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Bring me my Bow of burning gold;


Bring me my Arrows of desire:


Bring me my Spear: O clouds unfold!


Bring me my Chariot of fire!


—William Blake1


[T]heory … becomes a material force as soon as it has gripped the masses …


— Karl Marx2


The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.


— Karl Marx3


The mountain we must climb … is many Himalayas on top of one another … We must do it ourselves, and we can do it only if we are willing to confront the real stakes and the real obstacles.


— István Mészáros4
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First … A Last Word


by Cliff Slaughter


Against Capital was substantially completed by mid-June 2015 – and many of its parts several months earlier – but I write these final words in Greece in the aftermath of the 5 July 2015 referendum shortly before delivering the book to the publisher. In the referendum, the people of Greece voted to give a defiant and decisive (by 61.31 per cent against 38.69) ‘OXI’ (‘No!’) to the imposition of brutal ‘austerity’ measures by the country’s ‘creditors’, the major banks in the countries of the European Union and the International Monetary Fund – with 89 per cent of 18- to 34-year-olds in the ‘No’ camp. Were they organised? Yes – but via smart phones and social media. The referendum result was greeted by mass celebratory demonstrations and dancing in the streets. The joy was communicated internationally – through the internet and television – with, in the background, a city fountain flowing red.


This decision was – and remains – a signal to the masses of people throughout Europe that it is both necessary and possible to reject and oppose the demands of big capital. It highlights brilliantly the aim and content of this book, Against Capital. The immediate problems facing the working people of the continent – how to resist the vicious attacks on their basic living standards, how to begin to engage with and overcome the class-war strategy of capital – have now been given a highly visible answer. It is that they must do what the ordinary people of Greece are doing; they must join with them, and all others like them, in an internationalist solidarity counter-offensive against capital and its impositions. In resorting to the plebiscite in Greece, Alexis Tsipras’s Syriza government made no call for such international solidarity and joint action, but the Greek people’s vote is a resounding correction of that omission.


A central argument of this book is that we should forget those who still say that the problem is how to ‘build the alternative leadership’; or who cling to the outworn formula that ‘revolutionary consciousness’ must be brought to the masses ‘from the outside’. No one whatsoever did this – or had to do this – for the Greek masses. Their action is thus a vindication of Against Capital‘s questioning of what is called ‘vanguardism’, and also of its recognition of the importance of the growing movements to take over, to occupy, public space.


What next? In Greece the Syriza leadership insisted that the resounding ‘No’ vote had the limited function and aim of strengthening its hand in negotiations with the powers that be in Europe and the IMF. This was to restrict and mistake completely its significance. Quite apart from the fact that this ‘strengthened hand’ brought forth nothing but even more stringent impositions, the point is that No means No! The real question is how to take forward and spread the struggle, to give its impetus continuity in time and in space, to take steps beyond ‘negotiations’ and towards the socialist offensive.


Here in Greece I was told by working women days before the referendum: ‘This is war. They are making war on us.’ Yes, it is class war, and the Greek people have accepted the challenge, they have engaged. It would be a grave mistake to think that they have embarked on an impossible task against an all-powerful adversary. On the contrary. First, they are finding allies in the working classes of other European countries – note that the European Union leaders expressed fear of the danger of ‘contagion’. Second, they face a ruling class internationally that is every day losing the ability to deal with the manifestations of its system’s structural crisis.


After 50 years of its last resort – the ‘neo-liberal’ economics and politics initiated by the regimes of Reagan and Thatcher – the limits of the capital system are being reached, and the Greek people have signalled the possibility of a new beginning. Not only are the economic and social consequences of neo-liberalism and its famous ‘market’ showing gaping wounds, especially since the financial collapse of 2008–09, but everywhere the political (and geo-political) strategy of capital is visibly bankrupt, becoming as actively destructive as its economic imperatives. In the Middle East the only policy is a reliance – changing erratically as convenient (note the shifting US attitudes to Assad in Syria or the Iranian Ayatollahs) – on repressive regimes, together with murderous military interventions resulting in the dispersal and destruction of thousands of communities and the creation of a population of millions of displaced and desperate people. At the same time, the United States, in blind panic about the ‘Greater Russia’ ambitions of Putin, is supplying thousands of tanks and weapons of war to the countries of Eastern Europe.


In the Greek referendum, young people were to the fore. Understandably so. Youth unemployment stands at a massive 50 per cent. That is socially unsustainable, yet easily comprehensible. As István Mészáros has shown in his Beyond Capital: towards a theory of transition (1996), the continued rule of capital has reached the point where its self-reproduction – the essential aim of capital – becomes more and more destructive. It is destructive not only of nature and of means of production, but also of the livelihood and the very lives of human beings. For example, at one pole hundreds of millions of young people cannot be employed and cannot look forward to a future with any confidence, while at the opposite pole, as longevity increases, millions of men and women are taken to be a burden on the economy – surplus to requirements, so to speak. Is it any wonder that youth unemployment and pensions were at the centre of the needs that impelled the people of Greece to give their answer to the banks and politicians?


