conflict: talking up war, decrying diplomacy 
and increasing military deployments to neighbouring countries.
SATURDAY MARCH 5
Cambridge, 1pm: Market Square, Cambridge CB2.
www.facebook.com/events/1142564179909898.
SUNDAY MARCH 6
London, 12 noon: Assemble Portland Place, London W1. www.
facebook.com/events/1598684917154488.
Brighton, 12 noon: Clock Tower, North Street, Brighton BN1.
www.facebook.com/events/3112890088985122.
Canterbury, 12 noon: Westgate Towers, St Peters Street, 
Canterbury CT1. www.facebook.com/events/2707534746221953.
Cardiff, 2pm: Aneurin Bevan Statue, Queen Street, Cardiff CF10.
www.facebook.com/events/1686287351714367.
Durham, 12 noon: Market Place, Durham DH1.
www.facebook.com/events/281409347452150.
Edinburgh, 3pm: Princes Street/Castle Street, Edinburgh EH2.
www.facebook.com/events/4413832315384105.
Lancaster, 1pm: Market Square, Lancaster LA1.
www.facebook.com/events/259941406187868.
Leeds, 1pm: Leeds Town Hall, The Headrow, Leeds LS1.
www.facebook.com/events/361389822316365.
Manchester, 1pm: St. Anne’s Square, Manchester M2.
www.facebook.com/events/504059614487745.
Norwich, 2pm: City Hall, St Peters Street, Norwich NR2.
www.facebook.com/events/2022914084546925.
Swansea, 12 noon: Waterfront Museum Green, Swansea SA1.
www.facebook.com/events/736157224080024.

Introduction to radical anthropology
Tuesday March 8, 6.30pm: Series of talks on social and biological 
anthropology. This talk is online-only, via Zoom:
‘Modern matriarchal studies and matriarchal politics: a short 
introduction’. Speaker: Heide Göttner-Abendroth.
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group:
radicalanthropologygroup.org/evening-talks.

Abolish the police
Thursday March 10, 6pm: Online education talk via Zoom.
Part of a weekly series on ‘Abolition’. Speaker: Dr Toyin Agbetu.
Organised by Labour Left Alliance:
www.facebook.com/events/436141718210359.

Stop the war in Ukraine
Thursday March 10, 7pm: Public meeting, The Casa, 29 Hope 
Street, Liverpool L1. Immediate ceasefire now. This conflict is 
the product of failed policies, including Nato expansion. Speakers 
include Chris Nineham (Stop the War Coalition).
Organised by Merseyside Stop the War and Merseyside CND:
www.mcnd.org.uk/2022/02/28/stop-the-war-in-ukraine.

Homes for all - housing summit
Saturday March 12, 11am: Online conference to build networked 
national housing campaigns by bringing together local groups, trade 
unionists, MPs and supporters. For genuinely affordable, secure and 
safe housing. Speakers include Kevin Courtney (National Education 
Union), Bell Ribeiro-Addy MP, Matt Wrack (Fire Brigades Union) 
and Kwajo Tweneboa (tenant activist).
Organised by Homes for All:
www.facebook.com/events/2062765763887853.

No to arms fairs, yes to refugees and migrants
Tuesday March 15, 6pm: Vigil outside the home office, Marsham 
Street, London SW1. Protest against the ‘Security and Policing’ 
annual arms fair organised by the home office. This secretive event 
is attended by arms companies, surveillance companies, police, 
prison and border agencies, rubbing shoulders with ministers and 
senior civil servants.
Organised by Campaign Against Arms Trade:
www.facebook.com/events/1113757936105742.

Britain needs a pay rise
Saturday March 19, 11am: Demonstration and rally. Assemble 
Comedy Carpet, Promenade (in front of the tower), Blackpool FY1.
Protest at the Tory Party spring conference. With bills rocketing, but 
wages falling, the trade union movement must demand action on pay 
and the cost of living.
Organised by the TUC: www.tuc.org.uk/bnapr.

CPGB wills
Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in 
your will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us.

Notes
1. rkrp-rpk.ru/2022/03/01/к-вопросу-о-
декоммунизаторах.
2. rabkor.ru/columns/editorial-
columns/2022/02/28/we_are_against_war_
and_we_wont_back_down.
3. cprf.ru/2022/02/the-people-of-ukraine-
must-not-be-a-victim-of-world-capital-and-
oligarchic-clans-statement-of-the-cprf-cc-
presidium.

A lesson in courage
Anti-war protests in Russia give a glimmer of hope in a perilous 
situation, argues Paul Demarty

We might start with some 
(rough) numbers - thousands 
of Russian protestors, as I 

write, have braved the streets of Russia 
to demand an end to Vladimir Putin’s 
invasion of Ukraine.

Of these, slightly less than 6,000 
had been arrested, according to OVD-
Info, a Russian NGO that monitors 
such things. OVD-Info is backed 
financially by western institutions, 
such as the European Commission, 
so some scepticism is probably in 
order, but only to a point. It is quite 
undeniable that protestors have been 
met with the full force of Putin’s 
increasingly autocratic government. 
Most have been lifted on the pretext 
- naturally enough these days! - 
of Covid-19 regulations; but we 
somehow doubt that mass rallies 
in favour of the ‘deNazification’ of 
Ukraine would meet such intense 
concern for the exigencies of public 
health.

Compared to the size of the Russian 
population, of course, we are not 
talking about a huge number of people 
here - assuming the numbers for 
arrests are accurate, we could guess at 
10,000 or 20,000, but a guess is all that 
is, given the inevitable Russian media 
blackouts. “It is a shame that there are 
hundreds, maybe thousands, of us and 
not millions”, one protestor told Al 
Jazeera. A shame indeed.

But that would be to miss the 
point. The repression of the protests 
was quite predictable, and as such, 
mere thousands on the streets is a real 
achievement. The Russian government 
has, of course, a long and ignoble 
tradition of attacking demonstrations - 
most notoriously to western observers, 
gay pride marches in major cities - but 
the screws have noticeably tightened 
recently (perhaps in retrospect a 
crude attempt to cow the home front 
in anticipation of something like the 
present military adventure). After 
the pro-western dissident, Alexei 
Navalny, was imprisoned last year, 
demonstrations in support of him 
were put down ruthlessly, to the point 
that Navalny himself implored people 
not to protest, so he would still have 
a friend left outside Russian jail cells.

As such, there are reasons to 
suppose that a far larger section 
of Russian opinion is somehow 
represented in these protests than 
merely the brave few who took part. 
Polls before the invasion suggested 
about 40% of Russians were opposed 
to it, but in any case the number is 
large.

Politics
The question of the politics of the 
demonstrators is posed here. An anti-
war movement is always, at some 
level, a collective gut reaction, in 
which all manner of principles and 
anxieties find expression. In this case, 
there are enough ‘instinctive’ reasons 
to go around: the plainly fatuous 
pretexts for the invasion, the likely 
consequences of western sanctions for 
ordinary Russians, the close cultural 
ties between Russian and very many 
Ukrainian citizens and therefore the 
likelihood that some brother, sister 
or cousin is at direct risk of death or 
displacement in a hot war.

The more conscious politics on offer 
seem divided between the remnants of 
Russian liberalism - people who still 
have illusions in western democracy 
and ‘rule of law’ governance, which 
admittedly looks a little more attractive 
if you live under a gangster-oligarchy 
like present-day Russia - and small, 
marginal sections of the far left. It is 
presumably this configuration that led a 
Putinite duma deputy, Vitaly Milonov, 
to describe the protestors - with almost 

impressive crudity - as “gays, lesbians, 
Trotskyists and left scum” in a BBC 
interview. (Gays and lesbians stand 
in here partly for the western-backed 
‘human rights’ NGO complex, as well 
as the particular anxieties they provoke 
among macho Great Russian bigots.)

Among the left parties to have 
come out clearly against the invasion 
is the Communist Workers Party 
(RKRP), which characterises the 
conflict as essentially an inter-
imperialist war, and also as one in 
a long line of bloody conflicts that 
sooner or later attended the fall of the 
Soviet Union - “Sumgait, Karabakh, 
Transnistria, Tajikistan, Abkhazia, 
Georgia, Ossetia, Chechnya, Donbas, 
Ukraine …” - and, while the RKRP 
has an essentially nostalgist ambition 
to ‘put Humpty Dumpty back together 
again’, this element of the story is quite 
undeniable. The RKRP concedes, 
perhaps a little rashly, that “there is a 
certain positive element in Russia’s 
armed intervention - assistance in 
saving people in the Donbas from 
reprisals, and with luck, the change of 
the openly Nazi [sic] Kiev regime”. 
Nonetheless it concludes that the war 
is basically predatory and opposed to 
working class interests: “To die for 
class brothers is worthy. But to die and 
kill for the interests of the masters is 
stupid, criminal and unacceptable.”1

While there are errors in this 
analysis, some too obvious even to 
mention, its fundamental practical 
conclusion is correct. Elsewhere, 
Alexander Batov, a Moscow-based 
RKRP activist, calls further for 
communists in the army to “conduct 
propaganda among [their] colleagues”, 
and advises readers in passing to 
“prepare for repression” and “take care 
of information security”.2

Certainly that is a braver take than 
a certain other party claiming the 
heritage of the Soviet Communist Party 
- the far larger Communist Party of the 
Russian Federation, whose presidium 
issued a statement supporting the 
war aims of demilitarisation and 
“deNazification”, and which - but 
for a feeble reference to the “path of 
social progress and social justice, 
the path of socialism”3 - may as well 
have been ghost-written by Putin’s 
speechwriters. The CPRF is eccentric 
even by the standards of global 
‘official communism’, and has long 
been absorbed into the ranks of ‘loyal 
opposition’ parties, whose criticisms 
Putin and friends tolerate, so long as 
they do not exceed certain limits. Even 
within its ranks, however, we find 
flashes of courage, such as the duma 
deputy Mikhail Matveev, who said: 
“When I voted for the recognition of 
the Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) 
and the Luhansk People’s Republic 
(LPR), I voted for peace, not for war; 
for Russia to become a shield, so that 
the Donbas was not bombed, but not 
for Kyiv to be bombed.”

Our tasks
The future prospects of Russia’s anti-
war movement depend a great deal 
on the course of the war itself, which 
is presently quite unpredictable. The 
early days of the war were relatively 
‘clean’, but, as I write, that is rapidly 
changing, with reports of thermobaric 
weapons being used in the Kyiv theatre 
and the prospect of grinding street-by-
street battles between Russian troops 
and Azov paramilitaries looming in 
Mariupol. Either could feed into a real 
crisis of morale (although truly costly 
ground warfare might spur the thirst 
for revenge).

Our tasks, effectively on the 
other side of this conflict, have some 
subtlety. There is always, so to speak, 
a ‘franchise’ to represent some foreign 

social movement domestically, and it 
falls by default to the state and state-
loyal media. In that respect, we should 
expect to hear a great deal from those 
Russian dissidents who either support 
or maintain diplomatic silence on 
western attempts to replace Putin with 
a pliable satrap. We must amplify the 
voices of the healthier opponents of 
Putin - those who understand that, to 
some extent, Putin is correct in his 
assessment of Nato policy in eastern 
Europe, that its aim is to so encircle 
Russia and denude it of its strategic 
strengths, so that it will cease to be 
counted among the great powers.

That will challenge, in some 
small way, the total unanimity of our 
own ruling class that Russia must be 
brought to heel by sanctions or even 
by sponsoring a guerrilla resistance - 
the victims of which endeavours will 
certainly be the Russian and Ukrainian 
working class respectively. It is quite 
inevitable that ordinary people in 
western countries will be revolted by 
the human cost of this war, especially 
should it continue its course into 
barbarity; but it is not inevitable that this 
should result in support for further (and 
potentially catastrophic) escalation by 
our rulers. When demonstrators face 
down Putin’s riot cops for the cause 
of peace and human brotherhood, they 
really ought to shame us into standing 
against our own countries’ pathological 
consensus (the pathetic remainder of 
Labour’s ‘left’ MPs apparently cannot 
even face down the whip’s office).

The Russian opponents of war, 
however, have one ‘advantage’ over 
our anti-war movements, which is 
merely that - in the immediate situation 
- Russia is clearly the aggressor. Those 
who do not back this adventure have at 
least a very clear slogan to unite around 
- ‘Troops out’ - which is acceptable to 
pacifists, liberals and indeed “gays, 
lesbians, Trotskyists and left scum”. 
If you want to remember what you 
are protesting against, you need only 
watch the news: no autocracy can ever 
completely suppress knowledge of the 
horrors of war.

Our argument in this period is far 
harder to make. We stand as the only 
people who care to remember the 30-
year process which brought us here - a 
period in which the western powers’ 
provocations, blunders and strategic 
aggression play by far the largest role 
in our coming to this pass. We also 
need to establish that state competition 
is inescapably implied by a capitalist 
world order, and therefore that most 
intense form of competition: war. In 
the absence of that consciousness, 
the correct slogans - no sanctions, no 
military intervention, no more ‘lethal 
aid’, and above all withdrawal from 
Nato - can only seem insane and 
callous.

Making that historical argument 
is difficult within the parameters of a 
single-issue anti-war movement, since 
it involves rejecting social pacifism 
and determining that war is quite 
inevitable within the parameters of 
global capitalism. Social pacifism does 
not have the same moral stench as the 
social imperialism of a Paul Mason 
or the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty; 
but it is in the end corrosive of our 
understanding of war and our ability to 
end it for real l

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.co.uk
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Our sort of refugees?
The Ukraine crisis sharply highlights the communist demand for open borders, writes Eddie Ford

We are now constantly 
exposed to images of 
refugees from Ukraine 

fleeing the brutal Russian invasion. 
According to the United Nations, so 
far almost 700,00 have left - with 
the European Union estimating that 
up to four million may try to escape 
Ukraine. Also, at least 160,000 
people are internally displaced - a 
figure which could climb to seven 
million or more.

