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Sign up with Ken & Tony?

After reading your journal. I thought I would make some observations for your letters page.

Firstly, I agree that AWL, Outlook and - most importantly - LLB supporters do good Labour work, although I am surprised you neglect to mention Socialist Appeal, who are now the only full entrist tendency in this country.

I also agree that if the entrists and Trots jump out they would produce in all probability a 'fuck-up'. Therefore, I find your position rather strange. Why not work inside and outside the Labour Party in the same non-sectarian manner as you do now, with the exception of the unnecessary and fruitless attacks on the CPGB?

Inside the Labour Party you could relate to the 50,000 or so anti-Blairite members and struggle alongside them, therefore preparing the best grounds for a future left split from Labour and the creation of a party similar to Italy's PRC, which was a left split from the mass bourgeois workers' party.

Yours for socialism

Will Matthews
How bizarre

Annwyl Gyfeillion, Dear Comrades

The past couple of issues of Socialist Democracy suggest there are positive moves towards a green left party that dumps the old orthodox left baggage.

There have been moves and failures in the past, but I believe the Scottish Socialist Party's electoral breakthrough - based on grassroots campaigning - heralds a real opportunity to realign politics in Scotland, Wales, Ireland and England.

But if Socialist Democracy is to seriously confront the old orthodoxies and build a libertarian socialist party it needs to get to grips with the changed reality of the Disunited Kingdom.

Your editorial refers to the need for an SSP-type party throughout the UK. How bizarre. I'd argue that the SSP's success is based on its support for an independent socialist Scotland and a willingness to break with old British left notions about national liberation.

This tends to be a good thing in Latin America and Africa, less good in Europe, and a definite no-no on the British mainland. I don't believe the left in Wales, Scotland or the six counties will accept a UK-wide organisation.

The British state is part of the problem and the evidence of military control in Ireland and social and economic experiments in Wales and Scotland (eg the poll tax and quango rule) suggest that the ruling class understands that there are different national dimensions within that state, even if the left has traditionally buried its head in the sand.

Here in Wales, the Scottish experience has been followed closely and the Welsh Socialist Alliance is already up and running. We've got an awful long way to go before we catch up with Scotland but the alienation with Labour is very real and Plaid Cymru will not be able to keep both its traditional cultural nationalists and new leftwing voters happy for long.

Of course the bottom line remains the same in all our respective countries. We fought the poll tax, we fought with the miners, we want workers' self-management and a decentralised socialism that cares for the environment.

But until socialists in England recognise and respect the differences that also exist, then this metropolitan myopia will continue to hinder the left.

I hope Socialist Democracy can help develop a new libertarian socialist organisation in England, one that recognises the national question is not just an issue in Kosova, Kurdistan or Ireland.

The SSP has shown that the choice is not one of nationalism or international socialism. There is, as Tory Blur might never say, a third way - socialism and national liberation.

Yn frawdol, fraternally

Marc Jones, Wrecsam
PS To find out what's going on in Wales should read Y Faner Goch, the Welsh Socialist monthly paper. Available for just £6 for 12 issues from Y Faner Goch, PO Box 661, Wrecsam, LL11 1QU.

Puzzled

I bought Socialist Democracy No 7 because it contains a document from the former members of the Socialist Party here in Liverpool. I got to know a number of these people over the two and half years that we worked together in support of the dockers.

While it would be wrong to say that I find myself in political agreement with them, I do not for one minute doubt their sincerity nor their commitment to working class struggle.

I've looked at Socialist Democracy hoping to find the same level of openness to consider radical and even heretical ideas as exists here, but I have to admit that I am rather puzzled by the nature of the project which you seem to have set for yourselves. You say in the editorial that you are, with others, in a process which could take an important step towards creating a new culture on the British left: one rejecting the congenital absolutism of British Trotskyism.

All well and good, but the rest of the article seems to me to cast doubt on your willingness to take too many steps in this process. Moreover this is further complicated by your wish to be as inclusive as possible. You want to bring into being a new socialist party [which] needs to be a socialist green party, encompassing the best from the workers and trade union movement but also other traditions: the women's movement, the anti-racist campaigns and the new politics like the various direct action networks and campaigns.

Now this really gave me pause for thought. Many of these other traditions came into existence and define themselves precisely in opposition to what they have experienced as the best from the workers and trade union movement - more about that later.



 us on our strategy and tactics

That is, they have come into existence precisely because of the inability of the left (however defined) to cater for, understand, or develop the kind of critique that would meet their needs.

So when one of your readers says 'if you lot really aren't a bunch of Trots and really are into green issues/feminism, how come there aren't any articles on green issues or feminism in the magazine?', this really is a very pointed question.

Perhaps the answer to it lies in the contradiction I have outlined above. This is real and must be worked through - and this may, indeed probably will - mean abandoning what has always been thought of as traditional left politics, certainly those flowing from Trotskyism. Are you prepared to contemplate this?

Hence my puzzlement at your project - to build a new party of the left. In attempting this you seem to want to attract and involve a whole group of activists without yourselves seemingly having to seriously reconsider your own politics. This is usually called having your cake and eating it.

Building a new party of the left probably seems self-evident to you, but it contains many assumptions about the people you have identified as your potential constituency, assumptions which ares simply unrealistic to make. 

Perhaps your experience convinces you otherwise. But if I can give an example from my own experience perhaps it will make clear what I mean. During the dockers' dispute, a meeting was organised to which all the kinds of people whom presumably you would want to involve in this discussion were invited.

Jimmy Nolan came representing the dockers, Cliff Slaughter and Dot Gibson were also there. We might characterise them as the old left. Young eco-activists came as well as one or two Reclaim The Streets people and of course me. I am 49 years old and content to call myself a communist.

I was visibly struck by the contrasts in the meeting. This became even more marked after the contribution by Jimmy Nolan, who was listened to in silence, but whose contribution generated so much opposition from the younger people there.

Some of these even went so far as to declare their opposition to the concept of socialism which Jimmy had simply employed without defining, presumably believing that everyone shared and accepted the same understanding.

You can therefore imagine that with such a wide divergence in attitude and approach, nothing of any concrete use came out of the meeting. Later, I made it my business to find out why some of these young people were so adamant in rejecting socialism. Although some of the answers I got betrayed ignorance of some issues and naivete, it soon emerged that there was a rational kernel to their opposition, which it is important for us to understand.

First, they understood socialism as meaning state control of their lives, accompanied by ever increasing growth of industry with its consequent pollution, and a world where workers were content to stay as passive consumers of material wealth. 

Second, they conceived of the socialist movement as for the most part undemocratic, hierarchically organised, patriarchal and at best dismissive, if not actively hostile to their concerns. 

Third, they saw socialist forms of organisation and especially parties, but also trade unions, as uniformly top down, bureaucratic organisations, impossible to change and interested only in power, which they defined in capitalist terms as power over people rather than the power that enables people to do things for themselves.

Fourth, they were totally dismissive of formal democracy as it exists in western countries. They appeared to have no interest in elections and certainly had no wish to represent anyone other than themselves.

They contrasted an empty democracy of form, voting as a passive mass, as against a democracy of action, with themselves as active subjects, even though they were a minority, pursuing its own interests, consciously organising itself. 

The words are mine because they mostly would not employ these terms, nor was this as well worked out as I have implied.

They outlined an alternative vision - one where how they lived/ acted/ worked today was directly linked to the form and content of a society they wanted to bring about tomorrow. These last two points would obviously have a bearing on the 'new party of the left' which you are talking about.

Now, please tell me what the best from the workers and trade union movement is, that you say will combine with this type of new social movement that has already arisen. Please tell what it is that can be salvaged from what I conceive to be the terminal decline of the left, that will materially and concretely help these people - or ourselves?

Please be assured that this is not a rhetorical question. Although I cannot speak for any of the former Socialist Party members here on Merseyside, I know that they, some of the former dockers and others are also wondering about these questions. Attempts to work out answers to these and other questions will in my view be the real future of any new movement, not attempts to build a new party of the left.

Please also be assured that the questions I put here are not made in an effort to get us to accommodate to the status quo. Rather they are borne out of the bitter realisation of the defeats we have suffered.

We really cannot go on pretending that the old models of party and union with their associated forms of political activity - electoral politics, lobbies and the like - will answer our needs into the next millennium. Are you prepared to consider this and similar propositions?

Dave Graham, Merseyside.
A note in reply

Dave touches on a number of points about how the people around Socialist Democracy, and some of them are easier to address than other.  

First, nothing represents the views of the editors in the magazine apart from the stuff signed by them. More to the point though, our editors aren't political commissars, just the comrades whose turn it is to put the magazine together.

Second, when we say we want to keep the best from the past alive, we don't mean that the most distinctive contributions of - say, the Trotskyist movement - are necessarily the best ones. Nor do we mean we want to keep them 'alive' in propaganda pickle jars, in the hope we have enough for the future. No, all we mean is that if there is something good from the past, then we want those people who know, or appreciate what's good from, that experience to help us present that experience to the next generation.

As you say, many young people have no trouble throwing away the baggage from the past that doesn't make sense to them. However it's also our view that there are good experiences from the past that we can't do much with today, and we should keep those around and experiment with them when we can, to see if they still can work.

Surely it remains the case that the working class movement made some significant gains that might be useful in the future.

For example, trades unions are a pretty good idea, as is the notion of mass participatory democracy. Similarly, Marxism really helps some people to understand the world and their own place in it and, in that way, helps those people to make their struggles successful. 

We’d like to hear the views of other readers.

 -- Chris Brooks

Building a new party of the left

A Livingstone Victory?

Nick Long, Chair, 
London Socialist Alliance


It is becoming clear that the outcome of Labour’s ’selection process’ for its candidate for London mayor could well come to shape the outcome of left politics for the next decade.

For those socialists who are seeking to build a mass left alternative to the Labour Party it poses real opportunities. It may mean a reconsideration of tactics in the short term if Ken wins, especially in London, with the aim of seeking to cleave away a large section of the London Labour Party, trade unions and working people to a new left political formation in the long term.

A number of scenarios could unfold. Ken is facing a massive onslaught from the Blairite machine. These attacks are likely to be counter productive and backfire. This is happening, with Dobson losing support and going backwards. But the odds are heavily stacked against Ken. If Dobson fails to take off he will face pressure to withdraw in favour of Jackson, or the Blairite machine will switch in favour of Jackson. Any measure will be taken to stop Ken. 

Key decisions preventing Ken from winning in the election college have probably already been taken. The barring of a number of key unions in London - RMT, Bectu, Aslef and MSF - add up to more than 20% of Ken’s likely vote in the trade union section. Those in MSF seeking to overturn this are already facing disciplinary action, indicating that the Blairites had their strategy planned long ago and see this as a crucial element. 

The unprecedented decision of the GMB, to split its vote will give support to Ken’s opponents and fragment his vote. These measures will mean it is unlikely that Ken will gain the required minimum 70% vote in the trade unions section that he needs to stand a chance. 

The shoe-horning in of Blairites at the top of the European MEP list and into the GLA seats will also give Dobson crucial backing. The payroll vote and the pressure of the whip’s office on London MPs will deliver a solid block of votes to Dobson. Numbered ballot papers could see a reappearance in the MPs’ section of the college. The result is likely to mean that more than 80% of this part of the election college swings behind Dobson.

Ken is likely to gain overwhelming support in the constituency section, but this is unlikely to reach the required 70%. A number of irregularities have come to light in this part of the college. The disillusionment with New Labour since the general election has probably seen thousands leave the party, and hundreds of aggressive Blairites join, shifting the London Labour Party membership further to the right. Membership of the London Labour Party is a closely guarded secret, but I would however be amazed to see the level of individual membership of the party in the capital at anything near 60,000. The true figure is likely to be around 40,000-50,000. The Co-op Party, for example, affiliates at 50,000 but has less than 250 members in London. The Fabian Society is also likely to have adopt similar tactics.

If, however, Ken were to secure the Labour nomination for mayor, this would change the political landscape for the left. Any likelihood of a left break with Labour, especially in London, would be choked off. Ken as mayor would be the only show in town. The balance of forces within the Labour party and movement would have been altered considerably and forward march of the Blairites would have been checked.

Hundreds of disillusioned Labour Party socialists would again become active, many who had drifted out of the party would rejoin, and the prospect of turning the London Labour Party back to socialist politics - in support of Ken - would be opened up. In these circumstances it would be foolish to not join with this process and engage with the Labour Party. The struggle to defend Ken and his progressive agenda and secure his renomination would involve a massive struggle against the Labour establishment. By 2004, this could have reached a dramatic crisis and help in the formation of a new left party.

The reality, however, is that Ken Livingstone is facing numerical defeat but will win the moral and political argument. The question that then presents itself is will Ken, despite his assurances, stand as an independent? As the election process proceeds, Ken will be giving the rigged process increasing legitimacy and will find it difficult to countenance an independent challenge.

If Ken does break with the Labour Party, all well and good. All socialists outside Labour should seek to join and build any new political formation that unfolds. The ramifications could spread throughout the country and the labour movement.

The likely scenario is that despite a massive outcry, Ken will accept the stitch up. If that happens, the left should then consider launching a new left party in the new year to capitalise on this disillusionment, and seek to have socialist candidates for mayor and the assembly.

The prospect of trade union candidates for the GLA list seats is already on the agenda. A new left party could be up and running before the general election and spread rapidly, helped by Blair’s enthusiasm for elected borough and city mayors. We are already seeing the rapid development of Scottish Socialist Party, aided by the Scottish parliament and the prospect of PR in local elections.