The great question facing the Greek people in the immediate future is this: what happens now that the Greek parliament has voted – as it did in mid-July – to accept the report-back of Tsipras and his ‘negotiators’ and the revised (but unyielding) programme of slashing cuts in welfare and living standards demanded by the country’s ‘creditors’? That question is inseparably connected with the yet-to-be-seen response of the working people of Spain, Portugal, Italy and the rest of Europe to the bold and admirable lead given by the Greek people’s ‘OXI’! For their story must surely become a version of the same: as Marx, in the 1860s, warned those who thought that the experience that underpinned his analysis in Capital was unique to Britain: ‘De te fabula narratur!’ – this will also be your story.


The European civilisation and the idea of ‘democracy’ that was born in Ancient Greece –which idealist social-democrats like the much-admired philosopher Jűrgen Habermas believed to be the underpinning values of the European Union – now face their greatest challenge since the 1930s and early 1940s. Habermas (see a 16 July 2015 interview at <www.theguardian/commentisfree>) has defined the deal imposed on Greece as ‘a manifest claim for German hegemony’ that has ‘gambled away in one night all the political capital that a better Germany had accumulated in half a century’. But the problem is not German recidivism, a retreat back from ‘political sensitivity and post-national mentality’: it is rather that – as Habermas recognises – ‘the de facto relegation of a member state to the status of a protectorate openly contradicts the democratic principles of the European Union’. But, unlike the developments of the 1930s, what is happening today takes place not in the name of nationalist ideology but in that of neo-liberalism, which, as I have said, is capital’s ‘last resort’ – historically, as it were, its last throw of the dice. There can be only one progressive response to the lead that has once again come from Greece – many centuries on from the birth of ‘democracy’ – and that is for the European working class to respond to the Greek ‘OXI’ by hearing it as a call for an international network of solidarity against austerity and the system that lies behind it.


If Against Capital can contribute to the development of this response over the next period, it will have served its purpose. It aims to speak to – or rather, engage with – those involving themselves in this struggle. The experiences it highlights show that we need to be done with the old party politics (reformist, ‘hard left’ or whatever) and with placing reliance on elected (or supposedly ‘charismatic’) leaders to take responsibility for resisting the attacks of big capital. Rather we need to engage with every form of resistance from below, every new form of fighting organisation. Some of us used to talk a great deal about ‘intervening politically’. No! Let us rather participate in the new formations, help to make them work, learn from them. Forget about becoming involved in the ‘turmoil’ in the British Labour Party, or bemoaning Syriza’s inevitable clash with an angry electorate that feels betrayed. These things have to happen. They are evidence both that the old methods are dead and that the new is in gestation.










Preface


by Cliff Slaughter


Inequality in today’s world is greater than ever before: inequality of wealth, of opportunity, of access to and participation in the culture created by generations of men and women. Billions of human beings are deprived of freedom by state oppression and by the ravages of war fought in the interests of ‘great powers’ and the personifications of capital they represent. So destructive are the imperatives of capital accumulation that the very existence of humanity and of the natural environment is more and more under threat.


These are manifestations of the truth advanced more than a century and a half ago by Karl Marx: that a system based on the division of society into classes and the exploitation of the labour of the mass of propertyless workers must come into explosive contradiction with the power and potential of ever-advancing productive forces, which are capable of – but prevented by existing social relations from – delivering material prosperity for all and creative universal intercourse. From this contradiction, which has forced millions of people in every part of the world to fight against exploitation and oppression, flows the necessity of social revolution.


In our century the contradiction between, on the one hand, the rule of capital, and on the other, the necessity and the possibility of creating a truly human society where freedom and equality are the rule, has now reached a new and critical level. Every day it becomes clearer that the elementary natural and cultural conditions of our future are being systematically undermined. The necessity of the fight to put to an end to the exploitative rule of capital has acquired a new urgency. It has become a life-and-death matter.


This book aims to contribute to the clarification of what this means by asking what can be learned from the experiences of past and present movements and struggles. For lessons to be learned, and for the exploited peoples of the world to be rearmed in theory and in practice, we believe that there must be a definitive break from the idea that revolutionary theory must be brought ‘from the outside’ by a ‘vanguard’ leadership standing above the struggle issuing commands and prescriptions deriving from its particular dogma. We have tried to define some starting-points for theoretical rearmament, which we see as work that must be part of a committed engagement with every movement of resistance and protest – listening and learning.


These are our concerns. Against Capital was inspired in particular by an understanding that the doubts and debates on the left about US and British intervention (supposedly ‘humanitarian’, of course) in Libya and the Middle East in the wake of the ‘Arab Spring’ called for new work insisting that the solution to such situations cannot possibly be entrusted to imperialist intervention of any kind. The solution can come only from the self-organisation and independently directed struggle of the ordinary people, developing alongside the fight for international solidarity. This, after all, is only to reassert – in a way urgently relevant today – Marx’s great truth: ‘the emancipation of the working class is the task of the working class itself!’


To present and analyse the experiences and lessons of the many movements in South America (and their international connections) would require a separate and lengthy treatment (reserved for a later volume). Meanwhile, valuable information can be obtained from numerous internet links, among them the following: La Via Campesina (International Peasant Organisation); the MST – Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra (Landless Workers Movement); the MTST – Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem-Teto (Homeless Workers Movement; Urban Occupations, Brazil); the Resistance in the Aguan Valley, Honduras; The Honduras Solidarity Network; Honduras Resists, blog.