A human tidal wave, these 
casualties of war are crossing the 
borders to neighbouring countries to 
the west, such as Poland, Romania, 
Slovakia, Hungary and Moldova. 
Poland, an immediate port of call, 
has to date taken in over 377,000 
refugees - its government saying 
a further 50,000 are arriving every 
day. Poland is also preparing a 
medical train to transport wounded 
Ukrainians, and has drawn up a list 
of 1,230 hospitals to send them to. 
Grimly, very many people have 
been waiting for up to 60 hours to 
cross at border points into Poland, 
in freezing weather - some of the 
queues are up to 10 miles long. Just 
as many have not been able to board 
trains taking them out of Ukrainian 
cities. According to Poland’s 
interior minister, Maciej Wąsik, 
the government has to be prepared 
for a million refugees. Because of 
the complex interplay of history, 
Poland is already home to about 
two million Ukrainians - many of 
whom have moved there since the 
2014 conflict, when Russia annexed 
Crimea, taking advantage of a 
relatively easy scheme to gain work 
permits.

Hungary and Moldova have 
taken 90,000 and 65,000 refugees 
respectively - whilst Slovakia has 
accepted 54,000 and Romania 
38,000. Romania and Hungary 
are giving out cash allowances for 
food and clothing. In order to gain 
refugee status, those fleeing need 
to be Ukrainian citizens or people 
legally living in Ukraine, such as 
migrant workers - of which there 
are many. Indeed, there are various 
reports that African refugees fleeing 
Ukraine are being subjected to 
“bloodshot racism”.1 One British-
Zimbabwean student said she had 
received “some threats of violence 
from some local Ukrainians”, when 
she tweeted about her journey to 
the Romanian border. A Nigerian 
national described how he and his 
family were forced to give up their 
seat on a bus out of Ukraine, with 
the driver and military officers 
saying “no blacks”. The African 
Union has issued a statement saying 
they were “particularly disturbed” 
by reports that African citizens on 
the Ukrainian side of the border 
are being “refused the right to cross 
the border to safety”. Apparently, 
Indians and Arabs - especially 
Syrians - are also receiving rough 
treatment.

Of course, it is rather ironic 
that Poland is so enthusiastic 
about accepting refugees. Like its 
ghastly reactionary twin, Hungary, 
its government has spewed out 
a steady stream of xenophobic, 
anti-migrant propaganda, which at 
times has shaded into open racism. 
For instance, last year the Polish 
government declared that it had 
“repelled” attempts by migrants 
to enter the country at its eastern 
border with Belarus, erecting a huge 
razor-wire fence and deploying 
12,000 troops - accusing the 
Belarusian government of “hostile 

activity”. Conditions for migrants 
stuck at the border were appalling, 
with sub-zero temperatures. Yet the 
Polish government blocked access 
to aid groups and dozens died in the 
cold.

But those refugees coming in 
from Ukraine are mainly Catholic 
and white, which makes them 
acceptable. Whilst this could 
sound like a conspiracy theory 
to some, Poland might also have 
long-term dreams of re-expanding 
into Ukrainian territory if the 
country is defeated - a modern 
day Wielkopolska. However, for 
the last word on this you have to 
hand it to the Bulgarian president, 
Rumen Radev - who summed it up 
near perfectly. Talking about the 
Ukrainians, he described them as 
“not the refugees we are used to … 
these people are Europeans” - that 
is, “intelligent” and “educated”. 
You see, he added, when it came to 
previous refugee waves, “we were 
not sure about their identity - people 
with unclear pasts, who could have 
been even terrorists”. By contrast, 
the Ukrainians are our sort of 
refugees. People like us.

For its part, the EU has relaxed 
its rules on refugees and declared 
that its member-states will welcome 
them with “open arms”. Hence the 
bloc will consider accepting all 
Ukrainian nationals for up to three 
years visa-free, without having to 
go through the asylum procedure, 
and with access to employment and 
social welfare.

Concessions
Turning to home, it almost goes 
without saying that the initial 
reaction of the British government 
to the escalating refugee crisis was 
mean-spirited and heartless.

At the weekend, the government 
announced that there would be 
some changes to the visa rules for 
Ukrainian refugees wanting to come 
to the UK: “Any person settled 
in the UK will be able to bring 
their Ukrainian immediate family 
members to join them here,” said 
No10. Home secretary Priti Patel 
stated she was creating a “bespoke 
humanitarian route” and that these 
changes would lead to an extra 
100,000 Ukrainians becoming 
eligible for the scheme - meaning 
up to 200,000 could possibly 
arrive in the UK. As for Ben ‘sniff 

of Munich’ Wallace, the defence 
minister, he argued that the UK had 
been generous to Hong Kong and 
Afghan nationals/refugees and thus 
would look again at government 
policy in the light of the EU’s 
decision to consider accepting all 
Ukrainian nationals for up to three 
years visa-free.

However, when you looked at 
the small print, it became apparent 
that the home office had applied a 
very tight definition of “immediate” 
family. The visas, which are 
available free under this scheme, 
were only available to relatives who 
were spouses, unmarried partners 
of at least two years, parents or 
children of a person already in 
Britain (provided the child was 
under 19), or adult relatives who 
were also carers. Other temporary 
concessions included allowing 
Ukrainian nationals to extend their 
stay in the UK without the nonsense 
of having to leave and reapply for 
a new visa from overseas - plus 
Ukrainians already in the UK 
on a visitor visa can switch to a 
points-based route or a family visa 
route. Once again, not exactly full 
of the milk of human kindness. 
Furthermore, applicants will still be 
subject to the daft English-language 
test and a minimum income 
requirement, under the typical 
government caveat: “Given the 
current circumstances, if somebody 
does not meet these requirements, 
UKVI [Visas and Immigration] 
will consider an alternative grant 
of leave to come to the UK.” But 
at the end of the day there was no 
guarantee that, after consideration, 
a visa will be given to those who do 
not meet these requirements, even if 
they fall into the limited category of 
eligible family members.

Inevitably, these miserable 
concessions generated outrage. 
Yvette Cooper, the shadow home 
secretary, called them “shameful” - 
which is true enough. Members of 
the One Nation group of Tory MPs 
- a ‘centrist’ caucus of around 40 
members, including former cabinet 
ministers Greg Clark, Damian 
Green and Jeremy Hunt - urged the 
prime minister to do more to help 
Ukrainian refugees. The UK “must 
not flag or fail”, they said in a letter: 
“this should not be business as 
usual”. Rather, “we need sincere and 
immediate support” for Ukrainian 

“victims of war, seeking refuge” - 
who are “welcome” here (sounding a 
bit like the Socialist Workers Party). 
Feeling the pressure, the government 
“expanded” its family visa scheme, 
so that “immediate” now included 
siblings, adult parents, grandparents 
and adult children. Also, a new 
visa route called the “humanitarian 
sponsorship pathway” will be 
created to let British businesses 
bring Ukrainians to the UK, even 
if they have no family ties to the 
country. Additionally, Patel said she 
would lower various requirements 
and salary thresholds for Ukrainians 
with family in the UK.

But the underlying meanness is 
still there. The abominable Patel 
rules out any visa-free travel for 
Ukrainians on the premise that 
“Russian agents” and “extremists” 

could infiltrate into the country, 
leading to another Salisbury-style 
poisoning. According to the home 
secretary, security and biometric 
checks are “a fundamental part 
of our visa approval process 
worldwide and will continue”. It 
will still be the case, insisted Patel, 
that after 12 months Ukrainian 
refugees will have to apply for a 
points-based or family-reunion visa 
to stay longer. Most grotesquely of 
all, Patel’s ‘flap-ship’ Nationality 
and Borders Bill contains a clause 
that would effectively criminalise 
many Ukrainian refugees entering 
the UK via “irregular routes” - 
meaning that people who made 
their own way into the UK 
would be given an inferior form 
of protection with more limited 
rights. In reality, thanks to that 
clause, the UK is going to be a cold 
house for many Ukrainians fleeing 
war. Unsurprisingly, the House of 
Lords on February 28 rejected the 
clause by a majority of 78. As per 
normal procedure, the changes 
made in the Lords will return to 
the Commons and the government 
could then accept the alterations or 
challenge them - almost certainly it 
will choose the latter option.

Obviously, the current crisis 
sharply highlights the communist 
demand for open borders and the 
free movement of peoples - an 
absolutely necessity for humanity 
as a whole, not just Ukrainians 
trying to escape the horrors of war. 
International capital and bourgeois 
governments have no right to 
determine where workers can and 
cannot live. The world belongs 
to humanity as a whole, not to the 
ruling class of each state l

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.co.uk

Notes
1. standard.co.uk/news/world/african-
refugees-ukraine-racist-treatment-
trains-b985258.html.
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ECONOMY

From sanctions to slump?
Michael Roberts looks at the dreadful consequences of the economic war being waged against Russia

The economic war between US-
led Nato and Russia is hotting 
up, alongside the real war in 

Ukraine itself.
In response to the invasion of 

Ukraine by Russia, the US and 
Europe have upped the ante in 
imposing economic sanctions. The 
first of these was the suspension of 
any dealings with several leading 
Russian banks, including the 
two largest, Sberbank and VTB. 
However, it was significant that the 
sanctions excluded Gazprombank, 
the major Russian lender to energy 
export companies. Clearly, the west 
does not want to disrupt oil and gas 
exports through sanctions, when 
Germany alone relies on Russian 
imports for 40% of its energy.

As a result, the Nato package 
has substantial exceptions. Most 
notably, while it sanctions major 
Russian financial institutions, it 
exempts certain transactions with 
those institutions related to energy 
and agricultural commodities, which 
account for nearly two-thirds of 
total exports. Significantly, Italy 
successfully lobbied to exempt from 
the export ban the sale of Italian 
Gucci bags to Russia’s rich!

So now European Commission 
president Ursula von der Leyen 
and US president Joe Biden have 
declared: “We will work to prohibit 
Russian oligarchs from using their 
financial assets on our markets.” 
Biden says that the US will “limit the 
sale of citizenship - so-called golden 
passports - that let wealthy Russians 
connected to the Russian government 
become citizens of our countries and 
gain access to our financial systems”. 
The EU and the US are launching a 
task force to “identify, hunt down 
and freeze the assets of sanctioned 
Russian companies and oligarchs, 
their yachts, their mansions, and any 
ill-gotten gains that we can find and 
freeze”.

Hypocrisy
The irony and hypocrisy of these 
proposed measures should not 
be missed. For decades, western 

governments have been happy to take 
this ‘dirty money’ and even allow 
the oligarchs to gain citizenship and 
special privileges to exert influence 
in politics in their countries in order 
to bolster pro-capitalist parties. Now 
these privileges are to be withdrawn 
(although we shall see how far this 
goes).

Russia’s super-rich (including 
Putin) have massively increased their 
wealth during the Covid pandemic. 
Its billionaires (here in the west we 
like to call them ‘oligarchs’) have 
the highest share of wealth compared 
to gross domestic product of all the 
major capitalist economies - closely 
followed by ‘social democratic’ 
Sweden, and then the US.

Like other billionaires, Russia’s 
export and hide their wealth in 
tax havens, as well as in obliging 
Swiss and other banks, and also buy 
property and assets abroad. Their 
‘offshore’ wealth is way higher than 
other billionaire groups.

Export and trade bans, the 
suspension of dealings with selected 
banks and the withdrawal of some 
privileges for Russian oligarchs will 
have little effect on Russia. Energy 

trade is to continue, with Russia still 
providing 25%-30% of European 
energy supplies. And Russia is 
no longer dependent on external 
financing. Its current account 
surplus has risen from below 2% 
of GDP in 2014 to around 9% in 
2021, leaving substantial buffers of 
excess savings that can be tapped, 
should the need arise. The wider 
public sector, including the Central 
Bank of Russia (CBR), the corporate 
sector and the financial sector are 
net external creditors. The CBR 
has over $630 billion in reserves - 
enough to back up three quarters of 
the domestic money supply - so there 
would be no need to print rubles to 
fund economic activity. In addition, 
Russia has a $250 billion sovereign 
wealth fund, which, although 
relatively illiquid, could be run down 
to bolster funding.

Russian businesses and the 
government have prepared for 
potential future shocks like losing 
access to the US dollar (USD) - its 
use in trade and financial transactions 
has already sharply declined. The 
ministry of finance no longer holds 
any USD-denominated assets in its 
oil fund and the CBR has also reduced 
the share of USD in its reserves by 
half, to around 20%; the euro - and to 
a lesser extent the Chinese renminbi 
- have become preferred alternatives. 
Many Russian corporates and banks 
now routinely include clauses in 
contracts that stipulate the use of 
another currency for settlement in 
case the USD cannot be used. Russia 
has also accelerated the use of its 
own payment cards, like Mir, as 
well as its own Swift-like messaging 
service, the System for Transfer of 
Financial Messages. However, both 
currently only operate domestically, 
leaving vulnerability to cross-border 
transactions in other currencies.

That is why the US and European 
governments have now decided 
to introduce much more serious 
sanctions. They now plan to kick 
Russian banks out of the Swift 
international transactions system and 
to freeze Russian central bank assets. 
The Swift measure will sharply 
complicate the ability of Russian 
banks to conduct international 
activities. They will be forced to 
use bilateral arrangements with 
‘friendly’ banks, or old technology 
like faxes.

But this could also damage 
banking and trade for Europe, in 
particular, if the Russian energy 
lender Gazprombank is also removed 
from Swift (not likely).

The most serious measure is the 
proposal to freeze the dollar assets 
of the Russian central bank. This has 
never happened to a G20 member-

state before. Only Venezuela, North 
Korea and Iran have suffered this 
fate. If effective, it would mean that 
Russian foreign exchange reserves 
in dollars could not be used at all 
to support the ruble in international 
markets or sustain domestic 
commercial bank dollar financing. 
The government would have to rely 
on ruble financing (and the ruble is 
plunging in world currency markets) 
and non-fiat currencies like gold.