The last week in February - when Labour’s election college result is given - could trigger off a course of events that shape left politics throughout the next decade.

Building a new party of the left
Livingstone is the lesser evil

The ongoing game of bluff and counterbluff between Tony Blair and Ken Livingstone over the Labour nomination for Mayor of London has succeeded in propelling Livingstone and his record as leader of the GLC in the 1980s back into the political limelight. 

As Blair has found out to his cost this has been very much to Livingstone's advantage. It is certainly true that Livingstone has been oustanding tactically so far whilst the Millbank machine has made blunder after blunder. But clever tactics alone cannot explain the overwhelming support for Livingstone in London. Clearly there is growing dissatisfaction amongst Labour's traditional base with the whole New Labour project. But presently such dissatisfaction is unlikely to be translated into mass electoral support for any Socialist alternative to New Labour as it will not be seen as credible. However what is seen as credible is where existing left Labour politicians with an existing base are prpared to break ranks. Only in this context can we understand how left Labour MP Dennis Canavan could win Falkirk West as an Independent in the Scottish Parliamentary election after he had been prevented from standing as a Labour candidate. by contrast the Scottish Socialist Party failed to win and indeed came nowhere winning a Scottish Parliamentary seat. It is clear that the 'Canavan factor' lay behind the decision to allow Ken Livingstone to stand for Labour nomination as Mayor. The assumption being that Livingstone would stand and probably win as an Independent candidate if prevented from standing for the Labour nomination. The assessment of Blair and Co is clearly that Livingstone as a Labour Mayor is a lesser evil and would be easier to control than as an Independent Mayor. As Labour Mayor Livingstone would be a prisoner surrounded by Blairite councillors on the Greater London Authority. If Livingstone fought as an Independent there would conceivably be Livingstone supporters contesting the constituencies and proportional list for the GLA election in May 2000, some of whom would get elected. It would clearly be an entirely different ball game. Letting Livingstone stand for the Labour nomination represents a damage limitation exercise on the part of Blair. However whilst Livingstone is no Blairite his credentials as a left wing opponent of Blair are highly suspect. Livingstone's opposition to the privatisation of London Underground merely leads him to meekly advocate the issue of public bonds in order to finance the development of the Underground, in other words he is saying don't sell off the Underground just mortgage it off instead. Issuing public bonds may be a lesser evil to privatisation of but it hardly represents a Socialist alternative. Interest will have to be paid on the bonds but where will it come from? Higher fairs? Lower wages? Reduced safety? Livingstone today is as much a product of the rightward evolution of mainstream bourgois politics in Britain as Tony Blair. His recent support for the Nato bombings of Yugoslavia placed him to the right of many of his allies on the Labour left (Benn, Corbyn et al) and obviously shocked many. But even before the Nato bombings Livingstone had been on record describing himself as being in 90% agreement with Tony Blair. It speaks volumes for Tony Blair's control freakery and outright paranoia that he is intransically opposed to a man who claims to be in 90% agreement with him! Whilst the Labour Party may retain the support and affiliation of the trade unions New Labour is a qualitatively different type of party to Old Labour. Old Labour was a party based primarily on the trade union bureaucracy whilst New Labour rests primarily on a bloc between the trade union bureaucracy and the 'modernising' or 'European integrationist' wing of the ruling class. Given that a substantial fraction of the ruling class now see Labour as their preferred party of government the days when it was possible to argue for a Labour vote as a class vote have disappeared, and they have disappeared for good. However whilst Socialists must now argue against a Labour vote in general this formulation must not be interprated in a formalistic manner as some will be tempted to do. There will be exceptional circumstances where it will be tactically correct to vote for individual left Labour candidates where they are seen as left opponents of the leadership. If Livingstone does win the Labour nomination for Mayor he will almost certainly become such an 'exceptional circumstance'. However a vote for Livingstone as Mayor under such circumstances must be a vote for Livingstone as an individual ie despite rather than because he is the official Labour candidate. 

There are many left reformists and even a few 'Marxists' still in the Labour Party who are undoubtedly salivating over the current debacle concerning the London Mayor, seeing it as a means to revive the fortunes of the Labour left. But the Labour left cannot be revived, whereas it was once a sinking ship it is now a wreck at the bottom of the ocean. As a man Livingstone is far less than the myth created around him and the Brent East Labour MP of the 1990s is a shadow of his former self as GLC leader in the early 1980s. 1980s revivalism may be all the rage but any attempt within the Labour Party to recreate the Bennite upsurge of which Livingstone's GLC was a part will be doomed to fail. There is obviously anger and outrage amongst many rank and file Labour Party members in London against the bureacratic hurdles placed in Livingstone's path to prevent him getting the Labour nomination for Mayor. But the only reason why Livingstone has got so far is because he has organised a base both inside and outside the Labour party to fight an Independent campaign for Mayor if necessary. Whether he stands as the Labour candidate or as an Independent Livingstone must be supported for all his political defects. A Livingstone victory would be a defeat for Blair and New Labour and it would be seen as such. Only through supporting the Livingstone campaign (however critically) would it be possible for Socialists to take the fight to build a Socialist alternative that is both outside and against the Labour party to a wider mass audience. 

The new rules for revolutionaries

Part 2: Growing revolutionary 

Chris Brooks 1

of revolutionary activists

The “Don’ts”

Don’t use people, or use them up

Don’t use ‘the apparatus’ as the key index of success

Don’t think you already know what you need to know

Don’t think about off-the-shelf solutions

Don’t fear risks

1] Part one of this article, The mistakes that lead to sad caricatures of Leninism, appeared in Socialist Democracy 7. 

A strong trend is emerging of activists working for an anticapitalist party in England and Wales. Revolutionaries who want to draw this party together are shifting away from narrow-minded and over-centralised ’party patriotism', which has dominated much of the far left in the English-speaking countries. We have some ideas about the values that Marxists should champion and how we should approach differences, either amongst ourselves or with radical organisations that don’ t yet share our project.

Do set ambitious goals

Networks of activists won’ t survive if the goal is simply survival. Our groups are voluntary organisations whose supporters have many calls on their time. To grow, a group of people have to be more than a pole of contestation ­ simply proposing a view or comment on the passing of events.

We have to become poles of attraction, so that pressure builds up for different but similar trends of opinion to unite. That involves setting three sets of ambitious goals.

Firstly, the emerging national network of people has to be an effective framework for developing initiatives that expand and unite the constituencies for a new left party. We do not want an organisation that dictates tactics to its members. However, we have to build socialist organisations that are able to help members combine their energies and work together. So the network has to prioritise one or two areas where it can maximise the effectiveness of its members. In that way, we can learn as a network and learn from the people we work alongside. 

Secondly, the network needs to mark out its mission. Every organisation needs a vision of what it is working towards. We can then see what the gaps are between there and here. The mission of this trend in the movement is not to make a socialist revolution but rather more modesty, to help draw into being the most pluralist and broadly based anticapitalist party we can. We have to look at the best examples of how other organisations, in Scotland, Europe and elsewhere, have been able to do that ­ and aim to match or exceed the effectiveness of those organisations.

Thirdly, we have to allow our members to meet their goals better through taking part in our network. We want to build a network where people are happy to spend their time. Our goals must include making sure our networks are communities of solidarity and support. People should be able to gain something from taking part: experience and ideas, skills and information, a certain amount of affirmation and self-awareness, fun, and more.

Too many Marxists live off the accumulated capital of Capital. Our organisations should provide more openings than book learning. Especially in non-revolutionary periods like this, we need openly and consciously to set goals about how we work together as groups, how we decide things, how we resolve conflict, how we grow ourselves as an activist community, how we can help individuals who want to improve their personal abilities, how we organise and what ethical standards we aim for.

Do look abroad

The international dimension is important even for a network that won’t clone itself in other countries, as the Socialist Workers Party and Socialist Party/Militant have. These organisations seem to have the view that the world is simply a single political economy with one generalised form of exploitation and class struggle. If there is one class struggle around the world, then the movement’ s experience in one country [this one, as it happens] must be valid in ever other.

As a result, they fight for socialist organisations in different countries to have tactics, slogans and cultural values very similar to that of their’parent’ . In reality, the economic, political and ideological peculiarities of countries mean that searching for universal truths in the experience of a single organisation can be dangerous. It was such messianic nationalism that disoriented many of the communist parties.

That said, the employers’ offensive, which has unfolded over the last quarter-century, is increasingly global, as is the crisis in anticapitalist organisations. In the same way that employers and governments look globally for examples of how to attack us, we have to look globally to find ways to organise, solidarise and learn.

Building a new green, socialist and anticapitalist party in England and Wales will mean looking to learn from the successes and failures of activists, especially in Scotland and inside the euro-zone. In many ways, Britain has been a laboratory for the European ruling rich: they look to adopt Anglo-Saxon neoliberalism for themselves. The anticapitalist movement is stronger in Euroland than it is in England and Wales, where the trade union movement was beaten and largely broken during the years of Thatcherism.

A systematic political dialogue between socialists in this country and abroad would allow us to gain from their experiences, currently richer than ours, and allow them to learn from the struggle in this country against the employers’ offensive.

Dialogue needs to be started with groups like Communist Refoundation in Italy, the United Left in Spain, the Democratic Socialist Party in Germany, the Fourth International, the left in the Green Parties and the united anticapitalist electoral campaigns in Denmark, Portugal, France and elsewhere.

building New Left organisations

pluralist networks of activists

International solidarity and collaboration is also vital. We have to take up our place in movement like the campaigns for cancelling third world debt, for aid to Bosnia and Kosova and for greater co-operation between radicals.

Do get people from different left traditions to galvanise themselves together

The benefits of making this synthesis of experience internationally have to be replicated in Britain. To build an organisation capable of exploiting the opportunities of the coming years, it needs to continually synthesis experiences for the different anticapitalist traditions here and overseas. 

In the same way that the example of one country will not be enough, neither can a leadership based upon a single person or single tradition. We need a pluralist and experimental approach, which combines different traditions and also uses the experience of collaboration to galvanise their unity.

The Anglo-Saxon version of Leninism held that only an authoritative leadership, with a single approach to disputed questions, can protect an organisation from corrosion and energise it. The practical application of this policy often had contrary effects. By forcing their organisations to rapidly converge on a single policy, such leaders actually cut short discussion, ossified half-formed positions, presented other views as disputes over inner-party leadership and openly aimed to eliminate disagreement from the organisation.

This prevented those organisations from doing what we wish to do. We want to build a pluralist organisation, that is a community of solidarity and support between anticapitalist activists, in which different political traditions cross-fertilise.

If the next period is one in which past positions will be ruthlessly tested by the next generation and in the coming struggles, we need to unify on the basis of accepting and celebrating the diversity of our organisations and galvanising our organisations through common work, rather than by fight.

Do find ways to compromise and balance dilemmas

We want an organisation that can be much more than a respectful discussion club. We want an organisation of conscious, committed, anticapitalist activists whose activity is used to help them and others to understand the world, whose understanding of the world commits them to help build the constituency for a new red-green party, who will work together as activists to increase the space for anticapitalist activity and thought.

That is an ambitious goal, which means that the organisation itself has to be able to speak and act in its name despite disagreements. We don’ t want the kind of organisation that tells its members what to do or say. However it has to be able to allow the vast majority of activists to find ways to use the organisation to work together and aid the wider struggle. That has to be done even if people don’t see eye to eye. 

Yes ­ we want compromise. It would be great if different points of view can work together in important areas of agreement by finding ways to live with difference on other issues. Sometimes the disagreements between people are so big that working jointly on minor questions would seem ridiculous. That’s life. But often people who agree on what needs to be done today do not work together because they expect that they will disagree on what they need to do next month or next year. Such a refusal is a defeat for everyone involved. 

Everyone’s point of view is based on partial knowledge. All our explanations are partial and all are partially true. By working together where we can we make it more likely that we will move closer to the right and most useful point of view.

Do become a moving target

Some other currents in the workers’, social and anticapitalist movements will disagree with everything written here. They will aim to crush currents like ours and the objective situation is very poor for the whole anticapitalist struggle. The odds are stacked against us hugely. 

What is to be done? The only advantage we have is our flexibility. We have to rapidly develop and improve ­ moving into activity and political development as fast as we can. We need to draw in as much experience as we can ­ encouraging people to create, experiment, innovate and take risks. We have to become a moving target ­ neither fearing failure and criticism nor failing to learn from them.




The “Do’s”

Do set ambitious goals

Do look abroad

Do get people from different left traditions to galvanise themselves together

Do find ways to compromise and balance dilemmas

Do become a moving target

 


Germany

Farewell to the working 

Bodo Zeuner


The collapse of the SPD in recent elections has renewed the debate about the character of the party and its relations to the working class. In the radical left newspaper SoZ, Heiner Halberstadt has predicted a regression to a two-party-system on the US-American model, with the SPD becoming a bourgeois party like the US Democrats. 

Berlin-based political scientist Bodo Zeuner disagrees. He made the following presentation to the Political Forum of the country's largest trade union, IG Metall, on June 4.

Trade unions in Germany always were political. The first workers' protection organisations developed in conjunction with political parties, above all the social democratic movement but also the centre and the liberals. 

As political entities, the trade unions always wanted to represent more than just their actual members. In principle they understood themselves to be organisations of the working class as a whole, of all persons dependent upon their labour.