The presentation of the different parts of this book may seem uneven; but that is a reflection of the different experiences of its authors in struggles that themselves have taken many different forms. The unity comes from the underlying causation and aspirations of these struggles and from the fact that all contributors are participants as well as commentators and analysts.








PART I


Introduction: What We Confront


by Cliff Slaughter


In every continent, countless thousands of men and women look for ways to organise and demonstrate for an escape from the oppression and exploitation inflicted upon them. Many of them find themselves victims of murderous wars between conflicting powers, with thousands dying or reduced to homelessness and hopeless poverty. Even in what used to be called the ‘advanced capitalist countries’ of Western Europe and North America, mass unemployment and attacks on basic standards of living in the name of ‘austerity’ to solve problems of ‘sovereign debt’ are more and more the order of the day. Everywhere in the struggles against these conditions youth have been to the fore, more and more of them insisting that the future of humanity is threatened and that a new social order must be founded. We shall argue in this short book that what is at stake everywhere is the necessity to end the rule of capital, and that it is possible to learn from past movements and mistakes in order to move towards that end.


For many years, it was only on very rare occasions that the word ‘capitalism’ and the name of Karl Marx could be found in our newspapers. Today, in 2015, hardly a day goes by without our seeing them in the European and North American press. We are told that there is too much polarisation of wealth, too much debt, that bankers are paid too much, that there is too much or too little credit or ‘quantitative easing’, and so on ad nauseam. Some of the commentators report all this as simply matter-of-fact news. Others appear radical, telling us that capitalism ‘isn’t working’ and something should be done about it. But what? With very few exceptions, they offer only suggestions about how to manage the system better and more fairly. On 27 May 2014, TV news programmes informed us that an international conference on ‘Inclusive Capitalism’ was about to begin proceedings, its intention to deal with ‘bad capitalism’! No doubt the initiators of this conference had in mind a ‘good capitalism’, to be rescued and properly organised. (Has anything been heard of this conference since? Let alone any news of its successes?) In this book we see the problem very differently. The problem is not how to manage the capital system, but how to get rid of it.


Along with the jeremiads about the faults and virtues of capitalism we find reports and commentaries on the state of the working class: has it disappeared? Do people still feel working-class? What happened to the ‘old’ working class and its culture and consciousness? And so on. Again, our approach here is very different. We do not mean by working-class consciousness the feeling of individual working people about whether or not they are working-class. The workers are a class of wage-earners, the indispensable opposite of capital, its structural antagonist. And so, as for class-consciousness, we focus on the possibilities of a working-class movement aimed at overcoming wage-slavery, with the recognition in theory and in practice that capital has inescapably created, in that movement, what Marx and Engels, in the Communist Manifesto of 1848, referred to as ‘its own gravediggers’.


The rule of capital now has global reach. In the nineteenth century, when modern socialist ideas and the socialist movement were born, the working class existed in England, soon in Western Europe and the United States, and then, in the last decades of the century, in Russia. Today the working class exists everywhere. In and alongside the working class in many countries there are millions of oppressed and exploited people struggling to find subsistence on the very minimum of resources, and falling victim in massive numbers to famine and disease, as well as the dispersal and destruction of thousands of communities in wars, which have become a savage method of social control. In the older, ‘advanced’ capitalist countries of Europe and North America, living standards, basic rights and any promise of a future are daily under attack, giving rise to movements of protest, especially of young people. In the countries where ex-Stalinist bureaucrats have become a new capitalist class (particularly China and Russia) a large and growing working class confronts employers who are inextricably integrated with the state machine, together with the transnational corporations who invest there because of the inhumanly low wages and the denial of political and organisational rights imposed by the state. In ex-colonial countries such as those in Africa and the Middle East, millions are awakening (as in the ‘Arab Spring’) to the necessity of getting rid of the nationalist leaders who abandoned their left-wing, even ‘communist’ rhetoric as soon as they were in power, turning on the working people, and keeping order on behalf of imperialist powers like the US and Britain.


Egypt provides a compelling recent example. When the workers and youth in Cairo massed in Tahrir Square demanding the ousting of President Mubarak, for decades the head of a government repressing all opposition and protecting US business and strategic interests, newspapers in Britain and the US carried the headline ‘Obama: Mubarak Must Stay!’ Only days later, as Mubarak’s fate was sealed, Obama and the State Department presented the US as the guarantor of a new democracy and the rule of law. In fact the US and its allies have since then, as always, supported and armed the Egyptian military in the imprisonment of tens of thousands of protestors and the murder of some 2,000. US arms sales to Egypt had increased by over 80 per cent by 2014. In Cairo dozens of trade commissioners from the US, Canada and Britain are safely ensconced. Typically, the heroic youth and workers of Egypt are going through bitter experiences in order to absorb the lesson that it is the real source of their plight, the rule of capital, that they must find ways to confront and remove.