Most of Russia’s currency 
reserves are held in western central 
banks. About 23% of them are in 
gold, but it is not clear where this 
is physically held. If this proposed 
sanction is applied, then it could 
seriously damage monetary flows 
and the Russian ruble, causing 
accelerated inflation and even runs 
on banks.

Then there are the ‘slow burn’ 
sanctions on Russia’s access to key 
technologies. The US aims to cut 
Russia off from global chip supplies, 
including leading US groups 
such as Intel and Nvidia. Taiwan 
Semiconductor Manufacturing 
Company - the world’s largest 
contract chipmaker, which controls 
more than half the global market 
for made-to-order chips - has also 
pledged full compliance with these 
new export controls. Russia is now 
effectively denied access to high-
end semiconductors and other 
tech imports critical to its military 
advancement. However, it is possible 
that Chinese companies - especially 
those that have themselves been 
the target of US sanctions - might 
help Russia circumvent the export 
controls. Huawei could step in 
to develop the Russian telecom 
equipment market.

Gamble
All in all, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine 
is a huge gamble, which, if it does not 
succeed in ‘neutralising’ Ukraine and 
forcing Nato into an international 
agreement, will seriously weaken 
the Russian economy. And Russia 
is no superpower, economically or 
politically. Its total wealth (including 
labour and natural resources) is way 
down the league, compared to the 
US and the G7.

The collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1990 was followed by Yeltsin 
and his pro-capitalist government 
accepting the ‘shock therapy’ 
policies of western economists to 
privatise state assets, and dismantle 
public services and the welfare 
system. A small elite - mainly former 
Soviet government officials - was 
able to buy massive state assets in 
energy and minerals on the cheap 
or through bribery and thuggery. 
Russia’s oligarchs emerged, along 

with an increasingly autocratic 
regime personified by Vladimir 
Putin. Russia’s GDP plummeted and 
average living standards dropped 
sharply. The Russian capitalist 
economy eventually recovered with 
the global commodity price boom 
after 1998, but by 2014 Russia’s 
average annual GDP growth was still 
only 1.0%.

Life expectancy in capitalist 
Russia has now been surpassed by 
China. And, when we look at the 
World Bank’s Human Development 
Index - which measures key 
dimensions of human development 
(a long and healthy life, being 
knowledgeable and having a decent 
standard of living) - we find that since 
1990 Russia has performed worse 
among major emerging economies 
and compared to the world average.

The Russian economy is a ‘one-
trick’ pony, relying mostly on energy 
and natural resources exports. After a 
short boom from rising energy prices 
from 1998 to 2010, the economy 
has basically stagnated. Although it 
is larger than it was in 2014 in real 
terms, final domestic demand is still 
at its pre-2014 level. And cumulative 
GDP growth over this period was 
only positive because exports were 
17% higher in real terms in 2019 
than in 2014. Russia’s capital stock 
is still lower, compared to 1990, 
while the average profitability of that 
capital remains very low.

The World Bank reckons that 
the long-term potential real GDP 
growth rate for Russia is just 1.8% 
a year - and even that is more than it 
has achieved in the last decade. All 
this means that this war is going to 
be costly for Russia and its people. 
Oxford Economics reckons it will 
knock at least 1% a year off real 
GDP growth over the next few years. 
If that happens, basically Russia will 
be in economic recession for some 
time.

Of course, much depends on how 
the war pans out. If Putin can gain 
control of Ukraine, that opens up 
significant riches to be exploited. 
Ukraine is rich in natural resources, 
particularly in mineral deposits. It 
possesses the world’s largest reserves 
of commercial-grade iron ore – 
30 billion tonnes of ore, or around 
one-fifth of the global total. It ranks 
second in terms of known natural 
gas reserves in Europe, which today 
remain largely untapped. Ukraine’s 
mostly flat geography and high-
quality soil composition make the 
country a big regional agricultural 
player. The country is the world’s 
fifth-largest exporter of wheat and 
the largest exporter of seed oils like 
sunflower and rapeseed. Coal mining, 
chemicals, mechanical products 
(aircraft, turbines, locomotives and 
tractors) and shipbuilding are also 
important sectors of the Ukrainian 
economy.

All of this remains to be fully 
exploited. The EU and the US have 
also been drooling over the prospect 
of getting hold of these resources. 
As I recently showed,1 the Ukraine 
government plans to sell off huge 
tracts of land to foreign and domestic 
investors to develop. That could 
deliver huge dividends to whichever 
power controls the country. Either 
way, once the war is over and after 
thousands have been killed or 
injured, Ukraine’s people will see 
little benefit l

Michael Roberts blogs at 
thenextrecession.wordpress.com

Notes
1. thenextrecession.wordpress.
com/2022/02/14/ukraine-trapped-in-a-
war-zone.
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Show your support
Last week I noted that it was 

“touch and go” whether we 
would make our £2,250 fighting 
fund target for February, but I’m 
afraid we ended up quite a bit 
short at £2,004.

Last year that would have 
meant success, of course, but 
since then increased printing 
costs meant we had to raise 
the target above the previous 
£2,000. True, as I also pointed 
out last week, February is the 
shortest month and the extra 
two or three days throughout the 
rest of the year actually make a 
difference. Nevertheless, it’s a bit 
disappointing we didn’t get near 
that £2,250.

But there were quite a few 
handy donations in the last few 
days of February. Special thanks 
go to comrades GB and JT for 
their £50 standing orders, and 
to DB for his monthly PayPal 
payment for the same amount. 
Then there were the two separate 
donations from OG amounting to 
£32, plus other standing orders 
from MD (£25), MM and DG 
(£20 each), GT (£15), plus JL and 
VP (£10).

All that came to £232 - which 
is not too bad, considering we’re 
only talking about the last five 
days of the month. But now we 
need to not only make sure we 
hit that target in March, but also 
eat into the February deficit. And 
after just two days I’m pleased to 
say that we already have £302 in 
the kitty!

Pride of place among the 
donors goes to Irish comrade 
AM, who made another of her 
generous bank transfers - this 
time for £65. Then there was £55 
from EW, £30 from ST, £20 each 
from BK and MS, plus no fewer 
than 12 smaller contributions - 
thank you, comrades DC, MM, 
AN, CP, GB, BG, PBS, TM, MT, 
YM, DI and JS.

I know so many of our readers 
really value the Weekly Worker. 
But now is as good a time as any 
to demonstrate your support in a 
practical way! Please help us out 
if you can l

Robbie Rix

Fighting fund

Going down, down, down
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UKRAINE

Here we stand
Not only must social-imperialists and social-pacifists be denounced: Jack Conrad calls for absolute clarity, 
when it comes to war and peace

Communists have always 
condemned wars between 
countries as bloody, barbarous 

and brutal. Our attitude towards war 
is, however, fundamentally different 
from that of pacifists - not only the 
bourgeois variety, but also the socialist 
variety - who simply plead for peace.

We understand the inevitable 
connection between wars and the class 
struggle - that war cannot be abolished 
unless socialism is established. We 
also differ from pacifists, in that we 
view civil wars - ie, wars waged by an 
oppressed class against an oppressor 
class, by slaves against slaveholders, 
by serfs against feudal lords and by 
workers against the bourgeoisie - as 
“fully legitimate, progressive and 
necessary.”

Communists, therefore, consider it 
essential to study each war historically 
(from the standpoint of Marxism) 
and take into account all class forces 
and interests involved. There have 
been many wars, despite all the 
horrors, atrocities and suffering, 
which were decidedly progressive: 
ie, they benefited the development of 
humanity by helping to sweep aside 
outdated, reactionary, oppressive 
social formations (eg, an autocracy or 
a serfdom).

The Great French Revolution 
“ushered in a new historical epoch”. 
From that time onwards till the Paris 
Commune - ie, between 1789 and 1871 
- one type of war was of a bourgeois-
progressive character: a war waged for 
national liberation. In other words, the 
overthrow of absolutism and feudal 
remnants and ending foreign rule. That 
formed the main content and historical 
significance of such wars. These were, 
therefore, progressive wars; and during 
such wars, all honest and revolutionary 
democrats, as well as all socialists, 
wished success for that country (ie, 
that bourgeoisie), which was fighting 
against absolutism, feudalism and 
foreign rule.

For example, while the 
revolutionary wars waged by Jacobin 
and Napoleonic France contained an 
“element of plunder and the conquest 
of foreign territory”, that does not 
“in the least alter the fundamental 
historical significance of those 
wars, which destroyed and shattered 
feudalism and absolutism in the whole 
of the old, serf-owning Europe.” In 
the 1870-71 Franco-Prussian war 
too, “Germany plundered France”, 
but this, likewise, “does not alter the 
fundamental historical significance 
of that war, which liberated tens of 
millions of German people from feudal 
disunity and from the oppression of 
two despots: the Russian tsar and 
Napoleon III.”1

Aggression 
The period of 1789-1871 seared 
itself into the consciousness of 
revolutionaries. Doubtless, there could 
be no development of the proletarian 
struggle for socialism prior to the 
overthrow of absolutism, feudalism 
and foreign rule. So, when writing 
about such ‘defensive’ wars of this 
period, socialists always had in mind 
revolution against medievalism 
and serfdom. By a ‘defensive’ war 
they understood a ‘just’ war in that 
particular sense.

It was in this spirit that Marx and 
Engels - as opposed to August Bebel 
and Wilhelm Liebknecht, who, rightly 
in my opinion, abstained when it came 
to voting on war credits - treated the 

first stage of the 1870-71 Franco-
Prussian war as a “defensive war” 
waged by the reactionary-progressive 
Junker, Otto von Bismarck. Perhaps if 
the armies of Napoleon III had put up 
a better show at Sedan that might have 
stayed the case, but instead his regime 
collapsed and Germany went on to 
annex Alsace-Lorraine and extract 
huge indemnities.2

As Lenin and Zinoviev explained 
in their pamphlet Socialism and war 
(1915), “socialists consider wars to 
overthrow absolutism, feudalism and 
foreign rule” as “legitimate, progressive 
and just”.3 With that in mind, in terms 
of recent history we communists in 
Britain rightly considered the struggle 
conducted by the IRA in Ireland, the 
Mau Mau in Kenya and the National 
Liberation Front in South Yemen as 
‘just’ and ‘defensive wars’: we wanted 
the victory of the anti-colonial struggle 
and the defeat of the British empire. 
Of course, such a position need not 
involve any illusions in organisations 
such as the IRA, the Mau Mau and the 
NLF.

That does not mean that ‘my 
enemy’s enemy is my friend’. We 
certainly do not take the side of a rising 
imperialist power in a war conducted 
against the dominant, or hegemonic, 
imperialist power. Eg, Germany in 
1914. Victory for such a country 
would represent nothing more than 
rearranging the imperial hierarchy 
and a redistribution of colonial 
spoils. That is why the Bolsheviks in 
Russia, the Bulgarian Narrows and 
the internationalist left were right to 
oppose their ‘own’ side in the ‘war 
to end all wars’ and call, instead, for 
turning inter-imperialist war into civil 
war for revolution and socialism.

In such cases it matters not who 
attacked first and who acted in 
defence. Such justifications were, and 
still are, used by the imperialist media 
mouthpieces to con and deceive - 
first and foremost their own citizens, 
who are, typically, worked up into a 
chauvinist frenzy. That said, even an 
inter-imperialist war can become a 
combined war. World War II began as 
a more or less straightforward rerun 
of World War I. But with continental 
Europe in Nazi chains, with the 
Wehrmacht at the gates of Moscow, 
Leningrad and Stalingrad and with 
a swelling popular determination to 
resist, inter-imperialist war became 
combined with wars of national 
liberation and wars of national survival.

Note, here, we take it as axiomatic 
that imperialism corresponds to 
the highest stage of capitalism: 
ie, monopoly and the domination 
of finance capital, the carving up 
of the globe by a few big powers 
and, crucially, the export of capital. 
With the American century, the old 

colonial empires were dismantled 
and replaced by US hegemony over 
western Europe, Japan, the UK, etc. 
Imperialism took the form of the 
dollar, unequal alliances and military 
bases: in a word, superimperialism. 
The Soviet Union and its bloc, plus 
China, were all that stood against total 
US domination. But, paradoxically, 
the existence of bureaucratic socialism 
allowed a cold war system, whereby 
the US could incorporate much of 
the labour movement in the west 
through anti-communism. In return the 
US facilitated the social democratic 
settlement and agreed to substantial 
concessions to the working class.

Continuation
“War is a mere continuation of policy 
by other [violent] means” - this is the 
famous dictum penned by Carl von 
Clausewitz, perhaps the most profound 
writer on the question of war ever.4 
Marxists have quite rightly regarded 
this proposition as providing the basis 
of their approach to each and every war. 
It was certainly from this viewpoint 
that Marx and Engels regarded the 
various wars that happened during 
their lifetime.

Apply this dictum to the present 
conflict in Ukraine. We could go back 
to medieval history and Kievan Rus, 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
and the expansion of tsarist Russia. 
But the best place to begin, for our 
purposes, is with the collapse of 
bureaucratic socialism in the Soviet 
Union and eastern Europe in 1989-91. 
From that point onwards the US state 
department was busily plotting and 
promoting its new American century.

There was a popular disenchantment 
with the dead end of bureaucratic 
socialism. There was also a wish 
from amongst the elite to go over 
to capitalism. They wanted to enjoy 
the security, privileges and fabulous 
wealth of the billionaire class in the 
west. State and party officials, plus 
the newly emergent mafia, grabbed 
whatever they could. Meanwhile, 
the masses were promised German 
living standards and Swedish levels 
of social security. In fact what they 
actually got were crashing living 
standards and grinding poverty. 
There was a counterrevolution 
within the counterrevolution. (The 
counterrevolution against the October 
1917 revolution began with the first 
five-year plan and the birth of an 
unstable, freak, ectopic, unsustainable 
social formation).