But there was also a division of labour between the social democratic, christian and communist trade unions. And within each political 'family', everyone agreed that trade unions should take care of the everyday economic matters while the parties would be responsible for the great questions of politics, above all the questions of state. 

Until 1933 the social democratic unions accepted this division of labour, though they never submitted unconditionally to the leading role of the party, like the communist RGO trade unions.  There were exceptions. In 1933 the social democratic ADGB unions attempted to make overtures to Hitler, though the Social Democratic Party did not. 

After 1945, West Germany's trade unions were organised in a new, formally non-party German Confederation of Trade Unions (DGB). But there was a de facto division of labour with the SPD.

Over time, however, the unions became increasingly skilled at independent political interventions, even with the conservative CDU party. 'Co-determination' in the mining industry was agreed between the trade union leadership and Konrad Adenauer, a conservative Chancellor.

This system of labour division was broken in 1959, when the SPD abandoned many principles of social democracy at its historic Godesberg conference. Two years later, the DGB also approved a program embracing the market economy.

But they did not follow in the SPD in declaring themselves no longer the party of the working class but a party of the people. It was the SPD, not the unions, that now aspired to represent, consider, and bring into harmony all interests in society, even those of the employers. 

The trade unions could not just become 'peoples' unions', representing equally the interests of the employers and those of the employees. Despite all the union-employer agreements on social partnerships, and all the unions' attempts to function as intermediary organisations, finding common ground between the interests of wage labour and capital, the trade unions had to remain representatives of the interests of the employees.

They remained a fundamentally single social party. They knew that moving away from this would dilute their reason for existence. Union leaders also wanted to be taken seriously by their social partners and by the government. This required them to stake out a distinctive position.

It is no accident that immediately after the Godesberg Programme, independent currents and initiatives appeared within the trade unions for the first time, opposing the course of the SPD or at least putting forward an emphasis that differed from that of the SPD leadership.

IG Metall (the metal workers union) under Otto Brenner was especially important. SPD leader Herbert Wehner tried to ban the leftist student group SDS, but with Brenner's support, a left wing formed within it and later became the germinating seed of the '68 movement. 

In later years, IG Metall and the print and paper union completely opposed SPD justification of Germany's 'emergency laws'. At least one section of the DGB begun to step beyond the traditional division of labour between unions and the SDP, and take independent political positions and independent political activities as trade unionists.

In 1999, the SPD has taken another qualitative leap, comparable to the Bad Godesberg programme. And so, once again, the trade unions face the problem of redefining their role. 

Forty years ago, the SPD wanted to be a left people's party in the reformist tradition of the labour movement. Today, the wing that won the internal power struggle against Lafontaine wants to transform the SPD into a modern neoliberal party. Schroeder wants the party to occupy a socially and structurally undefined middle ground.

This means explicitly and demonstratively abandoning the political tradition of the labour movement. These traditions have become a burden to Schroeder. He is inspired by Tony Blair, who has showed that one can win elections that way. Blair is very proud of his distant stance from the trade unions.

Programmatically, 1959 meant rejection of the class struggle, of the Marxist tradition, of the expectation of a collapse of capitalism and the ultimate goal of the largest possible social ownership of the means of production.

class?

It meant a turn to Keynesian demand management, to strong state intervention that seeks to provide equity in distribution. It was an attempt to utilise the mechanisms of the market - capital, profit and accumulation - in order to civilise and to regulate for the common good. 

The programmatic theory corresponded with governmental practice after the party took power. Karl Schiller, one of the architects of the Godesberg Program, put it into practice after 1966 as finance minister. 

At that time, the social democratic economic-political conceptualisation seemed modern and creative. It differed markedly from the old-fashioned economic liberalism of the conservative CDU and the liberal FDP.

It meant orchestrated action to tie together the trade unions, the employers and the Bundesbank in the administration of the economy. 

But in 1999 the Keynesian wing of the SPD, represented by party chairperson and finance minister Lafontaine, lost the battle for the programme and policies. They lost precisely because the SPD was now in government, after a long period of opposition. The party chairperson, Gerhardt Schroeder, was now Federal chancellor. 

Schroeder had often stressed that the SPD was a party of programme. But little is known about what he really believes about economic and social questions. We are given sayings about how there is no specifically social democratic economic policy, that he is the chancellor of all Germans, and that, without the agreement of the economy, he can do nothing. 

Confronted by persistent mass unemployment, German voters decided that the SPD was more competent than the CDU/FDP. But this was not on the basis of a clearly delineated concept, certainly not from the Schroeder wing.

The only certainties appear to be saying goodbye to Keynes, Schiller and Lafontaine and turning towards the ideologically and materially dominant neoliberal and monetarist ideas of deregulation and a minimal state. 

The state is conceived as a national competitive institution. Like a private enterprise, it has to cultivate and compete for the favour of big capital. Schroeder's team more or less accept the neoclassical explanation for unemployment, the theory that states that the price of labour is too high. 

It is hard to discern what would demarcate anything specifically social democratic in such a policy. A policy oriented towards the new centre wants to have little to do with the disadvantaged and the losers in the economic transformation processes. 

In other words, the qualitative jump of 1959 meant the turning away of the SPD from the traditions of Marxism. The qualitative jump of 1999 means turning away from the traditions of the workers' movement altogether. 

In their distrust of the state, Blair and Schroeder endeavour not to do less than their predecessors Thatcher and Kohl. Sometimes they speak of an 'active' state that will 'lead'. But this only means the reduction of state intervention oriented towards the common good. The 'tax burden on hard work and entrepreneurship' is defined as 'too high'. They have discovered a 'burden of regulation.' that needs to be reduced. 

On the issue of public service, the 'modern social democrats' descend into the vocabulary of the impersonal. They are concerned with 'rigorously guarding the quality of public services and eradicating bad performance'.

There is also a barracks tone concerning labour relations. Blair and Schroeder are sure that the 'traditional conflicts in the workplace must be eliminated'. Social inequality will not only be tolerated but striven for.

There is a new, elusive distinction between 'equality' and 'social equity'. 'Creativity and outstanding performance' call for higher compensation. 

The losers of the modernisation process on the other hand are told - threatened - that 'modern social democrats are transforming the safety net of entitlements into a spring board for self reliance'. A low wage sector is desirable in order to decrease unemployment. 

'Modern social democrats' promote a society in which all persons will confront each other in competition as owners of 'capital'. The loser will lose even more and the winner win yet more.

The already evident and ever sharpening divisions in society are no problem for them. They are aiming at a 'new centre'. They mean exactly what one former general secretary of the FDP meant when he praised his party as the 'party of the better paid'.

So it is completely ideologically consistent that the FDP fraction of the Federal Congress presents the Blair-Schroeder declaration as its motion to congress.

If the SPD under Schroeder definitively separated itself from the political traditions of the workers movement, then the traditional division of labour between SDP and trade unions has lost any basis.

The SDP cannot be - and does not want to be - the political arm of a movement whose economic arm is constituted by the trade unions.

A completely new question arises for the trade unions. Will they want to continue the political traditions of the workers movement, without being tied to a particular party? 

This means relying on themselves, and building alliance with other social groupings. It means remaining equidistant from all political parties. 

An alternative is also conceivable. It could be called Anglo-Americanisation. There would be no social democratic party anymore, like in the USA and, increasingly, in Britain.

The trade unions would develop as particular and mutually competitive interest groups, representing their respective members, without any politically motivated class solidarity.

In this scenario, the trade unions would accept the thesis that the tradition of a once socialist and social democratic workers movement has exhausted itself politically. And, as the election research specialists argue, there are no more traditional left-right socio-economically based political conflict lines.

The German trade unions must open a discussion. Do we accept or reject this thesis of the end of the workers' movement?

This discussion has not at all been superseded by the formulaic compromises of the DGB programme adopted in Dresden. On the contrary, I think that a political programme that can be a basis for action, and that does not disappear at once into the filing cabinet, is needed now more than ever.

Otherwise, the trade unions are threatened with a rapid descent into political oblivion in the maelstrom of increased global competition between national states, with unions more and more frequently entrapped in blackmail-like 'social partnership' agreements.

Until now, German trade unions were connected to the Social Democratic Party, as part of a traditional division of labour within the workers' movement. But, in 1999, the Social Democratic Party said goodbye to the political tradition of the workers movement.

The question facing the trade unions is as follows: are we willing, are we strong enough, to be the sole carriers of this tradition, without any connection to any particular party? 

This independent politicisation is certainly preferable to the alternative path: the reduction of our demands to an interest-group particularism, like in the American model.


Selahattin Celik

'Who Criticises The PKK?'

Interview With Kurdish journalist and author Selahattin Celik

Celik, who now resides in Cologne, Germany, has written for several publications, including Ozgur Gundem and Ozgur Politika. He has also published several books and articles.

In 1998, his book Criminal State was published in German. In this work, Celik describes the cooperation between the Turkish state, the mafia, and the contra-guerrillas.

In August this year he was the victim of a brutal assault. He was seriously hurt, and it is still not known who was responsible for the attack.


Q: The Turkish government passed an amnesty law at the end of August, and also a clemency law for Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) members who voluntarily surrender themselves to the authorities. President Demirel refused to sign the bills, however, because he said they didn't go far enough. Is this a positive reaction to the PKK's cessation of its armed struggle?

A: Although the official excuse for both laws was the Kurdish question, the Kurds will not benefit from these laws in any way. The amnesty law excludes prisoners who were convicted of activities in opposition to the state or Kemalism.

Deeds which were considered anti-terrorist activities are treated differently than actions during which police or soldiers were killed or wounded. That means the amnesty law will benefit the state gangs and contra-guerrillas, but not the PKK members or guerrilla fighters. Not even people who were imprisoned for simply supporting the PKK will be granted amnesty.

The clemency law is aimed at PKK functionaries, guerrilla commanders, and others who took part in armed actions, but only if they hand in their weapons and other materials. If they give information and documents to the authorities which could prevent future actions against the state, then the law will apply to them.

Death sentences will be reduced to nine years in prison, and life sentences reduced to six years. Demirel didn't sign the bills and sent them back to parliament for reconsideration because the involved powers, including the USA, weren't willing to compromise with Turkey on this issue.

It's not yet clear what final form the amnesty and clemency laws will have. I expect more clauses to be added concerning the guerrillas, stipulating that they must surrender with their weapons. Ankara remains opposed to a general amnesty for the PKK, because this would mean returning at least 30,000 politicised people to the society. That, of course, is not in the state's interest. It's quite clear to see that Turkey is not willing to make even the slightest concession to the PKK and the Kurds.

Q: But President Demirel met recently with mayors from the pro-Kurdish HADEP party, to talk specifically about the problems in the Kurdish provinces. Isn't that a sign of progress?

A: Before the general election in April 1999, Ankara was preparing to ban HADEP. Suddenly they backed off. The reason for this was Ocalan's trial, and his statements to the court in which he, perhaps unknowingly, accepted the Turkish state in its current form. This made a ban of HADEP unnecessary.

The Turkish state has been able to remove the political character from the Kurdish Question and reduce it to the level of social problems in the eastern provinces. To do this, the state needs HADEP.

The party only gained 5% of the vote nationwide in the general election, but elected the mayors of 30 Kurdish cities. Without having any influence on politics in Ankara, HADEP assumed control over Kurdish cities damaged by the war and suffering from the debts incurred by the war.

Demirel told the HADEP mayors that even the PKK accepts the state borders of Turkey and a reduction of the Kurdish question to one of a problem of language and culture. So now HADEP could remain a legal party and need not make any broad-reaching demands.

Demirel called on HADEP not to promote separatism, and said: 'If you obey our warnings, the state will give you economic aid and will not prevent you from receiving economic aid from Europe.' HADEP has little other choice at the moment than to accept this offer being forced on them.

Q: What will become of the national liberation movement in Kurdistan now?

A: By now, it should be clear to most people that the PKK was not making any advances since the mid-1990s. Their demand to be recognised as a party at war and their appeals for peace and democracy found no resonance. Neither in Turkey, nor in the Western states allied with Turkey.

So the PKK was forced to continue the armed struggle. The party became rigid in its repetition and stagnation. Ocalan tried to break through this stalemate by means of his charisma. But the politics of the PKK was still characterised by defeats and mistakes.

These problems became increasingly severe. The kidnapping of Ocalan and the trial against him have only made this situation worse.

At first, the presidential council of the PKK declared that the word of the imprisoned chairman would only remain valid as long as he was in contact with the people and the party.

Later it was said that Ocalan's statements from prison were binding orders no matter what the circumstances. Many people interpreted this action by the presidential council as a sign that secret talks were underway between Turkey and the PKK, and people expected that first the situation of the Kurdish people, then the PKK, and then Ocalan would become the subject of the proceedings.

But the Kurdish national question never came up during the trial. The state did all it could to portray the PKK chairman imprisoned on Imrali as the head of a terrorist group. The conflict with the PKK was portrayed as a plot by foreign powers directed against Turkey, and ultimately against the Kurds as well.

The victims of this conspiracy were killed and wounded policemen, soldiers, and village guards and their families. The Kurds killed by the state were nothing more than terrorists, it was said. Then the Kurdish Question was reduced to a matter of language and culture, a problem which could be resolved internally by Turkey, which was, it was said, on the path to democracy.

Q: What role did Abdullah Ocalan play in this?