The Egyptian experience conforms to a pattern. The US has supported and armed the repressive regime of Saudi Arabia, ignoring its brutal suppression of any demand for human rights and its notorious oppression of women. After encouraging and arming the regime of Saddam Hussein in his invasion of Kuwait, the US claimed to discover ‘weapons of mass destruction’ in Iraq and, with the support of New Labour’s Blair government in Britain, launched the invasion of that country in the name of the ‘war on terror’. Since then two million Iraqis have lost their lives. Then came the war in Afghanistan and the barbaric ‘drone’ bombings. Gaddafi was for some 30 years acceptable as protector of US interests in Libya until the uprising against him, at which point the State Department concentrated only on finding satisfactory successors among his opponents, settling for the highly reactionary assortment of armed militias. Earlier, as the US greatly increased its business relations with Russia, Putin’s invasion of Chechnya and South Ossetia was virtually ignored. In China, US business interests grow apace, facilitated by the US administration, while the Chinese state’s incarceration of fighters for human rights and freedom of expression is criticised in words but accepted in reality.


In 2014, the Ukraine government led by Yanukovich, seen to be acting in the interests of Putin’s Moscow regime, was ousted by popular protests. It was soon replaced by a junta of nationalist and right-wing parties, to which the US and its allies rendered immediate support, knowing that the junta is unable to maintain control without making use of ultra-right and even fascist armed organisations. Meanwhile Russian President Putin took advantage of the crisis and proceeded to the annexation of Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in pursuit of his ‘Greater Russia’ project, confident in the support of many of the Russian-speaking majority in that region, who mobilised against the junta in Kiev.


In every case of this kind of political and military rule on behalf of capital, we have seen protests and demonstrations, and important signs of consciousness of the need not only for defensive struggles but also for an alternative socialist way of life. Socialists have understood that as well as convictions and aspirations there must be an objective, material basis for the possibility of a socialist future. That basis is the great advance in the forces of production which came with the capitalist system. At a certain point these forces come into contradiction with the social relations based on the capitalist system of exploitation, and the capitalist order must be challenged by its own creation, its structural antagonist, the working class. This was the basis of Marx’s anticipation of a social revolution and a socialist future. Is it still justified?


The fantastic growth in productivity, the application of science and technique, the development of what Marx called ‘the social brain’, has gone far beyond the machine production that Marx analyses in his Capital. The contradiction between these means of production and the existing social metabolism, based as it is on capital accumulation derived from ‘the theft of alien labour time’, is more and more glaring (there are many manifestations, especially in the dominance of finance capital). The ‘objective conditions’, ‘necessary conditions’ for a truly human social order are there, increasingly so. But we have reached a stage where the uncontrollable imperative of capital accumulation is using the means of production in such a way as to destroy, and threaten the very existence of, the elementary natural and human conditions of such a future social order. And is it not a fact that in the nineteenth and most of the twentieth centuries the development of the means of production (large-scale factory production) inevitably brought together many millions of wage-workers in workplaces and towns where they could organise, becoming indeed capital’s potential ‘gravediggers’, the organised movement that could become the agency of social revolution?


Such is the nature of the scientific and technical changes in production in the older, so-called ‘advanced’ capitalist countries that it is no longer a matter of creating mass-production plants in which thousands, millions of workers can organise themselves. On the contrary, we more and more see that the working environment and the nature of work have radically changed: now we have casualisation, the predominance of ‘service industries’, de-skilling and ‘precarisation’. The self-organisation of large numbers of workers becomes more and more difficult. And to this must be added the persistence of long-term, ‘structural’ unemployment, particularly for young people, the decline and bureaucratisation of trade unions, the imposition of anti-union laws, and the virtual disenfranchisement of the working class as the so-called socialist and labour parties have become openly pro-capitalist and the betrayals of the old ‘communist’ parties have given place to their collapse. These agencies have in fact become settled components of capital’s system of social control.


At the same time, the ‘workshop of the world’ (as Britain once was known), where masses of workers are employed in great industrial plants and have the potential to organise, has shifted to China, the Indian sub-continent and parts of Africa and Latin America. Perhaps we should turn on its head Lenin’s insistence that after the October 1917 Revolution, socialism in backward Russia could come about only if the Russian workers could ‘hold on until the workers of the advanced countries come to our aid’! In Europe and North America must we learn to fight to ‘hold on’ until the workers of Asia, Africa and Latin America come to our aid? We are saying this not out of pessimism or disillusionment (or, God forbid, ‘revisionism’, as incurable sectarians are certain to say), but because we need urgently to look afresh at the ways in which the exploited and oppressed are beginning to organise and assert themselves.


The twentieth century, however, saw the onset of a new and ever-increasing danger, immeasurably intensifying the urgency of a social revolution; namely, the predominance of the destructive side of capital’s self-reproduction. The imperatives of capital’s system of production have become destructive of the elementary foundations of any future truly human society – on the one hand, through devastating the natural environment and its resources, and on the other, through ruining the potential of human beings, and in millions of cases their very existence. Countless numbers die of starvation in areas of the world now incorporated into capital’s ‘globalisation’, while a few thousand are kept alive by ‘charity’. In the old ‘advanced capitalist countries’, ‘austerity’ and unemployment, in the name of resolving problems of ‘debt’ arising from the rule of finance-capital, bring an insoluble crisis in ‘welfare’ provision. Already in the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels had seen the writing on the wall when they wrote that:


The bourgeoisie is unfit to rule because it is incompetent to ensure an existence to its slave within his slavery, because it cannot help letting him sink into such a state, that it has to feed him, instead of being fed by him.