Under Boris Yeltsin, the Russian 
Federation faced the definite prospect 
of being reduced to a mere US neo-
colony. Shock therapy, as advised by 
Jeffrey Sachs and his Harvard boys, 
deindustrialised Russia and left it in 
thrall to the International Monetary 

Fund and World Bank. Hence, in 
desperation, the choice of Vladimir 
Putin - first as prime minister, then as 
Yeltsin’s replacement as president.

The present war in Ukraine owes 
little, if anything, to Putin’s mind, his 
megalomania, his 5’ 7” stature, etc. 
Psychobabble. No, we must understand 
Putin as the chosen representative of 
the KGB/FSB elite, which is set on 
restoring the great-power status of 
Russia/the Soviet Union. It is a state 
regime, in which the oligarchs occupy 
a subordinate, not a dominant, position 
(so it is no oligarchy).

Economically, Russia is a 
decidedly second- or even third-rate 
power. Despite its near 150 million 
population, it ranks far behind 
Germany, France, the UK and Italy. 
But, primarily because of gas and oil, 
it is able to maintain itself as a great 
military power. Exports of oil and 
gas allow a first-rate arms industry 
and correspondingly powerful armed 
forces. So we have a giant oil and 
gas station with a giant arms industry 
attached to it: a fossil-fuel, arms-
industry complex.

War aims
What are the war aims of Putin’s 
Russia?

DeNazification of Ukraine is a 
nonsense. Yes, there are fascists in 
Ukraine, not least those incorporated 
into its armed forces: eg, the Azov 
Battalion. No wonder African refugees 
fleeing Ukraine face “shockingly 
racist” treatment from local militias 
and border guards.5 But there are 
plenty of fascists on Putin’s side too. 
And Putin will, quite possibly, seek to 
recruit Ukrainian fascists to his post-
invasion settlement (if it happens). The 
same goes with saving the Russian 
national minority from genocide. Yes, 
there was increased fighting along 
the line of control in the Donbas, but 
who was responsible for the escalation 
of shelling is unknown and hardly 
decisive. There is discrimination 
against Russians in Ukraine, even 
cases of savage persecution. But talk of 
genocide has as much truth to it as talk 
of genocide of the Uyghur population 
in China.

Then there is the equal nonsense 
about Ukraine not being a ‘real’ nation. 
Perhaps the original Slavic root of the 
term ‘Ukraine’ meant ‘borderlands’ 
- interesting, but nothing more. 
Marxists will investigate the Norman 
origins of the Kievan and Muscovite 
Rus states, the religious-ideological 
influence of the Byzantine empire, the 
impact of the Mongol invasion, the 
expansionism of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, the Brest-Litovsk 
treaty, etc. But what really matters is 
what the mass of Ukrainians actually 
think today - and they surely think of 
themselves as fervently Ukrainian. 
That for us is what decides whether 
or not there is a Ukrainian nation … a 
historically constituted people, which 
occupies a common territory, speaks a 
common language and is united by a 
common economic life.

So what are Putin’s war aims?
We take seriously enough the 

goal of “decommunisation”, which, 
presumably, means rejecting the 
Bolshevik commitment to national 
self-determination and federalism that 
gave birth to the modern Ukraine. 
Instead of using salami tactics and 
slowly extending direct Russian 
power over the whole of Donetsk 
and Luhansk, establishing a Kharkov 

‘people’s republic, etc, Putin ordered 
a full-scale military invasion. Whether 
that is intended to achieve complete 
conquest, put in place a pliant puppet 
regime or negotiate an unequal 
settlement is an open question.

As the old saying goes, initial 
military plans are always abandoned 
with the “the first encounter with the 
enemy’s main force” (Helmuth von 
Moltke6). So, whatever Putin’s original 
intentions, the actual result will be 
decided in the battles to surround and 
take towns and cities. Urban warfare, 
it should be added, is a great equaliser; 
eg, Paris 1871, Stalingrad 1942-43, 
Berlin 1945. High-tech superiority is 
much reduced during the course of 
street-to-street combat.

Wrong?
Did we get things wrong when it came 
to the February 24 invasion? Yes, of 
course. But we have never claimed 
any unique insight into Kremlin 
thinking. And, quite rightly, along 
with countless others, we do not trust 
what the US and UK governments say 
about the threat of war. Truth is the first 
casualty - even before the outbreak of 
war. No-one should forget the lies told 
about Saddam Hussein’s ‘weapons 
of mass destruction’ in 2003 and how 
they would only take 45 minutes 
to reach Europe. How Muammar 
Gaddafi’s army was about to slaughter 
the entire half-million population 
of Benghazi in 2011. Etc, etc. It is 
certainly right to have a sceptical 
attitude to establishment propaganda 
(even if it is true).

No less to the point, why did we 
doubt the claims coming from the 
Pentagon of an imminent full-scale 
Russian invasion? Because militarily, 
while it was quite conceivable that the 
Russian army could successfully drive 
all the way to Kiev, we doubted that 
Ukraine would easily be taken or held. 
Ukraine 2022 is no Czechoslovakia 
1968 or even Hungary 1956. If an 
analogy is to be drawn, it would be 
with Afghanistan 1979. Even then 
the Soviet Union had the Afghan 
government, army and ruling party 
onside (well, that is after executing 
Hafizullah Amin and 97 other leading 
Khalq cadre). Hardly the case with 
Ukraine. Economically and socially 
it is much more advanced than 
Afghanistan, but the mass of the 
population - the 18% Russian minority 
aside - seems no less resolved to resist 
an army of foreign occupation.

Surely Putin’s generals will have 
told him what to expect, and that 
explains why we thought - and still 
think - that a full-scale invasion risks 
creating a quagmire and potentially a 
regime crisis in Moscow. So why did 
Putin give the go-ahead? We shall now 
proceed to discuss that question by 
looking at Ukraine’s place in US grand 
strategy.

Grand strategy
Ever since the February 2014 Maidan 
coup successfully overthrew an 
elected president (the ‘neutral’ Viktor 
Yanukovych) and installed a pro-
western regime, Ukraine has been 
firmly placed in the American orbit. 
Constitutionally Ukraine is committed 
to Nato and the European Union. 
Through a membership action plan it 
is an associate member of Nato, it is 
armed by Nato and, in effect, acts as 
a Nato surrogate. But, quid pro quo, 
as a result of the Maidan coup there 
were widespread disturbances in the 

Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel: tried for openly defying 
pro-war parliamentary consensus
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Russian-inhabited south and east of 
Ukraine, and the Kremlin swiftly 
moved to annex Crimea and back the 
Donetsk and Luhansk breakaways.

Levering Ukraine into the so-called 
‘democratic’ western camp neatly 
fitted into a US grand strategy that can 
be dated back to Jimmy Carter and 
his 1977-81 administration. In place 
of the cold war policy of ‘containing 
communism’ there came the doctrine of 
‘rollback’, mapped out by his national 
security advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski. 
Ideologically this went hand-in-hand 
with ‘human rights’ and spreading 
‘democracy’. Not insignificantly, 
Brzezinski’s famous book, The great 
chessboard, envisaged a “loosely 
confederated Russia - composed of a 
European Russia, a Siberian Republic 
and a Far Eastern Republic”.7 In short, 
three pliant US neo-colonies.

What Carter began, Ronald Reagan 
completed. After the 1989-91 collapse, 
both Nato and the EU were pushed 
further and further to the east, all the 
way to the borders of Russia itself. Joe 
Biden’s flat rejection of Putin’s call for 
a Nato reset and the Finlandisation of 
Ukraine doubtless made up Putin’s 
mind about staging a full-scale 
invasion. So did warnings that any 
Russian attack on Ukrainian territory 
would trigger crippling western 
sanctions - after all, Russia was already 
in occupation of Crimea and backed 
the Donetsk and Luhansk semi-states. 
In effect Putin was given an impossible 
choice. Either humiliatingly withdraw 
Russian forces from all of Ukraine 
or face crippling western sanctions. 
Boxed in, Putin went for broke.

However, in terms of grand strategy, 
February 24 played directly into US 
hands ... championing Ukraine should 
certainly be seen as a continuation of 
Carter’s rollback doctrine. Ukraine 
serves as the equivalent of ‘poor little 
Belgium’ or ‘plucky little Serbia’. 
Not only can the warmongers, Biden, 
Harris, Blinkin, Johnson, Truss 
and Wallace, put themselves at the 
forefront of widespread outrage over 
Ukraine (part real, part manufactured). 
At a stroke, the US made Italy, France 
and crucially Germany dependent 
on oil and gas supplies over which 
it, the US, exercises ultimate control. 
Any idea of a Franco-German united 
Europe vanished with the cancellation 
of Nord Stream 2.

Quite possibly, Russia has 
overextended itself, and may get 
itself bogged down in an unwinnable, 
protracted war. Putin could easily find 
himself ‘retired’ by the FSB-state elite. 
We could, moreover, conceivably 
see the disintegration of the entire 
regime under the impact of economic 
sanctions, military failure and a CIA-
sponsored colour revolution. For 
America, that would be checkmate. 
Then its focus would shift to decisively 
dealing with a fully encircled China.

Meanwhile, Russia finds itself 
diplomatically isolated. Despite its “no 
limits” alliance, China abstained on the 
UN security council. Given Taiwan, 
Tibet, Hong Kong and Xinjiang, it 
can give no ground to any violation of 
territorial integrity. The only danger, 
as far as the US is concerned, is that 
a defeated Russia will throw itself 
into the protective embrace of China, 
become its Austria-Hungry. Either 
way, the US project of rebooting its 
imperial hegemony has been greatly 
enhanced by Putin’s desperate gamble.

Russia’s protestors
Despite the politically heterogeneous 
nature of the anti-war street protests 
in Russia, we cannot but admire the 
bravery. Thousands have been arrested. 
Of course, there are illusions in Nato 
and US-style ‘democracy’. But it is 
amongst this milieu that Marxists - that 
is, genuine communists - will seek to 
win recruits and gain mass influence. 
In this context it is worth flagging the 
normally servile Communist Party of 
the Russian Federation. Along with 
its Duma deputies, it has condemned 

Putin’s invasion.
In Russia too, ‘the main enemy is 

at home’.

Britain’s left
Let us now turn to the main currents on 
the left in Britain. They can usefully be 
classified under four broad headings.

Firstly, there is a very marginal, pro-
Russian left. Improbably, they picture 
Putin’s regime as anti-imperialist. 
Perhaps the most prominent example 
of this version of the anti-imperialism 
of fools is the Workers Party of Britain 
of George Galloway - taking his 
steer, for the moment at least, from 
the Brarite CPGB (Marxist-Leninist). 
Others in that camp include the New 
Communist Party and, presumably, 
the equally near moribund Socialist 
Labour Party (still formally led by 
that sad ghost from the past, Arthur 
Scargill). There are various micro-
group Trotskyite imitators of this 
bonkers line, including groups of one, 
but they need not concern us here.

Secondly, we have the out-and-out 
social-imperialists. By that designation 
we refer not to Sir Keir and his front-
bench team, nor the massed ranks of 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. There 
is nothing ‘social’, nothing ‘socialist’ 
about them or their politics. They are 
Blue Labour Brit nats and openly 
pro-imperialist, pro-capitalist and pro-
market. Indeed Sir Keir has been doing 
his darnedest to be even more bellicose 
over Ukraine than the bellicose Boris 
Johnson.

No, we refer to those who hide 
their pro-imperialism behind socialist 
phrases and excuses and even 
references to Marxism. Hence Chris 
Ford’s dreadful Ukraine Solidarity 
Campaign (USC). Under its blue and 
yellow umbrella we find, of course, 
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty: an 
organisation that has long acted as a 
Totstskyoid sub-department for Her 
Majesty’s Foreign Office. Then there is 
the Labour Representation Committee 
and Anti-Capitalist Resistance. 
Together they picket the London HQ 
of RT, uphold the so-called principle of 
territorial integrity and, all in all, serve 
as US pawns.

Under the cover of defending ‘brave 
little Ukraine’, we see them abandoning 
the class struggle and going over to the 
bourgeois establishment. Logically 
that leads to calls for a “stronger, not a 
weaker, Nato” (Eric Lee in the AWL’s 
Solidarity).8 Such social-imperialists 
alibi crippling sanctions on Russia, 
increased arms spending and extending 
Nato. That should trigger any honest, 
or even half-honest, socialist in the 
ranks of the AWL, LRC or ACR to 
immediately, openly, rebel - in short, 
to split. When it comes to the struggle 
for socialism, those who do not do that 
consign themselves to the ranks of the 
living dead. They become renegades.

Thirdly, there are the much more 
influential social-pacifists, branded 
as “fifth columnists” and “Putin 
apologists” by the Labour front bench. 
Stop the War Coalition, Counterfire, the 
Morning Star, the Socialist Campaign 
Group of MPs, Momentum, etc in 
fact champion diplomacy, the Minsk 
accords, international law and the 
notion that there can be peace while 
capitalism survives. Plaintive calls for 
a Nato reset combine with plaintive 
calls for Ukrainian self-determination 
and territorial integrity.

The cowardice of the 11 ‘left’ 
Labour MPs cannot go unmentioned. 
Diane Abbott, John McDonnell, 
Richard Burgon, Ian Lavery, Beth 
Winter, Zarah Sultana, Bell Ribeiro-
Addy, Apsana Begum, Mick Whitley, 
Tahir Ali and Ian Mearns all signed 
up to StWC’s ‘Self-determination for 
the Ukrainian people’ plus respect for 
Russia’s ‘legitimate security concerns’ 
statement.9 But they immediately 
withdrew their names after nothing 
more than being threatened by Sir Keir 
with the loss of the Labour whip.