A: The statements that Ocalan made during his defence and after the trial gave the impression that he accepted the state's concept. He said the Kurds had never started an uprising in order to separate themselves from Turkey. This is not even in their interest, Ocalan said.

He even said that autonomy is unrealistic, and that Ataturk was never anti-Kurdish. The goal of the Kurdish people, he said, was to be part of a democratic Turkey. What Ocalan has been saying is in contradiction to the previous ideology and politics of the PKK.

In the past, comrades who spent years in prison were defamed as 'confused imprisoned personalities' within the PKK if they wore prison uniforms even once, or if they, in a moment of weakness, appealed for leniency, appeals which they soon retracted the same day, or if they sang the Turkish national anthem after being subjected to severe torture.

Now, however, the party is telling people to unconditionally throw down their weapons and surrender, and the presidential council supports this. What's more, the party has declared that it will wage its political struggle on the basis of, and within the confines of, the so-called new world order which the USA is seeking to impose even on the Middle East.

The PKK is making fundamental ideological, political, and organisational concessions, without getting the slightest thing from the other side. That is very difficult to comprehend.

Q: Has this position of the PKK leadership unleashed contradictions within Kurdish society?

A: Yes, massive and dramatic contradictions. The Kurdish society and the PKK militants are still in a great state of shock. The Kemalist concept, Turkey's vision of the state, and the concept of a pan-Turkish empire which denies the existence of other peoples, all of which were previously rejected, are now accepted by the PKK.

In the past, Kemalism was described as fascistic, but now it's presented as something good and admirable. Most Kurds simply cannot understand this. And yet no one is allowed to raise their voice in opposition to this new line. While the PKK makes one concession after another to the Turkish state, they damn people who demand democracy in their own ranks, and in Kurdish society.

Q: Can the contradictions to the official PKK line even be openly expressed?

A: Everyone is discussing the present developments and asking the question of national responsibility. I'm speaking of national responsibility, because the PKK still has a great influence on the Kurdish people, even in its present situation. But the discussions are not really free. There is no tradition of freedom of expression by individuals within Kurdish society.

Q: You have been affected by that personally. Because of your criticisms of the present PKK politics, most Kurdish media refuse to publish your writings, and your writings are banned from the tables at Kurdish public events. On August 17, 1999, you were attacked in your home. Was that a related incident?

A: Four young men, Turks or Kurds, assaulted me. I immediately thought they were Kurds, because I had feared such an attack for some time now. But I didn't recognise any of them.

It was evening, and I was on the phone to a friend, when suddenly someone knocked on my door. After I opened the door, they rushed in. They overpowered me and pounded me on the head and face. I guess it must have lasted about ten minutes. Then they disappeared. Blood was streaming from my nose and my front teeth were broken. My clothes and the entire room were smeared with blood.

The first to protest against this attack was the aid organisation Medico International'. Then the National Liberation Front of Kurdistan (ERNK) released a statement condemning the attack. But this statement was only distributed in German; it was neither published in Ozgur Politika nor broadcast on Medya TV. Quite the contrary: In Ozgur Politika I was defamed and criticised.

But some Kurdish intellectuals did protest, including the Kurdish section of PEN. The Union of Journalists from Kurdistan did not take a stand, even though many of their members are friends of mine. 





And although I spoke with the Kurdistan parliament in exile, they also gave no reaction.

I have criticised the developments around the trial against Abdullah Ocalan. In my discussions with people, I make clear my sense of unease and my protest against these developments. Certain circles felt that my criticisms put their interests in danger. But I never tried to make myself the centre of the discussion. But it's bitter to know that the Kurds won't allow freedom of expression.

Q: Is it possible to lay the foundations for an open discussion?

A: The Kurdish organisations, especially the PKK, should extend the hand of reconciliation and democracy which they are holding out to the Turkish state to the Kurds as well, and show serious understanding for their criticisms.

First, the PKK should come to terms with its own history. Because, as the product of the heavy struggle they were waging, they shed a lot of blood within their own ranks - perhaps justly, perhaps unjustly - so they need to make an end to that history. And that can only be done by the PKK leadership. I think that should be one of the primary goals of the upcoming extraordinary PKK party congress.

Q: It's certain the PKK will stand fully behind this new line at the congress?

A: Yes, and it's certain that the PKK will do all it can for Ocalan, but that's part of its responsibility as an organisation and that's also a moral duty. But what can't be accepted is that the politics of a party are being directed from inside a prison.

And the PKK should be careful when it deals with its ideological-political theories with respect to the existence of the Kurdish nation. The PKK played a decisive role in developing the national demands of the Kurds. But it cannot maintain a monopoly over these demands forever.

The party should come to the decision that the Kurdish people are not bound to accept the commands which they issued under pressure from the state.

The states involved in the current phase, especially the USA, are selling their interests to the Kurds as goodwill politics. The PKK, which burned many of its bridges in the past, should return international solidarity to its former high importance. Because solidarity among peoples has much more value than the leftovers of the different competing interests of the politics of various states.

Q: Such decisions can only come about as the result of an open discussion, however. Isn't it more likely that the PKK will destroy itself due to internal feuding?

A: The PKK has - better late than never - recognised the necessity of changing. But they must seek to guarantee the involvement of the masses in building opinions within Kurdish institutions, media, and associations. And the PKK should take measures to give physical support to the militants who are now in a state of hopelessness.

Thousands of guerrilla fighters, their supporters among the people, and ultimately millions of people have paid a high price for this struggle. Now they are expecting a moral catastrophe, one which has actually already begun. The forces which are being withdrawn to south Kurdistan should at all costs avoid being drawn into clashes with the KDP, because the strings of the KDP are pulled by the Turkish state.

The Kurdish issue could increasingly become separated from the PKK. The unorganised structures could then be problematic, and at the same time contradictions could surface within the PKK, which would make internal clashes unavoidable. At any rate, it's clear that the Turkish state will not hesitate to profit from this situation. Turkey is already trying to provoke trouble within the party and to thereby strengthen those forces which in turn strengthen the position of the Turkish government. 

•  Interview by Jorg Hilbert, published in Junge Welt, September 25, 1999
Portugal

In the recent Portuguese parliamentary elections, the Left Block obtained 2.5% of the votes and will form a new parliamentary group with two MPs. 

The Block is a movement bringing together the PSR (Portuguese section of Fourth International), the UDP (ex-Maoists) and many independents.

The result represents a significant increase in the number of Left Block votes to 130,000, more than doubling the 60,000 in June's European election. Supporters are predominantly young and urban 

Francisco Louca ('Chico') from the PSR and Luis Fazenda from the UDP were elected in the Lisbon region, where the Block had its best result (4.9%). Fazenda is the leading light in the UDP and he has already some experience as MP, as the UDP had one place on the Communist Party list in 1991.

The People's Republic of China

After the first fifty years 

Zhang Kai

October Review Vol.26 Issue 4 1999.10.1
It is half a century since the Chinese revolution scored a victory and the People's Republic of China was set up, and with the changes in the relations of production and in class relations, the economy acquired possibilities for rapid growth.

According to official statistics, China's GDP rose from 67.9bn yuan in 1952 to 7,955.3bn yuan in 1998, an average annual growth rate of 7.7%, which was higher than the average annual growth rate of 3% in the world. This figure has been the pride of the Chinese government.

Rapid growth took place in the last decade. Up to 1978, the GDP was only 362.4bn yuan, which means that under Mao Zedong's leadership - in 26 years including the disruptions of production during the great leap forward, the people's communes and the cultural revolution - the GDP increased by only about four times from a very low starting point. It was in 1987 that the GDP exceeded 1trn yuan, an increase of two times in nine years. From 1987 to 1998, in 11 years, the GDP rose 6.3 times.

However, such a rapid increase in the last two decades was partially a result of the rapid development of the private economy. For instance, of the total industrial output of 1996 and 1997, the state-owned economy constituted 28.5% and 25.5% respectively, whereas the private economy constituted 71.5% and 74.5% respectively.

It must be noted that the rapid economic growth was at the expense of major political concessions on the road to gradual capitalist restoration. In the March 1999 National People's Congress when the Constitution was revised, the private economy and individual economy, formerly regarded as playing a 'supplementary' role, had their status enhanced to that of 'being an important component in the socialist market economy'. Lately, the standing committee of the NPC endorsed the law on individually owned enterprises, which aimed to encourage and safeguard the development of private economic units.

The official figures showed that by the end of 1998, registered individually owned enterprises amounted to 442,000. There were about 31.2 million self-employed industrial and commercial enterprises.

With China treading the path towards capitalism, social polarisation and the increasing gap between the rich and the poor have been more acute. In the early years of the Reform, 'Ten-Thousand Yuan Households' was once the name of the nouveau riche. In later years, over a hundred 'Hundred-Million Yuan Households' had emerged.

A recent report said that 'currently, the savings in China amounts to almost 6trn yuan, mostly concentrated in the hands of 15-16% of high-income households.' The deposits of these high-income households amounted to 4 to 5trn yuan, which was over half the GDP for 1998, and four or five times the total revenue of the country.

But at the other end, although productivity has risen, unemployment and layoffs are the rule of the day. The minister of Chinese labour and social security reported to the standing committee of the NPC in August that in the first half of 1999, temporary layoffs in state-owned enterprises amounted to 7.42m workers, of which 5.4m had not been allocated a new job.

Each temporarily laid-off worker received a living allowance of 170 yuan a month, but even this meagre sum of money, some enterprises in some areas did not manage to distribute in time. A sum of 1.37bn yuan was still owed to pensioners of state-owned enterprises.

The Chinese bureaucracy has deprived workers of their power to be master of the enterprises and to democratically manage and operate the enterprises. With command in the hands of a small minority of greedy and incompetent bureaucrats, inefficiency and low productivity have been a feature of the enterprises, and have caused the call for reforms over a long period. However, the reforms have been mostly in vain.

At the end of 1997, a total of 6,599 (39.1%) state-owned enterprises were in deficit. The net deficit was 29.3bn yuan in 1997, and 55.8bn yuan in 1998. About 80% of state-owned enterprises are in debt.

However, if they are all allowed to go bankrupt, the repercussions on bank loans and general savings from the people, and on enormous unemployment, will surely cause serious disruptions of social stability. This is one major reason why the Communist Party of China (CCP) has been reluctant to push through the bankruptcy of state-owned enterprises.

It must also be noted that state-owned and collectively-owned enterprises still occupy a primary position in large and medium scale enterprises, with 70% and 64% weight respectively. Jiang Zemin, in his speech commemorating the 78th anniversary of the formation of the CCP, stressed that state-owned assets amounted to 8trn yuan, forming the prime basis of the national economy.

He warned of the greed of 'some comrades' who attempted to use their political power to seize state assets, and if these people were not contained, state assets would be eventually emptied.

This speech indicates that the CCP leaders are still compelled to give lip service to Marxism and socialism, and that the gains of the revolution in the form of labour and social welfare, and anti-capitalist ideology, cannot be easily removed. The discontent and protest brewing among workers have exerted a strong pressure on the leaders, serving as a barrier to a general capitalist restoration in China.

Socialist Party of Timor

Mobilising the people’s power 

The Chinese proletariat, from class consciousness of actual interest, do not support the privatisation of state-owned enterprises. Workers' actions have been taken in the past years against privatisation.

The Chinese Youth Journal in Beijing reported on the following case on June 4 this year: In Hefei, the provincial capital of Anhui Province, over 2,000 workers had transferred from state-owned enterprises to enterprises run by joint ventures, where they enjoyed two times the wages and could get a monthly income of 1,000 yuan. However, most workers later preferred to quit and wait for work rearrangement by their former state-owned enterprises, receiving only a small stipend of basic living allowance. The reason was that in the new job, labour intensity was double that of the original job, and control was strict. Dismissal of workers was frequent, hence there was no sense of job security.

For China's economic reform to be effectively conducted to the benefit of the majority of the people, a radical democratic reform is indispensable. Without workers assuming real power, bureaucratism and corruption of the cadres cannot be combated. The CCP has refused any political democratic reform, and has cracked down on people demanding democratisation. Autocracy has been maintained by the repression of dissent.

For the celebration of the 50th anniversary, 110bn yuan had been spent on renovations in the capital. To reduce air pollution in order that the military parade could be clearly visible, 25 factories including the Beijing Steelworks Factory were asked to stop production for 11 days, and the estimated loss was 100m yuan.

The mobilisation of several hundred thousand people for the mass parade was aimed to put up a facade of strength and pride, yet they could not cover up the grimness of life in China today.

Max Lane


Shalar Kosi is the secretary general of the Socialist Party of Timor (PST). In an interview with Australia's Green Left Weekly, he stressed that the crucial question for socialists in East Timor is building bases among the people.

'One of the frameworks for this has been the formation this year of groupings in different sectors', he explained. 'These include the Workers' Socialist Alliance, the Peasant Socialist Alliance, the Socialist Youth Alliance, Socialist Alliance of Women and a Socialist Study Centre. They are all at the early stages of development, although many workers outside East Timor, such as in Lampung, are already organised.

'In East Timor, we have the beginnings of bases among port workers, construction workers and drivers. Among coffee farmers, both small owners and labourers, we have some cells that are also developing cooperatives.'

A theme in Shalar Kosi's analysis is the necessity of a strategy of mass action, both for the independence struggle and for a socialist East Timor.

'We think the chances of victory in the referendum are good', he said, ' but we would have preferred that the movement reject the UN agreement on May 5 and then apply pressure through mass actions for one where the Indonesian army wasn't in charge of security for the referendum. Even now, we think that there should be more pressure applied through mass action, through people's power.'