In Britain, for example, the ruling class was compelled to concede the benefits of the welfare state at the end of World War Two, but now the depth of the structural crisis is such that this can no longer be ‘afforded’. There is no solution for the consequent problems, so that millions will be plunged into a situation of desperate need – the condition for renewed working-class and popular struggle. As Stendhal, writing his long-unpublished autobiographical book, Vie de Henri Brulard, in the mid-1830s, put it: ‘I have always, as it were by some instinct, despised the bourgeois … So then according to me, energy was only to be found … in that class which has to struggle with real needs.’


Marx saw this force of people with ‘real needs’ in the proletariat of his time: in the ringing closing words of the Communist Manifesto, ‘Workers of the world, unite! You have nothing to lose but your chains!’ Today’s proletariat is thousands of times more numerous than in Marx’s day; the world ruled by capital in which the proletariat exists is far larger. In terms of living standards, ‘nothing to lose’ is by no means as true for many of the workers of North America and Western Europe as for those of Asia, Africa and Latin America, but it is highly significant that, as we have noted, in Britain and other countries the ‘welfare state’ is being systematically destroyed, and in countries like Greece, Portugal, Spain and Italy national indebtedness has brought unemployment and poverty to millions. As we shall try to show, this means that the problems faced by the working class in achieving the consciousness and organisation needed in challenging the rule of capital will differ in important respects in different countries. It also means that the making of a working-class internationalism, a vital component of that consciousness and organisation, involves problems and tasks more complex and demanding than ever before.


We have referred to the ‘internal differentiation’ of the working class. The class is not only differentiated, it is divided. This is more than a matter of differences between skilled and unskilled, white-collar and blue-collar, low-paid and better-paid workers, etc. Long ago, Lenin identified as one of the sources of opportunism and social-chauvinism in the working-class movement in Britain the existence of a ‘labour aristocracy’ of relatively well-paid workers, made possible by the fruits of empire and the City of London’s international financial dominance. Reformism proved to be of great benefit to the British working class particularly after World War Two. (It was Trotsky who defined the Labour Party – which was to enact the ‘welfare state’ – as ‘a bourgeois workers’ party’.) The reforms of the 1945 Labour Government of Clement Attlee were a response to the strong feeling among workers that there must be ‘no return to the hungry thirties’. Whatever possibility there was of any sort of revolutionary socialist development in the working class was dispelled by the effect of the concessions won based on the Beveridge Report, and William Beveridge’s 1944 book, Full Employment in a Free Society, which included the National Health Service, nationalisation of some industries, and more.


As noted, however, the onset of capital’s structural crisis in the late 1960s and early 1970s saw the beginning of a ruling-class offensive against the welfare state, a series of anti-trade-union laws and large-scale privatisations. Margaret Thatcher’s governments in the 1980s carried through a campaign to destroy militant trade unionism, culminating in the brutal suppression of the 1984–85 miners’ strike and virtual closing-down of the coalmining industry.


The first two decades of the twenty-first century have seen the continuation of this offensive, combined with huge structural unemployment, inability to finance and decline of the National Health Service, abandonment of social housing and rampant privatisation. But it has not been possible, up to the point of writing in 2015, to put an end completely to the ‘benefits’ system (housing benefit, unemployment pay, family tax credits, etc.) available to several million unemployed and poorly paid workers and their families, many of whom know they are slightly better off on benefits than they would be if working for the miserably low wages available to them. This situation is now creating a division between employed workers and the millions who are daily stigmatised by the media and by politicians as ‘benefits cheats’, ‘scroungers’ and so on. The division is exacerbated by the continuous concentration by the mass media – and by party politicians who have made immigration control their key election issue – on the fact that these benefits can also be claimed by immigrants.


All this, it can well be argued, produces a highly contradictory prospect for the relation between the ruling class and the working class, in that the divisions created and zealously fostered by the media and politicians are a very important means of social control, i.e. by dividing the working class, by producing a sub-class of men and women outside the workforce, not engaged directly in the mutually antagonistic but structurally fundamental capital-labour relation that is the source of the class struggle. This division is of course of great advantage to the ruling class, to capital.


On the other hand – and here is the contradiction – governments have taken the road of attacking what remains of the welfare (benefits) system. Insofar as they succeed in this – and it is an offensive that will not abate, being driven by fiscal/financial necessity – they are in practice undermining, even destroying, the very mechanism that we have suggested is for them a vital means of social control. It is a means of social control supported, strengthened, by the reduction of many thousands of employed workers to zero-hours contracts and insecure and individually isolated jobs.


Will the attack on benefits bring only greater impoverishment and desperation? Will it bring a reactionary radicalisation of those who suffer? Will it be the breeding ground for parties of the extreme right? These are certainly dangers, given the decline of trade unions and the bureaucratic conservatism of their leaderships and the ‘business-friendly’ politics of the Labour Party. In his contribution on Britain in this volume, Tom Owen suggests persuasively that new forms of self-organisation and mutual cooperation will have to develop.


Wherever movements of protest and revolt have developed in recent years, youth have been to the fore. They are able to make use of the new information technology as a basis for organisation, giving them a great advantage, but how are they to arm themselves theoretically, politically, so as to develop the necessary strategy and tactics, together with strong, continuous and renewable organisation? This is a profound question, especially because the source of their problems is, essentially, the same everywhere. That source is the ‘globalised’ capital system, in the throes of its structural, historical crisis, which has to impose its imperatives in all countries. At the same time, state repression is ever-intensifying. The euphemistically named ‘surveillance’ is used by the state to monitor and attempt to control every aspect of life, and in particular the intercommunication of young people, from their intimate relationships to their actual and potential participation in protest and occupation movements.