They put unity with the pro-
imperialist right wing and their silly 

little careers above the principles 
they claim to hold dear. Instead of 
defying Sir Keir, organising a long 
overdue fightback in Labour’s ranks 
and pledging to stand in the next 
general election as unofficial Labour 
candidates, they pathetically collapsed. 
Proving it, many of them eagerly 
rushed to condemn Putin’s invasion 
and display their state loyalty in the 
House of Commons.

So, whereas August Bebel and 
Wilhelm Liebknecht bravely opposed 
the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-71 
and were willing to serve two years 
of Festungshaft (‘imprisonment 
in a fortress’) we had a classic 
display of opportunist spinelessness. 
Condemning Sir Keir is right, but 
really misses the point. It is the 
cowardly 11 who really deserve our 
odium.

John McDonnell needs special 
mention here. Contradictorily he has 
a foot in both the USC and StWC. 
Apart from political incoherence, 
the explanation probably lies in his 
identification with the Irish struggle 
for reunification. Chris Ford too, 
but with the addition of Scottish 
nationalism. Yet, though they see 
Ukraine through the distorting lens 
of petty nationalism, they both end up 
doing the work of Nato and the US 
global hegemon. Horrible.

Fourthly, there is what we might 
call the more principled left. We shall 
just mention the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales and the Socialist 
Workers Party here (through there 
are more than a few others). More 
principled, because they, SPEW and 
the SWP, do link the question of 
peace with the struggle for socialism. 
But ‘more principled’ does not mean 
consistently principled. For example, 
SPEW calls for a pre-1989-91 Nato 
reset but, strangely, not the abolition of 
Nato itself. Then there is the SWP. Its 
leader, Alex Callinicos, rightly points 
a critical finger at the cowardly Labour 
11 MPs, attacks Nato expansionism 
and candidly admits that the left is 
pitifully weak and is in no position 
to do much in the way of meaningful 
action. Good.

Naturally, comrade Callinicos 
explains the Ukraine conflict as being 
down to imperialism. However, by 
this he means nothing more than the 
“rivalry of states”. If that was the 
case, then we have had imperialism 
since the rise of cities such as 
Sumer, Kish, Uruk, Ur and Larsa 
in the 4th millennium BCE. True, 
there was imperial Rome, imperial 
China, etc, but in the 20th century 
Marxists, as noted above, give the 
term ‘imperialism’ a much narrower, 
specific, definition.

The problem for comrade Callinicos 
arises, of course, from the insistence 
that, with the first five-year plan, the 
Soviet Union saw the birth of what 
the SWP’s founder-leader, Tony Cliff, 
called ‘bureaucratic state capitalism’. 
Not that capitalism operated within 
the borders of the Soviet Union, but 
rivalry with outside powers imposed 
the compulsion to accumulate capital 
for the sake of accumulation and 
to behave in an imperialist manner 
abroad. According to Cliff, external, 
not internal, contradictions provided 
the system’s laws of motion.

Hobbled by this rotten theory, the 
SWP could not admit that something 
fundamental happened in 1991. 
History did nothing more than “move 
sideways” (Chris Harman).10 The 
Soviet Union was imperialist, so 
Putin’s Russian Federation must be too 
- despite the fact that, characteristically, 
what its oligarchs export is not capital 
- ie, self-expanding value - but money, 
which is used to purchase luxuries: 
properties in Manhattan’s Upper East 
Side or London’s Mayfair, Hampstead 
and Highgate … that and rare art 
works, super yachts and football clubs.

But the real giveaway, when it 
comes to comrade Callinicos, is 
his centrism, his conciliationism 

with the social-pacifists and social-
imperialists. Take his reply to the 
“leftwing” writer, Paul Mason, a 
former member of Workers Power, 
but now a regular columnist for the 
New Statesman, an active supporter 
of the USC and an advocate of a 
beefed-up Nato. According to Mason, 
the world is nowadays divided 
between democracies (the west) and 
imperialism (Russia). The US, UK 
and EU are described as “former 
imperialist powers”.

How does comrade Callinicos 
begin his reply to this turncoat?

Dear Paul,
You know that I respect you. 

I thought your latest book, How 
to stop fascism, was excellent, 
even though I disagree with your 
argument that a modern version of 
the popular front - an alliance of 
liberals and the left - is the way to 
beat the fascists.11

Why respect Mason? Why respect 
a social-imperialist who advocates 
a popular front between the working 
class and the liberal bourgeoisie? 
Leon Trotsky furiously denounced 
‘official communism’ and its 
promotion of such class-collaboration 
in the late 1930s, branding the turn as 
an act of class treachery on the scale 
of August 1914 - when ‘official’ 
social democracy went over to their 
own bourgeoisies in ‘defending the 
fatherland’. We all know how Lenin 
responded: polemical salvo after 
polemical salvo and call after call for 
splits. He also rounded on centrists 
who opposed World War I, but refused 
to countenance a complete break with 
the social-imperialists: Julius Martov, 
Henriette Roland Holst, Leon Trotsky 
and, above all, the former ‘Pope of 
Marxism’, Karl Kautsky.

Could comrade Callinicos’s 
criminal softness be due to the SWP’s 
guilty past and the Respect farrago? 
Quite possibly. The SWP established 
Respect in 2004 so as to unite socialist 
leftwingers with Muslim radicals: ie, 
the Muslim Association of Britain 
(a recognised branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood). Or maybe Callinicos’s 
respect for Mason is with an eye to 
getting him to grace the platform 
of the next Stand Up To Racism 
demonstration or the next Marxism 
school? After the ‘comrade Delta’ 
scandal, the SWP is still desperate to 
court such mainstream figures.

Either way, Callinicos ends his 
reply “in comradeship”. Unless I 
am badly mistaken, this is not meant 
ironically. As far as I can detect, 
there is not a trace of a sneer in what 
comrade Callinicos writes. He means 
it. Shame on him.

Defeatism
We all know that the Bolsheviks 
distinguished themselves not merely 
by condemning the inter-imperialist 
war that broke out in August 1914. 
They went much further than 
platonically calling for ‘peace’ (Keir 
Hardie) or even ‘neither victory nor 
defeat’ (Trotsky). No, they stood by 
the Second International’s call to 
turn imperialist war into a struggle 
for socialism: towards that end they 
adopted a defeatist position. The defeat 
of one’s ‘own’ side “must facilitate its 
overthrow”.12

A thoroughly realistic strategy. 
The advanced section of the working 
class in Europe was deeply imbued 
with Marxist ideas and there were 
historically established mass parties. 
True, most of the MPs, trade union 
officials and tops of the apparatus 
had gone from opportunism to full-
blown social-imperialism. But, once 
the reality of the war dawned, the 
principled left wing would go from 
being a minority to a majority and 
could take full advantage of the 
turmoil caused by the war. Revolution 
was a real prospect.

In all honesty, we cannot hold out 

such an immediate strategy. Today, 
across the whole of the planet, there 
is not a single workers’ party worthy 
of that name. There are plenty of little 
groups that call themselves parties, 
but no actual party. We in the CPGB 
are proud to have the name of a party, 
but there “exists no real Communist 
Party” (Weekly Worker ‘What we 
fight for’). By “Communist Party” we 
mean, part, a mass part, the advanced 
part of the working class.

So, when it comes to the Ukraine 
war and the danger of it spilling 
out into a wider European or global 
conflict, we can only adopt a moral 
stance for the moment. We are more 
in the position of August Bebel and 
Wilhelm Liebknecht in 1870 than 
Vladimir Lenin and Gregory Zinoviev 
in 1914. Nonetheless, it is vital that we 
take our stand.

Peace slogan
When masses of ordinary people call 
for peace in Ukraine, including in 
Russia, it would be completely wrong 
for communists to dismiss, mock or 
denounce such heartfelt sentiments. 
We must not lump together the 
deceptive illusions fostered by the 
professional social-pacifists - that 
there can be peace under capitalism, 
that we should rely on international 
law and bodies such as the UN - and 
the fury, the revulsion, the yearning 
for an end to war expressed by those 
who have signed petitions, who have 
marched, who have passed resolutions 
for peace.

I recall attending one of the StWC’s 
mass demonstrations against the Iraq 
war and listening to a new version of 
the Temptations/Edwin Starr 1970 
classic ‘War (what is it good for)’. 
There were some - thankfully, only a 
few - leftist idiots who laughed at the 
powerful, thumping, wonderful, lyrics:

War, huh, yeah
What is it good for?
Absolutely nothing, uhh
War, huh, yea
What is it good for?
Absolutely nothing
Say it again, y’all
War, huh (good God)
What is it good for?
Absolutely nothing,
Listen to me, oh.

Yes, there is the class war, the national 
war for liberation, the war to halt 
exterminating invaders. But that 
misses the point entirely. It is surely 
the duty of communists to galvanise 
widespread pacifist sentiments so as 
to turn an unjust war into a just war. 
Those who cannot understand that 
understand nothing.

Our immediate demands:
n Russian troops out of Ukraine.
n Self-determination for Russian 
majority areas in Ukraine.
n No to sanctions.
n No to Nato expansionism.
n No to Nato.
n Open borders, against immigration 
controls.
n The main enemy is at home l
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Picturing Vladimir Putin as a 
fascist is understandable, 
but plays straight into the 

hands of the warmongers in 
the west

The turncoat Paul Mason 
claims that global conflict 

today pits the “former 
imperialist” democracies in 
the west against “fascist” 

Russia and China, and urges 
us to form a popular front 

between liberals and 
the left

IMPERIALISM

Neither 1914 nor 1940
Mike Macnair interrogates the bogus claims made by Paul Mason and Alex Callinicos about imperialism 
and the Ukraine war

Should we think of the war in 
Ukraine as an anti-fascist war 
and support the ‘Ukrainian 

resistance’? Or should we think of it 
as an inter-imperialist war, like 1914-
18, and train our arguments (which 
are all we have to offer, given the 
weakness of the left) mainly on ‘our 
own side’: that is, Nato?

Paul Mason argues the first ‘anti-
fascist’ position in ‘Learning to 
say “goodbye, Lenin”’ (February 
20), which is a reply to the SWP’s 
International Socialist Tendency 
February 16 statement on the Ukraine 
crisis. Socialist Worker for February 
21 carried a substantial reply to 
Mason by Alex Callinicos: ‘Ukraine 
and imperialism’.1 Subsequent 
Socialist Worker pieces follow the 
same line; in particular, Callinicos’s 
‘Fight imperialism - the real cause 
of war’ (February 28) draws a direct 
parallel with Tony Cliff’s 1950 
characterisation of the Korean war 
as an inter-imperialist war between 
the USA and USSR. And the March 
1 ‘Five reasons why we oppose the 
war in the Ukraine’ characterises 
the Russia-Ukraine conflict as 
“imperialist”, merely because it is 
concerned with “competition between 
rival governments”.

Mason
Mason’s argument is merely a 
repetition of the ‘anti-fascism’ of the 
Eustonites and other ‘left’ supporters 
of the invasion of Iraq; with a colour 
of Marxism, using the claim that “the 
truth is always concrete” to accuse the 
IST of holding a merely “abstract” 
position, and of repeating the error 
of the Trotskyists in failing to take an 
anti-fascist pro-war position in 1939.

It is unsurprising that Mason, as an 
ex-Trot, has the ‘Marxisant’ skills to 

play this game. But it is symptomatic 
that, to make his case, he attributes to 
the Trotskyists as a whole in 1940 only 
the post facto position on the war of 
the Workers Power tendency he used 
to support: that of dual-defeatism; and 
not that of the other side in the debate 
in the 1940s, who adopted Trotsky’s 
1940 position (after the fall of France) 
of the “proletarian military policy”, 
meaning a form of defencism. The 
debate split the Trotskyists, and 
thus weakened them; but it renders 
Mason’s use of Trotskyist defeatism 
as a dreadful object lesson of self-
marginalising politics substantially 
less plausible.

In considering Mason’s argument, 
we should for the moment ignore 
altogether both 1914 and 1940. The 
question posed is what have been 
the results of US ‘humanitarian’ 
and ‘anti-fascist’ interventions in 
the recent past? The answer is, in 
fact, perfectly clear. Since it lost 
in Vietnam, the US has adopted 
a policy of exporting destruction, 
not attempting a constructive 
imperial policy. This began with 
US support to merely destructive 
guerrilla operations in Angola and 
Mozambique, and continued in US 
support for the Afghan mujahedin 
from the middle 1970s, intervention 
in Lebanon in 1982, Somalia in 1992-
93, and so on and on, up to the present 
day, and including very recently 
Libya in 2015.

Even where opponents are actually 
defeated or actually surrender, what 
the US leaves behind is wreckage. 
Iraq, where the case for ‘anti-
fascist support’ and ‘democratic 
reconstruction’ was made most 
loudly in the run-up to the war, is 
one of the worst examples. Leftists 
who supported or excused the 

invasion - including, for example, the 
‘Alliance for Workers’ Liberalism’ 
- argued that the result could be 
something like the reconstruction of 
Germany and Japan after World War 
II. Nineteen years later, the falsity of 
the argument is transparent.

Ukraine - and Russia - are in 
fact examples of the US export 
of destruction. In the 1970s-80s 
Washington and New York started 
a bait-and-switch fraud, through 
financial consortia funding significant 
industrial development in Yugoslavia, 
Hungary, Poland and Romania, when 
they took distance from the USSR. 
Intended to lead to war between 
Warsaw Pact countries, this fraud 
in fact led the Soviet leadership to 
surrender to the ‘west’ in 1989-91 in 
the hope of access to the joys of the 
international financial system. But 
what turned out to be on offer in the 
1990s was, in fact, deindustrialisation 
and a massive drop in life expectancy. 
Indeed, credit facilities were not 
rolled over after the USSR fell, and 
the same wrecking operations as 
in Russia and Ukraine have been 
inflicted on the earlier suckers in 
Yugoslavia, Hungary and Romania 
(as also, it must also be said, on the 
Latin Americans who bought into the 
‘free trade’ and financialisation scam 
in the 1970s).