The PST, which was formed as a party in 1997, is not a member of the National Council for Timorese Resistance (CNRT) nor of Fretilin. One of the reasons is that the CNRT does not recognise the 1975 declaration of independence that formed the Democratic Republic of East Timor (DRET). There are other differences too, such as on people's power as a central tactic.

The PST has helped form the People's Council for the Defence of the Republic (CPD) which organised demonstrations soon after the May 5 UN agreement was signed. The CPD, said Kosi, is a loose network, including many non-party people who still support the DRET.

'But now we are working together with Xanana Gusmao and the CNRT to mobilise for the referendum. We also support the proposal for a coalition government after a referendum victory, which includes the current pro- integration forces.'

The PST was represented among the pro-independence groups that participated in the recent 'dialogue' between pro-Jakarta and independence groups in Jakarta, which also included figures such as Ramos Horta.

According to Kosi, a coalition government should have only two tasks: to keep the administration going and to prepare general elections. 'We want free multi-party elections as soon as possible after a coalition government can be formed. Six months is preferable, but definitely no more than two years.

'We would like to see a second referendum also, on whether people wish to reestablish the Democratic Republic of East Timor that was proclaimed in 1975. The people should have the right to have their say on that too.'

Kosi expressed caution on whether Jakarta would abide by the results of the referendum if the independence option won. There was still a question whether the Indonesian army (TNI) would withdraw as required and whether it would leave armed militias behind.

'Again, we will need to mobilise people's power. We will need stronger organised bases among the people.'

Kosi stated that people's power would be as effective as the role of Falintil, the resistance army. 

History had shown that guerrilla struggle and people's power can be a very powerful combination. 'We also have no problem with the disarming of Falintil together with the militias. This will open up more space, making it easier for mass mobilising.'

He was confident that the pro-integration militias could be defeated in this manner. 'They have no basis, apart from the backing from the TNI. They will wither under the force of people's power. But we must still recognise the danger that a withdrawing TNI may try to start a civil war.'

Kosi also emphasised that a key part of defeating the occupation was cooperation with the Indonesian democratic movement. 'We worked together with the PRD [People's Democratic Party], for example, in the 1994 occupations of the Dutch and Russian embassies. The struggles in East Timor and Indonesia cannot and must not be separated.'

While a united front to win the referendum, establish a transitional coalition government and force the TNI to withdraw remains the central tactical priority, Kosi emphasised that laying the basis for a socialist East Timor remained the fundamental goal of the PST.

'Of course, at the moment, the people look to Xanana as the leader or symbol of the fight for independence. Or they relate to Fretilin as the organisation that fought for independence in the 1970s. Our influence at this point is limited. We have no illusions about that. But we also think that the prospects for the socialist movement in East Timor are good.'

Behind this optimism is the assessment that an East Timorese capitalism has not yet taken root and that building a socialist East Timor would not require great efforts to demolish a deeply rooted capitalist system.

It is also based on the PST's assessment that while both Xanana and Fretilin have great authority and popularity, they have not developed functioning party structures among the people. 'The coming period will be a period of ideological clarification among all the political forces', Kosi added.

'The PST is still small, with about 300 cadre in East Timor and slightly less in Indonesia. The 300 in East Timor include 70 new members who have just been through classes. In Indonesia, we have branches covering East Java and Central Java as well as the worker groupings in Lampung.

'On August 1, the PST set up an open legal office in Dili. Our chairperson, Saruntu, is based in Dili. Our position is that the socialist forces should come out from the underground and declare their presence. This is the only way we can win people to our ideas and strengthen our base.'

As part of this coming into the open, the PST has launched a newspaper in a tabloid format, Tuba. Two issues have been published over the last two months, and the party is confident of it continuing on a regular basis.

'We have distributed 5000 copies in East Timor. They are sold by our members to supporters and sympathisers. The newspaper not also debates and analyses current political developments in relation to the UN referendum and the situation in East Timor but also carries educational material on the East Timorese social structure as well as the prospects for socialism in the region as a whole.'

Origins

The PST was formed in 1997, but Kosi traces its origins back much further. A few left-wing youth, having received some education from leftists in Fretilin, had established the youth organisation Ojetil in 1981 although 'Ojetil now is a completely different organisation'.

This attempt to build a socialist-oriented youth group failed in the context of a trend towards a politics of 'national unity', which included disconnecting the guerrilla forces from Fretilin, a rapprochement with the conservative Christian Democrat-oriented UDT [Timorese Democratic Union], a non-party orientation by other student groups such as Renetil and Xanana's resignation from Fretilin and the formation of the National Council of Maubere Resistance (CNRM).

According to Kosi, between 1981 and 1989 the left-wing elements in the resistance were in retreat. Some left leaders in the guerrilla movement disappeared from the struggle.

Then in December 1989, three of the original members of the 1981 Ojetil formed the Clandestine Student Front for the Liberation of East Timor ( Feclitil). This was based outside East Timor. Its first action was a joint protest with Renetil and unaffiliated East Timorese students in Jakarta against the 1991 Santa Cruz massacre. In December 1991, ten people gathered to form the Timorese Socialist Association.

In the initial period, said Kosi, the PST was the subject of considerable slander and gossip, even to the extent of rumours that the head of the PST was Abilio Araujo, a former president of Fretilin who became a pro-Jakarta figure.

'However, by 1995 we were able to establish formal contact with Xanana Gusmao and engage in some cooperation, while maintaining our right to make criticisms and to stay outside of CNRT. Actually, we were also ready to join Fretilin if Fretilin was able to transform itself into a united front of left or progressive forces within CNRT, but it seems Fretilin wants to be a party of its own, perhaps with a social democratic platform. Maybe there will be possibilities of a coalition in the future.'

Kosi explained that the PST's socialism bases itself on Marxism and rejects the Stalinist version. 'We also try to learn from the contributions of revolutionary socialist leaders, such as Lenin and Trotsky. But we are short of readings and materials, so we are still studying.

'We think that the socialist forces throughout the Asia-Pacific region need to collaborate and work out common approaches to issues. This region is going to be a centre of conflict between socialist and capitalist forces in the coming period, especially with the real potential for social revolution in Indonesia. An early victory for socialism in East Timor with its weakly developed indigenous capitalism and its small size and population could also be an inspiration for socialist forces throughout the region.'




Emilio Brodziak Amaya 1938-99 

The man who made The Dawn

More than 200 people packed the auditorium at Leon Trotsky's house in Mexico City to pay tribute to the memory of Emilio Amaya, who died on October 10 at the age of 61.

At the time of his death Emilio was the national coordinator of the Co-ordinadora Intersindical Primero de Mayo, and a leading member of the Liga de la Unidad Socialista (LUS).

Opening the meeting, Manuel Aguilar Mora, a leader of the LUS, explained Emilio's history. The son of a Polish father and a Mexican mother, Emilio Amaya joined the revolutionary movement in the early 1960s, becoming a member of the Liga Obrera Marxista.

He participated in the1968 student movement, and in the same year helped to found the Grupo Communista Internacionalista. In 1976 he was a founder member of the PRT (Mexican section of the Fourth International).

Because he worked in public administration, he had to keep a low profile, and was for a long time confined to journalistic, publishing and internal party tasks. For more than 20 years he wrote, under a pseudonym, a column in the daily paper Uno Mas Uno, defending workers' struggle and socialism.

Until the time of his death he was a member of the council of the Siglo Veinte Uno publishing house. In the 1970s he worked for several years in France, where he was a member of the Latin American fraction of the Ligue Communiste Revolutionnaire.

In the early 1990s, the PRT suffered a severe internal crisis, and eventually split into two groups. The part of the PRT Emilio stayed with decided in February 1996 to dissolve the organisation and go into the Zapatista movement. Emilio joined the opposition groups, led by Jaime Gonzalez and Manuel Aguilar Mora, which rejected this move and decided to fight for an open Marxist organisation. Two months later they founded the LUS.

In 1994, Emilio found himself in a financial position to devote himself full-time to the revolutionary movement. From that point on he devoted literally all his time to the struggles of the Mexican workers, being a fixture on every demonstration of the workers and the left. He helped, in 1995, to found the Primero de Mayo left opposition trade union front, and became its principal organiser.

In the last year much of his time was taken up with the organisation of the National Resistance Front to defend the electricity industry against privatisation. He played a central role in writing and producing the LUS paper Umbral (Dawn); on the giant electricity workers demonstration on March18 this year personally sold more than 100 copies.

In the past nine months he spent an increasing amount of time working to support to epic student strike at UNAM (National Autonomous University of Mexico). He also found time to be active in protests against the US war against Yugoslavia, and against the Indonesian-sponsored massacre in East Timor.

Like many on the Mexican left, he was active in support of the EZLN, which recognised the role of the Intersindical Primero de Mayo by sending a delegation of masked Zapatistas to lead the Intersindical's contingent on this year's May Day march.

The esteem in which Emilio was held was demonstrated by the speakers at the meeting. Fifteen workers' and peasant organisations sent speakers to the meeting, and many more sent messages.

Notable contributions were made by a member of the executive of the Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas (SME), whose members are to the fore in the anti-privatisation fight; and by a companera from the Consejo General de Huelga (CGH), the body leading the student strike.

Leaders of the Movimiento Proletario Independiente and the Partido Obrera Socialista also spoke. A moving tribute to his devotion to the socialist cause was made by his wife, Reyna Brodziak. The banner placed on the podium by the Primero de Mayo read: 'Your memory lives on in our struggle'.

Paul Clarke

To contact the LUS e-mail: maguilarm99@yahoo.com
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Revolution in the 21st Century

‘Permanent Revolution’ today

Although developed almost a century ago, the classical Marxist theories of the dynamics of world revolution remain central to socialist strategy in the new millennium. But that doesn’t mean they should be treated as holy writ. In 1998 the Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) of Australia published a pamphlet by leading member Doug Lorimer, criticising Trotsky’s idea of permanent revolution and counterposing the Orevolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry’. Bad call, guys. This is a heavily edited version of a reply by Phil Hearse, a Socialist Democracy supporter currently based in Mexico.


Why the debate?

In the fight for socialist renewal, international collaboration cannot be on the basis of total agreement on theory, strategy or tactics. 

All or some of the members of organisations the DSP seeks collaboration with hold - or tend towards - the permanent revolution theory. These include the sections of the Fourth International, the Scottish Socialist Party, the Pakistani Labour Party, the NSSP in Sri Lanka, Solidarity in the USA and Socialist Democracy in England and Wales.

Quite correctly, the DSP has not been swayed by petty diplomacy in forthright criticism of permanent revolution in a very polemical pamphlet. This critique follows the same constructive and comradely policy.

We maintain Lorimer’s conclusion - that permanent revolution is ‘an inferior guide to revolutionary action compared to the Leninist theory and policy of a two-stage, uninterrupted revolution’ is wrong. In fact, the reverse is true.

•  Lorimer’s pamphlet is based on the obviously false assumption that the social structure of third world countries today is similar to pre-1917 Russia or 1920s China, with the peasantry overwhelmingly dominant numerically. He does not mention that this is today untrue in most dominated and semicolonial countries.

•  Lorimer confines his critique to the experience of prerevolutionary Russia and China, and does not discuss either the other revolutionary experiences of the 20th century, or post-Trotsky rethinks in the light of subsequent experience. In his introduction Lorimer writes: ‘I have also not attempted to take up the innumerable distortions of Lenin’s views on the class dynamics of the Russian revolution made by later Trotskyists and writers influenced by Trotskyism, preferring instead to concentrate on the original source of these distortions, ie Trotsky himself.’ (p9).

Thus into the dustbin of ‘innumerable distortions’ go Isaac Deutscher, Marcel Liebman, Ernest Mandel, and two very important works which deal with these problems - Norman Geras’ Legacy of Rosa Luxemburg and Michael Löwy’s Politics of Uneven Development - not to mention works of non-Marxists such as EH Carr. Löwy’s book in particular answers in advance every single point that Lorimer makes.

•  The pamphlet fails to recognise that solutions to the national and democratic tasks of the revolution - where third world countries have achieved formal independence, but are still gripped by imperialist finance capital - cannot happen without anticapitalist measures, ie tasks of the socialist revolution. How can any state achieve real national liberation today without breaking the grip of the transnational corporations, World Bank, IMF, and domestic banks and finance houses?

•  Its account of the debates inside the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) up to October 1917 ignore the contradictions and inconsistencies in Lenin’s position, and falsely caricature Trotsky’s. 

•  Lorimer gives a false picture of the post-1923 struggles in Russia and elsewhere between partisans of the two-stage and permanent revolution positions. This effectively writes out the struggle against Stalinism and its neomenshevik stageist theory.

•  Paradoxically, Lorimer comes up with definitions of what the revolutionary-democratic dictatorship might mean in practice that come close to permanent revolution. These concessions give back to Trotsky with the left hand what Lorimer thinks he has taken away with the right. We are left with an eclectic and dangerously confused mishmash.

The central strategic problem: class alliances in the dominated countries

The crux of Lorimer’s critique of Trotsky is the claim that to move towards socialist revolution, it is first necessary to complete bourgeois-democratic revolution. Trotsky failed to understand this, he maintains.

To complete the bourgeois democratic revolution, it is necessary to forge an alliance between the working class and the whole peasantry, on the basis of national and democratic demands, Lorimer believes.