All talk about class struggle being a thing of the past is spectacularly wide of the mark. Under attack from the state’s surveillance, young people, students and workers, devise their own defences. In occupations and street actions in the United States, in Britain and in Egypt they immediately found methods of communication that at least temporarily escaped the attention of the authorities. In China, they sought and found the assistance of computer experts who knew how to obstruct the state’s ‘firewalls’. Some of these experts are now languishing in jail, with long sentences for their ‘anti-state activity’. All this is class war, conducted by the state always on behalf of what Marx called ‘the personifications of capital’; and this is true whether the capitalists are European and American or Chinese ex-Stalinist bureaucrats. Similarly, the so-called riots in Britain and France in 2011, where young people responded to unemployment and police killings by helping themselves to the consumer goods available in high-street stores, were most certainly a form of response to the ruling class and its state attacks.


The response to these struggles from those who wish to be seen as speaking for the working class has been negative. This verdict is surely true for the leaders of trade unions and parties like Britain’s ‘New Labour’ and the French Socialist Party, who had nothing to say. Hardly surprising, since they had already meekly accepted the anti-union laws of the ‘neo-liberal’ age, and, in the case of New Labour, declared themselves ‘business-friendly’. But the verdict is just as true for the groups and parties to their left. In France, those parties (Force Ouvrière, Ligue Communiste Revolutionnaire) satisfied themselves with tired comments like ‘such actions are fruitless unless the working class comes on to the scene’; and Britain’s Socialist Workers Party proved just as pathetic.


While it is tempting to envision a parallel between today’s problems of financial crisis, debt, inflation, unemployment and the growth of extreme right-wing and neo-fascist parties in Europe East and West and the days of Weimar Germany and the 1920s and 1930s, there is in fact a decisive difference. Today, unlike the 1920s, there are no mass parties of the working class declaring themselves socialist or communist; the trade unions are much more conservative and bureaucratised, and in Europe the great manufacturing plants and factories have largely disappeared. Antonio Gramsci’s insistence on the factory as the basic unit of working-class politics and organisation, for example, would now be misplaced. Furthermore, there is no parallel today with a recent successful proletarian revolution such as had occurred in Russia in 1917. Far from the problem facing the working class being that ‘the crisis of humanity is reduced to the crisis of working-class revolutionary leadership’ to be met by the ‘construction (later the reconstruction) of the Fourth International’, as advanced by Trotsky and the Trotskyists, what is at stake is the reconstitution of the working-class movement itself, with the internal composition of the working class, and its relation to the so-called middle classes, greatly changed.


Beyond Western Europe, in Iran and the Middle East there have been mass movements of workers and youth, only for the fruits of their sacrifices to be seized, as Yassamine Mather documents in this book, by reactionary religious fundamentalist and military forces, and for severe repression to be meted out. National liberation struggles in Africa, which Robert Myers writes about, have brought the same results. These contributions to parts two and three of this book are complemented by other detailed considerations of such experiences – compelling examples of the problems of organisation and political strategy and tactics facing the working class everywhere in the struggles to come.


The necessary organisational and political rearming cannot be successful without also a theoretical rearming. Such a rearming will have to contain from the start a thoroughgoing critique not only of bourgeois ideology but also of revolutionary concepts and theories that belong to an earlier and very different period, and many of which have been dogmatically distorted or misunderstood, with dangerous, even disastrous consequences. In parts four and five, I concentrate on this aspect of the problem before drawing some conclusions in part six.


In brief, what is attempted in what follows is this. Marx’s affirmation 150 years ago that the proletarian (socialist) revolution was for all humanity (a ‘human revolution’) rings so true as to be blindingly obvious. We have globalisation and climate change threatening natural and cultural disaster, and the brutal, dehumanising and barbaric human consequences of rival imperialisms ruthlessly using military conflict to safeguard their continuing exploitation of natural and strategic resources. And the recognition of the need for system-change is now there in all sections of human society, a much more wide-ranging recognition than the understanding of basic needs which first impelled the working class into struggle.


From this point of view, what can be learned from the experiences and struggles here outlined? What basic questions arise in them and flow from them?


First, capital’s structural crisis is throwing up all manner of protests, struggles, movements, and at the same time it intensifies the agonising need for a structural change in the social order, beyond the need for reforms or changes of political regime;


Second, the working class as agent of the necessary social revolution has gone through a century of repression, betrayals, mistaken or inadequate theory and practice of leadership, new and radical internal differentiation (national and international): it is left with its basic organisations decimated or bureaucratised, and is politically completely disenfranchised;


Third, the many and varied struggles – ‘social movements’, national liberation – find themselves reaching a dead end, usurped by enemy forces, or fizzling out, having failed to achieve continuity in space or time. The changes that they may bring about (e.g. change of political regime, as in Southern Africa or the Middle East) leave the people still failing to escape from, and still not adequately arming themselves against, the real cause of their exploitation and oppression, namely the rule of capital;


And last … the key question: what will be necessary – reconstitution of the working-class movement? international coordination? – to overcome this situation, and are there signs of that overcoming?