So far I have said not a word 
about Lenin’s theory of imperialism, 
revolutionary defeatism or any of the 
other stuff the ex-Trot renegade and 
journo Mason wishes to damn as 
‘re-enactorism’. I have made entirely 

empirical observations about the 
effects of US interventions 

since the 1970s. 
These empirical 

o b s e r v a t i o n s 
are, frankly, 

obvious. To use the argument for 
‘anti-fascist solidarity’, Eustonite 
style, in relation to the Ukraine war, is 
at best gross self-deception, and more 
probably the standard dishonesty of 
those journos who every time around 
want us all to forget the actual actions 
of the US and its allies and their 
results, in order to celebrate the next 
war.

We will need to think a little bit 
about the history and theories of 
imperialism in order to explain why 
the USA has since the 1970s been 
exporting destruction, rather than 
creating the conditions for overseas 
investment as (to some extent) older 
empires did. But first it is necessary to 
turn to Callinicos’s use of Tony Cliff’s 
version of Lenin.

Callinicos
In his February 28 article, Callinicos 
argues, following Tony Cliff in 1950:

The cold war between the US 
and the USSR was thus an inter-
imperialist conflict - a ‘struggle 
for the redivision of the globe’. 
This was similar to the disastrous 
contest between Germany and 
Britain in the first half of the 20th 
century.

Socialist Worker’s unsigned ‘Five 
reasons why we oppose the war in 
Ukraine’ says:

The Russian invasion is brutal and 
has to be opposed by everyone 
on the left. It would be a blow 
against imperialism if the Russians 
were defeated by the Ukrainian 
resistance. But there would be no 
war if it wasn’t for Nato and its 
expansion across eastern Europe 
over decades.
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It’s impossible to explain why 
the war is happening without 
talking about Nato. It’s not just 
about who fired the first shot - but 
the process that led to war in the 
first place. And that’s all about 
the west and its own imperialist 
ambitions.

‘Imperialism’ here appears merely as 
motiveless political expansionism. 
Callinicos’s February 20 reply to 
Mason has a little more substance on 
the issue:

Lenin says that imperialism isn’t 
an archaic hangover or just big 
powers bullying weaker countries. 
It’s a global system of capitalist 
domination and rivalry, in which 
a handful of powerful capitalist 
states compete economically and 
geopolitically on a global scale ...

We can argue about how 
precisely to characterise imperialist 
powers. Tony Norfield gives a 
useful set of criteria based on 
relative economic weight, financial 
reach and military capabilities in 
his book The City (Verso, 2016). 
I would say there are about six 
imperialist powers on this basis - 
the US, China, Germany, Britain, 
France, and Russia, with a lot of 
smaller, but nasty, regional players.

Are you really saying the 
US isn’t an imperialist state - 
indeed the greatest in history? 
Have you forgotten the wars the 
administration of George W Bush 
started in the Greater Middle 
East, with the most disastrous 
consequences for the peoples of 
the region? ...

This remains substantially 
untheoretical. The US is to be taken 
as imperialist merely because of its 
wars in the Middle East. The account 
of what is ‘imperialist’ that Callinicos 
offers here is also merely empirical 
and about the power to project power.

It is a significant simplification 
of Norfield’s argument, which 
is substantially closer to Lenin’s 
original arguments - though, unlike 
Lenin, Norfield does not rely on 
Rudolf Hilferding’s problematic book 
Finance capital, but recognises that 
finance and industry are not only now, 
but always have been, necessarily 
linked.2 One of the consequences is 
that Norfield makes the point that 
monopolies and links to the state 
allow the imperialist centres to set the 
terms of trade. These points disappear 
in Callinicos’s version. Another 
consequence is that Norfield’s 2016 
list of the most powerful states ranks 
Russia No12 - behind Switzerland, 
Spain and Canada, though (just) 
ahead of Belgium and Australia. His 
2020 version ranks Russia 16th - now 
behind Australia, India and South 
Korea, though still ahead of Belgium, 
Sweden, Norway and Taiwan.3 
Nowhere near Callinicos’s top six.

The reality is that Callinicos’s 
Cliffite commitments mean that 
he cannot offer the explanations 
of imperialism of either Lenin or 
Norfield (or any other Marxist 
author). To follow any of these 
would make nonsense of Cliff’s 
original 1950 claim that the cold war 
was an inter-imperialist conflict like 
the first half of the 20th century. This 
also unavoidably calls into question 
whether the third-rank power, 
Russia, is properly characterised as 
‘imperialist’ in the sense traditionally 
used by Leninists.

In this context, Mason is 
paradoxically a better Leninist than 
Callinicos, since for Lenin it was the 
underlying struggle for global power 
between the Entente (Britain, France 
and Russia) and the Central Powers 
(Germany and Austria-Hungary) 
which made 1914 an inter-imperialist 
war; and in polemics around the 
Easter Rising he explicitly denied 
the claim of Bukharin, Luxemburg 

and others that there could be no 
progressive national wars in the 
epoch of imperialism.

Mason is still wrong on the 
Ukraine war. Ukraine is a pawn 
the US has pushed forward, though 
the deployment of the far-right 
nationalists in 2014, to sacrifice it 
in the way Brzezinski sacrificed 
Afghanistan through the deployment 
of the Mujahedin. The US hopes by 
this sacrifice to begin the ‘endgame’ 
of Brzezinski’s Grand chessboard - 
regime change which would allow 
the liquidation of the Russian arms 
and aerospace industries, further 
partitioning and full semi-colonial 
status.4

Lenin
Lenin’s account of imperialism 
was derived from those which 
developed within the Second 
International left - starting with 
Ernest Belfort Bax, and proceeding 
through Parvus to Hilferding.5 The 
broad line of reasoning was that 
general overproduction, within 
the framework of the restricted 
consumption of the working class, 
had been expected by the German 
Social Democratic Party leadership 
to result in a general breakdown/
crisis of capitalism - Zusammenbruch 
or Kladderadatsch. But the dynamic 
of overproduction, according to the 
theory, drove also towards two other 
phenomena, which mitigated the 
tendency to Zusammenbruch: first, 
cartels and monopolisation as means 
of controlling overproduction, 
and protectionism to protect the 
monopolies; and second, overseas 
investment (especially in the 
high-capital-intensity sectors, like 
railways, particularly affected by 
overproduction).

These two phenomena together, 
along with the tight links between 
banks and industrial oligopolies 
(‘monopolies’) seen in Germany, 
Austria and the US around 1900, 
are taken (according to the theory) 
to have driven the scramble for 
colonial territories in the late 19th 
century and the efforts to dismember 
the Ottoman and Chinese empires 
in the same period. The colonial 
territories provided more protected 
space, behind which the cartels/
monopolies could operate. This 
development was taken to force the 
need for competing alliance systems, 
which in turn led to 1914.

It was always problematic to 
explain how tsarist Russia could be 
characterised as “imperialist” within 
this framework, since, if anything, 
it was affected by underproduction 
rather than overproduction, even in 
high-capital-intensity sectors like 
railways. Nonetheless, tsarist Russia 
did combine some features of a 
colonial economy (dependence on 
primary agricultural and extractive 
activities; and on inward investment 
for industrial technology) with some 
features of an imperial economy (its 
own financial sector, and export of 
(second-tier) industrial production to 
its dependent territories).

Capitalist
Norfield’s more general theory of 
competition between monopolistic/
oligopolistic capitals allied to states, 
which are thereby enabled to set the 
terms of trade in their own favour, 
works better for this case: Russia 
could be subordinated to Britain 
and France, yet superexploit its own 
colonial territories. The same was, in 
reality, true of Portugal - subordinated 
to Britain, yet also a colonial power. 
It can also successfully include the 
imperial operations of Venice and 
Genoa in the later Middle Ages, the 
Netherlands from the 17th century 
and Britain in the 18th - and so 
avoid the delusion that there 
was a period of ‘free trade’ 
capitalism, which gave way 
to a new imperialism.

We do, nonetheless, need a 
theory of capitalist imperialism, 
as opposed to the empires of 
antiquity (Babylonian, Assyrian, 
Persian, Roman, Chinese ...) and 
to both the ‘imperialism’ and the 
expansionism of the Middle Ages. 
Essentially, the point is that capitalist 
imperialism produces the economic 
subordination of the colonised 
economy to the metropolitan 
economy. The colonised economy 
becomes - as I have already indicated 
- dominated by low-value-added 
activities, especially agricultural and 
extractive. The imperial economy 
shifts towards high-value-added 
activities.

It is to secure this international 
division of labour that the colonised 
economy is held also in military 
subordination - whether by direct 
colonialism or by dependence 
on supplies of arms and military 
matériel from the imperial country, 
which can be cut off at will.

In contrast, the antique empires 
within their borders spread more or 
less uniform relations of production 
across their territories - strongly 
visible in the archaeology. Medieval 
‘imperialism’ was merely a political 
ideology of the universal authority 
of the Holy Roman Empire in 
competition with the ‘papal 
monarchy’. Medieval expansionism 
- the German Drang nach Osten, 
the English expansion into Wales, 
Ireland and the Scottish lowlands, 
and so on - similarly produced a 
spread of ordinary feudal relations 
of production. It turned out the 
locals could copy the techniques, 
producing kingdoms like Poland and 
Scotland, capable of standing off 
the expansionists because they had 
become like them.

In this analysis, the idea that the 
old USSR was engaged in capitalist 
imperialism was plain nonsense. If 
anything, the Council for Mutual 
Economic Assistance (CMEA 
or ‘Comecon’) and Warsaw Pact 
produced a duplication of national 
heavy industry, arms industry, and so 
on in each ‘socialist country’ - which 
then fell to be demolished after the 
1989-91 collapse, in the interest of 
creating dependency on ‘western’ 
arms supplies of the sort currently 
being drip-fed to Ukraine.

Is Russia today engaged in 
capitalist imperialism? The answer 
is contradictory. In the first place, the 
answer is a plain no. Callinicos wants 
to call only the ‘top six’ countries 
imperialist; it is then wholly 
artificial for him to include Russia 
among them. More fundamentally, 
the Russian economy is primarily 
agricultural and extractive, with 
significant secondary line in arms 
exports; and there is not - yet - a 
fully-autonomous banking sector. 
On the contrary, Russian ‘foreign 
direct investments’ consist of 
individual oligarchs pulling cash out 
of the Russian domestic economy 
and putting it into prestige objects 
like Chelsea FC or real estate. It is 
not investment of capital: that is, 
money put to work as investments, 
which return a profit through the 
application of capital and labour in 
combination. If the US wins this 
proxy war, Russia will more or less 
rapidly become a semi-colony.

On the other side, Russia might 
become capitalist-imperialist - if 
it devises financial mechanisms 
independent of Swift, etc, and wins 
this war. Japan in 1894 was not an 
imperialist power, but victory over 
China in the war of 1894-95 made 
it into one, with the annexation of 
Taiwan. The Russo-Japanese war of 
1904 could have reduced Japan to 

the status of a semi-colony 
of Russia; Japanese 

victory produced, 
instead, annexation 
of Korea and clear 
Japanese entry into 

the ranks of the great powers. Going 
further back, but similarly, Germany 
in 1870 was not an imperialist 
power. Prussian victory over France 
in that year provided the conditions 
for both German unification and an 
imperialist expansion.

1870
1870 is a better guide to our political 
tasks than either 1914 or 1940. 
As Mason asserts and Callinicos 
accepts, the workers’ movement 
cannot possibly use this war to 
challenge for power, as the 1912 
Second International Congress 
at Basel urged and as Lenin and 
Zinoviev urged in 1914. We do not 
have a powerful mass movement, 
built up over decades, which could 
pose an international alternative.

Equally, however, this is not 1940. 
The Russian regime is authoritarian, 
but not fascist. There have not been 
mass arrests of oppositionists, as 
in spring 1933 in Germany, but 
merely harassment and repression of 
protests. There continue to be multi-
party elections - violently skewed 
in favour of United Russia, true, 
but Republicans and Tories aspire 
to skew elections in the US and 
Britain in their favour too. Our own 
states increasingly demand police 
permission for demonstrations, and 
so on. Russia plays footsy with far-
right nationalists - but so does the 
‘west’ - and not only in Ukraine. 
To advocate a people’s front with 
‘liberal’ imperialism - as Callinicos 
rightly says Mason does - for fear 
of Russian ‘fascism’, is to repeat the 
betrayals of the Eustonites and other 
‘left’ backers of the invasion of Iraq.

In 1870 Germany was not yet 
an imperialist power. The war 
appeared to be a war launched by 
French emperor Louis Bonaparte 
(Napoleon III). French victory 
would have prevented German 
unification and secured the 
subordination of the Germanies as 
semi-colonies. The left had small 
and divided forces. But Wilhelm 
Liebknecht and August Bebel - 
leaders of an organisation less than 
10,000 strong who by chance held 
parliamentary seats - raised their 
voices against the Prussian regime 
and its war plans. Their principled 
commitment - ‘Not a penny, not 
a man for this system’ - allowed 
German social democracy to build a 
voice of unambiguous opposition to 
the regime under which they lived, 
which was able to grow on a mass 
scale because it offered a voice of 
unequivocal opposition.

Today, again, the left has small 
and divided forces. But we can raise 
our voices against our own state’s 
wars: and by doing so take a stand 
which in the long term can rally 
forces for unequivocal opposition to 
the warmongering imperialist regime 
under which we live l

mike.macnair@weeklyworker.co.uk
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NATO

America’s drive to the east
A volcano of violence has been unleashed by Putin’s invasion, but Daniel Lazare places the main blame 
on the United States

Imagine a schoolyard bully 
relentlessly tormenting someone 
who is smaller and weaker. The 

victim suffers and suffers, until 
one day he finally does something 
dreadful, like going home and 
fetching a knife or a gun. Amid the 
ensuing mayhem, two things will be 
clear. One is that responding in such 
a way is wrong. The other is that the 
real responsibility lies with the bully 
who created this ugly situation in the 
first place.