This alliance can then take power in the form of a ‘revolutionary democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry’. It will include the ‘peasant bourgeoisie’, and can then proceed to complete the bourgeois democratic revolution, in particular land reform.

Only then can a break with the peasant bourgeoisie take place and the transition to socialist revolution be posed. This forms an ‘uninterrupted’ process, but with a definite and distinct ‘national democratic’ stage. It is thus a ‘two-stage’ revolution.

Lorimer argues: ‘The Bolsheviks projected a line of march that was necessary for the working class to take and hold power in Russia. The Bolsheviks recognised that a socialist revolution could only be carried out in Russia if the majority of the population (the workers and poor peasants) supported it.

‘But the majority of workers, and above all the masses of poor peasants could only be won to support a socialist revolution through their own experience in struggle.

‘As long as the bourgeois democratic revolution was not completed, the Bolsheviks argued, the poor peasants would remain united with the peasant bourgeoisie in the struggle against the landlords and would not see their problems stemmed not only from the vestiges of feudalism in Russia (the autocracy and landlordism) but also from capitalism.

‘As long as this remained the case, the revolutionary proletariat would be unable to rally the majority of the country’s population, ie the semiproletarian section of the peasantry, to the perspective of carrying out a socialist revolution.’ (Lorimer p19).

Incidentally, I am not very happy with the phrase ‘peasant bourgeoisie’. It would be much more accurate to say the rich peasants - or kulaks -were a section of the petty bourgeoisie. But here I have not disputed the term ‘peasant bourgeoisie’ every time Lorimer uses it.

Even if this were an adequate account of what happened in Russia - which it is not - would it be applicable as a general schema for the third world today? For South Korea, Argentina, Mexico, Brazil, Iran and South Africa? Social changes in the dominated countries exclude such a strategy a priori, because the class composition of these countries - and the relative numerical weight of the different classes on a world scale - has changed dramatically. 

In 1929 Trotsky could write: ‘Not only the agrarian, but also the national question, assigns to the peasantry - the overwhelming majority in the backward countries - an exceptional place in the democratic revolution.’ (Permanent Revolution p276.)

Lorimer writes: ‘Trotsky’s inability to clearly understand that a proletarian-socialist revolution could not be carried out in a peasant country except on the basis of the completion of the tasks of the peasant-democratic revolution, led him to identify the Bolshevik perspective with that of Menshevism.’ (Lorimer p70). 

Lorimer goes on to his conclusion - that permanent revolution is an ‘inferior’ guide to revolutionary action compared with what he takes to be Lenin’s theory - straight from his polemic about Trotsky’s theory ‘in a peasant country’, without a nod in the direction of the fact that today that most third world countries are not ‘peasant’ countries at all.

As Löwy, writing about the 1848 Communist Manifesto and its relevance for today, puts it, the Manifesto’s call for international working class unity ‘was a visionary one. In 1848 the proletariat was still only a minority in most European societies, not to mention the rest of the world.

‘Today the mass of wage workers exploited by capital - industrial workers, white collar workers, services employees, day labourers, farmhands - comprises the majority of the world’s population. It is by far and away the most important force in the class struggle against the global capitalist system, and the axis around which all other social forces other social struggles can and must orient themselves.’ (Monthly Review, November 1998, pp22-3).

While Lorimer abstracts directly from the Russian experience to contemporary conditions, the changes described by Löwy have altered the relative weight of the classes within specific countries and not just on a world scale. 

The Mexican example

In Mexico individual peasant farmers with their own plots of land are a small minority of the population. Already in 1960, some 50% of the Mexican population lived in towns. Today the figure is around 75% (compared with about 15% in 1917 Russia). More than 20% of the roughly 98m population live in Mexico City. The rural population is in its majority composed not of peasants but of agricultural labourers, working for a wage, and often only seasonally and intermittently employed. 

In the cities, the proletarian population lives side by side with the urban poor, often engaged in petty trade and criminal activity. But even here, the urban poor are often disguised proletarians.

The vast majority of the 100,000 ‘ambulantes’ in Mexico City - street traders - are actually employees of the mafia-capitalists who control the street trade. Another huge sector of the urban population is engaged in home working, producing everything from clothes to fireworks in their backrooms and back yards.

These people, despite the fact that they may own their own pitiful ‘means of production’, are also disguised proletarians, selling their products to the vastly rich capitalists who control the trade for a pittance.

What do these changes in the social structure over the last 40 years mean for socialist strategy? A society like Mexico is very different from prerevolutionary Russia, not just from in social structure but from in the character of the agrarian question, which dominated the thinking of Russian Marxists about the peasantry.

Lenin and Trotsky debated how to overthrow a semifeudal aristocracy based on landed estates. But in Mexico there is no semifeudal aristocracy.

Instead there is agribusiness, the thorough permeation of agriculture by capitalist social relations. The enemies of the rural poor are Mexican capitalist farmers and international, especially American, transnational corporations.

Insofar as one can talk about latifundia in Mexico, it takes the form of big farms, linked to agribusiness and the rural bourgeoisie, not a semifeudal aristocracy.

Demands of the rural poor come right up against the national and international bourgeoisie, and are therefore directly linked with the anticapitalist (not antifeudal) struggle.

This is obvious to virtually the whole Mexican left, and reflected in the ideology of the main peasant organisations of struggle, who are socialist, anticapitalist and explicitly linked with the urban left. There is no push whatsoever to create an independent peasant party, counterposed to proletarian and socialist demands.

If the left and progressive parties fight for the allegiance of the rural poor, it is against the rightwing bourgeois parties, particularly the governing PRI.

The battle for the allegiance of the rural poor is directly between the working class and the bourgeoisie. A worker-peasant-indigenous peoples’ alliance - which already exists in skeleton form - will be under the political leadership of the working class.

Virtually the whole Mexican far left puts forward the slogan ‘un gobierno obrera, compesino, idigena y popular’ (a workers, peasants, indigenous and popular government). Such a government could not be anything but the dictatorship of the proletariat, ie a socialist government.

There can be no talk of an alliance with the ‘peasant bourgeoisie’ against the semifeudal aristocracy, because there is no peasant bourgeoisie and no semifeudal aristocracy.

Does this mean that the demands of the peasants and the rural poor - in particular ‘land to the tiller’ - are irrelevant or totally secondary? Not at all. Peasants and indigenous peoples’ struggles have enormous weight, and are extremely popular with the progressive sections of the urban workers. But it does mean that the crucial class in any revolutionary transition is the working class itself.

Spectacular growth in the urban population in many third world countries is directly linked to the rise of capitalist social relations in agriculture and the subordination of the rural population to agribusiness.

Countless peasants have been transformed into landless rural workers, often employed for only a small part of the year and living a miserable, semi-starvation existence.

Mass migration to the cities is a logical move for the rural poor. Even the forlorn existence of the urban poor normally beats staying in the countryside. But a paradoxical effect of these processes is to heighten, rather than diminish, the importance of the land question.

Agribusiness tends to involve counter-reforms in countries where limited land reform has already taken place. Mexico is a clear example.

Individual or collective land ownership by the peasantry cannot be a solution to rural poverty so long as agribusiness monopolises the purchase and marketing of agricultural produce. Peasants become the indirect employees of national and international capital.

Owning your own plot of land and/or being part of a peasant collective, while not freeing you of your subordination to agribusiness, is going to give you more economic possibilities than being a landless labourer.

That’s why landless movements like Brazil’s MST have such enormous popularity. But they fight against not a semifeudal aristocracy, but against the domestic and international capitalist/agribusiness nexus. These movements tend to spontaneously anticapitalist ideology and ally themselves with the urban left. They do not constitute the social and political basis for an ‘independent’ peasant party counterposed to the Left.

End of the semifeudal aristocracy

Outside some limited cases like rural Pakistan or parts of pre-1994 Chiapas, where the social relations of bonded labour and semislavery persisted, the semifeudal aristocracy is defunct.

On an international scale, the semifeudal aristocracy is (or was) a hangover from the feudal mode of production, which in a world more capitalist than ever no longer exists.

Russia in 1917 was a very peculiar social formation. It was an imperialist country, financially dependent on western imperialist powers (especially France and Britain). Yet simultaneously, it had a semifeudal rural class and a huge majority of peasants in its population. Where exactly can you find a similar social formation in the world today? 

One country which is overwhelmingly peasant is of course the largest - China. Today only about 450m people, about a third of the population, live in cities.

This is a much bigger proportion than in 1917 Russia, and China indeed has some of the largest concentrations of the proletariat in the world. And there is indeed a peasant bourgeoisie, the kulak class created by Deng Xiaoping’s late 1970s economic reforms which broke up the peasant communes, and have led to China’s transformation into a capitalist state.

However, Lorimer’s theory could not possibly apply to contemporary China. The peasant bourgeoisie will not struggle for land reform against a nonexistent semifeudal landlord class. It will fight tooth and nail to defend its gains, together with the urban bourgeoisie, against the urban proletariat and the rural workers. Class struggle will develop along the axis of anticapitalist struggle, under the hegemony of the proletariat.

National and democratic tasks in the era of neoliberal globalisation

Neoliberalism - the latest phase of imperialism - has clamped the semicolonial and dependent countries under the most harsh regime of exploitation since the era of direct imperialist occupation.

The experience of the Asian ‘tigers’ and ‘dragons’ has disproved the idea that these countries are independent centres of capital accumulation to rival the imperialist powers, and shown their financial dependence of the Western imperialist centres.

However much it may sometimes strain at the leash, the bourgeoisie in these countries is bound hand to foot to the imperialists.

The ideologies of bourgeois and petty bourgeois nationalism which swept the third world in the 1950s and 1960s, have been seriously undermined. The Nassers and Nehrus of yesteryear have been replaced by pale imitations, unwilling to take the faintest independent step against the imperialist powers. The national oppression of the semicolonial and dependent countries has deepened and not lessened.

>From these factors, we conclude that democratic and national questions (including land reform) remain central in these countries.

DSP writer Norm Dixon has recently made the point that the struggle for national liberation is more than ever an anti-imperialist struggle.

He argues: ‘The struggle for national liberation has shifted overwhelmingly to demands to end the third world's subservience to the dictates of the World Bank and IMF, rejection of the austerity programs formulated by these imperialist-controlled institutions, and the demand to cancel foreign debt. As a result, the labour and socialist movements are more centrally placed and essential in the struggle for national liberation than ever before.’ (Marx, Engels and Lenin on the National Question, Links no 13).

Exactly. Real national liberation today means breaking the dominance of imperialist finance capital over the peoples of the exploited countries. This is a task of the socialist revolution, not the democratic revolution.

The ‘completion’ of the national-democratic revolution, is inconceivable without anticapitalist measures, for example the establishment of a monopoly of foreign trade, the nationalisation of the banks and finance houses, a regime of workers control over the finance houses and big monopolies, and the expropriation of - or at least the state control and supervision of - transnational corporations. 

If Lorimer insists that all these measures are compatible with the national democratic revolution, carried out by what he calls a ‘special form of the dictatorship of the proletariat’, he has really just baptised the first steps of socialist revolution with another name and agrees in essence with permanent revolution.

If not, then he is going to be the partisan of a ‘democratic revolution’, which in today’s conditions utterly fails to solve the national and democratic tasks of the revolution.

As Trotsky in his writings on China argued: ‘The most extreme agrarian revolution, the general division of the land (which will naturally be supported by the communist party to the very end) will not by itself provide a way out of the economic blind alley. China requires just as urgently national unity and economic sovereignty, that is customs autonomy, or more correctly a monopoly of foreign trade. And this means emancipation from imperialism.’ (The Third International after Lenin, Pathfinder edition, p183).

These continuing importance of the national and democratic questions makes worker-peasant alliances centred on these issues essential for mobilising the forces of anti-imperialist, anticapitalist, transition.

But a decisive issue facing the revolutionary movement in third world countries today is how to articulate the question of class independence, ie working class independence of strategic alliances with the bourgeoisie.

There are no cook-book recipes. Tactical and conjunctural alliances with forces from bourgeois nationalist and petty bourgeois nationalist traditions are absolutely inevitable in this period, in specific campaigns and movements. This is different to a strategic alliance, such as that envisaged in the Stalinist-Menshevik version of the two-stage theory.

Revolutionary forces have to advance the objective of a workers’ and peasants’ government, politically led by the working class and supported by the poor peasants and other oppressed groups. This can only be the first stage of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

The DSP on Indonesia

If Lorimer does not attempt to demonstrate his theory by reference to contemporary conditions, DSP writer James Vassilopoulos has attempted to do this with reference to Indonesia (Uninterrupted Revolution, GLW 373). 

Vassilopoulos polemicises against the views of the Australian supporters of Cliff. But in doing so he makes an entirely failed attempt to squeeze Indonesia into the optic of 1917 Russia.

He starts off by conceding that social reality is entirely different between the two countries: ‘How can Lenin’s policy of uninterrupted revolution be applied in Indonesia today? Indonesia is a capitalist country oppressed by imperialism. Russia was a weak imperialist power, with survivals of feudal relations in the countryside.’

So far, so good. But: ‘The main significance of the Russian Revolution for Indonesia lies in the fact that in Indonesia, like Russia in 1917, the working class is in a minority. A socialist revolution cannot occur without the active support of the poor peasants.

‘Before the 1997 economic crisis, there were some 86m employed workers out of a population of 200m in Indonesia.’