PART II


Rebuilding: Some Experiences and Lessons


by Cliff Slaughter


What can we make, today, of the well-worn slogan and tactic of a ‘united front’ of working-class parties? In what country today are there working-class parties, except in the sense that some workers vote for them from time to time? They most certainly do not represent the interests of the working class (or even claim to do so, in most cases). To repeat: the task today is not to change things at the top, in or between parties, but to reconstitute the working-class movement. I would claim that, albeit in the face of great difficulties, in some countries (in particular South Africa) this is beginning, and it will have to be against the parties that have deserted and betrayed the working class. In another example, Greece, the working-class movement faces great problems in overcoming the consequences of de-industrialisation and casualisation, membership of the European Union, and the past domination of left politics by the Stalinist Communist Party of Greece, as well as the savage repression inflicted on the working class in the immediate aftermath of World War Two. How can the conflicts in Ukraine begin to be understood without evaluating the consequences of the butchering of over six million Ukrainians by the Stalin regime’s forced collectivisation? Stalin’s atrocities in Poland, equally, have had a massive effect in shaping the past and present of working-class politics there.


All these examples have this in common: there are protests and demands, even the successful overthrow of existing governmental regimes, but it is only through a series of new struggles and often bitter experiences and disillusionment, that the means will be found to address and confront the real source of oppression, i.e. the capital system as such, against whose conditions it was necessary to rebel in the first place. This is of course no simple matter: the rule of capital is not national or regional but global, and the previous domination and then collapse of Stalinism is also a global phenomenon, which can be understood and – eventually – overcome only on a global scale.


The necessary process of reconstitution must go beyond national boundaries, in our globalised system where there is no longer congruence between economic reality on the one hand, and political power and the arena of political struggle on the other. That is to say: the nation state – even a combination of such states – does not correspond to the economy and has extremely limited means to adapt to or regulate the actual functioning and problems of the economy (so-called ‘sovereign debt’ being an obvious example). Certainly some of the old ‘metropolitan countries’ have gained temporary advantages from, say, the European Union or the North American economic ‘alliance’, in particular the availability of a large new transnational ‘reserve army of labour’ in Eastern Europe. But they are finding that the social and political problems resulting from this new ‘mobility of (cheap) labour’ are increasingly difficult to deal with. This is just one example of the nation state’s inability to palliate, let alone control, the profound social problems and class struggles which will inevitably flow from the impact of global capital’s structural crisis. The intensification of these problems is more and more evident: already in Greece, Spain, Italy, the Middle East, Ukraine, Thailand and elsewhere. It is no accident that we see, in response, the rise of extreme right-wing reactionary forces – neo-Nazi parties, religious fundamentalism, military juntas – and increasingly authoritarian measures, making even more urgent the reconstitution and political rearming of the working class.


Everything said by Trotsky about the betrayals of the working class in the 1920s and 1930s was right, but he greatly underestimated the damage done to the working-class movement. According to Isaac Deutscher, he told Kingsley Martin, editor of the New Statesman, in 1937: ‘I tell you that in three to five years from now the Fourth International will be a great force in the world’, which today seems absurd.1 Equally underestimated was the benefit (then and later) of those betrayals and defeats to capitalism and its powers of recovery (displacement of its contradictions). Capitalism was in fact able in the advanced countries, after World War Two, to go through two phases of development, namely post-war boom/welfare state, then the monetarist stage from the 1970s.


In the post-war years, the Trotskyist movement’s perspective was ‘reconstructing the Fourth International’. Again, I suggest that in the virtual absence now of any working-class parties, and given the changed composition and internal relations of the working class, and especially its changed international character, what is at stake is the reconstitution of the working-class movement.


The agency of socialist revolution is the working class in movement. This movement will mean the working class arming itself politically for the overthrow of the capitalist state, but within that preparation there will be forms of co-operation, organisation and mutual aid which anticipate and actually begin the construction of a socialist society and culture. We should never forget that, as Marx wrote for the rules of the International Workingmen’s Association in 1867, ‘the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves’ – from which it surely follows – I quote from my A New Party for Socialism (London, New Park, 1996) – that




the reconstruction of the working-class movement … is the task of the working class itself. The new party is part of that self-reconstruction; it is not a party ‘supplied’ to the working class, but one built by the working class.





For ‘reconstruction’ I would now write ‘reconstitution’.


Only a few years after this was written came, in 2004–06, new advances in electronic communication in the form of social media. These new and technically revolutionary means of communication are now universally available and are already being used, in, for example, the ‘Arab Spring’, the ‘Occupy’ and ‘99%’ movements, and the resistance in Greece and Spain in unprecedented ways. The potential for transforming the range and speed of communication between the people engaged in social and political struggles can hardly be overestimated.


Where then do Marxists come in? Surely it is clear that no ‘vanguard party’, ‘centralising’, or, as we used to say, ‘politicising’, these many and varied and original movements against the rule of capital, fits the bill. Instead of ‘politicising intervention’ in the many and varied forms of resistance provoked by capital’s attempt to divert the consequences of it structural crisis – through ‘austerity’ programmes, destruction of the welfare state and so on – the task is to engage in them, aiding them in developing their independence, contacts, consciousness and continuity. We will need to engage with, fight alongside, and study every form of movement and struggle before an adequate theory can be developed, a theory that can enrich and arm the consciousness of the ever-growing numbers who find themselves driven into conflict with the power of capital. They have the possibility of developing in quite new ways their own contacts, interchanges, networks and forms of solidarity. But there are real limits that must be overcome.