So it goes with the United 
States and Russia. The February 24 
invasion of Ukraine is an epochal 
event that will unleash a volcano 
of violence, ending who knows 
where. Highways are clogged with 
refugees, cities echo with gunfire and 
explosions, and the Kiev subways 
are filled with families huddling 
for safety in a manner unseen since 
the London blitz. Putin’s decision 
to place Russia’s nuclear forces on 
alert brings the world closer to the 
precipice than at any time since the 
Cuban missile crisis in 1962. In fact, 
it may have brought it closer since 
Kennedy and Khrushchev were 
already working on a tit-for-tat deal 
to withdraw US missiles from Turkey 
in exchange for a Soviet withdrawal 
from Cuba, while the public was still 
in emergency mode.

Good sense like that is noticeably 
absent in today’s fragmented 
political structure. But, even 
if Putin avoids going over that 
particular precipice, he could well 
go over others. In the face of stiff 
Ukrainian resistance, he could call 
in his tanks and artillery to smash 
Ukrainian cities into smithereens, 
regardless of civilian casualties (as 
of March 1, that process already 
seemed to be underway, as rockets 
rained down on the north-eastern 
city of Kharkov). Conceivably, he 
could cut off oil and gas supplies to 
Europe, sending the global economy 
into a tailspin. Or he could strike at 
US missile emplacements in Poland 
and Romania that have been a thorn 
in Russia’s side for years. If so, the 
US and Nato could find themselves 
drawn into the war despite all 
promises to the contrary.

So if it is not 1962, it could well 
be another 1914. Socialists should 
therefore make their position clear 
regarding the invasion: Putin 
stands condemned in the eyes of 
the international working class for 
launching an unprovoked attack 
that is causing needless death and 
destruction. But socialists should 
also make clear that the real blame for 
this fiasco lies with US imperialism 
for pushing Russia to the wall.

How did America do this? By 
relentlessly pursuing Nato’s Drang 
nach Osten (drive to the east), to the 
point where Russia’s very existence 
was under threat.

Not one inch
The process began on the heels of the 
Soviet collapse in 1989-91. Initially, 
the period was one of bourgeois 
utopianism, coupled with starry-
eyed social democratic optimism 
that the end of the cold war would 
result in a ‘peace dividend’ which 
would enable progressives to mount 
a new offensive against poverty and 
inequality. Swords would be beaten 
into ploughshares, as a new age 
dawned.

Hence, all sides agreed that poking 
the Russian bear would no longer do. 
US secretary of state James Baker 
promised to extend Nato “not one 
inch eastward”, once East and West 
Germany were unified, and assured 

Mikhail Gorbachev that “neither 
the president nor I intend to extract 
any unilateral advantages from the 
processes that are taking place”. All 
the reigning politicians of the day - 
Helmut Kohl, François Mitterrand, 
and Baker’s boss, George Bush I - 
agreed. Even Margaret Thatcher was 
on board, informing Gorbachev in 
June 1990: “We must find ways to 
give the Soviet Union confidence 
that its security would be assured.”1

But the good feelings soon ran 
out. If the US did not pull the plug 
itself, it did not object when others 
did so instead. As a series of ethnic 
wars erupted along the old Soviet 
periphery - in Transnistria in 1990-
92, in Abkhazia in 1992-93, and 
in Chechnya in 1994-96 - former 
Warsaw Pact members began 
pushing for integration into both 
Nato and the European Union. As 
the movement intensified, Nato 
admitted the so-called Visegrád 
Group (ie, Poland, Hungary, the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia, in 
1999), followed by seven more 
states - the Baltics plus Bulgaria, 
Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia - in 
2004. Albania and Croatia joined in 
2009, while Montenegro and North 
Macedonia did so in 2017 and 2020 
respectively.

With Nato promising at its 2008 
Bucharest summit to some day add 
Georgia and the Ukraine to the list, 
it looked like Zbigniew Brzezinski’s 
goal of surrounding Russia with a 
ring of hostile states was nearing 
fruition. Indeed, regime-change 
enthusiasts could soon look forward 
to stage two, which, according to The 
grand chessboard, Brzezinski’s 1997 
bestseller, involved breaking up 
Russia into three separate parts: “a 
European Russia, a Siberian Republic 
and a Far Eastern Republic”.2 The 
Russian Federation, as we now know 
it, would cease to exist.

Not that the United States was 
waging a war of aggression - perish 
the thought! To the contrary, its only 
concern was world peace. If Nato 
closed its doors to new applicants, 
secretary of state Madeleine 
Albright told a US Senate panel in 
1997, “confidence would crumble 
in central Europe, leading to a 
search for security by other means, 
including costly arms build-ups and 

competition among neighbours”. 
Hence, Nato expansion was the only 
thing standing in the way of anarchy 
and disorder. As for Moscow, Nato 
expansion was for its good too: 
“By engaging Russia and enlarging 
Nato,” Albright said, “we give every 
incentive to deepen its commitment 
to peaceful relations with neighbours, 
while closing the avenue to more 
destructive alternatives.”3

Arms build-ups were bad - 
unless they took place under Nato 
auspices, in which case they were 
A-OK. Instead of competing among 
themselves, Nato’s newest members 
would join forces to rein in Russia 
and see to it that it remained on its 
best behaviour. Moscow should 
thank the west for taking it in hand.

Needless to say, this was the 
same Madeleine Albright who, 
when asked about an estimated 
500,000 Iraqi children dying from 
US-UK sanctions, replied, “We 
think the price is worth it.” America 
was heading off in a distinctly 
Strangelovian direction, and it was 
this qualitative increase in imperial 
militancy that would soon thrust 
Putin into power.

The turning point came in March 
1999, when the US demanded that 
Serbia - Russia’s traditional ally in the 
Balkans - submit to a sweeping set of 
provisions known as the Rambouillet 
Accords. These called for 30,000 
Nato troops to be stationed in the then 
Serbian province of Kosovo, with 
unfettered right of passage through 
the rest of the country and immunity 
from Serbian law. It was a recipe for 
an invasion every bit as sweeping 
as Putin’s ‘special operation’ in the 
Ukraine and, although billed as an 
effort to protect Kosovo’s Albanian 
population from ethnic cleansing, 
it in fact led to a far greater ethnic 
cleansing than what had already 
taken place.

Henry Kissinger - no-one’s 
idea of a peacenik - described 
the Rambouillet Accords as “a 
provocation, an excuse to start 
bombing”: a description with which 
Russia fully agreed. Three months 
later, UK and Russian forces engaged 
in a tense stand-off at an airport 
outside of Pristina, Kosovo, that 
only ended when British lieutenant 
general Mike Jackson told Nato 

supreme commander Wesley Clark, 
“I’m not going to start the third 
world war for you”, and backed off. 
Two months after that, an otherwise 
obsequious Boris Yeltsin chose a 
bright young ex-KGB officer named 
Vladimir Putin as his successor. His 
mission: resist US strangulation.

There is no point reviewing 
every last detail of how the ensuing 
confrontation played out. Suffice it 
to say that America was increasingly 
aggressive, while Russia was 
repeatedly forced to play defensive. 
In 1999, Brzezinski led a host of 
neoconservative luminaries in 
drumming up support for Islamist 
rebels in the second Chechen War.4 
Bitterness in Moscow ran high as a 
consequence. After invading Iraq 
in 2003, neocons responded with 
outrage when Putin dared to disagree. 
In 2008, super-hawk John McCain 
encouraged Georgian president 
Mikheil Saakashvili to attack the 
breakaway pro-Russian province 
of South Ossetia and then went 
into a fury when Russia launched 
a devastating military offensive in 
response. US hawks were similarly 
outraged when Putin opposed a 
no-fly zone in Libya in 2011. After 
cackling over the death of Muammar 
Gaddafi at the hands of a Libyan 
lynch mob - “We came, we saw, he 
died!” - secretary of state Hillary 
Clinton seemed to call for regime 
change a few weeks later, when she 
expressed “serious concern about 
the conduct of the elections” for the 
Russian duma in December 2011 
and called for a “full investigation” 
of reports of fraud and intimidation.

Finally, there was Putin’s seizure 
of the Crimea, following a US-
sparked coup d’état in Kiev in 
February 2014, and his intervention 
in Syria a year and a half later - both 
eminently justified, by the way, 
since the United States was angling 
to seize Russia’s all-important naval 
base at Sevastopol and the Bashar 
al-Assad regime pleaded for help in 
staving off a combined al Qa’eda-
Islamic State assault (what would 
happen if al Qa’eda and IS were 
victorious was a question that US 
officials never dared answer). Anti-
Russia hysteria reached its high point 
when Democrats accused Putin of 
interfering in the 2016 presidential 

election and installing Donald Trump 
in the Oval Office. The charge 
was nonsense, but the Democratic 
destabilisation campaign continued 
non-stop for the next four years.

Gallop
All of this may sound like an 
apologia for the Putin regime, but 
it is not. Russia is not an imperial 
power. With an economy smaller 
than that of South Korea - despite 
a population nearly three times 
greater - its clout is far too puny 
to merit any such appellation. But 
it is not anti-imperialist either. As 
a conservative nationalist with a 
distinctly tsarist bent, Putin has been 
an equal participant in international 
capitalism’s gallop to the right. 
Inside Russia, he has partnered the 
church and rigged elections, so as to 
shut out not only a US mouthpiece 
like Alexei Navalny, but the 
Communist Party as well.5 Outside, 
he has played footsie with ultra-
rightists, ranging from Brazil’s Jair 
Bolsonaro to Donald Trump, Marine 
Le Pen and Germany’s Alternative 
für Deutschland.

His conflict with America thus 
amounts to a complicated pas-de-
deux, in which the dancers, despite 
their seeming antagonism, sashay 
one another further and further in 
a conservative direction. This is 
no doubt why Putin invaded the 
Ukraine in the first place. Where 
previous interventions were carefully 
calibrated, he seems to have gone so 
far to the right as to re-invent himself 
as a latter-day kaiser Wilhelm II, as 
he storms across the battlefield in a 
neo-Hohenzollern rage. 

Based on preliminary battlefield 
reports, Russian forces seem to 
have been initially unprepared, 
their armoured vehicles breaking 
down and running out of fuel and 
individual soldiers wandering about 
in confusion - which is precisely 
what one would expect of a war 
launched on a whim by a strongman 
surrounded by fawning courtiers.

If the war goes badly and the 
economic crunch continues to 
intensify, Putin could find himself 
in deep trouble at home no less than 
abroad. Regime change may thus 
wind up self-imposed.

But how different is the story 
in the west? The answer: not very. 
Petrol prices have nearly doubled in 
America since mid-2020, natural gas 
prices in Germany have more than 
quadrupled over the last 12 months, 
while oil is up 33% in 2022 alone.

If the war drives prices up even 
higher, then the result will also be 
mounting economic discomfort 
and rising levels of political 
volatility. Putin has much to fear 
from the economic and political 
fallout. But, after laying the basis 
for this horror, the American 
ruling class has much to fear as 
well, if capitalism enters a new era 
of war and inflation l
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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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Far right anti-vaxxers
We can confront them on the streets. Canada’s ‘trucker’ convoy provided a timely 
warning to the left, writes John Clarke

Over the last several weeks, 
the biggest protest organised 
by the Canadian far right 

since the 1930s1 has played out. 
A so-called ‘Freedom Convoy’ 
made its way across the country to 
Ottawa, where it established itself 
as a veritable occupying force. 
Support actions in other cities and 
at key border crossings also created 
enough economic disruption and 
a big enough political crisis for the 
government of prime minister Justin 
Trudeau that he invoked the special 
repressive powers contained in the 
Emergencies Act in order to disperse 
the convoy.

Two years into the pandemic, 
considerable hardship has been 
generated and a great sense of 
uncertainty has taken root deep in 
society. In Canada, as much as in 
the UK, this has been fed by the 
contradictory and erratic public 
health measures taken to contain 
the spread of the virus. There is 
also considerable and fully justified 
doubt when it comes to official 
commitments to “build back better” 
in the wake of Covid-19.

In a social climate such as this, 
with most left parties and trade 
unions failing to provide the lead 
that is needed, it is to be expected 
that movements will emerge that 
have about them some contradictions 
and confusion - the Yellow Vests in 
France come to mind in this regard. 
It is equally true that very legitimate 
concerns exist over coercive public 
health measures that governments 
have taken and the articulation of 
these should not be off limits. Still, 
despite careful efforts to present 
the convoy as an expression of the 
frustrations of ordinary people, 
this undertaking was, clearly and 
unassailably, a project of the white-
supremacist far right. Accordingly, 
I hope this article will demonstrate 
to people on the left in the UK why 
support for these supposed ‘truckers’ 
would be a huge mistake.

Notorious
First of all, the initiators and leaders 
of the convoy are a collection of 
notorious racists and previously 
known figures in Canada’s far-right 
ecosystem. They are linked to far-
right organisations devoted to the 
separation of the western provinces 
from the rest of the country. A quick 
look at several of the key figures 
involved readily confirms what they 
represent politically.

The most odious of the bunch 
is Pat King, who has a weakness 
for making videos that set out his 
hateful views for all to see. He has 
ranted about the “depopulation of the 
Caucasian race” and suggested that 
the official languages of Canada may 
soon become Mandarin and Hebrew. 
There is also Benjamin Dichter, who 
recently explained why he welcomed 
the display of Confederate flags as 
part of the convoy. James Bauder 
is the founder of the group, Canada 
Unity, that played a major role in the 
convoy and he is linked to a far-right 
initiative that targeted picketing oil 
refinery workers, when they were on 
strike in 2020.