Although numbers will have fallen since the Asian crash, this is an enormous percentage of the economically active population. As Lenin correctly noted: ‘The strength of the proletariat in any capitalist country is infinitely greater than the proportion of the proletariat in the total population. This is due to the fact that the proletariat is in economic command of the central points and nerve centres of the entire capitalist system of economy, and because the proletariat expresses economically and politically the real interests of the vast majority of the toilers under capitalism.’ (VI Lenin, The Year 1919).

Vassilopoulos continues: ‘About 10.5m workers are employed in manufacturing, 30m in service and mining industries, and 46m in agriculture. In the cities there are millions of urban poor, many of whom are semiproletarians, having only occasional waged work, and engaging in petty trading activities for survival.’

By any Marxist definition whatsoever, Vassilopoulos has listed more than 40m proletarian workers, even if we were to take the false step of discounting rural workers. That is 20% of the whole population, a much bigger percentage than the Russian proletariat in 1917.

He goes on: ‘If Indonesia is to have a socialist revolution, a revolutionary alliance between the working class and the tens of millions of rural and urban semiproletarians will have to be forged ... To forge such an alliance the revolutionary workers will have to champion the immediate needs of the peasant masses, which centre on winning democracy and land reform.

‘The majority of Indonesia’s rural population are still landowning peasants. In the early 1980s, almost 16m small landowners grew subsistence and cash crops on some 16m hectares.’

How can 16m small peasant landowners be a majority against 46m rural workers? The economically active majority in the countryside are rural proletarians - at least on the basis of the figures which Vassilopoulos quotes.

Vassilopoulos continues: ‘A Marxist party in Indonesia today would need to build a revolution as two-stages of one uninterrupted process. In the first stage, an alliance would have to be forged between the workers and the whole of the peasantry. It would also have to include campus students (who largely come from urban bourgeois and middle class families) and the urban poor.’

Whatever happened to the agricultural workers, then? ‘nce included, the vast majority of this alliance would be composed of proletarians and ‘semiproletarians’ - those directly exploited by capital. Such an alliance, centring initially on democratic and national tasks, would be inevitably be under the organisational and political hegemony of the working class.

Victory would be, as explained by the theory of permanent revolution, the dictatorship of the proletariat, the first step of the socialist revolution.

Vassilopoulos argues that as alliances between different social groupings must be made, they must be of the same type as the (DSP’s account of) the worker-peasant alliance in Russia.

Effectively, the party is trying to make Indonesia’s urban poor and rural labourers an ersatz Russian peasantry. It is making an unwitting ‘workerist’ error in its conception of the proletariat.

The proletariat today, in every country, is an immensely diverse, stratified and varied class. In the imperialist countries service workers of all kinds make up an enormous percentage of the working class, sometimes a bigger proportion than in manufacturing.

The definition of the proletariat is not that it works in manufacturing, but the wage labour-capital relationship and the appropriation of surplus value from the labourers by the capitalist class.

We can see the false counterpositions involved in the two-stage dogma in an astounding section of Vassilopoulos’ polemic. Under the heading ‘Socialist revolution now?’ he argues:-

‘Should the PRD (Indonesia’s most important leftwing organisation) be calling for an immediate socialist revolution today? Such a call would have no mass resonance because the working class does not have sufficient class consciousness and organisation to carry it out and the poor peasants are inert.’

If the Australian Cliffites do indeed advocate ‘immediate socialist revolution today’, they are out to lunch. Any serious debate between the two-stage and permanentist perspectives in Indonesia would be about overall strategic perspectives.

Can the national and democratic tasks of the Indonesian revolution, in particular land reform and freeing of the country from imperialist domination be solved other than through a huge national alliance which involves at its centre its massive proletariat and semiproletariat?

And could such an alliance possibly be under the hegemony and leadership of any class but the working class? Won’t such an alliance, if it is victorious, come immediately and massively into conflict with local capital and imperialism, and not ‘semifeudalism’?

And how could a victorious Indonesian revolution avoid an immediate and direct clash with the long-term interests of local capitalism and world, especially, US imperialism? We return to these questions below.

The debate inside the RSDLP

Lorimer’s pamphlet attempts to prove ‘Trotsky’s identification of Bolshevik policy with Menshevism’ had become by the early 1930s a ‘grotesque absurdity’ (Lorimer pp67ff).

Could this be the same Trotsky who wrote Three Conceptions of the Russian Revolution (NB: three, not two ), in which he scrupulously explained the differences between Bolshevism, Menshevism and his own pre-1917 views? (Trotsky, Writings 1939-40). Moreover, Trotsky painstakingly explains the differences between the three views in two chapters History of the Russian Revolution. 

Lorimer refers to Trotsky’s magnum opus as ‘providing an incomparable Marxist exposition of the events that led to the Bolshevik victory in 1917’. Has he forgotten that this whole book is written from the perspective of permanent revolution?

If Lorimer is right about the Trotsky’s views on the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, then at the core of this book is ‘grotesque absurdity’ bordering on falsification. Strange then, that he should recommend its ‘incomparable Marxist exposition’.

In Three Conceptions, Trotsky stresses the tensions and contradictions within Lenin’s policy, and the fundamental change of 1917.

The contradiction in Lenin’s policy, according to Trotsky, was on the one hand that he correctly identified that the Russian bourgeoisie would not lead its ‘own’ bourgeois revolution, while at the same time failing to see the logical consequences of this.

If the working class in alliance with the peasantry led the revolution and took power, it would not and could not limit itself solely to the tasks of the bourgeois revolution. Indeed, in the medium and long term, there cannot be a contradiction between the class(es) which hold the power, and the social programme they implement.

According to the Trotsky (and Trotskyist) explanation, the working class, supported by the poor peasantry, seized power in a socialist revolution in ‘ctober 1917.

Proceeding to solve the democratic tasks of the revolution, they combined this with tasks of the socialist revolution from the beginning.

Trotsky’s account fits in well with a quotation from a 1921 Lenin speech: ‘We solved the problems of the bourgeois-democratic revolution in passing, as a 'byproduct' of our main and genuinely proletarian-revolutionary, socialist activities. We have always said that reforms are a byproduct of the revolutionary class struggle. We said - and proved it by deeds - that bourgeois-democratic reforms are a byproduct of the proletarian, ie, of the socialist revolution (VI Lenin, Speech on the fourth anniversary of the revolution).²

The logic of the Trotskyist position is this: there is no socialist revolution in any country whatsoever, advanced or ‘backward’, which will carry out the socialist tasks of the revolution ‘all at once’. This is an absurd position which Lorimer wrongly attributes to Trotsky.

As Marx and Engels explained in the Communist Manifesto, the working class will seize power ‘and then by degrees’ socialise the economy.

The timing of the socialisation of basic industry is a complex question. It crucially depends on the issue of whether the working class (and its allies) are socially and technically capable of running industry themselves.

In the advanced countries where the working class has a higher educational and cultural level, the transition time will probably be short. Indeed the idea that the US, British, Canadian or French bourgeoisie would go on conducting normal business for any length of time under a workers’ government is far-fetched.

A workers’ government in an imperialist country would be faced with a sustained counter-revolutionary offensive, and need to take more or less immediate steps to expropriate the major industries, banks and finance houses.

Lorimer’s concessions to permanent revolution

In trying to define the character of the regime which existed after October 1917, Lorimer ties himself up in rather ‘permanent’ knots, and comes close to rewriting Trotsky’s theory.

Lorimer says: ‘A revolutionary worker-peasant dictatorship, or state power, could only come into being if the workers in the cities overthrew and replaced state institutions of the tsarist landlord-capitalist state with their own organs of state power. The workers would use the state power they had conquered to rally the peasantry as a whole to consummate the bourgeois-democratic revolution and then, once the peasants came into conflict with the peasant bourgeoisie, to rally the poor peasants in the struggle for the transition to socialism. The proletarian-peasant dictatorship would therefore be the first stage of the proletarian dictatorship in Russia, or as Trotsky himself described in Results and Prospects, a ³special form of proletarian dictatorship in the bourgeois revolution².’ (Lorimer p 41).

And again: ‘A state power which organises the working class, in alliance with the peasantry as a whole, to suppress the resistance of the big landowners and industrialists in order to carry to completion a democratic revolution would also be a form of proletarian dictatorship, of working class state power.

‘But it would not yet be the socialist dictatorship of the proletariat, ie a state power that organises the working class and the semiproletarian elements to suppress the resistance of the capitalists to the ³abolition of bourgeois property in city and village². It would be a special form of proletarian state power in the bourgeois democratic revolution, a revolutionary-democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peasantry.’ (Lorimer p 59).

Lorimer knows very well that the Bolsheviks routinely described their regime from the first day of the revolution as the dictatorship of the proletariat. But in accepting this to be the case, Lorimer is forced towards permanentist perspectives. Who was it exactly in the RSDLP before 1917 who said that solving the national and democratic tasks would require the dictatorship of the proletariat? Wasn’t it the author of the theory of permanent revolution? 

Compare what Lorimer says with a passage he himself quotes from Trotsky: ‘No matter what the first episodic first stages of the revolution might be in the individual countries, the realisation of the revolutionary alliance between the proletariat and the peasantry is conceivable only under the leadership of the proletarian vanguard ... This in turn means that the victory of the democratic revolution is conceivable only through the dictatorship of the proletariat which bases itself upon the alliance with the peasantry and solves first the tasks of the bourgeois revolution.’ (Permanent Revolution, quoted by Lorimer p74).

Now, there is a difference in emphasis between this quote and what Lorimer says. But the similarity of positions - a worker-peasant alliance to create the proletarian dictatorship and solve the democratic tasks - will be immediately obvious.

But neither position is anything like that defended by the Lenin or 1905 or 1908. If that were not enough, under the impact of events Lenin not only changed his position, but demanded a change of the Bolshevik programme in April 1917.

Lenin: from ‘bourgeois republic’ to ‘Commune state’

Against the Menshevik notion of subordinating the revolution to the liberal bourgeoisie, Lenin and the Bolsheviks developed the idea that the democratic revolution would be led by the workers and peasants against the resistance of the bourgeoisie itself.

Thus they developed the idea of the ‘workers’ and peasants’ democratic dictatorship’ - democratic because it would carry through the democratic revolution. But the democratic revolution did not mean going beyond capitalism.

In Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic Revolution (1905), Lenin noted: ‘Marxists are absolutely convinced of the bourgeois character of the Russian revolution. What does this mean? It means that the democratic reforms that become a necessity for Russia do not in themselves imply the undermining of capitalism, the undermining of bourgeois rule.

‘On the contrary, they will, for the first time, clear the ground for the wide and rapid, European and not Asiatic, development of capitalism; they will, for the first time, make it possible for the bourgeoisie to rule as a class.’ (Collected Works volume 9, p 29).

A question to Lorimer. Is this what happened in 1917? Compare Lenin’s view with what Trotsky wrote in the very next year, 1906.

‘The immediate task of the social democracy will be to bring the democratic revolution to completion. But once in control, the proletarian party will not be able to confine itself to the democratic programme, but will be forced to adopt socialist measures’. (Preface to the Russian edition of Marx’s writings on the Paris Commune).

Now, which of these two quotations - Trotsky’s or Lenin’s - best explains what happened in 1917-18? The answer is obvious. Lenin at the same time stressed (a) the bourgeois character of the revolution, and (b) the need politically to sweep aside the bourgeoisie. Trotsky identified a tension in these ideas. They faced logical and not dialectical contradiction. How could the workers and peasants be put in power and then merely preside over the ‘European’ development of capitalism?

Trotsky noted: ‘The political domination of the proletariat is incompatible with its economic enslavement. No matter under what political flag the proletariat has come to power, it is obliged to take the path of socialist policy. It would be the greatest utopianism to believe that the proletariat, having been raised to political domination by the internal mechanism of the bourgeois revolution can, even if it so desires, limit its mission to the creation of republican-democratic conditions for the social domination of the bourgeoisie.’ (Results and Prospects, in Permanent Revolution, Pathfinder edition pp101-2).

Lenin argued that February 1917 created the democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry ‘in a certain form and a certain way. Now a radical change was needed in Bolshevik strategy. The proletariat would have to seize power in a socialist revolution, supported by the poor peasants.

He noted: ‘No one, no force, can overthrow the bourgeois counter-revolutionaries except the revolutionary proletariat. Now, after the experience of July 1917, it is the revolutionary proletariat that must independently take over state power. Without that the victory of the revolution is impossible. The only solution is for power to be in the hands of the proletariat, and for the latter to be supported by the poor peasants or semiproletarians. And we have already indicated the factors that can enormously accelerate this solution. (On Slogans, July 1917).

It was against this background that Lenin wrote one of his most important works, State and Revolution. In its preface he wrote that the Russian revolution ‘is now (early August 1917) completing the first stage of its development; but this revolution as a whole can only be understood as a link in a chain of socialist proletarian revolutions being caused by the imperialist war.’

Lessons of Spain

When Franco led a fascist-military putsch in June 1936, the workers and peasants of Spain rose up in a revolution, successful in many important areas, especially Catalonia and its capital Barcelona. Spontaneously the workers socialised just about everything. In the countryside too, land was collectivised.

But the revolution was crushed way before the fascist victory, by a right-wing republican alliance, who shock troops, flank guards, antirevolutionary murderers and torturers were the Communist Party, and especially its Russian-organised GPU contingents.

The Spanish revolution was smashed in the name of a rigid two-stage theory: first win the national and democratic struggle against the fascists, and only then begin the struggle for socialism.