How will it be possible to overcome the separateness in space and time of the many movements and struggles, the absence of a meaningful continuity? Up to the present time, no way has been found to build forms of organisation, networks and threads reaching to the roots of each manifestation of the new movements in order to accumulate experiences and carry the lessons forward in an interlinked continuity of all the struggles of workers and youth. We do not yet know what form of organisation, party or otherwise, can bring together those who learn how to establish those networks, and the responsibility of Marxists is to engage with them, immerse themselves in their struggles, carry out the theoretical work that can digest the experiences and help point the way forward. István Mészáros formulated the basis of an approach to this problem very clearly when, in 1981, he wrote that proletarian unity:




… is a problem, a task, a challenge, even an imperative in determinate situations of emergency, but not a spontaneously given actual state of affairs. It may be brought into being for a more or less limited period and for a determinate purpose, but it may never be assumed as an unproblematically persistent condition even after its successful accomplishment in a specific socio-historical situation. On the contrary, it has to be constantly recreated under the changing circumstances for as long as the objective grounds of inequality (due to the inherited hierarchical social division of labour and differential rates of exploitation mentioned earlier) remain with us in any form whatsoever, as they are bound to remain for a much longer historical period of transition that one would wish.2 [Emphasis added.]





If we are right that the new means of communication are highly valuable additional, even transformative, resources for the development of revolutionary organisation, this should not at all be taken to mean that there is no longer a need for the fight on the ‘theoretical front’. The contrary is true. We need ‘theory’, as it is properly understood by Marx, that is as ‘a guide to action’. As for the responsibility of Marxists, it is necessary to put an end to the doctrinaire propagandism (and its inevitable consequence in sectarian splits), the modus operandi of most if not all of the selfprofessed ‘Marxist’ parties and groups.


My argument is that reconstitution of the working-class movement involves overcoming the enormous damage, indeed destruction, inflicted by the betrayals of Stalinism and social democracy, and not at all concentrating on reforming or replacing the existing parties. The massive proletarianisation that has taken place in countries like China, the Indian sub-continent, Latin America and Africa is the unspoken but explosive, inescapably necessary and fatal opposite called into existence by capital’s globalised power. There is a new potential basis for socialist internationalism. In the older capitalist countries, the disappearing possibilities of improving or even maintaining the standards of living and the rights of working people through class-collaboration will inevitably bring people into political struggle. They understand more and more that the old working-class parties are totally discredited, but there is the obvious danger that those parties’ past betrayals and the weakness and mistakes of the self-styled revolutionary left produce political apathy or a turn to extreme right-wing politics and ideologies.


This essential new socialist internationalism will be built not by doctrinaire pronouncements and outworn formulas. It will only emerge from struggles – and often bitter disillusionments – as workers and young fighters learn that the solutions offered by nationalist, religious-fundamentalist and demagogic ‘radical’ leaders do not address their deeply felt needs and demands, and that such forces will turn against them once they have power, as has happened, for example, in Egypt and South Africa. Only in the course of these experiences will it become clear that it is the rule of capital itself that must be confronted and overcome, and that the self-organisation of the working class and those who join it must be built within that process. With all manner of differences in historical background and forms of struggle, we can see the same basic problems and prospects in widely separate regional and national contexts. As an introduction, it is useful to have in mind as context the overall historical background, the general characteristics of the stage through which society has passed over the last century. Some years ago, in my book Not Without a Storm (London, Index Books, 2005), I advanced the following hypothesis, which I now repeat in a slightly modified form.


Was the twentieth century, as we believed and as we took as the basis of our work and lives, the century of working-class socialist revolution? There was no such revolution in a major, advanced capitalist country except the failed one in Germany – though of course there were many struggles of a revolutionary nature. The Russian October took place in a country where capitalism had only recently begun to develop – and had begun to develop under conditions where capitalism had already become ‘imperialism’. Tsarist autocracy stood in the way of Russia’s development. Trotsky tried to comprehend this ‘uneven and combined development’ in countries like Russia with his theory of permanent revolution. In October 1917 he came to agree with Lenin to the – to be sure, very important – extent that they saw the proletariat as the only class able to make the ‘democratic’ revolution, leading to a workers’ state that would then be joined to the proletarian revolution in the advanced countries.


Looking back over the twentieth century, however, we have to acknowledge that there has been no ‘bourgeois-democratic’ revolution. This suggests that a democratic regime for transition of late-developing nations to capitalism is, in the conditions of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, impossible. In all ex-colonial countries, the emerging regimes, taking their place (such as it is) in globalised capitalism, have not been in any sense ‘democratic’. They have not successfully tackled the ‘democratic tasks’ of establishing a democratic state, solving the agrarian problem, and so on. ‘National liberation’ has resulted in bourgeois, non-democratic dictatorships. Where revolutions have overthrown the old regimes – as in China, Russia, South-East Asia – led by communist (Stalinist) parties, with the workers and peasants as the revolutionary force, the resultant regimes have after some decades become capitalist. And the form of capitalism adopted has, inevitably, corresponded to the requirements of the stage that now exists in the ‘globalised’ world arena.
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