Top convoy organiser and 
fundraiser Tamara Lich has a 
history in the western separatist 
movement. There is also the ominous 
involvement of Tom Quiggen, a 
former RCMP (federal police) and 
intelligence officer, who is considered 
an expert on issues of terrorism. He 
is a sought-after speaker at rightwing 
events and he once falsely accused a 

Quebec mosque that was subject to a 
lethal attack by a rightwing gunman 
in 2017 of itself helping terrorists.2 I 
hope all this will be enough to dispel 
any notion that this was a legitimate 
protest by ordinary working people, 
with some quirky but harmless ideas.

For a protest action that was 
portrayed as challenging those in 
power, the convoy was able to count 
on the support of an astounding 
number of wealthy business people. 
More than $10 million was put into 
its coffers and much of this came 
from people with hard-right political 
views and very deep pockets. The 
owner of one supporting company 
equated public health measures with 
communism and made clear that he 
fully expected the convoy to involve 
a major physical confrontation with 
the authorities when it reached 
Ottawa.3

For some time now, the far right 
has placed an emphasis on obtaining 
increased levels of legitimacy and 
the ability to attract a periphery of 
rightward-moving conservatives. 
The present convoy is very much 
part of this and in fact it is the second 
time that the tactic has been put into 
effect. Back in 2019, many of the 
people behind the recent venture 
pulled together a less spectacular 
‘United We Roll’ convoy. This was 
devoted to climate denial and the 
promotion of oil and gas pipeline 
expansion in the west.

The lesson that the fascist initiators 
of the first convoy took to heart 
was that mainstream conservative 
politicians would not be put off by 
the political baggage they carried and 
would come out in support of such an 
event. Indeed, knowing that a major 
part of their core political base would 
support an exercise in climate denial, 
the leaders of the Conservative Party 
gave full backing to the venture and 
even spoke at the public events along 
its route to Ottawa. Such support 
enhanced the capacity to mobilise, 
raise funds and ensured at least a 
section of the media would provide 
supportive coverage.

The onset of the pandemic, with 
its severe economic impact and 
measures to contain its spread, has 
created a mood of frustration that 
has led some to reject public health 
measures as coercive and unfair. 
There is no doubt that the far right 
has been able to latch onto this in 
a range of countries4 and make 
significant advances in the process.

The convoy was a particularly 
clear expression of this development. 
Ostensibly, opposition to vaccine 
mandates was the basis of unity 
that the event was built around. 
However, the concrete demands that 
were put forward on this score were 
surprisingly short of the mark. There 
was a call for truckers to be able to 
cross the border into the US without 
being vaccinated, but the authorities 
in that country have imposed exactly 

the same requirement, making the 
demand irrelevant. Similarly, the 
general vaccine mandates they 
wanted eliminated had actually been 
imposed at the provincial level and 
the federal government in Ottawa 
had no say in the matter.

Destructive
The notion that the convoy was 
an expression of the grievances of 
truckers in Canada is actually quite 
false. The focus on vaccination 
issues is of limited relevance to the 
great majority of those who drive 
trucks for a living, since roughly 
90% of them are already vaccinated. 
The convoy certainly brought out 
several thousand supporters, but 
most of them were not truck drivers 
and, among the minority that were, 
owner-operators, as opposed to 
employed workers, predominated.

The real issues that workers in 
the trucking industry face centre on 
the impacts of deregulation. A recent 
investigation showed that “long-
haul truckers have filed thousands 
of complaints about shady labour 
practices, abysmal safety standards 
and missed wages from companies 
that sidestep all regulations”.5 Some 
20% of truckers in Canada are South 
Asian and those who fight for the 
rights of these workers are very clear 
that the convoy does not speak for 
them and that “the real issues are 
completely different”.6

Assisted by a police force that 
indulged them to the point of 
absurdity, the convoy established its 
grip on Ottawa, complete with Nazi, 
Confederate, Gadsden, Red Ensign 
and Maple Leaf flags.7 Sadly, the 
leadership of the major trade unions 
were reluctant to mobilise and 
confront the convoy. For the most 
part, public statements focused on 
appealing to the police to ‘do their 
job’ and deal with the disruption 
that was unfolding. However, on 
February 15, the Public Service 
Alliance of Canada (the main union 
of federal government employees) 
played the leading role in a large 
march against the convoy.

The most important challenge to 
it, however, has become known as 
the ‘Battle of Billings Bridge’. A 
few dozen people gave a lead and 
blocked convoy vehicles. There 
was an outpouring of support from 
the local community and the tiny 
action “turned into a block party of 
thousands”.8 This showed what could 
be done to take on the far right, as did 
actions against convoy supporters 
in other cities. This included one in 
Vancouver, where a mass of bicycles 
were used to bring them to a halt.

The weeks-long disruptive 
presence finally became too 
economically disruptive for the 
Trudeau government to tolerate. 
The leaders of the action - confident 
that the support they had from the 
Conservative Party and the police 

would sustain them - put forward no 
realistic demands that might have 
formed the basis for a negotiated 
end to the action. Apart from the ill-
considered demands on vaccination, 
a section of their leadership called 
on the governor-general (the queen’s 
representative in Canada) to dissolve 
the parliament and establish an 
emergency committee to govern the 
country that would consist of convoy 
supporters and some opposition 
MPs.

Faced with this, the Liberals 
decided to invoke, for the first 
time, the special repressive powers 
afforded by the Emergencies Act. 
This enabled them to overcome 
reluctance in the police ranks by 
ensuring Ottawa cops would work 
with a carefully selected force of 
provincial and federal police to 
remove the convoy vehicles and 
disperse its supporters. The power 
to freeze bank accounts was used 
against dozens of key players, so 
as to shut off supplies. The act also 
enabled the authorities to order 
private companies to use their tow 
trucks to remove the heavy vehicles 
blocking streets. Convoy leaders 
have been arrested and Tamara Lich 
and Pat King have been denied bail.

For the left, the fact that the far 
right was able to capture the political 
momentum in the present situation 
of societal crisis should be a source 
of both alarm and shame. At a time 
when workers and communities 
are experiencing acute economic 
hardship that threatens to become 
even worse, it is disgraceful that, 
in the absence of a serious fighting 
working class alternative, the 
destructive rage of the lumpen petty 
bourgeoisie could fill the political 
vacuum created by this failing.

The convoy was dispersed 
because its leaders went somewhat 
further than the authorities could 
tolerate, but the far right has made 
a major gain and it is operating in 
social conditions that encourage its 
growth. The notion that the state and 
its repressive powers will save us 
from an emerging fascist street army 
is ludicrous. Anyone who has ever 
been part of an anti-fascist counter-
protest will have an understanding 
of how ‘impartial’ we can expect the 
police to be. Moreover, the powers 
that have just been deployed against 
the convoy (belatedly and with great 
reluctance) pose a far greater danger 
to working class movements.

The dangerous advance of the far 
right needs to be confronted and its 
efforts to claim the public square 
have to be prevented. However, 
unless we can build a social 
mobilisation that advances fighting 
demands and takes bold action on 
the needs of workers and hard-
pressed communities, the hateful 
‘trucker’ convoy will open the door 
to an advance of the far right of 
dreadful proportions l
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Swift as a weapon
Sanctions imposed on Russia will hurt, but not only are there definite limits, they were long expected, 
writes Yassamine Mather

Soon after Joe Biden’s 
February  24 triumphant 
press conference announcing 

“new sanctions against Russia”, 
most commentators were surprised 
that there was no mention of any 
sanctions to be imposed on the 
Russian state and its oligarchs 
relating to the use of Swift cash 
transfers.

What is Swift, and why is 
it important? Let us quote the 
organisation’s own description of its 
role:

Swift is the way the world moves 
value. We do this every single 
instant of every single day, 
right across the world. No other 
organisation can address the scale, 
precision, pace and trust that this 
demands.

Swift is unique. We were 
established to find a better way for 
the global financial community 
to move value - a reliable, safe 
and secure approach that the 
community can trust, completely.

Although its headquarters is in 
Belgium and it is overseen by the 
National Bank of Belgium, it was 
established by US and western 
European banks in 1973 and is 
overseen by the US Federal Reserve, 
the Bank of England and a number of 
other central banks. It is basically an 
instant messaging banking system, 
linking 11,000 banks and financial 
institutions in 200 countries, and 
processing something like 40 million 
messages a day.

In the past the US and its allies 
have used different levels of 
restrictions regarding access to Swift, 
depending on who was the offending 
country and how much punishment 
they intended to inflict. In the case 
of Iran’s Islamic Republic, it was 
banned from Swift in 2012 as one 
of the measures instigated by the 
United Sates and followed by its 
allies to punish Iran for its nuclear 
programme. The country’s income 
from oil export revenues was 
halved, and 30% of its foreign trade 
disappeared overnight.

In the case of Russia, however, 
the situation is more complicated. 
Had the US imposed a similar ban 
on Russian banks and financial 
institutions, Germany’s payments 
for its fuel would have stopped and 
therefore the country’s supply would 
have been seriously hampered. 
The price of oil and gas in Europe 
would have spiralled even further. 
Instead, on February 27 just a few 
Russian banks were cut off from 
Swift - including, predictably, the 
two major ones, Sberbank and VTB. 
In addition, the assets of the Central 
Bank of Russia were frozen.

UK ministers, knowing full well 
that a complete Russian ban on 
Swift is unlikely for the time being, 
have tried to appear more hawkish 
than the US by calling for the 
implementation of more widespread 
Swift restrictions. Nevertheless, the 

sanctions imposed were sufficient 
to cause a run on the Russian ruble, 
which tumbled to a record low. The 
Russian authorities had no choice 
but to impose the temporary closure 
of Moscow Exchange’s stock and 
derivatives trading.

We also heard sanctimonious 
statements from leading UK and 
EU politicians about prohibiting 
“Russian oligarchs from using their 
financial assets on our markets”. 
Of course, for decades all these 
countries - in particular the UK - 
have been happy to launder dirty 
Russian money. The Conservative 
Party previously had no qualms 
about accepting large donations from 
oligarchs.

China
However, it is clear that Russia 
was expecting sanctions and had 
taken a number of steps since 2014 
to reduce their impact. One of its 
important trading partners is, of 
course, China. As of December 2021 
China’s purchase of oil from Russia 
surpassed its purchases from Saudi 
Arabia. In late February, days before 
the military campaign in Ukraine 
began, Russia announced a deal 

to sell 100 million tons of coal to 
China for an estimated $20 billion, 
as well as another to buy Russian 
wheat, despite concerns about plant 
diseases.1

A few hours after the 
announcements regarding western 
sanctions, Wang Wenbin, a Chinese 
foreign ministry spokesperson, 
clarified China’s position regarding 
the use of sanctions: “Sanctions 
are never an effective way to solve 
the problems,” he said. “I hope 
relevant parties will still try to solve 
the problem through dialogue and 
consultation.”

In fact, in the last few weeks, 
China has tried to soften the potential 
economic repercussions of new 
sanctions against Russia. According 
to AidData - a research lab based 
at William and Mary University in 
Virginia - between 2000 and 2017 
Russia was the largest recipient 
of loans from official Chinese 
institutions, totalling no less than 
$151 billion.2 China-Russia trade 
was estimated to be valued at more 
than $145 billion in 2021 - a record 
high.

Interestingly two of the 
institutions involved are the China 

Development Bank and the Export-
Import Bank of China. Both are 
believed to be insulated from 
western secondary sanctions and 
subsequent penalties because they 
have no dealings with US business 
interests and do not depend on the 
US dollar. Of course, as international 
commercial institutions, they cannot 
avoid dollar transactions, but it does 
look as if China has deliberately 
isolated aspects of the workings of 
these two banks as part of a general 
policy to reduce the use of the dollar 
in bilateral relations with Russia. 
‘Decoupling’ from the dollar remains 
a long-term aim in China, whereby 
a bipolar global financial system 
would be created: one based on the 
US dollar, the other on the renminbi.

China was already a major 
purchaser of Russian oil and gas, 
and it will now undoubtedly make 
use of the new situation to increase 
its purchase of cheap Russian fuel - 
as long as it can avoid any obvious 
breaking of international sanctions. 
This is exactly the policy followed by 
Beijing regarding sanctions against 
the Islamic Republic of Iran and they 
have learnt from that experience. 
According to David P Goldman, 

writing in Asia Times,

China’s Cross-Border International 
Payments System (CIPS), 
founded in 2015, is still under 
development and includes only 
80 foreign banks. But there is 
no reason in principle that CIPS 
can’t substitute for Swift. And if 
Russia successfully shifts its trade 
payments out of the dollar system, 
the blow to American prestige and 
power would be enormous.3

China has considered a number of 
policies in this respect. According 
to estimates produced by the China 
Centre of the US Chamber of 
Commerce, this will cause a major 
reduction in US gross domestic 
product. In terms of aviation, China 
plans to reduce - and in the long term 
eliminate - its purchase of US aircraft 
and commercial aviation services. It 
is estimated that this will reduce US 
output by between $38 billion and 
$51 billion annually. When it comes 
to semiconductors, China also seeks 
to achieve self-sufficiency, and 
the US sector in this field could be 
looking at $54-$124 billion in lost 
output. Similar policies are pursued 
in relation to the US chemical and 
medical devices industries and, in 
terms of total trade, the US could end 
up with a loss of $190 billion in GDP 
by 2025, resulting from changes 
in China. All this was, of course, 
in the pipeline before the current 
war in Ukraine. These are long-
term policies and have a very clear 
aim: challenging US hegemony by 
increasing China’s economic power.

In many ways that is why Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine has created a 
dilemma for Beijing. It is clear that 
China wants to keep close relations 
with Russia in order to increase the 
resulting political and economic 
gains. For Beijing, however, China’s 
long-term economic and political 
aims come first: the country’s 
leadership will put China’s own 
interests far above any ‘strategic 
partnership’ with Russia l

China offers 
Russia some 

protection
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