Against this perspective, Trotsky counterposed permanent revolution. Even though Spain was a weak imperialist country like Russia, Trotsky insisted on the centrality of the national, democratic and land questions.

These questions centrally concerned the building of an alliance including the poor peasants and agricultural labourers, under the leadership of the working class, capable of defeating fascist reaction. Solutions had to go hand-in-hand with the measures of socialisation taken immediately and spontaneously by the working class itself.

Any two-stage theory - indeed, any attempt to delay, prevent or obstruct spontaneous socialisation - meant repressing the revolution, which is exactly what the Stalinists did.

Lorimer’s theory cannot explain the blood of Spain. If national and democratic revolution has to be achieved first, before measures of socialisation; if combining socialist measures with national and democratic tasks simultaneously is a priori incorrect; then the actions of the working class in Barcelona were ultraleft, exactly as the Stalinists said .

Two-stage theory

Accounting for all the disasters which the two-stage theory created for the third world masses would require a long book. I want to refer to two more modern experiences, Indonesia and South Africa.

Prior to the Suharto military coup in 1965, the Indonesian Communist Party under Aidit subordinated the Indonesian masses to a national ‘anti-imperialist’ alliance with the bourgeois nationalist government of Sukarno.

This fitted perfectly with the official national unity ideology of the Indonesian state. Instead of mobilising the Indonesian masses around a class independentist line as the economic situation got progressively worse, the PKI acted gave left cover to Sukarno. The party was disastrously unprepared for the military-Islamic coup which followed.

As James Balowski correctly explained in a recent issue of Green Left Weekly: ‘The PKI adhered to the Stalinist/Maoist theory of revolution: a national democratic first ‘stage’ in which state power is exercised by a ‘bloc of four classes’ (the nationalist bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the peasantry and the working class) would consolidate capitalism. After an extended and unspecified period of time, a distinct socialist stage would begin.’

Any attempt to reforge a revolutionary movement in Indonesia has of course to critically appropriate the strategic errors of the Aidit leadership, and thus be based on a militant rejection of two-stage theory.

In South Africa, prior to the 1994 transition, the South African Communist Party (SACP) completely subordinated itself to the procapitalist policies of the ANC. Crucially, when class independentist forces emerged in the trade unions in the late 1980s, around first FOSATU and then COSATU, the SACP acted as the central conduit for reintegrating the militants into the ANC coalition, through fusion with the SACP/ANC trade union centre SACTU.

The strategic question in South Africa was not, as some ultraleftists thought, socialist revolution versus the national democratic antiapartheid struggle. It was rather, which class will take leadership of the national democratic struggle?

That question has been answered in practice. On the one hand, we have a neoliberal government ANC government, headed by a former leader of the SACP, and graduate of the Moscow Lenin School, Thabo Mbeki. On the other, a growing mass struggle - led by the unions - against the ANC government.

Numerous other experiences showing the disaster of the two-stage theory could be listed, from the subordination of the Middle East Communist parties to bourgeois nationalism in the shape of Nasserism and Ba’athism; the subordination of official Latin American Communism to national bourgeois forces, tailending Peronism and forming the right wing of the Chilean popular front in 1970-73, literally disarming the workers; and the CPI and the CPI(M) tailending Congress in India, even forming coalitions with more right-wing forces to prop up the bourgeois order.

Lorimer says: ‘Any attempt to build an international movement that is really based, as Cannon put it more than 50 years ago, on a revival of ³genuine Marxism as it was expounded and practised in the Russian revolution and in the early days of the Communist International², cannot avoid dealing with the misrepresentations of Bolshevik policy made by Trotsky in the 1920s and 1930s.’ (Lorimer p8).

It would have been better to say: ‘Any attempt to rebuild the international socialist movement cannot avoid dealing with the rotten Menshevik-Stalinist two-stages theory of revolution, which for decades was fought from the perspective of permanent revolution’.

Weaknesses of the permanent revolution theory

We admit that there are weaknesses in the permanent revolution theory, stemming from the ambiguities involved in the notions of ‘bourgeois democratic’ and ‘national democratic’ revolutions.

Bourgeois revolutions in Britain and France broke the hold of feudal relations of production and cleared the way for the full development of capitalism. From this Marxists imputed a paradigm of general ‘tasks’ of the bourgeois-democratic revolution, which included the abolition of feudal relations in the countryside, and the creation of national unity and independence.

These factors were considered a prerequisite for the full development of capitalism, which required a unified national market and a free labour force capable of being proletarianised. The full development of capitalism was taken to mean the beginning of industrialisation.

>From this, many Marxists drew the conclusion that the beginnings of industrialisation in the semicolonial countries, and the achievement of basic tasks of the bourgeois revolution, were - in the epoch of imperialism - impossible without the conquest of power by the working class.

It was held that imperialist domination completely blocked the road to all national-democratic reforms and even partial industrialisation. Trotsky seemed to lend credence to these ideas in some his writings.

The experience of the 20th century has partially contradicted the idea that in the epoch of imperialism, basic tasks of the bourgeois revolution cannot be carried out by the nationalist bourgeoisie. In many less developed countries there has been a partial solution of the tasks of the bourgeois revolution under bourgeois or petty bourgeois nationalist leaderships.

For example, Mexico between 1910 and 1920 saw a bourgeois revolution led by the peasantry and sections of the bourgeoisie itself. A ‘state capitalist’ model of capital accumulation was initiated and partial industrialisation begun.

Radical land reform in favour of the peasantry was carried out in the 1930s under Lazaro Cardenas. A form of parliamentary democracy - severely controlled - was established. The leading Marxist historian of this process, Adolfo Gilly, argues that the revolution was ‘incomplete’ and ‘interrupted’. This is correct from one angle.

Real democracy was not, and has not been established. Real national independence cannot exist while the country is under the tutelage of US imperialism. Breaking the grip of imperialism is a task of the socialist revolution.

On the other hand, did the revolution do away with the last vestiges of semifeudal relations, and did it establish the basis for the emergence of an unambiguously capitalist country, and free wage labour? Obviously it did. In this sense it was a ‘successful’ bourgeois revolution.

What nationalist struggles under bourgeois or petty bourgeois leadership have been incapable of doing is establishing new imperialisms to rival the existing ones. They have all been subordinated to imperialism. ‘Real’ national independence cannot be achieved outside the conquest of power by the working class.

Brazil, Mexico, Taiwan, South Korea, Argentina, India demolish the idea that imperialism is a complete block to any form of industrialisation. These countries, among others, have achieved a partial, but dependent, industrial development. The traditional model of semicolonial countries - exporters of raw materials, importers of manufactures - does not fit these examples. Which is why some Marxists have preferred to call them ‘dependent semi-industrialised countries’.

It would be more useful to distinguish the tasks of the national democratic revolution as being distinct, at least partially, from the bourgeois revolution per se.

If this is done, then it makes sense to say that real democracy, real national independence, real national unity can only achieved by the conquest of power by the working class and its allies (or if Lorimer prefers: a special form of the dictatorship of the proletariat).

After all, the declared aims of the bourgeois revolution - liberty, equality and fraternity - could only ever be achieved by the socialist revolution anyway.

Underestimating the role of the proletariat, underestimating the role of the party

The final irony of Lorimer’s pamphlet is that - despite its intention to take a stand for Leninism and Bolshevism - it ends up underestimating the role of the proletariat, and thus the role of the revolutionary party.

Lorimer wants to defend the idea that in the countries oppressed by imperialism, it is first necessary to forge an alliance with ‘the whole peasantry’ including the misnamed peasant bourgeoisie, to complete the bourgeois-democratic revolution.

However, the peasantry is a declining force worldwide, and the peasant bourgeoisie a theoretical anachronism. DSP theory instead assigns the urban poor and the agricultural labourers directly exploited by capital the role previously assigned to ‘the whole peasantry’.

Since DSP theory considers it necessary to forge an alliance on the basis of national and democratic demands with the rural and urban poor, it follows that it considers that these forces will be under the political leadership of non-proletarian political forces, and specifically not under the leadership of the revolutionary party.

In Russia the Lorimer theory considers that the peasants were under the leadership of a peasant party, the Social Revolutionaries, and that the Bolshevik alliance with the Left SRs was key to cementing a worker-peasant alliance.

But it is very difficult to imagine what the contemporary analogue of the Socialist Revolutionaries might be in the ghettos and barrios of the growing cities of the third world.

The urban poor are often proletarians in the most direct sense themselves. There are hundreds of thousands of factory workers, construction workers, transport workers, government employees, personal servants and workers in the tourism, catering and entertainment industries who live in the huge poor barrios of Iztapalapa, Indios Verdes and La Villa in Mexico City. They live cheek by jowl with semiproletarian street traders, home workers and unemployed.

There is no political force which can take the leadership in the poor barrios independent of both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. There is no candidate for an ‘alliance’ on a democratic basis.

On the contrary, revolutionary forces must fight for the leadership of the struggles around housing and other amenities which dominate the barrios. These are class, not national or democratic, demands.

Equally, the struggles of the rural poor increasingly come up against agribusiness, rural bourgeois and capitalist farmer-landlords. The forces of capitalist reaction will themselves try to establish - through clientalism and violent repression - a mass base among the rural poor.

In today’s conditions it is mostly fruitless to try to find ideologically independent peasant organisations to form an alliance with.

Revolutionary and progressive forces among workers will spontaneously ally with the combat organisations of the rural poor, who in general reciprocate. The worker-peasant alliance today is overwhelmingly an anti-imperialist, anticapitalist alliance.

The idea that there could be a ‘democratic stage’ other than a workers’ and peasants’ government, the dictatorship of the proletariat, which could solve the national and democratic tasks of the revolution, is extremely dangerous and is potentially open to all kinds of opportunist interpretations.

****************************************************************
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Socialist Network report

After the Socialist Party

In October 1999 around 60 people former Socialist Party activists from Liverpool, South Wales, London, Nottingham and Scotland attended a series of workshops in St George's Hotel Liverpool on a variety of themes. I attended as a an observer, which meant that priority in the plenary sessions was given to SP contributors, as it was intended to be a means by which they might be able to work out a way forward.

A large number of papers had been produced for discussion and readers who are interested should ask for copies from the conference organisers. Although many themes had been set down for discussion, three areas hung over all the deliberations.

First, the crisis of capitalism. Many of these activists still see the necessity of locating and understanding the present period, by which they still mean the prospects of a slump or depression and so on.

Given the history and arguments over globalisation which have led to expulsions and suspensions from the SP, this is perhaps understandable.

Nevertheless it was a very strained beginning, as many people were also either unwilling or unable to contribute [in any case a plenary session is perhaps not the best .

It may also be that some people, at least, are moving away from the view that sees the 'crisis' as underpinning their whole political outlook. It may even be that esoteric arguments over falling rates of profit or under-consumption are no longer seen as the necessary backdrop to the struggle for socialism. 

This would be a step forward in my view. It would allow us all to move away from the view we have inherited from the left that the working class are merely the blind beasts of revolt, driven by impersonal economic forces, needing the specialist help of scientifically trained intellectuals to work out a way forward for us.

Instead we might be able to look at more subjective factors within our own struggle. These just might give us a better clue as to how to proceed and this will have the added advantage of showing how our struggle today is intimately linked to the kind of society we want to see tomorrow.

This latter theme was hardly developed, despite several speakers posing the need for us all to elaborate and differentiate a conception of socialism and communism. 

Several of the papers presented argued for some version of the Scottish Socialist Party south of the border, but the arguments made for this were largely tactical and organisational.

It is not clear to me what the project of the SSP is and it did not seem that people at the conference were all that clear either. Perhaps for this reason the argument was not pushed to a definite conclusion for or against.

This was a correct result, if not the conscious decision of any participant. What the SSP can be and will become is something we could all learn from.

Being prematurely pushed into taking up hard and fast for or against positions - for which there is no need - will prevent that necessary learning.

The third theme was the one that provoked most discussion, not surprisingly since it reflected the actual experiences of most of those present. This discussion centred round the structure and form of any new organisation or party that might be proposed.

Only a few speakers were willing to defend the notion of democratic centralism, and then only as an ideal, rather than in the form in which they had experienced it within the SP.

In a very wide ranging discussion, points were made arguing for an open, pluralist and democratic structure, enabling diverse and even opposing viewpoints to work together.

Buttressing this argument were proposals for a change in approach, language and even the attitude of militants, both to one another and to others outside.

It was argued that only by being open and willing to admit that [ex] SP members did not have all the answers could any progress be made towards unifying the disparate social groupings who are in struggle.

While I have already noted that proposals for a new party were not put, there was more support for the notion of the creation of some forum (a magazine or bulletin?) where the ideas set out above could be elaborated. There seemed to be realisation that for the moment the process was more important than the end result, which in any case could not be concretely laid out.

This may mean that there are differences which have yet to come out. It may be that attitudes towards the SSP and what it does will be some kind of touchstone in this process.

My impression was that with a few exceptions, most participants had no problems with any of the particular heresies that were being discussed. Most particularly there was very little problem with the accusation that they were liquidationists, a term used by the SP leadership to describe them.

It is clear that this particular grouping are now well beyond the ideological and intellectual control of the SP. How far they will develop their critique will to a large extent depend on how seriously other people respond to their desire for open and pluralist debate and also on how far such people are themselves willing to abandon old outlooks and habits of mind in taking part in such a project.
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